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WOMEN IN INDIA THROUGH AGES

Women in India have passed through a turbulent range of social transformation and
upheavals, historical phases and political struggles. The present status of women is
due to the efforts of social reformers, women’s organization and the Constitution of
India that removed the hurdles for women’s equality. But in reality, the obstacles to
the liberation of women have not all been eliminated. The basic issue of women’s
inequality and traditional role of women were not challenged. To understand the
status of women during different periods of time, we will have to go through each
period separately.
This Block consists of four Units. Unit 1 presents the status of women in Ancient
period which includes Vedic, Post-Vedic, Epic and Buddhist periods. Unit 2
provides an insight about the position of women in Medieval period. Unit 3
highlights the status of women during pre-independence period. Unit 4 attempts to
present the status of women in contemporary Indian society.
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INTRODUCTION

The worth of a civilization can be judged from the position that it gives to women. Of
the several factors that justify the greatness of India’s ancient culture, one of the
greatest is the honored place ascribed to women. Manu, the great law-giver, said long
ago, “Yatra naryastu pujyante ramante tatra Devata, yatraitaastu na pujyante
sarvaastatrafalaah kriyaah” (Manusmriti, 3.56), which translated, reads, “wherever
women are given their due respect, even the deities like to reside there and where they
are not respected, all action remains unfruitful.” According to ancient Hindu
scriptures, no religious rite can be performed with perfection by a man without the
participation of his wife. Wife’s participation is essential to any religious rite.
Married men, along with their wives, are allowed to perform sacred rites on the
occasion of various important festivals. Wives are thus befittingly called
‘Ardhangani’ (betterhalf). They are given not only important but equal position with
men. A society grows if the women grow, if they partake of the spirit of progress, for
they are the proverbial domestic legislators, they are the matrix of social life.
The position of the women in ancient period was good. They enjoyed equal status and
rights during the early Vedic period. However, later (approximately 500 B.C), the
status of women began to decline with the Smritis (especially Manusmriti) and with
the Islamic invasion of Babur and the Mughal empire and later Christianity curtailing
women’s freedom and rights. This Unit discusses status of women particularly in
ancient India.
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1.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this Unit, you will be able to:
 Discuss the status of women in Vedic and Post-Vedic period;
 Explain the position of women during the Epic period;
 Highlight the status of women in the Buddhist period.

1.3

STATUS OF WOMEN IN ANCIENT INDIA

Discussion about women’s status, therefore, involves looking at what position they
have held in any given society at a given point of time. It varies across place and time
because their position is determined by existing social structure and social
relationships. Social structure, constituting of patterns of social relationships, is not
static and manifests itself in the social change process in any society.
Looking at Indian women’s status in a historical perspective helps us to probe deeply
and understand the reasons and process of the phenomenon of women’s subordinate
status and devaluation of their roles, duties and tasks as compared to those of men,
their deprivation and exploitation. It impels us to acknowledge the role of social,
religious and cultural sanctions providing legitimacy to this process - the process,
which started in the distant past, and passing through the ages, clamors for our
attention even today. Dropping away a feeling of despondence and anger, we finally
need to look at the efforts made to improve women’s status in India to arrive at some
fair assessment of their present status.
Right at the onset of this venture, let us be clear about some basic constraints we have
to encounter:
 This history goes back to about four thousand years. Documentary evidence
of this history is extremely inadequate and the authenticity of whatever is
available is debatable.
 The historians have so far been men and portrayal of women and their
concerns have been made from a male perspective.
 The exploitation and subjugation of women were not only idealized and
justified, but also women, having internalized their position of inferiority,
themselves became the most zealous carrier and perpetrators of the culture
and traditions responsible for their conditions.
 Women, we are talking about, are not a homogenous social group. The
disabilities, women have been exposed to in the past, or even today, have not
affected all women in the same way and to the same extent; not did all
inequalities apply to all women. For example, “the lack of employment
applied only to middle-class women, as the peasant women were occupied in
the agricultural activity along with their men folk and the women of the higher
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class hardly had any wish or necessity to take employment.” (Gupta,
1982:154). The women are divided across caste, class, religion, region and
community they belong to.
As a result, the disabling social situations and the subsequent efforts to
ameliorate the same have impacted women differently.
The ‘objectively’ high status need not necessarily coincide with ‘subjectively’
high status experience. Also, an overall high status does not necessarily imply
a high status in all spheres.
For a variety of reasons, the present paper does not claim adequate coverage
of status issues of women belonging to different religious communities and
regions

1.3.1 Women in the Vedic and Post-Vedic period
The Vedic Age is supposed to be the golden era of women’s status in India. Although
‘It would be too simplistic to merely accept that in the distant past… all was well
with women in Indian Society. (all we can say is that) they may have enjoyed greater
freedom of movement and a greater share in important social and religious functions”
(de Souza, 1980: 187). On the basis of available Vedic literature, we can say,
however, that women were treated much better and enjoyed more rights than they did
in later times.
The position of women in the Vedic period may be judged by the way in which the
birth of a girl is received. The Vedic society was a patriarchal one, and hence father
was the head of the family (Kapadia, 1966, p.82). All efforts were made to secure the
birth of son. The birth of a daughter was looked upon with disfavor (Dutt, R. C, 1967,
p.89).
The earliest Vedic literature, Rigveda, which is claimed to have evolved roughly from
1500 BC to 1000 BC, shows clear influence of the pre Aryan culture in its references
to the image of ‘Mother Goddess’ or Shakti, giving reverence to the beneficial aspect
of nature and women. In the later Vedic literature, there are indications that the
principle of patriarchy got strengthened. The birth of a son was decidedly a matter of
great joy, but the birth of a daughter was not seen as a matter of misfortune. Various
important ceremonies like ‘annaprasana’, ‘namkaran’, ‘jatkaram’, ‘upnayan, as well
as ‘yajnyyopoavit’ were held both for girls and boys, making it clear that there was no
difference between children of different sexes. Women, further, had full access to
education evidenced by references to women like Gargi, Maitreyi, and Aditi. The
number of mantras whose creation is attributed to women scholars testifies their
proficiency in the knowledge of mantras. (Seth, 2001:17) It is an interesting reflection
on women’s status in the Vedic age that women could remain unmarried and remain
Brahmavadinis, devoted to the pursuit of knowledge or marry. Women had freedom
to choose their own life partners. The age of marriage was higher, that is, after
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brahmacharya. Women had important place in the performance of rituals, yajnas and
other religious ceremonies. Both men and women took vows at the time of marriage
to look after each other and perform their respective roles to strengthen the family.
However, being a patriarchal society, mothers of sons had a special status in society.
While marriage was considered a noble institution, divorce was permitted in specific
conditions and remarriage of divorced women called punarbhu (with children or
childless) has been referred to in various texts (Datta, 2000:8). Monogamy seems to
be the rule rather than an exception. Indications also exist of the practice of niyoga
through which a childless mother, married or widowed, could have a child by a man
other than her husband. Women not only participated in rituals and religious
activities, they were experts in martial arts, veterinary sciences and the use of the
handloom. It is important to note that the accounts of women’s situation during the
Vedic period offer a view only of women of the Brahmin caste. There is hardly any
mention of women of other social groups. There are numerous hymns in the RigVeda indicating, women were assigned a high place in the Vedic society. The Rig
Veda (IX, 112) says: “A bard I am, my father a leech, / and my mother is a grinder of
corn, / Diverse in means, but all wishing wealth, / equally we strive for cattle.’’
Ghosha, Apala, Lopamudra, Vishwvara, Surya, Indrani, Yami, Romasha – all these
names highlight the position and the esteem which Hindu women enjoyed in the
Vedic period. ‘Devi-Sukta’ of the Rigveda is courtesy ‘vac’ (daughter of sage
Ambhrna). In a theosophical debate between Shankaracharya and Mandana Mishra,
the latter’s wife was appointed to be the judge – obviously because of her superior
knowledge and spiritual attainments. Vrihadaranyakopanishad (2.34) gives the
evidence of Maitreyi opting for Brhamvidya rather than wealth and worldly
pleasures. Women were also allowed to observe celibacy (Atharvaveda 12.3.17) and
study Vedas. Not only this, the Ashvalayana and Gobhil Grihyasutras and HaritDharmasutra show even the sacred thread ceremony (the Upanayana Samskara) being
performed for women. Women used to teach also (Paninikalin Bharat, p.281).
Additionally, queens like Kaikeyi helped their husbands in the battlefield. It would
thus be seen that at that time there was not a single area where women did not take
part or excel their male counterparts.
As far as the history of ordinary womenfolk goes, their position on the whole was
free. Girls were normally not married till they were in their late teens and sometimes
even later. They had a fair amount of choice in the selection of a mate, which is
evidenced by the – then prevalence of the “swayamvara-system”. The cases of Sita,
Damayanti, Draupadi, Shakuntala (the adopted daughter of sage Kanva) are the
instances of the choice women enjoyed in choosing their husbands. From birth till
death a Hindu had (and even today has) to perform hundreds of ceremonies and not
even one of them could be performed without the presence of the wife (Rigveda
5.102)
Latter part of Vedic Period witnessed increasing rigidity in Hindu Society. The
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society gradually established itself as patriarchal, controlling every aspect of
women’s existence. As society became stratified, women’s roles were defined as
subservient to men in the name of social and moral stability. Confined within an
elaborate structuring of power relations and ethical principles, women’s lives from
about 500 BC became more patrilocal, constricted and homebound (Bose. 2000:viii).
It was because of the introduction of non-Aryan wife. The non-Aryan wives did not
have any knowledge of Vedic rituals. During the Post -Vedic period, women suffered
a severe slide in their social position in society. The post-Vedic period is
characterized by a strong ambivalence towards women. Women were visualized both
as goddesses or Shakti—to be worshiped and temptress to be shunned at the same
time. The great epics put mothers of sons and faithful wives on a very high pedestal.
The chaste and faithful wives were shown to have developed miraculous powers.
Except in the form of deities or mothers, women were seldom seen equal to men. A
very important influence on the status of (Hindu) women has been the Manusmriti, a
book composed by Manu somewhere from 200 BC to 200 AD and committed to
writing in 12th century AD (Seth 2001:23). With an apparent goal of solidifying
family as a social institution, Manu established the principle of purity as a basis of a
code of social conduct. Women were seen as the most potential danger to purity of
the family lineage. They were, therefore, restricted to the four walls of their home.
Religious prescriptions and social practices reinforced each other to relegate women
to secondary status. The outcome of this perception of women was denial of
education to women—denial to read Vedas or chant mantras. The role of a married
woman was confined to her home and to serve her husband faithfully. She could
attain her salvation through selfless service to her husband, taking care of his daily
needs, so that he could meditate and perform Vedic rites. Manu, who is held
responsible for the fate women suffered for more than two millennia, considered
women in constant need of protection and supervision.
The following are the some observations during Vedic and the post-Vedic period:
a) Freedom Enjoyed by Women
The degree of freedom given to women to take part in public activities indicates the
nature of the status enjoyed by women during Vedic period. Women never observed
“purdah”. They enjoyed freedom. They enjoyed freedom in selecting their male
partner. They could educate themselves Widows were permitted to remarry. Divorce
was however not permissible to them. Even men did not have the right to divorce
their wives. Women were given complete freedom in family matters and were treated
as “Ardhanginis”.
b) Equal Educational opportunities for women
Daughters were never ill-treated although male children were preferred to female
children. They also received education like boys and went through the
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“Brahmaachary” discipline including the “Upanayana” ritual. Women studied the
Vedic literature like men and some of them like Lopamudra, Ghosa and SikataNivavari figure among the authors of the vedic hymns. Many girls in well-to-do
families used to be given a fair amount of education down to about B.C 300.
c) Position of Women in Matters Relating To Marriage and Family Affairs
Marriage in the Vedic period was considered a social and religious duty and united
the couple on an equal looting. Women had the right to remain spinsters throughout
their life. Marriage was not forcibly imposed on them Child marriages were
unknown. Girls were given in marriage only after puberty that too after completing
their education women had the right to select their life-partners.
Often there were also love marriages called “Gandharva vivaha”. Monogamy was the
form of marriage during the Vedic days. Re-marriage of widows was allowed. These
are a number of references to custom of “Niyoga” where a brother or the nearest
relative of a deceased husband could marry the widow with the permission of the
elders.
d) Economic Production and occupational Freedom
Vedic women had economic freedom. Some women were engaged in teaching work.
Home was the place of production. Spinning and weaving of clothes were done at
home. Women also helped their husbands in agricultural purists.
e) Property Rights and Inheritance
Women rights were very much limited in inheriting property. A married daughter had
no share in her father’s property but each spinster was entitled to one-fourth share of
patrimony received by her brothers. Women had control over gifts and property etc.
received by a woman at the time of marriage but the bulk of the family property was
under the control and management of the patriarch.
f) Role in the Religious Field
In the religious field, wife enjoyed full rights and regularly participated in religious
ceremonies with her husband. Religious ceremonies and sacrifices were performed
jointly by the husband and the wife. Women even participated actively in religious
discourses. There was no bar for women to read or study any of our sacred literature.

1.3.2 Women during the Epic Period
The women of Epic India enjoyed an honorable position at home. Both Ramayana
and Mahabharata Epics had given a respectable place for women; women had been
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called the root of Dharma, prosperity and enjoyment in both the epics. We find vast
references of the expression of courage, strong willpower and valor of women like
Kaikeye, Sita, Rukmani, Satyabhama, Sabitri, Draupadi and others.
The Ramayana is a glorious illustration for the Hindu ideal womanhood, it glorifies
the value of “Pativratya” and idealises womanhood as one of the most venerable
aspects of our heritage. The Mahabharata also outlines the duties and the attitude of
the wife to the husband.
During the period of Dharmashastras and puranas the status of women gradually
declined and underwent a major change. The girls were deprived of formal education
Daughters were regarded as second class citizens. Freedom of women was curtailed.
Sons were given more weightage than daughters Girls were prevented from learning
the Vedas and becoming Brahma charinis.
Manu, the law giver of Indian society gave the statement that women have to be
under father during childhood, under her husband during youth and under her son
during old age”. At no stage shall she deserve freedom. However he balanced this
with the statement that a society in which the woman was not honoured would be
condemned to damnation.

1.3.3 Women in the Buddhist Period
Buddhism rose as a protest against the steadily rigidifying Brahmanism. In the post
Vedic period the dominance of rituals increasingly grew, thereby giving indomitable
power to the Brahmins. Buddhism emphasized the superfluity of any intermediary
between God and man and further opened the portals of religion to all human beings
without any distinction. There is not the slightest doubt that the Buddha was the first
religious teacher who gave women equal and unfettered opportunities in the field of
spiritual development. Although he had pointed out on several occasions the natural
tendencies and weakness of women, he had also given due credit to their abilities and
capabilities. He truly paved the way for women to lead a full religious life. They were
able to develop and purify their minds and realise the bliss of Nibbana just as men
were. The testimonies of the Theris (Nuns) in the days of the Buddha speak amply to
this fact. Gautama Buddha permitted women to join his monastic community and
fully participate in it, although there were certain provisos or garudhammas. As Susan
Murcott comments, “The nun’s sangha or bhikkhuni sangha - the Order of Nuns –
was a radical experiment of his time that truly opened to women new avenues of
culture and social service and ample opportunities for public life”(Murcott, Susan,
1991, p.4).
The social attitude towards women in the pre-Buddhist days can be traced from the
early Vedic literature, such as the Rigveda. A woman was looked down upon as a
mere possession or a thing. Her place was the home, under the complete whims and
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fancies of her husband. She not only had to perform all the domestic chores, but also
had to bring up a large family. Some of the priestly caste Brahmins married and lived
with their wives, yet regarded food cooked by women as impure and unfit to eat. A
myth was built up - that all women were regarded as sinful and the only way to keep
them out of mischief was to keep them endlessly occupied with the task of
motherhood and domestic duties.
According to what the Buddha taught about the Law of Karma, one is responsible for
one’s own action and its consequence. The well-being of a father or grandfather does
not depend upon the action of the son or grandson. They were responsible for their
own actions. Such enlightened teachings helped to correct the views of many people
and naturally reduced the anxiety of women who were unable to produce sons to
perform the ‘rites of the ancestors’.
In the early Buddhist period, an unmarried girl could go along, unabused, contented
and adequately occupied in caring for parents and younger brothers and sisters. She
might even become the owner of great possessions and rich fields; as did Subha, the
daughter of a goldsmith, during the time of the Buddha. But when the Dhamma was
taught to her by Mahaprajapati, Subha realized the nature of all fleeting pleasures and
that ‘silver and gold lead neither to peace nor to enlightenment’, with the result that
she entered the Order of Buddhist Nuns. This act was a great boon to unmarried
women.
Despite the fact that the Buddha elevated the status of women, he was practical in his
observations and advice given from time to time in that he realized the social and
physiological differences that existed between men and women. These were depicted
in the Anguttara Nikaya and Samyutta Nikaya. It was clearly mentioned that a man’s
duty is his unending quest for knowledge, the improvement and stabilization of his
skill and craftsmanship, and dedication to his work and ability to find the wherewithal
for the maintenance and sustenance of his family. On the other hand it was stated, as
a matter of fact, that it was the woman’s duty to look after the home, and to look after
her husband.
The Anguttara Nikaya contained some valuable advice which the Buddha gave to
young girls prior to their marriage. Realizing that there were bound to be difficulties
with the new in-laws, the girls were enjoined to give every respect to their mothersin-law and fathers in-law, serving them lovingly as they would their own parents.
They were requested to honour and respect their husband’s relatives and friends, thus
creating a congenial and happy atmosphere in their new homes. They were also
advised to study and understand their husband’s nature, ascertain their activities,
character and temperament, and to be useful and co-operative at all times in their new
homes. They should be polite, kind and watchful in their relationship with the
servants and should safe-guard their husband’s earnings and see to it that all
household expenditures were properly regularized. Such advice given by the Buddha
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more than twenty-five centuries ago, is still valuable today.
Although in certain sections of the Tripitaka some caustic comments were made on
the wiles and behaviour of women, the Buddha, in the Samyutta Nikaya, did bring
forth many redeeming features: under certain circumstances, women are considered
more discerning and wise than men and women are also considered capable of
attaining perfection or sainthood after treading the noble Eightfold path.
The Buddha’s attitude towards women can also be seen when the news of the birth of
a daughter was brought to his friend, King Kosala. The King was displeased at the
news as he expected a son, but the Buddha, unlike any other religious teacher, paid a
glowing tribute to women and mentioned certain characteristics that adorn a woman
in the following words:
“Some women are indeed better (than men). Bring her up, O Lord of men.
There are women who are wise, virtuous, who have high regard for mothersin-law, and who are chaste. To such a noble wife may be born a valiant son, a
Lord of Realms, who will rule a kingdom” (Horner, I. B., 1975, p.66).
The establishment of the Bhikkhuni Sangha - the Order of Nuns, in the 5th year of the
Buddha’s ministry, really paved the way for full religious freedom for women in the
days of the Buddha. It was a splendid success. There arose many eminent nuns who
shone brilliantly in the study and practice of the Dhamma. In the eyes of the world,
Buddhism was raised to a very high level. The Psalms of the Sisters (Therigatha)
containing 77 verses by individual nuns is one of the prides of Buddhist literature.
The Buddha did not place any restrictions on the nuns in the matter of teaching and
preaching of the Dhamma. The Bhikkhuni Order produced a remarkable number of
brilliant preachers and exponents of the Dhamma e.g. Sukha, Patacara, Khema,
Dhammadinna and Maha Prajapati (the foster mother of the Buddha). Buddhism
never shared the Brahmin’s view that a son was essential for the father’s passage to
heaven. Daughters became quite as good as sons and marriage was no longer a
compulsory necessity. Women, under Buddhism, had the liberty to lead an
independent life and go about their own business. The Buddha by granting women an
active share in the religious life also helped to raise their status in secular life as well.
Real freedom is freedom from all forms of bondage that can be achieved only through
proper spiritual development and purification of one’s own mind – purging and
cleansing oneself from all taints of greed, hatred and delusion. No amount of public
debates, demonstrations and universal charters could bring true freedom – except
through one’s own diligence and heedfulness by the regular practice of meditation as
taught by the Buddha.
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1.4

LET US SUM UP

In this Unit, you have learnt about the position of the women in the ancient period. In
the ancient ages, women enjoyed equal status and rights, especially during the early
Vedic period. However, later (approximately 500 B.C), the status of women began to
decline with the Smritis (especially Manusmriti).
In ancient India, women were given recognition and significance and also constraints
were imposed upon them. The women belonging to upper castes and wealthy families
rendered a significant contribution in improving the well-being of the family and
community. They were provided with educational opportunities, they were engaged
in teaching professions and also developed their skills and abilities in carrying out the
administrative and political functions.

1.5

GLOSSARY

Autonomy:

Autonomy means freedom from all external constraints.
An autonomous being is one that has the power of self
direction, possessing the ability to act as it decides,
independent of the will of others and of other internal
or external factors.

Hierarchy:

A hierarchy is a system of ranking and organizing
things or people in an ascending chain of power or
authority, where each element of the system (except for
the top element) is subordinate to a single other
element. Originally, the term was used to mean
government by a body of priests. Currently, a hierarchy
is used to denote any body of individuals arranged or
classified according to capacity, authority, position, or
rank.

Niyoga:

where a brother or the nearest relative of a deceased
husband could marry the widow with the permission of
the elders

Polygyny:

A form of marriage in which a husband has more than
one wife at the same time
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INTRODUCTION

In the previous Unit, we have discussed about the status of women in ancient period
particularly focusing on Vedic and Post-Vedic period. This unit introduces you the
status of women in the mediaeval period which is considered as the most
disappointing phase for women. This period starts from 500 AD to 1500 AD. In this
Unit, we will also explore the problems faced by women due to the invasion of
Muslim rule.

2.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this Unit, you will be able to:
 discuss the status of women in the medieval period;
 explain different kinds of problems faced by women;
 highlight the impact of Bhakti movement on the status of women.

2.3

WOMEN DURING THE MEDIEVAL PERIOD

The Medieval period proved to be highly disappointing for the Indian women, for
their status further deteriorated during this period. During the 7th to the 9th century
A. D, we find that the general level of the culture and position of women was high.
Women, including those not belonging to the higher classes, had some opportunities
for liberal education, as well as training in fine arts (especially those of painting,
music and versification). Rajyashree (sister of the renowned king Harshvardhana)
was a disciple of Lord Buddha and her advice was sought on various important
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matters. Rajshekhar (Kavya-Mimamsa) quotes examples of princesses, daughters of
high officials, of courtesans, and of concubines who were poetesses as well as adepts
in sciences. Avantisundari, the wife of the poet Rajshekhar, was an exceptionally
accomplished woman. Rajshekhar’s Karpurmanjari was produced at her request and
Hemachandra quotes three of her stanzas. The dramas and prose romances of this age
also illustrate the contemporary state of learning among women. Here we find that
court ladies and even the queens’ maids-in-waiting are capable of composing
excellent Sanskrit and Prakrit verses. Shila-Mahadevi, wife of Rashtrakuta emperor
Dhruva, probably ruled jointly with her husband and enjoyed the privilege of granting
large gifts. Several queens of the Kara dynasty ruled in Orissa. Sugandha and Didda
of Kashmir administered extensive kingdoms as dowager queens.
The political condition also appears to have had their impact on the status of women.
The political reverses, the atrocities due to war and the decline of prosperity,
produced a detrimental effect on the society. The preaching of Upnadishism,
Buddhism and Jainism started spreading and the status of widow was badly affected.
Remarriage of widows was stopped and they were asked to devote themselves to an
ascetic life at home. The tonsure (shaving of head) of the widow was enforced by
about the eighth century A.D; the purdah system was widely used in the middle class
families. There was a marked deterioration in the status of woman in the medieval
period (Altekar, 1966, p.13).

2.4

THE POSITION OF WOMEN DURING MUSLIM AND
MUGHAL RULE

The Mughal period in Indian history began with the battle of Panipat in 1526 in
which Babur defeated Ibrahim Lodi. After the establishment of Muslim regimes, the
status of women further deteriorated. There are a number of debates and versions of
the status of women during the Mughal period. Some of the Mughal emperors like
Akber, Jahangir and Aurangajeb tried and issued orders to prohibit the practice of sati
but it could not be suppressed. However the Muslim woman had some distinct
advantages. After the death of her husband, she was allowed to remarry, after waiting
for a period of three months which was called “iddat”. Purdah system was a part of
Mughal culture and this system was observed strictly during Mughal period. Girls
were not allowed to go outside. Arrangements for education of princesses were made
in the palace. As in Hindu society, similarly among the Muslims, rich people used to
arrange for education of their girls in their own homes. Music was taught to princess
in the palace by carefully selected ustads (teachers). But even during the Mughal
period there were some very learned women who made unique contribution to the
development of literature. The empress Nurjahan was a learned woman. She very
well carried on the state administration. Sultan Razia, princess Gul Badan, princess
Zebunnisa are examples of learned royal ladies. However only the royal, princess and
ladies and daughters of very rich people received education during the Mughal
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period; the education of common women as in Hindu society was completely ignored.
There was no question of having any political status for women. The legal status of
muslim women was equally pathetic with easy “talak”, inroads in to inheritance right
and strict confinement within the home.
However there is no consensus among historians about the precise period when
purdah originated in Indian society. In the well-known book, 'Medieval India',
renowned historian Satish Chandra writes that during the Delhi Sultanate period,
beginning in 1206, ‘the practice of keeping women in seclusion and asking them to
veil their faces in the presence of outsiders became widespread among the upper class
women’. Historian Kegan Paul traces the practice of the custom back to the Vedic
period. According to Nandita Prasad Sahi, "Most historians consider the Muslim
invasion as a watershed when purdah is said to have become more widespread as a
defensive reaction in troubled times among the Rajput royalty trying to protect their
women. In fact, the case is unproven in the absence of statistical material that could
establish a change in the extent of the practice of purdah. It seems plausible,
however, that the practice became more widespread amongst the Rajput royalty in
trying to imitate the custom of the new ruling classes, Interestingly, the peasant and
working class women did not observe purdah. t was a feature primarily among upper
classes.”
The Muslim period witnesses several indicators of low status of women, particularly
the Hindu women. The child marriage became a rue to safeguard the chastity and
honour of the girls. In many cases, the Hindu girls were given in marriage before the
age of nine or ten (Mishra, 1992). During the Muslim and Mughal rule, these social
practices got firmly entrenched in Indian social fabric. The threat of Muslim invaders
pushed women further in isolation and misery. Although Islam was basically more
egalitarian in its philosophy than many other religions, it gradually adopted a social
mileu where women were secluded. This seclusion was symbolized by the practice of
purdah, which became synonymous with respectability and status. The outcome of
this state of affairs was restricted mobility and domesticity the only vocation in life.
By a misinterpretation of the Holy Book, Quaran, or reading the text out of its
original context, the sanction of polygamy, particularly among the upper classes led
to the devaluation of women’s position in society. Women were denied the reading of
the Islamic scriptures and the advantages of education. The economic position of the
Mughal royal women was very powerful and they engaged in charity as well as
patronized arts like music and dance. The women of middle and lower classes had a
tougher time. They married young, had many children, and worked as domestic
servants of the rich. The poor were mostly illiterate. Foreign travelers to the country
mentioned many instances of Sati among the higher-class Hindu women (Seth,
2001:28-31).
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Check Your progress Exercise 2.1
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.1 What do you understand by Iddat?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.2 Explain three problems faced by women during Muslim rule?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………

2.5

PROBLEMS OF WOMEN IN MEDIEVAL PERIOD

The position of women within the Indian society underwent transformations within
the Mughal period. The evolvement of social laws and customs, brought about
changes within the aspects, which depicted improvements in the status of women.
The intellectual culture of women varied in accordance to the class. In rural areas,
women were residing mostly in backward conditions and there was not any room that
would promote their cultural and social development. The rural women were
primarily occupied with their family responsibilities. In most cases, they were
engaged in agricultural and farming practices, implement household chores, took care
of the needs and requirements of their family members and got engaged in some
recreational and leisure activities. The women belonging to upper classes got
involved in enhancing their skills and abilities. They also got enrolled into
educational institutions and training centres to acquire education (Shamim, 2010).
Women in Medieval period had faced a number of problems which are discussed
below:
i) Practice of Child Marriage
Though the practice of child marriage had emerged during the period of
Dharmastraras, it had become almost inescapable. The fear that Muslim invaders
would kidnap or seduce the girls brought heavy pressure on the parents to arrange the
marriage of their daughters at a very early age.
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ii) Prohibition of Widow Remarriage
Dharmasastras strictly prohibited the widow remarriages. The glorification of the
ideal of ‘Patibrataa’ was another hurdle in the path of widow remarriage. Child
widows had a miserable life. They were denied education, public life and most of the
religious activities were tabooed for them. Their very presence on important
occasions was considered to be disgraceful for they were treated as a symbol of illomen. They were made to work like servants throughout their lives.
iii) Practice of Sati
The widespread practice of ‘Sati’ during the medieval period indicates the decline in
the status of Indian women. ‘Sati’ indicates a practice in which the married women
used to jump into the funeral pyre of their husbands with the hope of attaining
‘Moksha’. It was actually an act of self-immolation. The glorification of ‘Patibrataa’
and the degraded and intolerable widow life made many women to become ‘Sati’.
There were instances in which women were forcibly pushed in to the funeral fire of
their husbands. This custom was very much prevalent particularly in Rajputana and
Central India. There was also the horrible practice of ‘Johar’ in which the Rajput
women used to immolate themselves collectively with a view to protect their chastity
whenever it was very much endangered. The practice of ‘Sati’ had continued even
after the end of Muslim rule.
iv) Purdah System
Purdah system refers to the practice of women wearing a gown or veil to cover their
face and upper part of the body. It was a common practice among the Muslims in
Medieval India. Even now it is practiced. Before the invasion of Muslims in India,
this system was practiced only in the wealthy and royal classes among the Hindus.
But after the Muslim invasion, the Hindu women were also forced to wear the
‘purdah’ mainly to escape from the Muslim men and to protect themselves from
being kidnapped or seduced.
v) Polygamy
The meaning of polygamy is having multiple spouses, i.e. having more than one
husband or wife at the same time. Polygamous marriages were common in Medieval
India. There are two types of polygamy, i.e. one is polygyny, when a man marries
more than one woman and the other is, polyandry, when a woman marries more than
one man. In ancient India, the practice of polygamy was prevalent. But whether, they
were acknowledged within the society is still not known. This practice was prevalent
among the warrior communities and the wealthy merchant class. In ancient India, this
practice was influenced by various factors, these were personal opinion of the
individuals, status symbol and social, moral and religious obligation (Polygamous
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Marriages in India, n.d.). Marriage in traditional Hinduism was primarily meant for
progeny and implementation of duties and responsibilities. Apart from the
performance of household responsibilities, the spouses made provision of support and
assistance to each other.
vi) Women Education
The girls of Medieval India, specially Hindu society were not given formal education.
They were given education related to household chores. On the other hand, in Muslim
society, some of the monarchs established separate schools for girls, as Akbar had
done. Tutors were appointed for exercises in the fine arts. Some of the learned
women were themselves patrons of learning, as –Sultana Raziya, Gulbadan
Begum(Babur’s daughter), Salima Sultana(another daughter of Babur), Mohan
Anaga(Akbar’s foster mother), Nurjahan, Mumtaz mahal etc.
vii) Devadasis
It was a custom prevalent in Southern India. In this system girlswere dedicated to
temples in the name of gods and goddesses. The girls were then onwards known as
‘Devadasis’ meaning servant of god. These Devadasis were supposed to live the life
of celibacy. All the requirements of Devadasis were fulfilled by the grants given to
the temples. In temple they used to spend their time in worship of god and by singing
and dancing for the god. Some kings used to invite temple dancers to perform at their
court for the pleasure of courtiers and thus some Devadasis converted to Rajadasis
(palace dancers)prevalent in some tribes of South India like Yellamma cult.
Vii) Female Infanticide
Female infanticide is referred to the killing of the girl child, after she has been born.
Right from the time of birth, the girl child was considered as a liability by her parents.
It was believed that she would only make demands and would yield no returns upon
investment. When the girls got married and went to their marital homes, then parents
normally possessed the viewpoint that they have to eventually get married, therefore,
resources should not be spend upon them. With the prevalence of this viewpoint, they
are deprived from the acquisition of education. The poverty stricken and marginalized
families also deprive them from obtaining other materials such as, good clothes, food
etc. Hence, it can be stated that girls were neglected at each state of their lives. At the
time of marriage, huge dowry demands were made, hence in order to prevent these
problems, preference was given to male children. It was believed that male children
would bring cash, jewellery and other items as dowry. These are the major causes that
led to prevalence of the practice of female infanticide (Status/Position of Women in
Society, n.d.).
The practice of female infanticide was common among certain castes and tribes in
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India, especially in the north and north-western states. This practice was particularly
prominent among the communities, which normally experience problems and
difficulties in finding suitable matches for their daughters. When the daughters were
unmarried, it was regarded as a degradation and dishonour for the family. The
poverty stricken families or the individuals, belonging to deprived and economically
weaker sections of the society normally did not possess adequate financial resources,
hence, fulfilment of the dowry demands is regarded as a major problem for them
(Status/Position of Women in Society, n.d.).

2.6

IMPACT OF BHAKTI MOVEMENT ON THE STATUS OF
WOMEN

Throughout the Medieval period, the status of women went on declining. However,
during the 4th and 15th centuries the social situation had undergone some changes.
Ramanujacharya organized the first Bhakti Movement during this period which
introduced new trends in the social and the religious life of women in India. The great
saints like Chaitanya, Nanak, Meera, Kabir, Ramdas, Tulsidas and Tukaram stood for
the right of women to religious worship. Though the Bhakti movement did not have
the intention of radically changing the status of Indian women it unlocked the gate of
religious freedom to women.
As a result of this freedom, they secured certain social freedom also. The purdah
system was abolished. Women could go out of their families to attend pravachanas,
harikathas, kirtans (religious prayers), bhajans, dharmic utsav and so on. Bhakti
movement stressed the importance of Grihasthashrama and as a result, the saints were
made to take to 'sanyasa' only with the consent of the wife. This condition gave some
important right to women. The saints of the Bhakti movement encouraged women to
read religious books and to educate themselves.
The above explanation makes it clear that the Bhakti movement gave a new life to
women. But this movement did not bring any change in the economic structure of the
society and hence women continued to hold low status in the society.
Check Your progress Exercise 2.2
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.3 What is Purdah System? Use two lines for your answer.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
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…………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.4 What is Bhakti Movement? Use three lines for your answer.
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………

2.7

LET US SUM UP

In the medieval period, the various forms of problems that women experienced were,
polygamy, sati, child marriage, widow remarriage, right to property, and female
infanticide. Before the advent of Islam, women were not treated well within the
Indian society, but with the advent of Islam, improvements were bought about in their
status, regarding right to live, right to education, right to equality and right to
property. Position of women during the Mughal period also experienced number of
problems and challenges, these include, child marriage, sati, female infanticide, and
prostitution. During the Mughal period, education of women is regarded as less
important, as compared to education acquired by men. The Mughal emperors were
cultured and educated, therefore, they were aware that even girls should be educated,
so they are able to promote better livelihoods for themselves.

2.8 GLOSSARY
Bhakti Movement:

the theistic devotional trend that emerged in medieval
Hinduism and later acted as the de facto catalyst to the
formation and subsequent revolution in the form of Sikhism. It
originated in eighth-century south India (now Tamil Nadu and
Kerala), and spread northwards.

Purdah:

The practice of women wearing a gown or veil to cover their
face and upper part of the body.

Sati:

The practice in which a widow sacrifices herself by sitting atop
her deceased husband's funeral pyre.

2.9 CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: THE ANSWER KEYS
Answer to Q.1:

the period a woman must observe after the death of her
husband or after a divorce, during which she may not marry
another man.
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Answer to Q.2:

i) practice of child marriages
ii) Restrictions on widow remarriages
iii) Purdah System

Answer to Q.3:

The practice of women wearing a gown or veil to cover their
face and upper part of the body.

Answer to Q.4:

The Bhakti Movement, led by the Saint reformers like Kabir,
Ravidas and Nanak during this period, once more attempted to
bring women and men, people of all castes and classes or
religion at one platform. They preached equality among all
human beings because of the divine spark within them.
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INTRODUCTION

The nature of women’s question in the colonial period was quite complex. The
women were subject to a traditional order, which reigned them in as regards their
social and public positions. It was the campaign of the social reformers in the 19th
century, which brought their conditions Centre stage. Western ideas and legislation
by the colonial authorities under pressure from the reformers sought to create
conditions, which were conducive to emancipation. In this unit, we will be taking you
through the story of some major developments in which women themselves played an
active role in changing their lot.

3.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this Unit, you will be able to:
 describe the status of women during British rule;
 explain the changing role of women in the 19th century; and
 discuss class differentiation of women and their consequent public spaces.
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3.3

STATUS OF WOMEN DURING THE BRITISH RULE

The status of women in Indian society has changed from time to time. Their status
has been variously estimated and there are many views regarding her place in
civilization. There is so much variability in the relation of women to society during
different time period that it is difficult to make a general statement. Categorically, her
utility, resourcefulness in domestic life, refreshing company and affectionate care for
children have always proved a great asset to her partner in life and have to a
considerable extent determined her status at different stages of civilization.
There was much unrest among women in India during colonial period; a general
desire to change the existing state of things. This had become possible because the
1920’s were a period of social and political awakening in India, followed by intense
reformist efforts made by social reformers with or without organized support. Thus,
the issue of women’s status, which had long become the focus of social reform, was
also reflected in a series of legal enactments relating to or affecting women. To
mention only a few, the Sati Abolition Act was passed in 1829 and the Widow
Remarriage Act in 1854. By 1929, Indian Women had been granted the right to vote.
The Sarda Act, which fixed the minimum age at marriage for girls at 14 was enacted
in 1929. Mahatma Gandhi stressed the need for educating women. Women’s
education and amelioration of their status had received a great deal of impetus by the
third decade of nineteenth century (Chanana, 1996: 116-121).
One of the outstanding features of modern India has been the unprecedented
awakening of Indian women during nineteenth and twentieth century. A number of
movements, both religious and social like Brahmo samaj, Aryasamaj and Prarthana
samaj were launched in the middle of nineteenth century, reforming Hinduism and
Indian society. These movements have had a deep impact on the women’s identity
and women’s life in India. The social reformers like Raja Rammohan Roy, Pandit
Iswar Chandra Vidyasagar in Bengal, Malabari, Ranade in Bombay and Dayananda
Saraswati in Punjab and many others and their ideas changed the total atmosphere in
India and brought about a near revolution through laws which started the new era of
emancipation for women in India. The political upheaval under Mahatma Gandhi
marked the climax when women participated in the independence movement. In the
1930s and 1940s the outlook of leaders of the nationalist movement became more
egalitarian and less hierarchical. The nationalist leaders’ commitment to equality
influenced the Indian women’s movement to turn to liberal egalitarian values.
Some women’s organizations were formed to promote modern ideals to women on a
nationalist basis. Of these Bharat Stri Mahamandal (BSM) was founded in 1910,
Women’s India Association (WIA) founded in 1917 by Madame Annie Besant,
National Council for Women in India (NCWI) founded in 1925 by Lady Aberdeen,
Lady Tata and others and All India women’s Conference (AIWC) founded in 1927 by
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the efforts of Margaret Cousins and others. These organizations took up various
issues like women’s education; abolition of social evils, Hindu law reform; moral and
material progress of women, equality of rights and opportunities and women’s
suffrage. According to Ahuja (1992) the Indian Women’s movement worked for two
goals: 1) uplift the status of women in India, that is, reforming social practices so as
to enable women to play a more important and constructive role in society and ii)
equal rights for men and women, that is, extension of civil rights enjoyed by men in
the political, economic and familial spheres to women also.

3.4

THE IMPETUS OF SOCIAL CHANGE AND REFORM
CENTERING ON WOMEN IN THE 19TH CENTURY

It was in the nineteenth century when the Indian subcontinent was teeming with ideas
of significant importance on reform and change that the woman question assumed
centre stage. This was to some extent related to the nature of questions that were
taken up in the 19th century. These were influenced by the colonial ideology and
political concerns that were voiced during these times. Campaigns such as for
example that the condition of the women in a country is representative of the
conditions and civilization of the area transformed the mindset of the educated literati
of Indians who saw in the amelioration of the conditions of the ideas such as Western
impact and Indian response schema has been put out as the characterizing the social
reform agenda in the 19th century or for that matter transforming society. To Desai,
this resulted in measures that were conducive for the emancipation of women and
attempts to elevate their status that were initiated by social reformers. Was this a
period of Renaissance? This was another rendition of the 19th century where scholars
such as Sushoban Sarkar see in the reform initiatives the rebirth of vitality into
colonial Bengal. All this engagement with the woman question released major reform
legislation very helpful for women: Anti-Sati bill of Bentinck, Widow Remarriage
Act of 1856 and Educational Institutions for girls. The reform movements produced
variety in its regional focus on one or many of the issues that generally invited the
concern of the 19th century mind.
In Western India part of the reform was on education of women and a range of social
practices such as child marriage, widow re-marriage and the freedom of woman too to
not consent to a marriage. Thus we have the images of Pandita Ramabhai, Ramabai
Ranade and Tarabhai Shinde who worked on these issues on whom a number of
scholarly works are available. That Ramabai Ranade was the child wife of a very
important social reformer in Maharashtra M. G. Ranade made it possible to raise
these issues in the nationalist campaigns. That the questions relating to woman such
as the age of marriage as well as educational opportunities became the sites of reform
for the Indian Social Conference under the leadership of Ranade. Interestingly it was
on the issue of Age of Consent Bill that there came up a debate within Indian
Nationalist dividing them: Tilak, totally against appealing to an alien government to
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make any such legislation to remedy an Indian social evil and the likes of Ranade etc.
favouring it. Pandita Ramabai for example taking a particularly critical stance on the
Rukmabai episode which was the case of a woman who did not want to give
conjugal rights to her husband who was illiterate, sick and from whom she wanted to
be free. It is at this time Malabari sought to work on getting the Age of Consent
raised as well as divorce possible for women. Both these issues raised hell among
many Hindu Nationalists as it was deemed as going against the grain of Hindu beliefs
and customs for women and as attempts to ape the western values for Indian women
which was too much to accept.
The other area where the position of women was the site of reform was Bengal in the
early 19th century. There has been a major debate on the implications of these efforts
of social reform. To some historians the reform agenda was part of the process of
modernization of the traditional society. To others, reform was a tool in the hands of
the colonized to regain their identity and to rejuvenate Indian culture. To some others
it was through reform that the nationalist discourse constructed woman in an
essentialist sensibility. And thus it was through reclaiming the space for woman,
albeit based on essentialist notions, within the social fabric that the male colonial
subject helped form a hegemonic national culture. This to some historians is the basic
weakness of the social reform agenda of the 19th century. It remain embedded in the
politics of power and representation that only situated the condition of the woman and
through it sought to create the nationalist basis of mobilization but did not resolve the
woman question in any way. For example, the entire age of consent debate though
technically concerned with the issue of the mature age at which the state wanted to
ensure marriage took place, became the battleground for Indian nationalists as an
attack on the right of the colonized to decide matters for themselves. Nonetheless,
significant important issues that came to the fore and even were legislated upon was
the Anti-Sati Act of Bentinck, 1829, the widow remarriage Act of 1856. It is through
these issues concerning the position of women within Indian society that the first
visible mobilization of Indians through associations took place. The demand for
women’s education too gained aground as it was argued that it was of utmost need for
the happiness, welfare and civilization. The fact that there were texts such as Bhudeb
Mukhopadhyay’s paribarik prabandha that are essays concerned with characterization
of the family.
Partha Chatterjee raises interesting questions: Was the field of education the site of
challenge from the inroads of western ideas for the Indian reformers. And hence
became a thrust area of great effort for the social and cultural space in colonial India
was one where the colonial state put out the civilizing mission of the colonized
worshipping four million gods and prey to a variety of social evils by way of
modernizing them and liberating the ‘barbarian’ minds through western education.
The nationalist agenda around the woman question put out its cultural defense that at
its initial phase manifested as reform of woman’s condition and at a later stage
became a revival of earlier traditions neither of which resolved the woman’s question.
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To Partha Chatterjee then the nationalist paradigm made its own selection “to make
modernity consistent with the nationalist project” And thus reform was both
emancipation and self-emancipation of woman and the image of the new woman who
was fixed between the confluence of modern bourgeois values of order, cleanliness
etc. as well as culturally specific spiritual and faithful qualities of traditional
moorings. Role models of women were inscribed by the social and religious
regulatory family and kinship practices. And thus the nationalist project of
emancipation was incomplete because of its limited endeavor and aspirations that
never really undid the social normative order: of the relations between gender in
society and only touched its surface somewhat in its mobilization strategies in the
course of the anti-colonial movement.
In taking these arguments further in the context of the characterization of the role of
woman in Bengal, Tanika Sarkar points out that the good woman in Bengal was a
good wife. The political vocabulary of Hindu nationalism was woman’s chastity. To
quote her, “The chaste body of the Hindu woman was thus made to carry the unusual
weight since she had maintained this difference in the face of foreign rule. As
opposed to the Hindu man who she argues had been colonized and assaulted by the
western power knowledge. However she points out there also was the space that was
traditionally available to women to read the scriptures that found the way out for the
aspirations and expectations of women in traditional society to work through
critically. For example in the life of Rashsundari Devi a Vaishnavite landlord wife
whose biography Aman Jiban she evaluates, she elaborates this argument of feminine
autonomy. Rashsundari’s biography is of the life of an ordinary Hindu woman in 19 th
Bengal which very carefully centres itself on her concerns and herself who was
married off early. Although Rashsundari suffered the long winding years of caged
existence as a wife and mother, she found refuge in reading the religious texts that
probably had a liberating effect on her otherwise drab existence. It is only when
Rashsundari becomes a middle age woman that we get a sense of fulfillment and
peace in her when she puts out the idea of my sansar at the point when she is a
mother-in-law, a grandmother and is beyond that stage of life where she was
controlled. What thus comes across is the image of a woman who while fully
rendering the familial responsibilities as in the various stages of life too at the same
time through traditional idioms of reading religious literature and devotion expressed
herself identity in such difficult times too.
In Southern India too under the leadership of Veersaslingam and later in the Madras
Presidency legislature two issues around women became very crucial in the debates,
one the anti nautch movement and the marriage bill which became the Sarada Act. In
Kearla the Marumakkathayam was done away with by way of legislation in 1896 and
in its place after a long standing debate within Kerala society, the integration of
Kerala into the patriarchal rights concept came into being in the early twentieth
century. With the work of Anne Besant and Margaret Cousins the question of
women’s rights to representation and suffrage became an issue that engaged the
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minds and petitions of emergent women’s groups in colonial South India. It was in
colonial Tamilnadu that the movement of Periyar that the anti-caste movement also
took up the question of the role of women in society as its centre piece as articulating
its ideas of a new society which has its tensions in theory and practice for woman as
has been shown in the writings of S. Anandhi.
Educating women was an important area of focus of the reformers. The Woods
despatch of 1854 and the move to focus on mass education of the Indians included the
women as an important component to be targeted. Thus came the Bethune schools,
the Theosophical Society endeavors as well as a range of reform initiative schools
such as under the Brahmo Samaj, Arya Samaj etc. But then came up the issue of the
nature of education and it is here the different approach to woman may be seen and
their socially assigned role primarily as middle class mothers come to light as most of
the initiative for educating girls initially was towards needle work, homecare and
such other mattes apart from the ability to read. Thus this was at some level the
duplicating of the colonial state endeavor to generate consent for colonialism through
educating the women who would then inculcate similar values to their children.

3.5

THE CHANGING ROLE OF WOMEN IN THE MODERN
PERIOD

It is with the policies if the state as well as through popular pressure through reformist
organizations, cultural politics as also nationalist mobilization that a number of
measures relating to woman’s condition got taken up. These had far reaching
consequences on the nature of the family and position of woman within societies. The
impact on women was by no means a unilinear, progressive one. Instead today there
is recognition that some of the earlier libertarian measures too had embedded within
them the privileging of the dominant notions of woman’s role in society as well as
was building new images of women that did not undo the conservative social fabric.
The reformist measures to educate women remained an elite enterprise that even
today remains unrealized for a substantial section of women in society. Reform for
women in the 19th century was also varied depending on the community, region and
class that we are talking about and hence it is necessary to keep this in mind while
making any general assessment for women and reform in modern India. For an upper
caste woman the matter of education and widow remarriage was significant while for
the lower caste woman in the early twentieth century just the right to cover her
breasts and to be able to go to the temple of worship or learning would mean a
qualitative difference in their acquisition of rights and empowerment.
In the context of Kerala to state a case the Madras High Court decree of 1869 called
the sambandham not marriage but a state of concubinage. Thus by a single legal
decision that declared the practice of sambandham as null and void as far as the
legality of such custom as signifying marriage. This provoked a major debate in
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colonial Malabar as to the legitimacy and the viability of such social custom as being
a primitive practice that as Sir Sankaran Nair put out was a great legal impediment to
progress. In the course of the next fifty years first the Malabar Marriage Act 1896 and
then the Marumakkathayam Act of 1933 contributed to the disintegration of the
earlier practice of taravad and in its place brought into being the patriarchal,
patrilineal family as the norm where earlier matriliny had been the accepted practice.
Thus some of the legislation that was undertaken during this period had far reaching
consequences on the nature of the family. These acts in Malabar created the
patrilineal family where earlier the woman was the key determinant of lineage.

3.6

THE NORMATIVE ORDER AND THE CHANGES THAT
MOVEMENTS BROUGHT TO WOMEN IN THE
POLITICAL SPACE

The political experiences of women had by the early twentieth century facilitated the
emergence of institutional mechanisms. Thus organizations of women came up in the
Twentieth century that then became the sites of public policy making and intellectual
discussions. Major women’s organisation that came up are the WIA, Women’s Indian
Association, the National Council of Women in India, NCWI and the All India
Women’s Conference, AIWC. All of this was middle class in its orientation except
for a few as for example the work of Maniben Kara who became part of the M N Roy
Group and took up the cause of the woman workers. Most women’s organizations
concentrated on politics, religion, education and philanthropy and thus were
successful in bringing feminism and nationalism closer in the anti-colonial movement
and were part of the nationalist political horizon within which they remained. Thus a
number of successful women such as Muthulakhshmin Reddy, Shaffi Tyabji, Sarojini
Naidu, Amrit Kaur to name a few luminaries did good work. Most of these women
came from well-heeled families and it is that rendered possible the space for them to
emerge as well as laid the limits of their program for women too. Most of the time the
women’s question was subordinated to the larger interest of the freedom movement
and thus Margaret Cousins for example exhorted, “Work first for political liberty…”.
The demands of the women for political representation in the twenties and thirties
brought to the fore the opposition to these reforms within the nationalists. The reform
minded women did not stop at piecemeal legislation, they were aspiring by now for
economic independence and comprehensive legislation for social and economic
change. Even Gandhi who wanted to improve the status of women appealed to these
women to live in the villages to realize that law was not relevant in the manner in
which they were demanding for a sizeable number of rural women. Nehru endorsed
women’s public life but privileged agrarian reform over family law reform such as of
property law and was against any collaboration on this matter with the colonial state.
The Muslim league had no opposition to reforms so long as it was confined to Hindu
Law.
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Thus the question of reform of family laws found no support from the mainstream
political personalities and it remained a feeble though consistent demand of the
women’s organizations as necessary to change social relations in the family that still
remains incomplete. Franchise compromise and the Rau’s Committee’s report did not
reflect the mood of the women who gradually became one of the minority groups in
the political firmament of vote bank politics of the twentieth century.
With the widening of the mass base of the national liberation movement under
Gandhiji, we witness the greater representation of women in numbers in the public
space. Gandhiji’s ideal of women’s passivity and self-imposed suffering as
celebrations of strength was limiting with the widening of the mass base of the
national liberation movement under Gandhiji, we witness the greater representation of
women in numbers in the public space. Gandhiji’s ideal of women’s passivity and
self-imposed suffering as celebrations of strength was strengthened by the impetus
the Civil Disobedience movement got from the involvement of women. Women were
now part of the mass politics and were picketers at foreign cloth shops, at liquor
shops, at mill gates and in front of nationalist processions as barricades. We have the
evidence of firebrand radical women such as Latika Ghosh, Sarojini Naidu as also
patient self-sacrificing women such as Ambujathammal a staunch Gandhian activist
in Madras and Satyavati Devi in Delhi all of them in their own way imbued
nationalist politics with a gender sensibility. At the same time it must also be noted
that though women became part of the nationalist rhetoric and the subject matter of
reform in this period it did not in any way lead to a fundamental transformation of
women’s roles within society or for that matter provide a fertile ground for the
shaping of the identity of woman different form that prescribed by the norms laid out
in contemporary society. Most of the efforts of the reformers were at the level of
work that remained at the tip of the iceberg. There were centuries of ideologically
ingrained values that appeared to be common sense, common custom and popular
practice that could not easily be shorn off from the people’s sensibilities.
The anti-colonial movement centre staged the woman question whose partial
resolution was part of the enterprise of the nationalist question. But post the
nationalist movement paradigm, with the attainment of freedom the reformative
endeavor on the condition of the Indian woman and her social position has remained
incomplete. The civil rights and the citizenship of woman integrally and equally as
any other group in the mainstream social fabric has not happened in the Indian
subcontinent as yet.

3.7

THE CLASS DIFFERENTIATION OF WOMEN AND
THEIR CONSEQUENT PUBLIC SPACES OR LACK OF
PUBLIC PRESENCE

It was during the colonial period that the modern factory as a form of workplace took
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shape. This has far reaching consequences for the nature of work relations for
women. As unlike the open field in these factories women and men were cooped up
with not enough light, space or ventilation. Thus the questions that came up with the
women going to work in the factories was one such debate in late 19th century India.
To the conservatives this would create women with loose morals as also made the
safety of women very difficult to ensure. At the same time it was impossible to
prevent the employment of women as these were the new sectors where women
secured work easily. In fact, in the initial period of industrialization, women were
invited to become part of the workforce as there were ample jobs available for men,
women and children. Not to forget, women were sought after for they made economic
and social sense for the employer: cheap labour, amenable to ardous labour. And it is
in the factory system that we see legislation particularly for women bearing in mind
their primary role as a mother and as a secondary wage earner taking shape. The
emergent work relations and policies towards women workers in colonial India has
been well brought out in the writings of Radha Kumar for Bombay, Samita Sen for
Bengal and Janaki Nair for Mysore. We thus have evidence of how state policies
impacted traditional society and vice-versa and at times how the bourgeois visions of
the colonial state created its poor image in colonial India for the women engaged in
industrial work. These in turn created the new work culture for women and men in
the factory system.
Hence came the question of how to make the workplace safer for women and such
attempts by labour reformers as well as government. That the factory and its environs
were restrictive in many ways may be seen in a folk song from Ambasamudram
where workers described the ethos of the mill as follows: “In the distance the dorai is
coming, keep three feet off or he will beat you for three days...”. It may well have
been the case that the power of the dorai at the mill was so all encompassing then just
as we now are witness to the torture of domestic helps within urban environments
even in contemporary India. For the woman, the workplace was constraining more
than in just physical terms. The constant fear of advances from the “all powerful
maistri” is an oft-repeated complaint from women workers to every authority for
possible redressal. The Royal Commission on Labour recorded this as universal
phenomena all over India. We have ample instances of this being a major problem for
women at the workplace. In Madurai and Coimbatore, there were many attempts to
seek redressal from the management through the maistri’s suspension and the
appointment of a female maistri in departments where women worked in large
numbers.
In India, the Factory Act of 1881 marked the beginning of the colonial government’s
endeavors to influence labour regulations and industrial management by British laws
and practices. This act defined what a factory unit was, as also the measures that were
binding on an industrialist to operate a factory. It sought to prevent the overworking
of children but little effort was made in the interest of women workers. The Indian
Medical Department advised the inclusion of women also as a section to be protected
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from overwork, night work and long hours. Acts that incorporated the
recommendation followed in due course. The fact that India was a colony of the then
most industrialized nation had great consequence not only for the course of
industrialization that took place but also the pattern of legislation. The next Act of
consequence for women workers was the Act of 1922, whereby the government
excluded women and children from all heavy work. Act II of 1922 also made
provision for complete prohibition of night work for women workers.
The issue of wages is a disputed arena for the simple reason that the grounds for
payment were by no means rational. To the worker, there was always the scope to
demand more, while for the entrepreneur there was always the urge to keep it to the
minimum. As regards the payment of wages to women, the rationale operative was
the secondary nature of women’s work. Well-grounded in the patriarchal family
structure was the enunciation of the male wage as primary and later the concept of the
living/fair wage as accommodating the upkeep of the male labourer’s entire family.
This, we see, was the determining factor for the low wages of women. A male doffer
earned more than did a woman doffer. That cannot be explained as being the result of
lower skill, as we shall discuss later in this section. In this, regional variation is also
marked as in Madras the wages were higher than in Madurai, which, however, rated
better than Coimbatore in terms of the wages paid.
Thus around the issue of wage, sexual harassment by the maistri or a petty official at
the mill, for better conditions at the workplace the women were actively involved in
protests and strikes. Though this as well as their involvement in nationalist
mobilization especially during major movements such as the civil disobedience and
Quit India the women from the working classes also got integrated into the public
space of protest and strike politics.
There is also work that bring out the early involvement of women form the peasant
group being actively associated with the local level politics as well as Kisan Sabha
questions. The writings of Kapil Kumar represent the visibility of women in protest
politics for example in the movements spearheaded by Swami Sahajanand. Women’s
involvement in mass politics during the anti-colonial movement is evidence of their
integration into the political questions of their times. Captain Lakshmi in the INA,
Godavari Parulekar in working with the Warli tribe, the women working for the
Telengana movement and the variety of women involved in the communist party
activities in the course of the twentieth century carved out a niche for themselves in
the male bastion that was politics.

3.8

LET US SUM UP

In this unit, we familiarized you with the story of women in India coming into their
own in a landscape which was dominated by the colonial impact and the nationalist
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movement. That the women’s question became a part of both reform movements and
the movement for independence. But in this process, we cannot undermine the agency
of women themselves who played an active role in fashioning a space for themselves.
We also gave you an idea about how there was a difference between the conditions of
women in the working class and the women belonging to the middle class. Some of
the questions they addressed were different. However, a patriarchy buttressed by the
colonial rule itself was an overarching framework within which women struggled to
come into their own.

3.9

GLOSSARY

Essentialising:

Here it is meant the phenomenon of looking at a period
or a movement by pegging it to one basic feature.

Feminism:

The movement of women often led by women around
the issue of the reform of their condition or aspiring for
their revolutionary change.

Hierarchy:

A hierarchy is a system of ranking and organizing
things or people in an ascending chain of power or
authority, where each element of the system (except for
the top element) is subordinate to a single other
element. Originally, the term was used to mean
government by a body of priests. Currently, a hierarchy
is used to denote any body of individuals arranged or
classified according to capacity, authority, position, or
rank.
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4.1

INTRODUCTION

In the previous unit we learnt about the position of women in the society from a
historical perspective. The change occurred in the position of women along with the
economic and other development of the society have been discussed there. As we
have seen, while the primitive societies were more or less egalitarian, stereotyped
gender roles evolved along with the march of human progress for a better living. The
focus of the present unit will be the examination of status of women in contemporary
Indian society.
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4.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this unit, you should be able to:
 know about the status of women in the modern period;
 describe changing status of women in the contemporary Indian society;
 analyze various institutional initiatives and Acts and policies for the
empowerment of women during post-independence period.

4.3

WOMEN IN CONTEMPORARY INDIAN SOCIETY

Within the Indian continent there have been infinite variations on the status of
women, diverging according to cultural milieu, family structure, class, caste property
rights and morals (Thaper 1975). However, the single point that unifies them is their
identification of marginalized group. In the previous unit we have already seen the
status of Indian women in the historical periods and how it deteriorated as the time
passed. Women got a subordinate position in all arenas of domestic and social life.
However, there was a definite improvement of women’s status in the last one-century
due to initiatives of women’s activists and other international and national
institutional support to enhance their status in the society. There had been various
initiatives by the government of India to improve the status of women in our society.
The Indian constitution made special provisions to enforce equality between men and
women. Besides that there are legal provisions to maintain the gender parity and
institutional support for the empowerment of women in the society. The issues of
women had been taken care of in the development policies of India. Indian
government declared the year 2001 as the Year for the Empowerment of Women and
in the very same year the National Policy for the Empowerment of women was
adopted. All these measures did help to some extend in the status improvement and
empowerment of women in India compared to the past. But what is achieved is much
less than what needs to be achieved.
Indian women over the decades have proved that given the opportunity and access to
strategic resources, they can enter and excel in every possible field including those
considered as the bastion of males. They have demonstrated their potential in almost
every field, be it in politics or social service, administration or diplomacy, science
and technology, fine arts or sports, medicine or engineering, entrepreneurship or
management or even in the unconventional fields of police and military. But the fact
is that only a small portion of total Indian female population could enjoy all this
benefits of development. The vast majority of women remained deprived of it.
Besides these individual and other achievement of women, when we look at the status
of women as a whole in the contemporary Indian society, it cannot be denied that
there is a definite achievement in certain gender related status indicators such as
increased female life expectancy, decreased maternal mortality, narrowing gap
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between male female infant and child mortality, increase in the rate of female
literacy, increased female work force participation rate, increased female participation
in formal and informal political process etc. Notwithstanding all these achievements,
the level of gender parity and standards of gender development indices are much less
than the required level or the achievements attained by many a developed and
developing countries around the world.
Let us see briefly some of the gender related status indicators to analyze the status of
women in the contemporary Indian society.

4.3.1 Demographic and Health Indicators
An assessment of status of women in India can be done by examining the status
indicators such as sex ratio, fertility rate, mortality rate etc.
4.3.1.1 Sex Ratio and Fertility
Though, along with the population growth in general, the absolute number of female
population has increased in India over the years, female sex ratio has steadily
declined. In 1901 there were 972 females to per 1000 males while this number has
declined to 930 in 1971 and again to 928 in 1991. Factors such as the neglect of the
girl child at an early stage leading to a higher rate of female infant mortality rate,
death during child birth, female infanticide, and foetus killing etc. largely contributed
to the declining female sex ratio in India. As per 2001 census the sex ratio of females
per thousand males is 933, a slight increase over the previous decade (927). The
improvement in the sex ratio in 1991-2001 decade is claimed to be due to the
decrease in the maternal mortality rate. But there is a disturbing trend in the sex ratio
of 0-6 age group, which has declined sharply from 945 in 1991 to 927 in 2001. Both
female-male and girl-boy sex ratio show considerable spatial and temporal variations.
The highest sex ratio in both the categories is shown in the state of Kerala and most
of the South Indian states (Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh) showed an
improvement over last one decade. But many of the prosperous states such as Punjab,
Maharashtra, Haryana, Gujarat show a decline in the sex ratio. It is also a matter of
concern that in these states the improvement in female literacy could not arrest the
tendency of declining sex ratio. Registrar General of India, 2001, pointed out five
reasons for the declining sex ratio in India, these are, a) sex determination before birth
and elimination of female births b) changes in the sex ratio at birth c) killing of girl
children, d) neglect of girl children e) high maternal mortality; all the reasons
pointing to low status of women in the society.
In the Population Census of 2011 it was revealed that the population ratio in India
2011 is 940 females per 1000 of males. The Sex Ratio 2011 shows an upward trend
from the census 2001 data.
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4.3.1.2 Life Expectancy and Mortality Ratio
In India life expectancy has increased for both the sexes. In 1921 life expectancy for
both the sexes was 26 years. In 1994 the life expectancy for the male and female has
become 61.4 and 61.1 years respectively. In 2001, the life expectancy of females
recorded all time high of 63.7. Women have a better life expectancy at birth due to
their superior biological strength with better chances of survival at older ages. Life
expectancy in India is still not as it ought to be. It is lower than in other advanced
countries owing to the prevalent social milieu, which is based on patriarchy that
places women on a lower status (Gopalan, S. 2001). The Infant Mortality Rates and
Child Mortality Ratio declined over the decades and the gaps between the male and
female infant mortality rates declined considerably. However female child mortality
rate continues to be much higher than the child mortality rate. Both the life
expectancy and the infant and child mortality vary across regions. Maternal mortality
rate also declined over the last one decade. But the maternal mortality rate of over
400 maternal deaths per 100,000 live births is acceptably high compared to 10 to 20
in developed countries. The interstate variation is seen in the case of maternal
mortality rate too. India’s performance in infant, child and maternal mortality rate are
much higher in comparison to many other developing countries in the region. Indeed
the higher female infant (both prenatal and natal) mortality rate has been a prime
cause for the declining female sex ratio in India (Raju, S. 2006).
The gender based age specific death rate shows that women’s death rate has always
been higher than the males in all age groups except for the age group of 50 years and
above. The causes for death among women are mostly due to pregnancy and
childbirth related reasons. Apart from that causes for death are anemia, tuberculosis,
suicide, burns, Jaundice and cancer. Morbidity affects females more than males in
India. In both rural and urban areas female morbidity rates, the rate of ailing persons
per 1000 population is higher than males.
4.3.1.3 Age at Marriage and Fertility Rate
The average age at marriage of females in India has steadily increased from 15 to
around 20 over the last half a century and the minimum age for marriage for girls as
per law is 18 years. Still large numbers of girls continue to get married before the age
of 18 despite the legal stipulations. This is basically due to the strong and deep-rooted
social pressures. Even today almost one in every 5 girls get married before the age of
18 and over 50 per cent of the girls get married between 18-20 years of age. Early
child bearing follows early marriages. Early childbirth will have an impact on the life
style of women. This may interfere the health of the women and also the quality of
life. It may reduce their access to education, training and employment and their
productivity.
Fertility among the Indian women has declined over the years. It has come down
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from over 5 in 1970 to about 3 in 2001. Although the total fertility rate is better than
compared to many other South Asian and African countries it is slightly higher than
the developed countries where it is around 1-2. Preference for sons is closely related
to the fertility rate of women in India.
4.3.1.4 Health and Nutrition
In India, within the given socio-cultural matrix, women get a very low access to
medical care. Some factors like levels of earnings of the family, its educational
background, attitude to marriage, value attached to the fertility of women and sex of
the child, and the ideal role demanded of women by social conventions affect the
women’s health adversely.
The nutritional status of women in India especially that of rural women is far from
desirable. Many of them suffer from acute anemia. Early marriage and multiple
pregnancies result in lack of opportunity in attaining full bodily growth for women.
Micro studies have pointed out that women do not get adequate nutrition during
pregnancy and lactation. The low nutritional status of women applies to all age
groups but is more acute in the cases of young girls, pregnant and aged women.
According to an assessment of underweight and stunned growth of children, in the
age group of 1-5 years, almost half of the girls were underweight. The dietary intake
of women in the low-income group is deficient by 500-600 calories. While in the low
socio-economic groups, the low nutritional status is mainly due to poverty and the
burden of family responsibilities, in the lower middle income groups, it is aggravated
by general neglect and is the indirect result of stronger gender discrimination (Aruna
Goel).
This problem should be viewed from the point of view that early marriage and a large
number of pregnancies act as severe blockage for women’s educational and economic
well being. The events stop the process of their social and economic empowerment in
the long run.

4.3.2 Educational Status of Women
With the recognition of the need to direct the process of social change and
development towards certain desired goals, education has come to be increasingly
regarded as a major instrument of social change (CSWI 1974). The Indian
constitution provides equality of opportunity to all citizens irrespective of race, sex,
caste and religion. It has also empowered the state to make specific provision for the
educational well being of women and other weaker sections of the society. However,
in spite of the various commendable provisions available in the constitution and
various initiatives undertaken by the state (howsoever serious may it be) even after
the 50 years of our independence a vast segment of the female population in India
remains illiterate. Though the percentage of literacy has increased among women in
India over the years form 15.34per cent in 1961 to 54.16per cent in 2001, there still
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exists a wide gap of 21.70per cent points between the male-female literacy rates. In
2001 only a little more than half of the female population is literate compared to the
three-fourth of the male population. Regional variation in female-male literacy level
is also wide. The literacy rate of India in 2011 is 74.0 per cent. Literacy rate among
females is 65.5 per cent whereas the literacy rate among males is 82.1 per cent.
The female literacy rates in India are greatly constrained by the drop out rates among
girls, especially at the upper primary and secondary levels. According to the NSSO
1997, in rural India for every 100 girls who enrolled in class 1 only one enters class
XII. In urban areas it is 14 girls at that level. Out of 100 girls enrolled in class 1 less
than 40 joins class V (NSSO 1997). The number of girls per 100 boys is also low
especially at the higher education level.
The government programmes, such as Sarva Siksha Abhiyan, Distance Primary
Education Programme, Operation Black Board, Shiksha Karmi Project, National
Open School etc., helped improving the educational status of women in India. But
there are several structural and socio-cultural and economic factors working against
the educational well being of women in India. The traditional normative
arrangements of the society, its values, beliefs, culture, institutions and the process of
socialization act as barriers for the girls enrollment and retention in the schools. The
structural elements of education viz. non-availability of sufficient number of schools,
rigidity of school timings, rigid admission rules, insufficient number of women
teachers etc. act as severe barriers against women’s education in India. Gender bias in
textbooks and also among the teachers cause enormous damage to women’s
education.

4.3.3 Participation of Women in Economy
Women play a crucial role in all sectors of the Indian economy. They are
predominantly represented in the agricultural and unorganized sectors. The census of
India has defined “work” as participation in any economically productive activity.
The rate of work participation in economically productive activities has been steadily
increasing for the past several decades in both rural and urban areas. There are
various factors that affect the labour force participation of women. The extend to
which the traditional patriarchal family systems and values that assign the bread
winners role to men and care of the household to women have been weakened, the
educational attainments and skill endowments of women, rate of marriage, household
size and composition, household assets and income, levels of unemployment, wage
rate of women absolute as well as relative to men, extend of urbanization are some of
the important factors that seem to have an effect on the work participation rates of
women (Agrawal and Rao 2002).
The 2001 census shows that at an all India level the percentage of workers (both male
and female) to the total population as 39.26 per cent. Significantly the percentage for
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the male workers was 51.93 per cent as against the female worker’s 25.68 per cent.
There had been a decadal increase in the female work force participation rate; the
increase was mainly due to the increase in the marginal workers. The high incidence
of marginal workers among the female working population is mostly because of nonrecognition of work undertaken by women as economic activity and their irregular
participation in the so-called economic activities. In 2011-12, across both rural and
urban areas, the total female work participation rate (even after declining over the
decade) was as high as 86.2 per cent, compared to 79.8 per cent for men.
The low level of work participation of women does not mean that only around one
fourth of women in India are engaged in economically productive jobs. To the
contrary there are studies (Ghosh 1990, Bhatia 2002), which show that though female
work participation in economically productive activities (as defined by national
account systems) is low, her total hours of work, are not less than the total time of
work by male. Through his study Hirway (2002) proves that 60-70 per cent of
women’s time spent on the working for the family’s well being is not counted in the
National Accounts. Most of the work that women do go unrecognized. He identifies
three reasons why women’s work goes under-enumerated in India: a) the seasonal,
intermittent and uncertain nature of work and the mix up of domestic and economic
work b) the under reporting of women’s economic activities due to the low esteem
given to the manual work outside home c) a belief among women itself that their
work is not important enough to be reported.
Further women’s participatien in organised labour market is very low. Out of the total
women in the work force as per the 2001 census report, only 4.2 per cent are engaged
in organized sector. As per Census 2011, the workforce participation rate for females
is 25.51 per cent against 53.26 per cent for males. Several reasons are cited for the
low rate of women’s participation in the organized sector. Low access to education
and training, employers negative attitude towards the women employees, poor
working conditions, gendered role expectations and self Image of women etc

4.3.4 Women and Political Participation
Participation in adult franchise or participation in the decision making processes of
the formal bodies of the state (executive, legislative or judiciary) are some of the
ways of effectively participating in the decision making processes what we shall be
calling “political participation”. The opportunity of both high profile and ordinary
women of India to take part in the Independence movement brought them close to the
political process of the country. Independent India witnessed impressive participation
of women in the election and in related activities. This is reflected in the voter turn
out of women during elections as well as the number of women in the legislatures.
Moreover the 73rd and 74th amendment of the constitution provided 33 per cent
participation of women in the local elected bodies. However the number of women in
the highest elected body of legislature which actually give them the opportunity of
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participating in decision making processes and power sharing had never been more
than 10 per cent. The stiff opposition to the proposal of reserving 33 per cent of seats
for women in the legislatures at the national and state level shows the reservation of
the larger society in accepting and promoting gender equality in the society. The
Constitutional (110th Amendment) Bill 2009, introduced 50 percent of total seats
filled by direct elections in every panchayat be reserved for women.

4.4

INSTITUTIONAL INITIATIVES AND WOMEN’S ISSUES
IN THE POST-INDEPENDENCE PERIOD

In the post Independence period a series of institutional initiative has been introduced
for the emancipation of women in the society. The most important of these pertain to
the constitutional provisions and social legislation for women and planned economic
development. Women’s movement has been widely influenced by these broad socioeconomic and political processes of this period. Let us examine briefly a few
important aspects of these processes and the manner they have affected women’s
movement in the latter half of the twentieth century

4.4.1 Constitutional Provisions and Social Legislations
The Constitution of independent India followed the basic principle of women’s
equality as accepted in the Fundamental Rights Resolution of the Karachi Congress.
The provision of Article 15(3), which empowered the state to make special provisions
for women and children, suggests that there was a realisation of women’s
disadvantaged position and the need for the state to enact special measures to bring
them at par with men.
During freedom movement it was felt that with the nation’s Independence would
disappear many of the disabilities, and problems of women attributed to colonial rule.
The national government undertook to remove the legal disabilities suffered by
women and initiated major reforms in Hindu family laws. The legal reforms in the
1950s sought to provide greater rights to Hindu women in marriage, inheritance and
guardianship. However, they failed to Women’s and Movement bridge the gap
between legal and social realities. Similar changes in the family laws of other
communities like Muslims, Christians, Parsis and Jews, have not yet come up due to
political resistance despite the Directive Principle of State Policy clearly stating the
need for uniform laws for all the communities.
With these legislative measures in the fifties women’s organisation became passive
and lost the vigour shown during the pre-Independence period. Several of these
organisations received government grants and their activities were shaped by the
grants they received for activities like adult education, nutrition programmes for
children, tailoring classes under vocational training programmes and family planning
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programmes. Most of these organisations were urbanbased and the leadership came
from the educated middle and upper class women.
In the post-Independence period, two important organisations for rural women were
set up, i.e., Kasturba Memorial Trust and Bharatiya Grameen Mahila Sangh (Indian
Rural Women’s Organisation). Their main objective was to assist the rural women in
developing leadership potential.

4.4.2 Planned Development and Women’s Issues
In the post-Independence period it was assumed that economic development policies
i.e., agriculture development and modernisation, industrialisation, technological
development etc., will bring about better life for everyone including women. The
overall growth strategies failed to take note of the existing class, caste and gender
inequalities. Planned development in India increased socio-economic inequalities. Let
us discuss the observation in more detail.
i) Thrust of Development Policies
The main thrust of development policies for women was provision of education,
health and welfare. The continued absence of concern for women’s economic roles
till the Sixth Five-Year Plan shows that women’s economic independence was given
a low priority. In the Sixth Plan a separate chapter on women and development was
included in the Plan document for the first time. It reviewed the status and situation of
women in general and came to the conclusion that in spite of legal and constitutional
guarantees, women had lagged behind men in almost all sectors. For the first time it
clearly spelt out that the economic independence would improve the status of women
and suggested setting up of cells at the district level for increasing women’s
participation through employment. The successive five-year plans continued
suggesting programmes for the improvement of the status of women. The Ninth Plan
stressed the need for national policy for the empowerment of women for empowering
women as the agents of social change. It also discussed the need for reservation of
seats for women in the Parliament and State legislative assemblies. However, it must
be said that women are as yet nowhere near receiving their due share of the planned
development (Seth 2001). Apart from this the nature of economic development in the
post-Independence India benefited only a small section of urban educated middle and
upper class women whose visibility as legislators, administrators, doctors, lawyers,
teachers etc. led to an erroneous belief that women have made great strides and have
achieved equality.
ii) Women’s Educational and Economic Status
The report of the Committee on the Status of Women in India (1974) was a watershed
in the debate on women’s issues in India. The Committee provided evidence of the
decline in women’s employment due to technological changes, biases on the part of
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employers to ‘replace women by men and machines’. High illiteracy among women
particularly among the Scheduled Castes and Tribes and poor rural and urban women
coupled with inadequate training facilities for them. In the year 1981 the rate of
female literates was around 29 percent and in the years 1991 and 2001 this rates was
39.29 and 54.16 respectively. In the rural areas the female literacy rates was around
21 percent and 30 percent in 1981 and 1991 respectively.
The Committee on the Status of Women in India was of the view that planners,
government officials, employers and trade union leaders perpetuated the middle class
perceptions of women’s primary role as the homemaker and not as the bread winner.
Such a view ignores the realities of millions of women in the poorer sections in rural
and urban areas, who work for the survival of the family. Millions of rural women
work hard on family farms and within the home as unpaid workers, collect fuel,
fodder and water, work as artisans, craft workers (weaving, cane and bamboo works
etc.) with their men but are recognized as helpers and not as workers. When they
work as wage laborers they are invariably paid less wages than men. The Government
passed the Equal Remuneration Act (1976), however, it remains ineffective.
The neglect of women’s economic roles, which you will study in greater detail in unit
31 of this Block, results in exploitation of women workers, unequal wages between
men and women, higher unemployment due to loss of jobs in traditional sectors like
textiles, mining, manufacturing and household industries
4.4.3 Women’s Political Representation
Several women leaders, who had actively participated in the freedom movement,
occupied important positions in the Lok Sabha and Rajya Sabha (the two houses of
Parliament), state legislatures. They became governors, chief ministers, cabinet
ministers and held other position within major political parties. Indira Gandhi became
the Prime Minister. Despite the prominence and high visibility of a few women at all
levels of political leadership women remain underrepresented. Their number has
never gone beyond seven per cent in the Lok Sabha or State Assemblies. Forty eight
women MPs were members of the thirteenth Lok sabha. One of the weaknesses in the
political strategies of women’s organisations in the 1950s and 1960s was their
inability to mobilise ordinary women and issues that concerned them. The lack of
efforts to reach to the masses and expand the base of women’s movement limited its
effectiveness and agenda for action. The position of peasant and working class
women deteriorated and only a small minority of women benefited. The 73rd and
74th amendments in the Constitution have, however, brought reservation of 33.33
percent for women in local governance at the Panchayat level. More on this point will
be discussed later in this unit.
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Check Your progress Exercise 4.1
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.1 What is the constitutional provision for women’s upliftment? Answer in
about four lines.
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.2 Point out one weakness of the political strategies of women’s organisations
in the fifties and sixties. Answer in two lines
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

4.5

STATUS OF WOMEN IN MODERN PERIOD

The Modern period began with Independence. On 15 August 1947, India kept her
tryst with destiny, and the constitution of the free India was implemented from 26
January 1950 as a vehicle of social transformation to realize the goal of the freedom
movement. The framers of the constitution were aware of the problem of
emancipation of the female sex. It was evident that in order to eliminate inequality
and to provide opportunities for the exercise of human rights it was necessary to
promote education and protect the economic interest of women. It became the
objective of the state to protect women from exploitation and provide social justice.
All these ideals were enshrined in the preamble of the constitution. The fundamental
rights as guaranteed by the constitution tries to remove the inequalities which Indian
women had suffered. Article 14 promises equality before the law and equal protection
by laws. Article 15(1) prohibited discrimination against any citizen on grounds of
sex; through article 15(3) and also laid down that the state can make special provision
for women.
Article 16 guarantees equality of opportunity in public employment. Article 39
directs the state to adopt a policy of equal pay for equal work for both men and
women. A number of laws were also implemented for liberating women from
oppressive social customs and protecting their rights. Prominent among these laws
are:
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i) The Hindu Marriage Act, 1955
As part of the Hindu Code Bill, the Hindu Marriage Act was enacted in 1955 by the
Indian parliament. It is an act to amend and codify the marriage law among Hindus.
Its purpose was to regulate personal life among Hindus, especially the institution of
marriage, its validity, condition for invalidity and applicability. This Act made
monogamy compulsory and created a provision for divorce.
ii) The Hindu Succession Act, 1956
The Hindu Succession Act, 1956, is a law that was passed by the parliament of India
in 1956 to codify the law relating to intestate or unwilled succession, among Hindus.
The act lays down a uniform and comprehensive system of inheritance and applies to
persons governed by both the Mitaksara and Dayabhaga schools. The Act was
amended in 2005 by the Hindu Succession (Amendment) Act 2005. The amended Act
allowing daughters of the deceased, equal rights with sons.
iii) The Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961
The Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961 is a piece of social legislation which aims to check
the growing menace of the social evil of dowry and make it punishable not only the
actual receiving of dowry but also the very demand of dowry made before or at the
time or after the marriage where such demand is preferable to the consideration of
marriage. The Act was amended in 1984 and 1986.
iv) The Maternity Benefit Act, 1961
The Maternity Benefit Act, 1961, grants maternity benefits to women who have
completed 80 working days in a given job and prohibits the dismissal or discharge of
women during the leave period. Under this act women shall be entitled to leave with
full pay for 12 weeks. This Act extends to factories, mines, plantations, shops and any
other establishment where 10 or more person are employed.
v) The Equal Remuneration Act, 1976
The Equal Remuneration Act, 1976 was passed to provide for the payment of equal
remuneration of men and women workers and for the prevention of discrimination, on
the grounds of sex, against women in the matter of employment and for matters
connected there with or incidental thereto.
vi) The Indecent Representation of Women(prohibition) Act, 1986
The Indecent Representation of Women (prohibition) Act, 1986, prohibits indecent
representation of women through advertisement or in publication, writings, paintings,
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figures or in any other manner and makes it a punishable offense.
Vii) The Protection of Women From Domestic Violence Act, 2005
The Act is primarily meant to provide protection to the wife or female live- in partner
from domestic violence at the hands of the husband or male - in partner or his
relatives. It also provides protection to women living in a household such as sisters,
widows or mothers. Domestic violence under the act includes actual abuse or the
threat of abuse whether physical, sexual, verbal, emotional or economic.
Viii) Sexual Harassment of women at Workplace (prevention, prohibition and
Redressal) Act, 2013
This act is a legislative act that seeks to protect women from sexual harassment at
their place of work. The Act came in to force from 9 December 2013.
Along with the above mentioned Acts, there are many legislations such as the Hindu
Adoption and Maintenance Act, 1956, the Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act, 1956
amended in 1986, the Medical Termination of Pregnancy Act, 1971, the Commission
of Sati (Prevention) Act, 1987, the Indecent Representation of Women (prohibition)
Act, 1986 the National Commission for Women Act, 1990, the Protection of Women
from Domestic Violence Act, 2005 that have been passed in independent India to
bring about major changes in the lives of women.
Specific focus on women’s issue are also reflected in the different five year plans. An
analysis of the first five, Five Year Plans reveals that the planner defined three major
areas for women’s development- Education, Health and Women’s Welfare. The focus
of plans, programmes and activities that were designed for women under these heads
was basically to provide welfare services and opportunities such as education, health,
maternity and child-welfare, family planning, nutrition and training in arts and crafts.
However the emphasis in planning was to ensure women’s legitimate role in family
and community.
In 1971, a Committee on the Status of Women in India was constituted to prepare a
report on the status of women in the country. The committee submitted its report
entitled ‘Towards Equality’ in December 1974. The report served as an eye-opener
for the government, policy makers, experts and activists in the field and community
as a whole regarding the low status of women on many counts and on the wide gulf
between what was intended in the constitution of India and what prevailed on ground
in term of laws, policies and practices. Equality seemed a distant goal.
To operationalize the recommendations of the committee (CSWI) a National Plan of
Action was prepared. The focus of the Action Plan was education, training and
promotion of self-employment among women.14 The late 1980s witness the
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formation and presentation of two significant documents as part of state initiative to
review women’s position and suggest measures to improve it. The two documents
were The Report of the National Commission on Self Employed Women and Women
in Informal Sector (NCSW) and the National Perspectives Plan (NPP) for Women,
1988-2000.
The Sixth and Seventh Plans, both shift in emphasis from welfare to development.
The Sixth Five Year Plan included a separate chapter on ‘Women and Development’.
The Eight Five Year Plan recognised the need to change social attitudes and
perceptions with regard to the role of women in different spheres of life. In a major
shift from the Eight Five Year Plan, the Ninth Five Year Plan, included a separate
chapter on “Empowerment of Women” but also clubbed it with “Development of
Children”. After 1991, the newly embraced economic processes like Liberalization,
Privatization and Globalization have affected the women’s condition in every aspect
of their lives. The decentralization of jobs has increased women’s participation in
paid jobs. However it has not altered those very socio-cultural norms, which
reinforced the idea of male superiority.
In the 72 years following India’s independence, the position of women in the field of
education, her life expectancy has improved considerably, but there are still gaps in
such areas as access to health care, natal care, nutrition etc. There are yet several
causes for worry.
Let me start by taking a look at sex ratio, which stood at 972 women per 1000 men in
1901, had declined to 940 per 1000 by 2011. However, in the 2001, census there has
been only a slight improvement to 933 per 1000 men.
Table 4.1: India Sex Ratio
Census Year

Male

Female

1901

1000

927

1911

964

1921

955

1931

950

1941

945

1951

946

1961

941

1971

930

1981

934

1991

927

2001

933

2011

940

45

Source: Census of India, reports of different decades
It is estimated that thousand of women die every year in India during child birth.
Only 34 percent of births takes place in medical institutions. Lack of safe ante natal
care is the primary cause for death of mothers during child birth. Early marriage,
frequent child birth, poor nutrition and burden of household work take a heavy toll on
women’s health.
Female literacy increased from 39.42 percent in 1991 to 65.46 percent in 2011. The
data in table 4.2 will show you that in the 60 years after the country became
independence female literacy increased only at a marginal place.
Table 4.2: Literacy Rate in India
Census Year

Male

Female

1951

27.16

8.86

1961

40.40

15.34

1971

45.95

21.97

1981

56.37

29.75

1991

63.86

39.42

2001

75.85

54.16

2011

82.14

65.46

Source: Annual Report 2001-2002, Department of Women and Child
Development, Government of India
Improved access to education has helped many women overcome the obstacles to
their illiteracy. An increasing number of women are now getting a chance for not only
acquiring skills but also enhancing their earning capacities. However it is also true
that the school dropout rate has risen sharply in higher primary and high school
levels.
While the law tightens its hold on offenders responsible for the incidence of violence
against women, in actual practice, cases of violence against women are also on the
increase. This is indeed a disturbing trend, which cannot be taken lightly. However it
is also true that there is growing awareness among women of their right and there is a
strong women’s movement, which has been addressing question of gender inequality,
gender based violence and gender justice.

4.6

LET US SUM UP

This unit has tried to give an overview of the status of women in the contemporary
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Indian society. It is shown here that the status of women, as per many a standard
status indicators, is much behind that of men, either with regard to demographic and
health indicators, or educational, economic or other social indicators. Definitely there
are some variations in the status of women form society to society. If we take at the
global level, as we have seen, women of the developed countries enjoy an overall
better status in terms of many standard status indicators in comparison to their
counterparts in the developing and least developed countries. But there also women
are nowhere equal in position to that of men especially in decision-making and power
sharing fronts. In general we can say that the women of the contemporary society
have to strive for gender parity; they have to achieve much more than what they have
already achieved.

4.7

GLOSSARY

Autonomy:

Autonomy means freedom from all external constraints.
An autonomous being is one that has the power of selfdirection, possessing the ability to act as it decides,
independent of the will of others and of other internal
or external factors.

Ideology:

Generally the term ideology is used to represent a total
system of thought and emotion and attitude to the
world, to society and human beings. It is used to mean
any conception of the world which of its nature goes
beyond what positive science can validate and which
carries an emotive tone relevant to social action.

Malnourished:

Affected by improper nutrition or an insufficient diet.

Service Sector:

The tertiary sector of the industry is also known as
service sector or service industry. (The other sectors are
primary – agriculture, mining, fishing etc. and
secondary – manufacturing and industry). The tertiary
sector of industry involves the provision of services to
other businesses as well as final consumers. Services
may involve transport, distribution and sale of goods
from producer to a consumer, provision of a service,
such as in pest control or entertainment or restaurat etc.
The service sector consists of the “soft” parts of the
economy such as insurance, banking, turism retail,
education.
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4.8

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: THE ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q.1:

Article 15(3) of the Constitution of India empowers the state to
make special provision for women and children. It also
suggests that there is a realization of women’s disadvantaged
position and need for the State to enact special measures to
bring them on par with men.

Answer to Q.2:

Their inability to mobilize the ordinary women and to
understand the issues which concerned these women.

4.9
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