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WOMEN’S MOVEMENT IN INDEPENDENT 

INDIA 
Pragya 

ABSTRACT 

From 1970 to 2010, the Indian women's movement underwent considerable modifications as a result of 

sociopolitical developments, legal reforms, and grassroots activity.Post-independence feminist struggles grew 

in the 1970s, influenced by earlier social reform movements and addressed concerns like as gender-based 

violence, workplace discrimination, and political representation.The Mathura rape case (1972) sparked 

nationwide protests, resulting in critical rape legislation changes.The 1980s witnessed the growth of self-

governing women's organizations that focused on dowry killings, domestic abuse, and women's labor 

rights.Legislative advances were made in the 1990s and 2000s, notably the 73rd and 74th Constitutional 

Amendments (1992-93), which guaranteed women's political participation in local government, and the 

Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act (2005).Globalization and neoliberal policies had an impact 

on the movement, sparking discussions about economic rights and marginalization.Despite advances, issues 

such as gender wage disparities, honor crimes, and political underrepresentation persisted.This period 

demonstrates the changing nature of Indian feminism, combining grassroots activism with legal and 

institutional campaigning. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Women's movements in independent India (1970–2010) underwent substantial shifts as a result of 
sociopolitical developments, legal reforms, and grassroots action.This period saw a surge in feminist 

consciousness, with women actively mobilizing to oppose gender disparities in a variety of fields including as 

law, politics, education, and labor rights.In the 1970s, autonomous women's groups emerged to challenge 

patriarchal norms, while the 1980s and 1990s witnessed major legislation reforms addressing violence against 

women, dowry killings, and workplace discrimination. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

1. How did the Indian women's movement respond to sociopolitical and economic changes between 1970 and 

2010? 

2. How did feminist organizations influence legal reforms linked to gender justice in India during this time 

period? 

3. What impact did the intersection of caste, class, and religion have on the agendas and strategies of Indian 

women's movements? 

4. How did globalization and neoliberal policies affect India's women's movement from 1990 to 2010? 
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5. To what extent did media and internet activism help to raise the visibility and efficacy of feminist 

movements in India? 

HYPOTHESIS. 

1. From 1970 to 2010, the women's movement in India had a substantial impact on legislative 

developments, particularly in domestic violence, sexual harassment, and property rights. 

2. In the 1990s, the shift from grassroots activity to NGO-led campaigns resulted in increasing institutional 
support as well as the depoliticization of female struggles. 

3. The growth of Dalit and Muslim women's movements in India called into question the dominance of 

upper-caste feminist narratives, prompting a more intersectional approach. 

4. Economic liberalization in the 1990s boosted employment prospects for women while also reinforcing 

gender-based labor inequities. 

5. The usage of digital and mass media from the late 1990s forward exacerbated feminist concerns while also 

increasing state and public pushback. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

A literature review of the women's movement in independent India (1970-2010) would include major writers, 
books, and themes about the social, political, and cultural dimensions of women's rights and activism during 

this time.This time period saw substantial progress in the women's movement, both in terms of aims and 

techniques, as well as a rising body of scholarly and literary work reflecting these advances. 

Key Themes: 

1. Women's Rights and Gender Equality-Advocating for legislation that protect women from sexual abuse, 

dowry, and domestic violence.Fighting for workplace equality and reproductive rights. 

 

2. Intersectionality-Investigating the connections between caste, class, and religion in the women's movement. 

3. Reproductive Rights and Health-Controversies over family planning, abortion rights, and the role of women 

in public health policy. 

 

4. Political Participation-Women's political participation is increasing, both through activism and electoral 

politics. 

5. Violence Against Women:addressing sexual violence, dowry-related violence, and domestic abuse. 

 

6. Literary Contributions-Women's literature is growing as a form of resistance, particularly in the works of 

feminist writers. 

Key Books and Authors: 

 

1. "The History of Doing:An Illustrated Account of Movements for Women's Rights and Feminism in India" 

by Radha Kumar (1993)This is a seminal text on the history of the Indian women's movement, covering the 

conflicts from colonialism to post-independence.Kumar presents a detailed history of numerous women's 

movements and activism throughout the decades, covering the 1970s until 2010. 

2. "Gender and Nation" by Nivedita Menon (2004)-Menon investigates the role of women in nation-building 
as well as feminist contributions to Indian political philosophy.Her research looks at how women's issues have 

interacted with nationalism, with a focus on how the gender question has been articulated in post-

independence India. 
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3. "Recasting Women":Essays in Indian Colonial History," edited by Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid 

(1989)-Although this book is mostly about colonial history, it also provides a critical view of gender in India, 

which feeds post-independence feminist philosophy.The pieces examine the colonial construction of gender 

and how these themes influenced feminist movements in the years following independence. 

4. "Feminism in India" compiled by Maitrayee Chaudhuri (2004)-This edited volume brings together a diverse 
group of researchers to study feminism and women's issues in post- independence India, including an 

examination of important feminist movements and transformations. 

 

5. "The Second Sexism:Discrimination Against Men and Boys" by David Benatar (2008)-While Benatar's 

work focuses on gender inequality from a global perspective, it also addresses the complexities and 

inconsistencies that can arise in feminist movements, particularly the interaction of multiple gendered 

experiences. 

6. "Women, Work, and Representation:Needlewomen in Victorian Art and Literature" by Jill R. O'Toole 

(2007)-While this book is mostly Western-focused, it explores key theoretical frameworks and critiques that 

have impacted Indian feminist scholars, particularly their approach to female representations in literature and 

art. 

 

7. "The Women's Movement in India:A Reader" edited by Asha Bhardwaj (2011)-Bhardwaj offers a series of 
essays that examine the history of the women's movement in India, highlighting its various phases, 

accomplishments, and obstacles. This collection sheds light on the enormous legal, social, and cultural 

accomplishments made by the Indian women's movement beginning in the 1970s. 

8. Tanika Sarkar's 2005 book "Sexuality, Obscenity, Community: Women, Muslims, and the Hindu Right"This 

book examines how the Hindu right and Muslim communities influenced gender and identity politics, as well 

as the connection of women's movements with communalism, religion, and sexuality. 

 

9. "Feminist Activism in India:An Investigation into the Spaces of Feminist Politics" by Nivedita Menon 

(2012)-Menon's work in this book examines the transitions and transformations in India's feminist movement, 

offering insights on how activism has changed, particularly during the 1980s. 

Key Themes in the Literature Review: 

 
1. The State's Role in Women's Rights (**Key Sources**:Works by Menon, Kumar, and Chaudhuri critically 

investigate how laws (such as the Dowry Prohibition Act and the Domestic Violence Act) impacted the 

rhetoric of gender equality and activism. 

 

2. Feminist Literary Movement-**Key Sources**:Writers such as Kamala Das, Shashi Tharoor, and 

Arundhati Roy have had an impact on both the cultural and political dimensions of feminist thought in India. 

Their works have focused on female sexuality, autonomy, and identity. 

 

3. Dalit Feminism-**Key Authors**:Sharmila Rege, author of "Writing Caste/Writing Gender" (2006), has 

written about the intertwining of caste and gender, focusing on Dalit women's experiences and activity. 

4. Environmental Feminism-**Key Sources**: Vandana Shiva's work, particularly her book "Staying 

Alive:Women, Ecology, and Development" (1988), combines ecological activism and feminism, contributing 

to a more comprehensive knowledge of Indian women's movement. 

 
5. Post-Independence Movements and Feminist Legislation- Feminists, such as Flavia Agnes, have written 

extensively about women's legal rights, including family law reforms and the impact of judicial rulings on 

women's life. 
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6. Activist Movements in Cities and Rural Areas-**Key Sources**:Scholars such as Veena Das and Shailja 

Sharma have written about rural-urban disparities in the feminist movement and how women's involvement 

developed differently across areas. 

7. Sexuality and Gender in Public Places-**Key Sources**:Ritty A.'s (2010) book "Sexuality and Subversion" 

discusses the growth of movements such as the 2002 "Pink Chaddi Campaign" and critiques of women's 

agency in public life. 

REFERENCES 

1.(Author-Radha Kumar , year-1993 , page no-216). 2.(Author-B.SUGUNA , year-2009 , page no-150-190). 

BACKGROUND OF THE WOMEN’S MOVEMENT: 

The women’s movement in India may be traced back to the nineteenth century , when leaders such as Raja 
Ram Mohan Roy and Jyotirao Phule led social reform efforts against customs like sati , child marriage , and 

the denial of education to women.This momentum carried over into the early twentieth century, where women 

led by Sarojini Naidu , Kasturba Gandhi and others , 

played critical roles in India’s campaign for independence.Following independence , the first decadesThis 

were spent on nation-building and tacking socioeconomic issues.women’s issues were frequently subsumed 

under broader development aims , such as government initiatives aimed at education , health and 

employment.However , institutional inequalities remained , encouraging the rise of autonomous women’s 

movements in the 1970. 

Women’s movements diversified during the period 1970-2010 , tackling concerns such as violence against 

women , political representation , access to education , economic possibilities and personal liberties.The 

movements became intersectional , acknowledging the interdependence of gender , caste , class and regional 

inequality.This time also witnessed the birth of powerful legislation , policy changes and grassroots activity , 

all motivated by the recognition that true democracy and growth necessitated women’s inclusion in all aspects 

of society. 

INPORTANCE OF STUDYING THE PERIOD 1970-2010 

 

1. The Second Wave Feminist Movement's Emergence:In India, second-wave feminism emerged in the 

1970s, concentrating on more general systemic problems such as dowries, workplace discrimination, 

reproductive rights, and patriarchy.Examining this era demonstrates how indigenous social realities and global 

feminist ideologies intersect. 

 

2. Institutional Reforms and Law:During this time, important laws were passed, including the Domestic 

Violence Act of 2005, the Equal Remuneration Act of 1976, and the Dowry Prohibition Act with 

modifications in the 1980s.Examining these legal landmarks shows how activism and policymaking 

interact. 

 

3. Grassroots Mobilization:The emergence of grassroots groups tackling caste, class, and regional inequalities 

was a defining feature of women's movements during this period.The varied character of women's problems is 

reflected in movements such as the Self-Employed Women's Association (SEWA) and anti-dowry campaigns. 

 

4. Globalization and Neoliberalism:Women were affected in two ways by the economic liberalization that 

came with the 1990s.Some experienced marginalization in the workplace, while others were given fresh 

opportunities.Analysis of the ways in which economic changes impacted activism and gender norms is 

encouraged during this time. 
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5. Cultural and Social Shifts:The media, literature, and art of this time period were crucial in forming and 

expressing the changing story of women's rights.Examining these cultural aspects aids in comprehending how 

society's views on gender roles are evolving. 

6. Intersectionality and Diversity:As movements started addressing the unique difficulties experienced by 

Dalit women, tribal women, and women from minority communities, the era also saw the realization of 

intersecting issues. 

 

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

1. To examine the development of the women's movement between 1970 and 2010:Recognize how 

grassroots action gave way to institutional structures and how significant turning points influenced the 

movement. 

 

2. To investigate how the movement has affected the creation of laws and policies:Evaluating how 

women's advocacy influenced important legal and policy changes, like the Protection of Women from 

Domestic Violence Act (2005), the modifications to the Dowry Prohibition Act, and workplace harassment 

regulations. 

 

3. To examine the movement's intersectionality:Emphasizing the ways in which caste, class, religion, and 

regional identities shaped and varied Indian women's activism. 

 

4. To assess the leadership and role of feminist organizations:Examining how influential groups, leaders, 

and thinkers influenced the movement's direction and conversation. 

 

5. To evaluate the movement's successes and difficulties:evaluating advancements made in fields like 

economic involvement, political representation, gender-based violence, and public attitudes while pointing out 

remaining disparities and obstacles. 

 

6. To record how media and technology were used in mobilization:Examining how both established and 

new communication channels were used to increase awareness and broaden the movement's audience. 

 

7. To place the Indian women's movement in the global context:Recognizing the ways in which international 

frameworks and feminist movements, such as the United Nations' emphasis on women's rights, impacted the 

Indian movement. 

 

SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS: 

 

SCOPE:The following significant elements are captured in this analysis of the development of the Indian 

women's movement between 1970 and 2010: 

 

1. Historical Context:Recognizing the movement's relation to global feminist waves and pre- independence 

feminist initiatives. 

 

2. Major Milestones:During this time, there were significant protests, important legislative victories, and 

judicial interventions. 

3. Diverse Voices and Issues:Examining the movement's variety in terms of geography, caste, class, and 

religion. 

 

4. Impact on Policy and Society:An analysis of how the movement has influenced public debate on gender 

equality, state policies, and social norms. 
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5. Difficulties and Limitations:Examining the internal and external elements that limited the movement's 

efficacy. 

 

LIMITATIONS:Although this analysis provides a thorough perspective, it is limited by the following factors: 

 

1. Time Frame:The 1970-2010 era excludes earlier and more current events that could provide useful insights 

into the movement's course. 

 

2. Regional Specificity:Due to India's vastness, documenting the intricacies of each region's contribution and 

obstacles in the women's movement is beyond the scope of this study. 

 

3. Focus on Organized Activism:The narrative is oriented toward structured activism, potentially neglecting 

individual acts of resistance and informal initiatives. 

 

4. Limited Data:Obtaining extensive documentation of grassroots movements, particularly those from rural 

locations, is difficult. 

 

REFERENCES 

1.(Author-Nivedita Menon , year-1999 , page no-120-145). 2.(Author-Flavia Agnes , year-1999 , page no-200-

250). 

 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT (PRE 1970s) 

 

BRIEF OVERVIEW OF WOMEN’S MOVEMENT DURING THE COLONIAL PERIOD 

 

Gender, class, race, and colonial politics all influenced women's activities during the colonial period. Women 

in various colonies played important roles in pushing for rights, social reform, and independence, while not as 

institutionalized or popular as later feminist groups. Here are some significant characteristics of women's 

movements throughout this era: 

 

1. Social Reform and Education 

Concentration on Education:Many colonial women's movements centered on education as a way of 

empowerment. Women fought for girls' access to education, seeing it as a vehicle for social mobility and self-

sufficiency. 

Social Change:Reformist women frequently campaigned to solve social concerns such as child marriage, 

widow remarriage, dowry systems, and healthcare access.Women like Savitribai Phule, for example, 

advocated for girls' education and the Dalit community in British-ruled India. 

 

2. Participation in nationalist struggles-Women actively participated in anti-colonial battles, frequently 

combining nationalist objectives with appeals for greater gender equality. 

Women in India, such as Sarojini Naidu and Annie Besant, were prominent in the National Congress. 

Similarly, in Africa, women like Funmilayo Ransome-Kuti of Nigeria contributed to anti-colonial 

campaigns.During the independence struggles, women demonstrated their leadership and organizing abilities 

through boycotts, protests, and underground actions. 

 

3. Worker and Economic Rights 

In colonies, women frequently worked under exploitative conditions.Women pushed for better working 

conditions, salaries, and rights in many regions' labor movements, particularly on plantations and in factories. 
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4. Advocacy for Political Rights 

Women in some colonies campaigned for suffrage and political representation.This was especially visible in 

settler colonies such as South Africa, where both white and black women campaigned for the right to vote 

(though frequently in segregated ways). 

 

5. The intersectionality of race and gender. 

Women's movements in colonized nations frequently addressed the dual oppression of patriarchy and 

colonialism. African-American women in the United States, as well as indigenous women in conquered 

regions such as Latin America, battled for racial and gender equality. 

 

Examples of Notable Figures and Movements: 

Begum Rokeya (education and women's rights in Bengal); Sarojini Naidu (Indian liberation fight). 

 

Funmilayo Ransome-Kuti (anti-tax protests in Nigeria) and Charlotte Maxeke (activism in South Africa). 

 
Juana Azurduy (Leader of Bolivian Independence). Southeast Asia: Kartini (Indonesian women's education). 

POST INDEPENDENCE DEVELOPMENTS (1947-1970) THAT LAID THE GROUNDWORK FOR 

THE MOVEMENT 

 

Significant advances occurred between 1947 and 1970, laying the framework for the modern women's 

movement in post-independence cultures, particularly in newly independent countries 

such as India.These changes were influenced by the political, social, and economic transformations that 

happened in the early years of independence.Here are some major elements of this period: 

 

1. Reforms to the Constitution and Law 

Gender equality has been included in several newly independent nations' constitutions.For example, the Indian 

Constitution (1950) promised equality before the law (Article 14), gender discrimination was prohibited 

(Article 15), and equal opportunities were guaranteed. 

Legal safeguards:Child marriage, dowry, property rights, and widow remarriage were all addressed through 

reforms.The Hindu Code Bills (1955-56) in India modified women's marriage, inheritance, and property 

rights. 

Several countries have implemented maternity benefits and occupational safety measures. 

 

2. Education and Career Opportunities 

Education Expansion:In order to reduce literacy gaps, governments prioritized women's education.For 

example, India's Five-Year Plans stressed female education as a cornerstone of national development. 

Entry into the Workforce:As economies developed and industrialized, more women entered the official labor 

force, creating the groundwork for labor activism and economic independence. 

 

3. Women's Role in Nation Building 

Women had an active role in the development of newly independent countries, taking on leading roles in 

politics, government, and social work. For instance, in India, Sarojini Naidu serves as a state governor. 

In 1966, Indira Gandhi became India's first female Prime Minister. 

Women's participation in international organizations and global conferences, such as the UN Commission on 

the Status of Women, has helped to push gender equality concerns to the forefront of global debate. 
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4. The emergence of grassroots movements. 

Women initiated grassroots organizing to address local challenges such as poverty, healthcare, and education. 

These efforts later grew into bigger movements focused on systemic issues including domestic violence, 

reproductive rights, and gender discrimination. 

 

5. The Influence of Global Feminist Movements 

The global feminist movement of the 1960s prompted women in post-independence countries to examine the 

gendered impact of official policies and cultural norms. 

Increased worldwide communication promoted cross-border solidarity, which influenced the growth of local 

women's movements. 

 

6. Representation in the media and culture 

The emergence of literature, cinema, and art depicting women's difficulties and aspirations helped to a greater 

understanding of gender issues. 

Writers and activists like as Kamala Das and Amrita Pritam questioned traditional gender roles and advocated 

for social change. 

 

KEY PHASES OF THE WOMEN’S MOVEMENT (1970-2010) 

 

1970’s EMERGENCE OF AUTONOMOUS MOVEMENTS ANTI-DOWRY CAMPAIGN’S 

 

Anti-dowry campaigns were a prominent feature of women's movements, notably in post- independence 

India.The dowry system, which was deeply rooted in patriarchal customs, presented significant obstacles for 

women, including financial obligations on families, domestic abuse, and even dowry-related deaths.Here's a 

summary of anti-dowry campaigns: 

 

1. Early Post-Independence Efforts (1947–1970s) 

Legislation-The Dowry Prohibition Act of 1961 was one of the first important legal actions taken to eliminate 

dowry.It made it illegal to give, take, or demand dowry.However, the lack of enforcement and societal 

acceptance limited its impact. 

Governments and women's organizations conducted awareness campaigns that highlighted the economic and 

moral concerns involved with dowry.To lessen reliance on dowry, efforts were made to increase women's 

education and economic independence. 

 

2. Grassroots Movements and the Rise in the 1970s 

The rise of women's organizations:Anti-dowry campaigns gained traction in the 1970s as autonomous 

women's organizations such as the Mahila Dakshata Samiti and Stree Sangharsh groups emerged.These 

organizations used protests, sit-ins, and media campaigns to draw attention to incidences of dowry 

harassment, domestic abuse, and bride burning. 

Media coverage and public awareness:Dowry death incidents that were widely publicized in publications 

sparked outrage. Women's organizations held marches and demonstrations to demand justice for victims. 

Link to Broader Feminist Issues:Anti-dowry campaigns were linked to broader critiques of patriarchy, such as 

unfair inheritance laws and the absence of economic agency for women. 

 

3. Legislative Reform and Legal Advocacy 

In response to activism, governments implemented harsher legal restrictions, including amending the Dowry 

Prohibition Act in the 1980s to increase fines and broaden the definition of dowry. 

Inclusion of clauses in the Indian Penal Code (IPC): 

Section 304B:Dowry deaths are now a distinct criminal offense. 
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Section 498A criminalizes domestic cruelty against women, including dowry-related harassment. Women's 

organizations assisted survivors and their families in navigating the legal system. 

 
4. Educational and Community Campaigns 

Community-Based Interventions:Women's groups worked with local communities to promote dowry-free 

marriages, especially in rural areas. 

Educational Initiatives:Campaigns aimed at youngsters, particularly women, to oppose dowry and emphasize 

their right to financial and personal freedom. 

Films, plays, and literature emphasized the dangers of dowry and sparked cultural reflection.Damini and 

Mrityudand are two well-known flicks. 

 

5. Challenges 

Dowry continued to be widely practiced despite legal frameworks and awareness programs, owing to deeply 

established cultural values. 

Misuse charges:Critics of statutes such as Section 498A claimed occasional misuse, raising disputes about 

how to balance legal protections with safeguards against false charges. 

Impact 

Anti-dowry initiatives raised public awareness of the issue and established procedures for dealing with related 

violence against women.They also cleared the door for more general talks about gender equality, inheritance 

rights, and women's empowerment. 

 

SHAHADA TRIBAL WOMEN’SMOVEMENT 

 

The Shahada tribal women's movement was a notable grassroots initiative in the Shahada tehsil of 

Maharashtra, India, during the 1970s.It was part of a bigger tribal rebellion headed by the Shramik Sanghatana, 

a tribal laborers' organization, and is widely recognized as a watershed moment in India's women's movement 

history.The movement focused on land rights, gender equality, and social justice for tribal people, with tribal 

women spearheading the protests and advocacy efforts. 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

LAND EXPLOITATION AND DISPLACEMENT:Tribal populations in Shahada have been exploited by 

landlords, moneylenders, and the state, leading to displacement.They were frequently dispossessed of their 

ancestral lands as a result of unscrupulous practices, forcible evictions, and a lack of legal protections.These 

injustices disproportionately impacted tribal women, who played a critical role in agricultural work and family 

resource management. 

Gender Inequality and Patriarchy:Women in tribal societies are frequently subjected to gender- based 

violence, servitude, and exploitation.Poverty and illiteracy only exacerbated their problems. 

 
The Movement 

 

1. Leadership by Shramik Sanghatana:The Shramik Sanghatana, led by Baba Adhav, sought to mobilise tribal 

men and women in Shahada to fight for their land rights and against institutional oppression. 

 

2. Women as Leaders and Participants:Tribal women played key roles in the movement, often leading protests 

and demonstrations.Women staged marches, shut down governmental machinery, and defied police violence in 

order to demand justice for their communities. 

3. Key Concerns Raised: 

Land Ownership:Women requested recognition of tribal land and forest rights, contesting landlords and 
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moneylenders' authority. 

Economic exploitation:The campaign emphasized the exploitation of tribal laborers and advocated for decent 

pay and working conditions.Women spoke up against sexual violence and harassment by landlords, 

moneylenders, and even governmental authorities. 

 

4. Tactics:Nonviolent protests, road blockades, and sit-ins were popular forms of opposition.Women used their 

united power to challenge exploitative landlords and corrupt local leaders. 

 

Impact 

 

1. Empowerment of Tribal Women:The movement marked a dramatic shift in tribal women's positions, 

allowing them to play active roles in community leadership and decision-making.It also challenged established 

gender roles in tribal life, encouraging women to band together. 

 

2. Land Rights Advocacy:The Shahada movement drew national attention to the subject of tribal land rights, 

sparking policy debates and legislative measures. 

 

3. Influence on Feminist Movements:The movement sparked broader feminist and tribal rights campaigns 

across India, emphasizing the interplay of gender, class, and caste in fights for justice. 

 

4. Awareness of Tribal Issues:It brought the situation of tribal communities to national attention, highlighting 

the need for legal and institutional reform. 

Legacy 

 

The Shahada tribal women's movement continues to be a classic example of grassroots activism spearheaded 

by underprivileged women.It demonstrated the effectiveness of collective action in tackling structural 

inequities and created the groundwork for incorporating female equality into larger campaigns for tribal and 

labor rights. 

 

MATHURA RAPE CASE AND ITS IMPACT ON RAPE LAWS 

 

The Mathura rape case (1972) was a milestone point in Indian legal and feminist history, prompting important 

rape law amendments.The case exposed significant faults in the legal system's treatment of sexual violence and 

caused widespread protests, setting the groundwork for reforms in how rape cases were tried and understood 

under Indian law. 

 

THE CASE 

Incident:In 1972, Mathura, a young tribal girl, was allegedly raped by two police officers at Desaiganj police 

station in Maharashtra.Mathura had been hauled to the police station after her family filed a complaint about 

her elopement with a boy from another caste. 

 

Trial and Verdict:Initially, the Sessions Court acquitted the police officers, citing inadequate evidence.On 

appeal, the Bombay High Court's Nagpur Bench convicted the accused and sentenced them to harsh 

imprisonment, acknowledging the custodial nature of the crime.However, in 1979, the Supreme Court 

acquitted the cops, ruling that Mathura had granted "consent" because there were no obvious signs of pain or 

resistance on her body. The Court interpreted her absence of physical resistance as voluntary involvement. 
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Public Indignation and Activism 

 

Feminists, activists, and legal scholars were upset by the Supreme Court's decision to acquit. It was regarded 

as an appalling example of victim blaming and the judiciary's failure to protect women, particularly those 

from underprivileged areas.Four notable legal scholars—Upendra Baxi, Lotika Sarkar, Kelkar, and Vasudha 

Dhagamwar—wrote an open letter to the Chief Justice, denouncing the ruling for being insensitive and 

promoting patriarchal bias. 

 

Protests Across the Nation:Protests occurred across the country, with cries like "Mathura ko nyay do" ("Give 

justice to Mathura") urging responsibility and reform.Women's organizations highlighted structural issues, 

such as the difficulties victims encounter in reporting sexual violence and the exploitation of "consent" by 

perpetrators and courts. 

 
The impact on rape laws 

 

The controversy over the Mathura case directly contributed to changes in Indian rape legislation in 

1983:Amendments made to the Indian Penal Code (IPC):Section 376(2): Stricter punishment for custodial 

rape if the perpetrator is a police officer, public official, or someone in a position of power.Section 114A of 

the Indian Evidence Act changed the burden of proof in prison rape prosecutions.If the victim alleged a lack 

of consent, the court would presume non-consent unless the offender demonstrated otherwise.Expanding the 

Definition of rape:The modifications stated that permission gained through fear or compulsion is not 

legitimate. 

 

Custodial Rape as a Distinct Offense:The new legislation identified custodial rape as particularly heinous due 

to the abuse of authority by those sworn to enforce the law. 

The Reforms addressed the problem of consent, emphasizing that a lack of physical resistance does not imply 

approval. 

 

ROLE OF ORGANIZATIONS LIKE STREE SHAKTI SANGHATANA AND 

PROGRESSIVE UNIONS 

From 1970 to 2010, the women's movement in India saw a significant period highlighted by the rise of 

independent women's organizations, progressive labor unions, and grassroots activity.This era saw a change 

from welfare-oriented approaches to rights-based frameworks, with a focus on topics like gender equality, 

violence against women, labor rights, and political involvement. 

 

Emergence of Independent Women's Organizations:During the 1970s and 1980s, independent organizations 

emerged in the women's movement to combat patriarchal systems, caste-based discrimination, and state 

repression. Among them, Stree Shakti Sanghatana, founded in 1980 in Hyderabad, was instrumental in 

increasing awareness about gender-based violence, media representation, and state policies that affect women. 

 

Oral histories of women's participation in the Telangana armed struggle were published in books like as *We 

Were Making History*, connecting feminist rhetoric to broader sociopolitical movements. 

Progressive Unions and the Labour Movement:Women working in informal industries like textiles, 

construction, and domestic labor were among the most vulnerable. Progressive trade unions, such as the Self-

Employed Women's Association (SEWA) (established in 1972), provided a forum for female workers to seek 

higher salaries, social security, and acknowledgment of their labor rights.Similarly, the All India Democratic 

Women's Association (AIDWA), which is associated with left-wing political parties, organized rural and 

working-class women to fight economic exploitation and gender injustice. 
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Key Issues and Campaigns: 

1. Violence Against Women-The anti-rape movement in the late 1970s and 1980s, inspired by instances like 

Mathura (1978) and rallies against custodial rape, resulted in substantial legal improvements, including 

amendments to criminal legislation on sexual violence. 

 

2. Political Representation-Women's groups advocated for a 33% reservation for women in local government, 

which was effectively achieved by the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments in 1992. 

3. Labor and Economic Rights-Progressive unions lobbied for maternity benefits, equitable pay, and 

recognition of unpaid labor, influencing legislation changes such as the National Rural job Guarantee Act of 

2005, which guaranteed women's job options. 

1980s:Focus on Legal and Social reforms 

CAMPAIGNS FOR REFORMS IN DOWRY , RAPE AND DOMESTIC VIOLENCE LAWS 

The 1980s were a watershed moment in India's women's movement, with relentless campaigns against 

gender-based violence and legal discrimination.Women's groups, independent feminist collectives, and 

activists rallied across the country to demand improvements to dowry, rape, and domestic abuse laws, 

resulting in critical legislative amendments. 

 

1. Anti-Dowry Movement:Increased dowry-related fatalities and harassment sparked massive 

protests.Activists fought for tougher legal provisions, culminating in changes to the Dowry Prohibition Act 

(1961) and the introduction of Section 304B (dowry deaths) and Section 498A (cruelty by husband and in-

laws) in the Indian Penal Code (IPC) in 1983.These regulations made dowry harassment a crime and gave 

women with protection. 

2. Rape Law Reforms:The Mathura rape case (1972) and the Supreme Court's 1979 decision, which acquitted the 

accused based on the victim's alleged consent, sparked popular indignation.Women's organizations, such as the 

Forum Against Rape (later renamed the Forum Against Oppression of Women), staged protests calling for 

revisions to rape legislation.As a result, the Criminal Law (Amendment) Act, 1983 was passed, redefining 

custodial rape, shifting the burden of proof to the accused in some situations, and imposing harsher penalties. 

3. Domestic Violence Campaign:Domestic violence, formerly thought to be a private matter, became a major 

public concern in the 1980s. Feminist groups documented incidences, held public rallies, and lobbied the 

government to legalize domestic abuse.Though official legislation took time, these initiatives established the 

framework for the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005, which granted survivors legal 

remedies and protection orders. 

 

As a result, feminist movement in India consolidated in the 1980s, turning the debate over women's rights from 

social transformation to legal empowerment.These campaigns not only resulted in legal improvements, but they 

also helped to raise public awareness and institutional recognition of gender violence. 

 

ANTI-LIQUIR AND ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENTS (eg.CHIPKO) 

 

The women's movement in India underwent substantial changes between 1970 and 2010, with grassroots 

activism, legal reforms, and policy initiatives aiming at gender justice.Women were instrumental in a variety 

of sociopolitical struggles, including anti-liquor movements, environmental activism, and campaigns against 

violence and discrimination. 
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1970s:The Emergence of Feminist Awareness:During the 1970s, a new wave of women's movements 

emerged, driven by global feminist discourses and national concerns about gender inequity.The Committee on 

the Status of Women in India (CSWI) released its seminal report Towards Equality (1974), which highlighted 

persistent gender discrimination.Protests against dowry deaths, sexual assault, and workplace discrimination 

occurred during this time period, resulting in legal reforms like as the Dowry Prohibition Act (amendments) 

and modifications to rape legislation. 

Anti-Liquir:Women were in the vanguard of anti-liquor movements, particularly in Andhra Pradesh and 

Bihar, where they fought against alcohol consumption because it is linked to domestic violence and economic 

hardship.Rural women in Andhra Pradesh played an important part in the prohibition movement, influencing 

governmental legislation. 

Environmental Movement:Chipko Movement (1973-1980s):Women led protests against deforestation and 

advocated for sustainable resource management in Uttarakhand.Women held trees to prevent them from being 

cut down, representing resistance to environmental deterioration and corporate forest exploitation.The 

Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA), led by Medha Patkar, was also heavily female-dominated, fighting large-

scale dam projects that uprooted underprivileged populations. 

INCREASED AWARENESS ABOUT WORKPLACE DISCRIMINATION 

From 1970 to 2010, the women's movement in independent India underwent substantial shifts, particularly in 

the 1980s, when workplace discrimination was more widely recognized.During this time, feminist 

organizations and activists concentrated on topics including equal pay, maternity benefits, sexual harassment, 

and labor rights. 

 

Discrimination in the workplace during the 1980sThe 1980s were a watershed moment in the Indian women's 

movement, with more recognition of gender-based employment discrimination.This transition was influenced 

by several reasons, including: 

 

1. Economic Liberalization (Pre-Reforms Phase):While India's economy was not yet fully open, industrial 

expansion and the growth of the service sector resulted in increased female labor force participation, showing 

systemic inequalities. 

 

2. Legal Reforms and Advocacy:Activists advocated for stricter enforcement of labor regulations such as the 

Equal Remuneration Act (1976) and the Maternity Benefit Act (1961). 

 

3. Sexual Harassment Awareness:Early conversations on workplace harassment began in the 1980s, and 

culminated in the Vishaka Guidelines (1997). 

 

4. Union Participation:Women workers in both informal and formal sectors, including as textile, agriculture, 

and service industries, began organizing to demand improved working conditions. 

 

This phase established the groundwork for additional agitation in the 1990s and 2000s, which resulted in better 

legislative safeguards and governmental reforms for working women. 

 
1990s:Liberalization and New Challenges 
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IMPACT OF ECONOMIC LIBERALIZATION ON WOMEN’S EMPLOYMENT AND LABOR 

CONDITIONS 

 

India's economic liberalization, which began in 1991, had a tremendous impact on women's employment and 

labor circumstances.The change to a market-driven economy resulted in the growth of sectors such as 

information technology, banking, and services, which created new work prospects for educated urban 

women.This period, however, saw an upsurge in informal and insecure work, which disproportionately 

affected women from marginalized populations. 

With the collapse of state-controlled sectors and the increase of contract labor, many women in industry and 

agriculture experienced employment insecurity, salary inequities, and a lack of social protection.The informal 

sector grew, with women working in low-wage, unregulated professions that typically lacked benefits like 

maternity leave or healthcare.In rural areas, structural adjustment measures caused agrarian distress, driving 

many women into distress migration or self-employment in exploitative circumstances. 

 

In response, the women's movement advocated for labor rights, formed unions for informal workers, and 

pushed for legislative protections against workplace harassment, such as the Vishaka Guidelines 

(1997).NGOs and feminist groups also played an important role in boosting labor rights awareness, 

advocating for gender-sensitive policies, and supporting self-help groups for women's economic 

empowerment. 

While economic liberalization created new opportunities for some women, it also exacerbated disparities, 

emphasizing the importance of sustained activism to achieve equitable salaries, social security, and safe 

working conditions. 

 

DALIT WOMEN’S MOVEMENT AND INTERSECTIONALITY 

 

The 1990s were a watershed moment in India's women's movement, particularly the rise of the Dalit women's 

movement, which highlighted the intersections of caste, class, and gender oppression.While the mainstream 

women's movement focused on gender-based discrimination, Dalit women questioned its upper-caste bias, 

claiming that their battles were inextricably linked to caste-based violence and economic disadvantage. 

 

Organizations such as the National Federation of Dalit Women (NFDW) and the All India Dalit Mahila 

Adhikar Manch (AIDMAM) arose to address concerns such as caste-based sexual abuse, labor exploitation, 

and political representation.Dalit feminists criticized both the upper-caste- dominated feminist movement for 

failing to address caste oppression and the Dalit movement for disregarding gender concerns. 

The concept of intersectionality, as proposed by researchers like as Kimberlé Crenshaw, became critical in 

examining Dalit women's oppression.They were subjected to discrimination on numerous levels, including 

from dominant castes, inside their communities, and patriarchal hierarchies.Atrocities against Dalit women, 

including as caste-based sexual abuse and honor killings, became more widely documented in the 1990s, 

pushing these issues to the forefront of public debate. 

 

Dalit women's assertions in the 1990s transformed feminist discourse in India by demanding inclusivity,  

representation, and a caste-conscious approach to gender justice.Their action paved 

the way for regulations addressing caste and gender discrimination, which influenced later social justice 

movements. 
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DEBATES ON PERSONAL LAWS AND THE UNIFORM CIVIL CODE 

The 1990s were a watershed moment in India's women's movement, particularly as it related to personal laws 

and the Uniform Civil Code (UCC).Women's rights activists and feminist organizations have increasingly 

raised concerns about the gender inequities inherent in religious personal laws governing marriage, divorce, 

inheritance, and maintenance.These regulations, based on religious scriptures and conventions, frequently put 

women at a disadvantage to men. 

The key issues in the debate are: 

 

1. Gender Discrimination in Personal Laws:In areas such as divorce, polygamy, guardianship, and property 

rights, Hindu, Muslim, Christian, and Parsi personal laws treated males differently than women.The Shah 

Bano case (1985) and the subsequent adoption of the Muslim Women (Protection of Rights on Divorce) Act 

(1986) remained sensitive issues because they limited divorced Muslim women's entitlement to alimony. 

 

2. The Call for a Uniform Civil Code (UCC):Many feminists and legal reformers claimed that a UCC, which 

guarantees equal rights regardless of faith, was required to defend women's rights.The National Commission 

for Women (NCW) endorsed legal reforms that would eliminate gender bias while protecting religious 

diversity. 

3. Opposition and Communalization of the Debate:Conservative religious organizations saw changes as a 

threat to their religious identity.The UCC issue became extremely politicized, with right-wing parties 

promoting it as a nationalist policy and certain minority groups viewing it as a danger to religious freedom. 

 

4. Legal Reforms and Compromises:Despite opposition, certain reforms were implemented, including 

amendments to the Hindu Succession Act (2005) that granted daughters equal rights to ancestral property.The 

argument persisted throughout the 2000s, as people became more aware of the importance of gender-just legal 

frameworks. 

 

The emphasis on personal laws prompted women's organizations to launch legal literacy campaigns, lobbying 

for secular and gender-sensitive legislation.In the 1990s, feminist groups, legal professionals, and lawmakers 

formed partnerships to press for reform. 

 
2000s:Contemporary Challenges and Achievements 

 

PROTESTS AGAINST HONOR KILLINGS AND GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE 

 

Women's movements in India strongly denounced honor killings and gender-based violence in the 2000s, in 

response to the rising number of terrible crimes against women.Activists, feminist organizations, and legal 

advocates banded together to challenge deeply ingrained patriarchal practices that justified violence in the 

name of family honor. 

 
Key Aspects of the Movement (2000s) 

 

1. Honor Killings and Legal Reforms:Increased instances of honor killings, particularly in Haryana, Punjab, 

Uttar Pradesh, and Rajasthan, have sparked considerable outrage.Women's rights organizations, such as the 

All India Democratic Women's Association (AIDWA) and the National Commission for Women (NCW), 

advocated for more stringent regulations.The Supreme Court of India took suo moto cognizance of cases, 

pushing the government to take legal action against khap panchayats (caste-based councils) that permitted 

honor killings. 
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2. Protests Against Gender-Based abuse:High-profile cases of rape, domestic abuse, and acid assaults sparked 

public indignation and street rallies.The 2005 Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act was a 

watershed moment because it provided survivors with legal protection.Jagori, Saheli, and Blank Noise raised 

awareness about street harassment and intimate partner assault. 

 

3. Media and Public Mobilization:Television and internet media become increasingly important in amplifying 

women's voices and drawing national attention to gender-based crimes.Campaigns such as "Stop Honor 

Killings" and "Bell Bajao" (which oppose domestic violence) gained traction. 

 

4. Judicial and Policy Changes:Landmark judicial decisions reaffirmed women's rights and held rapists 

accountable.Feminist pressure influenced government policies, resulting in tougher legislative measures 

against gender violence. 

The 2000s protests and activism created the framework for subsequent movements, including the 2012 

Nirbhaya movement, which resulted in additional legal and societal changes in India's battle against gender-

based violence. 

 

WOMEN’S RESERVATION BILL: 

 

The Women's Reservation Bill, a historic proposal, aimed to reserve 33% of seats in the Indian Parliament and 

State Assemblies for women.During this time, the problem became a primary focus of the women's 

movement.The need for such a bill dates back to the 1970s, but it gained traction in the 1990s and 2000s. 

 
Early Calls (1970s-1980s): Despite having the ability to vote since independence, women's representation in 

legislative bodies remained low.The demand for reservations in political entities gained traction in the 

1970s.Women's organizations and leaders, such as the All India Democratic Women's Association (AIDWA), 

have fiercely lobbied for increased political engagement for women, although the topic has yet to be put on 

national agenda -1990s and the Push for Reservation:The 1990s saw a surge in political engagement, with an 

increasing number of women running for municipal and national office. The 73rd and 74th Constitutional 

Amendments of 1992 were a watershed moment in women's political representation at the grassroots 

level.These revisions included a 33% reservation for women in Panchayats (local government bodies) and 

Municipalities, allowing women to take on leadership roles at the community level. 

 

However, the call for a similar reservation at the national and state levels faced substantial political 

obstacles.Opponents of the Women's Reservation Bill stated that it would aggravate caste-based differences 

and that women should advance in politics based on merit.Despite these obstacles, women's groups rallied and 

advocated for the law. 

 

-Introduction and Delay in Passage (1996-2010):The Women's Reservation Bill was introduced in Parliament 

in 1996 but received stiff opposition.Several versions of the measure were submitted and debated over the 

next few decades, but it remained stalled in the parliamentary process. The measure was supported by major 

political parties, although others, particularly those representing backward classes, advocated that it should 

include reservations inside reservations (quotas for women from excluded castes and communities). 

Despite these obstacles, the law became one of the most important concerns for women's organizations, who 

saw it as an essential step toward greater gender equality in political decision-making.The measure was finally 

approved by the Rajya Sabha (Upper House) in 2010, although it has yet to become law. 

 

Women's Political Participation (1970–2010) 

In addition to the fight for legislative reservation, women's political participation in both formal and informal 

settings increased between 1970 and 2010. 
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The women’s movement in independent India between 1970 and 2010 witnessed significant developments, 
particularly concerning political participation and the demand for women's reservation in legislative bodies. 

This period marked both a growing recognition of women's rights and the challenges they faced in the 

political sphere. Two key aspects of this period were the Women’s Reservation Bill and the broader shift in 

women's involvement in politics. 

 

Women’s Reservation Bill 

 

The Women’s Reservation Bill, a landmark proposal, sought to reserve 33% of seats in the Indian Parliament 

and State Assemblies for women. The issue became a major focal point of the women’s movement during this 

period. The demand for such a bill had been raised as early as the 1970s, but it gained significant momentum 

in the 1990s and 2000s. 

 

1. Early Calls (1970s-1980s): Though women in India had been granted the right to vote since independence, 
their representation in legislative bodies remained low. The demand for 

reservations in political bodies first gained momentum during the 1970s. Women’s organizations and leaders, 

like the All India Democratic Women’s Association (AIDWA), strongly advocated 

for greater political participation of women, but the issue was not yet prioritized on the national agenda. 

 
2.1990s and the Push for Reservation:The 1990s saw a new wave of political participation with increasing 

numbers of women contesting local and national elections. The 73rd and 74th 

Constitutional Amendments (1992) were a milestone for women’s political representation at the grassroots 

level. These amendments introduced a 33% reservation for women in Panchayats (local government bodies) 

and Municipalities, empowering women to take on leadership roles at the local level. 

 

However, the demand for a similar reservation at the national and state levels faced significant political 
hurdles. Opponents of the Women’s Reservation Bill argued that it would exacerbate caste-based divisions 

and that women should attain political positions based on merit. Despite these challenges, women’s groups 

continued to mobilize and push for the bill. 

 
3. Introduction and Delay in Passage (1996-2010):The Women’s Reservation Bill was introduced in Parliament 

in 1996 but faced strong resistance. Over the following decades, various versions of the bill were introduced 

and debated, but it remained stuck in the legislative process. The bill was supported by major political parties 

but faced opposition from some, especially those from parties representing backward classes who argued that 

the bill should include reservations within the reservation (quotas for women from marginalized castes and 

communities). 

 

Despite these challenges, the demand for the bill became one of the central issues for women’s groups, who 

saw it as a necessary step to ensure greater gender equality in political decision- making. The bill was finally 

passed in the Rajya Sabha (Upper House) in 2010, but it has yet to become law. 

 

Women’s Political Participation (1970-2010) 

 

In addition to the struggle for legislative reservation, the period from 1970 to 2010 saw a rise in women’s 

political participation in both formal and informal spheres. 

 

-Increasing Electoral engagement:Women gradually increased their voting engagement over this time 

period.Women in India began to participate in elections more actively in the 1980s and 1990s, both as voters 

and candidates.However, their representation in the national legislature remained minimal.Female 

representation in the Lok Sabha (Lower House of Parliament) ranged between 8 and 10% in the 1990s. 
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-Women in Leadership roles:Despite limited political representation, a few women rose to important 

leadership roles during this period. Indira Gandhi, India's Prime Minister from 1966 to 1977 and 1980 to 1984, 

continued to hold tremendous power over the political scene.Women in state politics rose to prominence, 

including Mayawati, who became Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh in 1995.These individuals became symbols 

of women's leadership ability, although they were typically considered as exceptions rather than the norm. 

-Grassroots Mobilization and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs):Women's organizations had an 
important role in molding political discourse during this time.Women's non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) have played an important role in increasing awareness about gender issues, pushing for legislative 

reforms, and influencing political parties.The *Bilkis Bano case* and the *Anti-Arrack movement* in Andhra 

Pradesh demonstrated how women's movements may influence public policy and political engagement. 

4. THEMES AND ISSUES IN THE MOVEMENT 

VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN (DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AND SEXUAL VIOLENCE) 

From 1970 to 2010, the women's movement in independent India underwent tremendous shifts, particularly in 

the arena of violence against women, which included domestic and sexual abuse. The campaign for women's 

rights gained traction as many societal and legal difficulties were highlighted. 

 

1970s-1980s: Initial Struggles and Awareness. 

 

-1970s:The women's movement in India gained traction in the 1970s, owing to increased awareness of issues 

such as dowry killings, domestic abuse, and sexual assault.A few women's groups began working on these 

concerns, but it wasn't until the 1980s that the movement gained traction. 

 

-1980s:The emphasis was on domestic abuse and concerns such as dowry harassment.Protests and calls for 

legal reform were the first hints of a larger women's movement.Dowry deaths heightened public awareness, 

particularly after the media began to aggressively report such occurrences. 

 
1990s: Legal Reforms and Mobilisation 

 

-1990s:Activism against violence against women increased during the 1990s.High-profile cases, including as 

the rape and savage attack of women in Delhi, sparked a nationwide mobilization of feminist groups and 

activists.The Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act (PWDVA) was passed in 1993, with the goal 

of combating all types of domestic violence.However, many feminist organizations saw this law as 

inadequate, and it was mostly a symbolic win. 

 

-1997:The Supreme Court issued the Vishaka decision in reaction to workplace sexual harassment of 

women.The decision established criteria for employers to follow in order to avoid sexual harassment, 

representing a watershed point in the legal framework for women's protection. 

 
2000s: Intensified Struggles and New Challenges 

 

-2000s:In the early twenty-first century, a more international, interconnected platform for women's rights 

movement emerged. Women's groups began to network more efficiently, raising awareness through the 

internet and media. 

-In 2002, the Nirbhaya Case (also known as the Bhopal Gas Tragedy) served as a rallying point for women's 

organizations, drawing attention to the systematic issue of sexual violence.Though it did not receive the same 

level of general notice as subsequent cases, it prepared the stage for more agitation. 

- 2005:The Domestic Violence Act of 2005 marked a watershed moment, formally recognizing domestic 

violence as a distinct crime and providing women with protection against various forms of abuse. 
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2010:The Rise of Mass Movements and Greater Legal Scrutiny 

 

The 2010s saw an increase in requests for stronger legislation and stricter law enforcement, with multiple 

incidences of horrific gang rape, particularly the infamous 2012 Delhi Gang Rape (Nirbhaya Case), sparking 

public protests, legislative reforms, and a global uproar.The severity of sexual violence in India sparked a 

widespread drive for stronger rape legislation, resulting in the Criminal Law (Amendment) Act of 2013. 

 
Key modifications included broadening the definition of rape to encompass other types of sexual assault.The 

law imposed harsh penalties for offenders, including the death penalty in certain situations.The definition of 

sexual harassment was expanded, giving women greater legal options. 

From 1970 to 2010, women's rights in India underwent significant transformation.Women's groups not only 

demanded legal protection, but also began to question deeply ingrained societal standards surrounding gender 

violence.During this period, women's movements played an important role in raising awareness about the 

prevalence of violence and its connections to power, patriarchy, and socioeconomic injustice.Domestic abuse, 

sexual violence, and dowry- related crimes became focus areas of activism, resulting in legislative changes, 

albeit enforcement and public acceptance remained key problems. 

POLITICAL REPRESENTATION AND RESERVATION 

Women's political representation in independent India (1970–2010) 

1. Role of Women in National and State Legislatures-Women's representation in the Lok Sabha (Lower House 

of Parliament) and Rajya Sabha (Upper House) remained low, ranging from 5% to 10% over the most of this 

time.Only 4.4% of MPs in the first Lok Sabha (1952-1957) were women. By 2009, the figure had risen to 

only 10.9%.Women's representation in State Assemblies was significantly lower, frequently falling below 8 

percent.Despite the existence of renowned female leaders such as Indira Gandhi, Jayalalithaa, Mayawati, and 

Sonia Gandhi, the political system remained mostly male. 

2. Barriers to Women's Political Participation 

Women faced numerous barriers to entering politics, including: 

- Patriarchal Political Parties:Women had a tough time getting party tickets for elections. 

-Social and economic disparities:Women's political participation has been hampered by a lack of access to 

education, financial resources, and political networks. 

-Cultural Norms:Traditional gender roles inhibited political engagement, and women were 

frequently confined to "soft portfolios" such as social welfare and health. 

-Electoral Violence and Intimidation:Women in politics were frequently threatened, harassed, and physically 

assaulted, especially in rural areas. 

3. Women's Reservation in Local Government:The 73rd and 74th Amendments (1992) 1.Introduction of the 

Reservation Policy-The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments of 1992 stipulated 33% reservation for 

women in Panchayati Raj institutions (rural government) and urban local bodies.This policy intended to boost 

grassroots political engagement and empower women in decision-making positions. 

2. The Impact of Women's Reservation in Panchayati Raj:As a result of the reservation, nearly one million 

women have entered local government, making India one of the largest democracies with significant female 

representation at the grassroots.Women Sarpanches (village leaders) brought attention to topics such as 

healthcare, sanitation, and education, which were frequently overlooked by male leaders.Scholars such as 

Bina Agarwal (1994) and Nivedita Menon (1999) discovered that women's leadership led to better governance 

outcomes and enhanced accountability. 

However, issues continued to exist:"Proxy Sarpanch" Phenomenon:In many cases, male family members 

(husbands or dads) made decisions on behalf of elected women.Lack of Training and Political Exposure:Many 

female representatives lacked formal education and government experience. 
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4. The Women's Reservation Bill (1996-2010): Background and Key Provisions.The Women's Reservation 

Bill (108th Constitutional Amendment Bill) proposed to provide 33% of seats in the Lok Sabha (Parliament) 

and State Legislative Assemblies to women.Rotate reserved constituencies so that diverse candidates have 

equal opportunities.One-third of the seats should be reserved for women from Scheduled Castes (SC) and 

Scheduled Tribes (ST). 

5. The Role of Women's Movements in Political Representation and Reservation: 

1. Women's Organizations and Advocacy-Women's organizations such as the All India Women's Conference 

(AIWC), National Federation of Indian Women (NFIW), and All India Democratic Women's Association 

(AIDWA) aggressively advocated for political reservations.Activists such Vina Mazumdar, Flavia Agnes, and 

Nandita Shah emphasized the importance of structural reforms in political representation that go beyond 

numerical inclusion. 

2. Grassroots Mobilization and Local Movements-Women leaders' achievement in Panchayati Raj governance 

sparked increased political participation.SEWA (Self-Employed Women's Association) fostered women's 

political consciousness by connecting economic empowerment to political involvement. 

6. Key Scholarly Debates: 

1. Political Representation vs. Social Empowerment- Some scholars (e.g., Bina Agarwal, 1994) contend that 

true gender equality requires both political and economic empowerment.Others (e.g., Nivedita Menon, 1999) 

contend that women's political participation alone can effect systemic change. 

2. Intersectionality:Caste and Gender in Political Representation- Dalit feminists such as Gail 

Omvedt (1990) and Anupama Rao (2003) stated that the women's movement was controlled by upper-caste 

ideas, which ignored caste-based discrimination in politics.This intersectional fight is reflected in the Women's 

Reservation Bill, which calls for sub-quotas for OBC and Dalit women. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The women's movement in independent India from 1970 to 2010 was instrumental in advancing gender rights, 

enacting legal reforms, and enhancing socio-political consciousness.Throughout these four decades, the 

movement transitioned from grassroots initiatives to formal advocacy, resulting in significant policy 

transformations and greater involvement of women across various sectors.During this period, the movement 

made notable progress in tackling issues such as violence against women, rights in the workplace, political 

representation, and legal reforms.The initiatives of feminist organizations led to pivotal legislation, including 

amendments to the Dowry Prohibition Act, the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act (2005), 

and the implementation of reserved seats for women in local governance (1993).However, challenges 

persisted, including gender-based violence, wage disparities, and insufficient representation in higher political 

and corporate arenas.The movement also expanded to encompass the issues faced by marginalized groups, 

such as Dalit, Adivasi, and rural women, thereby enhancing its inclusivity.As it entered the 21st century, 

globalization and digital activism added new dimensions to the struggle, further empowering the quest for 

gender justice.The women's movement in India during this period established a robust foundation for future 

endeavors, ensuring that gender equality remains a vital component of the nation’s social and political 

discourse. 
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