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 ABSTRACT 

History witnesses that no society can remain static and dormant. Progress in attitude, behaviour, pattern, and legal 

system is inevitable in all civilized societies. “There is no chance for welfare of the world unless the condition of women is 

improved. It is not possible for a bird to fly on only one wing”, so said by Swami Vivekananda. He was drawing attention to the 

fact that about one – half of humankind is suffering from prejudice, discrimination and oppression in a male- dominated society. 

In large measures, the anatomical differences between male and female has been seized upon by societies, past and present, to 

assign economic- provider-role to men and child rearing role to women. 

Keywords – prejudice, gender discrimination, male dominated society and sexual harassment. 

INTRODUCTION  

 Traditionally, women place is in the home. That is, a woman’s primary role has been seen to be concerned with caring 

for children and husband and with caring out domestic chores as cooking and cleaning. Women are bless with the motherhood of 

“sons”; as good wives they take care of men (the “owner” of women sexuality) and are subordinate to male authority; they are 

largely excluded from position of prestige and power. Historically, the gender division of labour (men’s jobs and women’s jobs) 

has operated to bind women to their reproductive function and domestic function- isolated and undervalued.1 

 The Rig- Veda, being the masterpiece of great scholars and the oldest developed authoritative written text of the world, 

provides ample evidence on the history of ancient Indian culture. The Rig-Veda, which was one of the oldest literary work, based 

on historical document. Moreover, this provides reconstructing the history of the early Aryans. During the Rig- Vedic period, the 

Aryans lived in small villages. The basis of their political and social organisation was the family or Kula.2 

 

                                                             
1 D.C.Bhattacharya, Sociology, p.498. (Vijoya Publishing House, Kolkata, 7th edn., 2002). 
2 S.C. Raychoudhary, Social Cultural and Economic History of India, p.33. (Surjeet Publications, Delhi, 6th edn., 2002). 
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 In the Vedic age, the women were held in high esteem and treated with men in all walks of life. In fact, no religious 

rites or rituals could be performed without their presence. Their social position, and status was at the apex, and they enjoyed 

considerable freedom and privileges in the sphere of family, religion, and public life. The Rig- Veda contains a story of a 

grihapati who left his wife because of her impertinence and went away for practising penance but, he was told by the god that he 

could not perform the penance without his wife.  

The women during the Rig Vedic period were sufficiently educated and took part in philosophical debates and 

discussion. She was then considered as the Ardhangini and the founding stone of the family arch. In the family, she presided 

over it like a Queen. In the society, girls were entitled to undergo the Upanayana ceremony and studied Vedic literature and even 

Vedas contain many   hymns that were revealed by women seers who were then called a Rishikas and Brahmavadinis. Some of 

notable women scholars of this age were Apala, Visvavara, and Ghosa. They were not only well versed in sacred texts but also 

composed several hymns. Women also took keen interest in music and dancing.  

The respectable position of the women during the early Vedic period is also evident from the absence of system of child 

marriage during this period. The oldest Rig- Veda followed by Sama, Yajur and Atharva along with other Upannishads, 

portrayed women as the incarnation of the almighty mother power and respected motherhood with highest prestige. They 

enjoyed complete freedom of movement. There are several references to prove participation of women in public function, 

performances, and festive gatherings.3 

1. Women’s Position in Different Age .“Within the subcontinent there have been infinite variations on the status 

of women diverging according to cultural milieu, family structure, class, caste, property rights, and morals.”  

In the Vedic period, women on whole occupied a position of honour, respect and equality with men. In the Rig-Veda, the 

meditative mastermind product was excellent, projection of the highest religious truth of thoughts, which dawned on the saints 

and seers because of their contemplation in a life of complete as catechism and penance. It shows evidence pointing to the fact 

that women were fully the equals of men as regards access to and capacity for the highest knowledge of Brahma. The Veda 

contains hymns, which were revealed even by the women seers, who were called Rishikas, and Bramavadinis.  

 In the Epics and Puranas though, no women figured as ruling queen but women like Gandhari, Draupadi, Kaushalya, 

Kaikeyi and Kunti were in very high positions and exercised considerable influences in the family councils of Kings. In this age 

there are instances of marriage of Aryans with Non- Aryans. Heroes like Bhima and Arjuna were married to Non- Aryan girls 

Hidimba and Ulupi as narrated in Mahabharat text like the custom of Upannayana of girls was prevailing in the early Vedic era. 

There were worship of Mother Goddess in Vedic literature. Among them, the mother of Gods (Devamata), Prithvi, Saraswati, 

Shri lakshmi Devi, Ratri, Ambika Uma, Durga  were famous Goddesses of warship. Therefore, Shakti puja was evidently 

prevailing in society since the early age.4 

1.1. Position of Women during Vedic period 

  During Vedic period, women enjoyed a fair amount of freedom and equality. The Vedic period can best be termed as 

the period of feminine glory and also of masculine sagacity and liberalism. Women participated in all spheres like men. They 

studied in Gurukuls and enjoyed equality in learning the Vedas. Girls in higher societies were allowed to undergo Upanayana 

rite. Great women like Gargi, Atreyi, Ghosa, Apala, Lopamudra, Visvara, Indrani and Yami, inter alia, were accomplished in art, 

                                                             
3 S.C. Raychoudhary, History of Ancient India, p.54. ( Surjeet Publication, Delhi, 1st edn., 2003). 
4 Mamta Rao, Law relating to Women and Children, p.20. (Eastern Book Company, Lucknow, 1st edn., 2005). 
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music, dance and even warfare. In Aitereya Upanishad, the wife had been called companion of husband. In the Rigveda, the wife 

has been blessed to live as s queen in the house of her husband. 

The Vedic period is characterised by the absence of the purdah system, equal rights in selecting life partners, polygamy 

being rare, mainly confined to the ruling class. The dowry system was prevalent only in rich and royal families and only in the 

form of movable gifts. A widow could marry again or could undertake recourse to liveratge (niyoga). There was no 

discrimination between a boy and a girl. Girls were allowed to undergo Upanayana or thread ceremony. 

History has put the emphasis on outstanding women and not women as a whole. Moreover there is a marked gap 

between the micro setting i,e. the single women who is the object of direct observation and the micro setting of society.5  

Florence has in her book “Women and the power to change” states that the true business of civilisation has been in the 

hands of men. On the other hand, the extent to which civilisation has been built by women is unacknowledged an unpaid. It is 

observed that women had neither property nor the right of inheritance, and their status was on a level with that of the Shudra, 

which suggest that their social position was very low. But other evidence tends to show the opposite. The wife as a companion in 

conjugal life in Vedic society was not an unusual feature. There were women among the Rishis, and, in the Upanishads, among 

the theologians.  

The wife of the sacrifice had a part, though a passive one, in the ritual and in some agricultural ceremonies the women 

offered sacrifice even if she was not married. The nuptial rites emphasised the high value attached to the wife at the religious 

level: “the friend half of the man”. But from Rig Vedic times onwards pity or contempt was expressed for the “girl without a 

brother” and the birth of a daughter was deplored. Finally, from the certain references in the hymns it has been inferred that 

prostitution was fairly common ( paschal). 

The status of women in early Vedic society is a matter of some debate. While there has been a consistent tendency to 

idealize their position, it is likely that reality may have been more complex. That women played a certain part in the productive 

process is evident from the term duhitr as noted earlier as well as from their involvement in activities such as weaving.6  

Further, we have reference to women seers of Vedic Hymns, which would indicate some access to ritual and spiritual 

tradition. Besides, certain practices such as child marriage seem to have been unknown in early Vedic societies. However, 

society appeared to have been organised patrilineally, and while there were prayers for the birth of sons in particular and for 

praja or offspring in general, there was none for birth of a daughter. Further, most of the major deities in the early Vedic 

panthson are male.  

 However, in the Rig Vedic period (1500-1000 B.C.) women enjoyed a high position in society surpassing the 

contemporary civilisation of Ancient Greece and Rome. There were hardly any prescribed positions exclusively earmarked for 

man and there are references in Vedic literature of a ritual for ensuring the birth of a scholarly daughter. Many women made a 

mark as renowned scholars and philosophers like Visvavara, Ghosala and Apala. Women were married at a mature age, and 

participated in religious ceremonies and had freedom in the choice of husband’s polygamy was rare.  

 

 

                                                             
5 D.r. R D Dubay, “Position of Women in Different Ages: An Analysis”, volume-8, IJLJ p.84 (2017). 

 
6Mamta Rao, Law relating to Women and Children, p.22. (Eastern Book Company, Lucknow, 1st edn., 2005). 
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1.2. Position of Women in Post Vedic Period  

 In the post- Vedic period, between 1500 B.C TO 500 AD, the status of women suffered a setback when various 

restriction were put on women’s rights and privileges by Manu. The role of women got restricted to the four walls of their home. 

During 500 BC, Which can be approximated to the period of early Smiritis, the epics of Ramayana and Mahabharata and early 

Puranas, the Upanaya rights for girls were completely abandoned. The male law- givers bounded freedom of women in deed 

and speech, society became polygamous, polyandry disappeared except in some rare cases like polyandry practised Draupadi in 

Mahabharata. During the Puranic and Epic period, there was reduction of the age of marriage of girls, deprivation of women in 

various areas. 

 The epics of Ramayana and Mahabharata go on observance- the son as the hope of the family. Women had only duty – 

unquestioning obedience to her husband. Even Sita was made to give proof of her chastity in presence of all.7 

Despite of some proof being given, as to the satisfaction of her husband once accepted, later on again being required to 

undergo pains of being separated from her husband. She seemed to have no right or reason to protest. During the period of 500 

years between 200 BC and 300 AD, the women had to turn to the man for protection. The gradual reduction of women’s position 

coincided with the increasing authority of man along with the priests. The change was due to change in the earlier belief that one 

can redeem oneself from one’s sin only through one’s efforts, to which Puranas said by the performance of the Sradha 

ceremony by one’s own son. This belief naturally increased the value and worth of the sons- the males. Under the Hindu Law 

women was considered to be weak and therefore, required protection. 8 

During the later- Vedic age, the position of the women had considerably declined. They did not enjoy the same position 

of respect which was enjoyed by them in the early Vedic period. Women no longer participated in the sacrifices, nor could they 

own or inherit property. Whatever they earned was appropriated either by the husband or father. The women did not take part in 

politics and were not allowed to attend the meetings of the Sabha (tribal assembly). 

Polygamy was practised, especially amongst the ruling and the noble classes. Girls were married only after the 

attainment of maturity. Though the general position of the women had declined yet Satapatha Brahmana says that she is half of 

her husband and completes him. The women maintained a high position in the learned world. Gargi was a learned women 

scholar who took part with men in the assembly of scholars of her times, for example, Yagnavalka in the court of king janaka of 

videha. Another women scholar of the time was Maitreyi, wife of Yagnavalka. In addition to these two women scholars there 

were references to various other women teachers who possessed high spiritual knowledge. In this connection Dr. R.K Mookerjee 

says, “the women of those says had access to the highest knowledge and played their part in the intellectual life of the country as 

Brahmavadinis like Gargi or Maitreyi”. 9 

1.3. Position of Women during Mauryan Period 

 The Maurya empire was the first subcontinent empire. Such a large empire required new strategies of governance. The 

Maurya period is  known as much for empire- building as for king Ashoka, who renounced all military ambition and exerted 

himself relentlessly to promote the cause of Dharma. Although rooted in his personal faith in the Buddhist teaching for the laity, 

this dharma, being a teaching proclaimed by an emperor to his subjects, was broader in scope. The imperial power of the 

                                                             
7 V.k. Dewan, Law relating to offences against women, p.33. (Orient Law House, Delhi, 1st edn.,1996). 

8 Dr. Shamsuddin Shams, Women Law and Social Change, p.22. (Ashish Publishing House, Delhi, 1st edn., 1991). 
9 S.C. Raychoudhary, History of Ancient India, p.70.. ( Surjeet Publication, Delhi, 1st edn., 2003). 
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Mauryas was visible in monumental stone sculpture and structures, and important beginnings were made in rock-cut and Stupa 

architecture. There are also many artefacts that reflect popular aesthetic and religious beliefs. 

 The social economic processes of agrarian expansion and urbanization of the preceding centuries continued under  

Mauryan rule, and there was a further growth in cities, trade, and the money economy. The role of women in Mauryan society is 

of some significance. It was taken  for granted that their position was subordinate to that of the men. This is particularly the case 

in the type of society envisaged by the Arthasastra. Bramanical treatises were usually served with women, who, in later works 

are regarded without equivocation as an inferior species. 

 The Buddist were much more human in their attitude. Because the women were not independent, therefore it was 

observed that “ the decision to allow nuns in the Buddhist order was one of the tremendous importance, whereas their 

Brahmanical counter parts would not even admit of education for women. It has been suggested and with some justification, that 

for a women life in Buddist society was not so trying as life in Brahmanical society, since she was not regarded primary as a 

child bearer. The birth of a son was not necessary to Buddihist ritual as it was to Hindu ritual. Since Buddhist society accepted 

unmarried women the women tended to be less concerned with finding husbands and consequently subservient. All the same, 

marriage was still regarded as the most suitable occupation for women. Working women were restricted in their work.10  

1.4. Position of Women during Mughal Period 

 After defeating Ibrahim Lodhi, Bahur, a prince of Farghana, established the Mughal rule in India. When Humayun was 

retreating from Bikaner, he was gradually offered Shelter and help by the raja of Amarkot. It was at Amarkot, in 1542, that 

Akbar, the greatest of the Maughal rulers, was born. When Humayun fled  to Iran, young Akbar was captured by his uncle, 

Kamran. He treated the child well on the whole. Akbar was re-united with his parents after the captured rebels there. He was 

crowned at Kalanaur in 1556 at the young age of thirteen years and four months.  

Akbar also introduced a number of social and educational reforms. He stooped sati, the burning of a widow, unless she 

herself, of her own free will, persistently desired it. Widows of tender age who had not shared the bed with their husbands were 

not to be burnt at all. Widow remarriage was also legalised. Akbar was against anyone having more than one wife unless the first 

wife was barren. The age of marriage was raised to 14 for girls and 16 for boys. The sale of wines and spirits was restricted. Not 

all these steps were, however, successful. As we know, the success of social legislation depends largely on the willing 

cooperation of the people. Akbar was living in an age of superstition and it seems that his social reforms had only limited 

success. 

Akbar was deeply interested in religion and philosophy. At the outset, Akbar was an orthodox Muslim. He paid great 

deference to the leading Quazi of the state, Abdul Nabi Khan, who held the post of sadr-us-sadu11 

1.5. Women in Medieval Period 

 The generally held that the Muslim first came to India in the eight century, when the Arab invasion of Sindh took place. 

This is an erroneous view. In fact, the Muslim first established a contact with India long before that and they were carrying on 

trade and commerce with the Malabar coast of India. The contracts between the Greeks and the Indians seem to be as old as the 

                                                             
10 Upinder Singh, A History of Ancient and Early Medieval India, p.367. (Starling Graphics, Delhi, 8th edn., 2016). 
11 Satish Chandra, History of Medieval India, p.257. (Orient Black Swan, Delhi, 1st edn., 2007). 
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first century. There are references in the works of the Greek and Roman writers about Indians imports and exports as well as 

about the geography of India.12 

2. Coming of the Muslim to India and its Impact on Indian Society: 

With the rise of Islam and the unification of the Arab tribes a new movement of expansion set in. The Muslim armies 

after conquering Syria and Persia started hovering over the outskirts of India. Islam influenced the Hindu society in different 

customs. Such as follows-: 

2.1. The Infanticide: The evil of infanticide, which was greatly condemned by many centuries, was also a large extent the 

product of Islam. The Hindu adopted the practice of infanticide (killing girls at the time of their birth) with a view to escape the 

risk of their virgins losing chastity at the hands of the Muslim. It is a matter of historical information that a number of Hindus 

chiefs and well-to-do persons were compel by the Muslim rulers and nobles to give their daughters in marriage. To escape all 

these ignominies they started practising infanticide. 

2.2 The Pardah system: The Pardah System was also the result of the Muslim rule. This practice was unknown in the 

previous periods of history and the women could move about freely. With the arrival of the Muslims, they had were compelled 

to live in secularism in their homes and rarely moved outside. 13 

Whenever they had to go out they went either her in palanquins covered with certain or used Pardah. According to 

Yasin Mohammad during this period kidnapping of Hindu women was considered to be an act of Jihad. The Hindu women took 

to pardah with a view to protect themselves against this Jihad.   

2.3. Child marriage: Child Marriage was also largely the result of the Muslim rule in India. The Muslim rulers and other 

high officials quite often kidnapped beautiful Hindu girls. Under the circumstances, the Hindu parents thought it desirable to 

take to child marriage. It was emphasised that the proper age the marriage of girls was seven and that marriage after the age of 

eleven or twelve was sinful. The position of women in society greatly deteriorated.  

  They were denied the status of equality with men, which they earlier enjoyed. They were not allowed to participate 

freely in social functions and ceremonies. However, they still enjoyed a position of respect they were rendered completely 

dependent on the men-folk. The women were expected to zealously safeguard their fidelity. To ensure this safety of honour and 

chastity against the Muslims the customs of Jawhar and Sati become current throughout the country. 

 Another evil which found its way into Hindu society as a result of the impact of Islam was slavery. No doubt the 

Indians even before the advent of Muslim knew slavery, but the Muslim ruler specially patronised. Slavery was a common 

feature of the Muslim society and keeping of slaves was not only a fashion but also a symbol of position and status. The Sultans 

of Delhi as well as their nobles and Amirs kept slaves- males and females. Usually the royal family maintained the largest 

number of slaves.  

The Hindu feudal lords and leaders also started observing the practice of slavery. The Rajput royal families offered 

women slaves in dowry. Slavery might have served some useful purpose for kings and the Amirs by rendering them necessary 

service, but its extension to all levels was inhuman and highly condemnable. 14  

                                                             
12 S.C. Raychoudhary, Social Cultural and Economic History of India, p.1. (Surjeet Publications, Delhi, 6th edn., 2002). 

 
13 S.C. Raychoudhary, Social Cultural and Economic History of India, p.6. (Surjeet Publications, Delhi, 6th edn., 2002). 
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Their education and training came to a sudden halt. For reasons of security, movement outside was restricted which in 

turn denied opportunities in community affairs. With invading armies roaming the countryside, women were put   behind the 

veil. Uneducated and devoid of any status, they came to be treated as  chattels. Social evils like sati, child marriage, and female 

infanticide arose. Women suffered great disabilities. The evil of dowry had become deep- rooted, especially in Rajasthan. 

Polygamy and the system of Devadasi had already spread. The medieval period saw women being oppressed in the feudal social 

order and patriarchal families.15   

3. Position of Women during British Period 

 Though India had maintained some sort of a contract with the Western world both during the  ancient  and medieval 

times, a direct naval contract with the Western world was established only in 1498 when Vasco da  Gama sailed round the west 

coast to Africa, crossed the Arabian sea and reached Calicut. The event was a turning point in the history of India and marked 

the dawn of the modern era. Though the Portuguese did not establish any territorial empire in India and they possessed only 

some trading ports on the west coast, they came to dominate trade and commerce with India. However, it cannot be denied that 

the Portuguese exercised tremendous social, economic, and cultural influence, especially in the Western coasts.  

The United East India Company of the Netherlands, which was establish in 1602, played an important role in checking 

the power of the Portuguese. Like the other European powers, the Dutch were also mainly interested in carrying on trade in 

spices. The Dutch did not leave much impact on the social, economic, or cultural life of the people of India. After inflicting a 

naval defeat on the Spanish Armeda in 1588 the British acquired naval supremacy. This encouraged certain merchant adventures 

of London to form a company for trade in the East. Accordingly, they formed the East India Company and received a Charter 

from Queen Elizabeth 1 of England on 31 December 1600.16  

During the initial years of its existence, the Company undertook ‘separate voyages’ and distributed the profits from 

each voyage among the subscribers. The first effort for regular trades with India was made in 1608 when the company wanted to 

establish a factory at Surat. The British Captain Hawkins tried to obtain permission from Mughal emperor Jahangir to establish a 

factory at Surat, but the efforts were foiled due to the hostility of the Portuguese. However, in 1612 two of the English vessels 

reached Surat and inflicted a defeat on the Porgtuese fleet. In 1613, the English succeeded in securing permission from Jahangir 

to establish their first factory at Surat. 

 The next seven or eight decades British continued their fight for supremacy and consolidation in India. Warren 

Hastings, the first Governor General of India(1774-85) waged a number of wars against Mararthas, Haidar Ali, Tipu Sultan and 

the Rohillas to make greater acquisitions for the company and to consolidate its hold. He also introduced a number of 

administrative reforms with the same object. A large number of Indian states were brought under the control of the British 

Company either through the policy of annexation or the Doctrine of Lapse during the period 1845 and 1856. Thus by 1856 the 

British enjoyed unquestioned supremacy over the territory from the Indus to the Brahmaputra and from the Himalayas to the 

Cape Comorin. 

 In fact it, was the result of a combination of a number of political, administrative, economic, religious and military 

causes. It may be noted that the British ultimately succeeded in finally controlling the rebellion, it led to the wounding up of the 

Company, which was responsible for the building of the British Empire in India..The change was of great significance because 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
14 S.C. Raychoudhary, Social Cultural and Economic History of India, p.7. (Surjeet Publications, Delhi, 6th edn., 2002). 

 
15 Mamta Rao, Law relating to Women and Children, p21. (Eastern Book Company, Lucknow, 1st edn., 2005). 
16 S.C. Raychoudhary, Social Cultural and Economic History of India, p.1. (Surjeet Publications, Delhi, 6th edn., 2002). 

http://www.ijcrt.org/


www.ijcspub.org                                           © 2022 IJCSPUB | Volume 12, Issue 1 March 2022 | ISSN: 2250-1770 

IJCSP22A1209 International Journal of Current Science (IJCSPUB) www.ijcspub.org 714 
 

the policies, which the British Crown, followed 1858 fundamentally differed from the policies followed by the Company. From 

1858 to 1922, the Government of India confined its activities mainly to the collection of revenues, maintenance of peace and the 

defence of India’s from the moral or material standards of the people. It made no effort to increase the national wealth of the 

country either. In short, “they provided the appurtenance of the civilizaion themselves.17 

3.1. The Impact of British Rule in India: It is not an easy task to describe the nature of the British impact on Indian 

society. An intercourse between the two societies leaves imprint on each other. It is another question that a conquered society 

exaggerates its impact upon the defeated society. However, it cannot be denied that the conquering society has more advantage 

to impose its values upon the defeated society. Therefore, its impact becomes more significant. However, at the same time it 

cannot escape by the conquered society.  

 The Indian society, Hindu society had most assimilative force in it. It was more so because of the religious toleration 

and freedom of worship granted to each individual. This observation may not be acceptable to all. Moreover, if we go into the 

matter deeper and we ignore the traits of Hindu society, we will find that Hindu religion did not indulge in violent acts 

committed either by Christianity or by the Islam in spreading their faith. The political development had thus already brought  

about a revolutionary change in the Indian society.  

By the time British established their authority, it was the political power, which granted social supremacy. Next to them 

was the landed aristocracy on whom depended the different classes of people, especially of the rural society, and the wealthy 

man was his counterpart in the urban society. It is in this context that we can understand the nature of the B ritish impact on 

Indian society. British left their impact on every layer and aspect of Indian society.  

The attitude, behaviour and living pattern of Hindu society changed drastically during the British regime due to 

education and western impact on the socio-cultural life of India. Further, for the newly- emerging middle-class, the English 

language provided a gateway to the ideology of liberalism which enshrined the values of liberty, equality, respect for individual 

secularism, etc., though in colonial India the application of these values was limited to the extent that it did not harm the interest 

of the rulers.18 

During this period, there were two major movements, which affected the position of women. These were-: 

(i) Social Reform Movement of the nineteenth century and, 

(ii) The Nationalist Movement in the Twentieth Century.  

4. Social Reform Movement of the nineteenth century-: Towards the close of the nineteenth Century, a national 

movement was launched with the objective of securing greater participation of the people of India in the administration of their 

own country. This movement gained greater momentum during the twentieth century, particularly after Mahatma Gandhi 

assumed its leadership. The initial demand of self- government was subsequently changed into ‘Purna Samaj’. In the nineteenth 

century, the social reform movements launched by Raja Rammohan Ray and his Brahmo Samaj. Iswar Chandra Vidhyasagar and 

Arya Samaj among the Hindus also started. Moreover, similar kind of movements in other communities also began to improve 

the status of women. This led to the enactment of several laws: abolitation of the barbarous customs of sutee and infanticide; 

banning child marriage, permitting remarriage of widows.  

                                                             
17 S.C. Raychoudhary, Social Cultural and Economic History of India, p.3. (Surjeet Publications, Delhi, 6th edn., 2002). 

 
18 S.C. Raychoudhary, Social Cultural and Economic History of India, p.7. (Surjeet Publications, Delhi, 6th edn., 2002). 
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The recognition of equal right of women to education was recognised against all conservative opposition and the 

pernicious practice of Purdah began to diminish, particularly among the Hindus. The freedom movement under the leadership of 

Mahatma Gandhi gave opportunities to women to participate in the national struggle. Their equal participation with men led to 

the breakdown of traditional conception about women’s role and brought out a profound change in the attitude of many women. 

India began to discover her long cherished ideals and cultural self- consciousness. This came to be known as the period of 

“Renaissance” in India. The remodelling of her cultural modes and indigenous values began herein. It meant a reawakening, a 

process of rediscovery, and a reform of the self. The reformers, who advocated the emancipation of women, aspired the 

restoration of such healthy and congenial conditions, which once prevailed in the early Vedic period.19 

 However, the objectives of the reform movement and that of the freedom movement were to improve the position of 

women in the established structure of the family and society and not to demand equality. Elite women (like Sarojini Naidu, 

Rajkumari Amrita Kaur, Durgabai Desmukh) who joined the freedom struggle were not imbued with the desire to emancipate 

women but were committed to feminine roles. The concept of complementary sex roles are deeply embedded in elite Hindu and 

Muslim culture. The women’s movement in its early days- the all India Women’s Conference founded in 1929 being the 

torchbearer was not designed as a radical onslaught on the patriarchal basis of our society. In addition, it was oriented towards 

elite representation and not mass mobilisation. 

  The wave of reformist thought in the nineteenth century initiated by social reformers led to very significant legislation, 

social and educational changes. It would be instructive to describe briefly the efforts of the enlightened men and women. The 

father of the Indian Renaissance was Raja Ram Mohan Roy (1774) in West Bengal. He pleaded that it was erroneous to consider 

women as weal in intellect and virtue and deficient in resolution, trustworthiness, and control over passion. He opposed the 

custom of Sati and Polygamy and encouraged widow-remarriage. He founded Brahma Samaj in 1828. 

Thus, the male social reformers of the Renaissance differed about the nature and scope of the work, but all of them were 

of the view that women are need amelioration. In the nineteenth century, English and American common law sustained sexual 

inequality by assigning the economic- provider role to men and the homemaking role to women. On marriage, women lost their 

legal identity and, in the eyes of the law, women became “incorporated and consolidated” with their husbands. A wife could 

neither own property in her own right nor sigh a contract. Moreover, a husband had exclusive command over his wife’s 

sexuality. While he had considerable, sexual freedom and adventure a sexual double standard. Middle class women did not work 

outside the home, and labour was divided between the roles of man as provider and women as home- maker.20 

5. Position of Women in Twentieth Century: It is accepted at all hands that it was due to the impact of the British 

policy of unification of the country and spread of the western liberal ideas about liberty and nationalism, which influenced the 

thinking of the people and promoted the spirit of nationalism. The national feeling was almost absent in India. The only unity, 

which existed in India, was the religious unity. The political outlook of national level was perhaps for the first time held by the 

Marathas. However, the British provided all those avenues through which the approach of nation- building could be undertaken. 

They had linked the nation with transport and communication system. They also provided one language i.e., English which could 

be understood by the educated people in India. It were the British who provided a single administration for whole of the country. 

It may be noted here that though India was divided into British India and Native States of India, but the British Resident who 

was de facto ruler in the Native States was the member of the Civil Service, which controlled the whole country. All these 

factors contributed towards the development of a national feeling. 

                                                             
19D.C.Bhattacharya, Sociology, p.502. (Vijoya Publishing House, Kolkata, 7th edn., 2002). 

  
20 D.C.Bhattacharya, Sociology, p.504. (Vijoya Publishing House, Kolkata, 7th edn., 2002). 
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 The first generation of the educated people, as was sought by the advocates of the English language and European 

sciences, was much praiseworthy of the British. Mahatama Gandhi belonged to the next generation. His criticism of western 

science and back to village was praise for Indian system. Gandhi devoted his attention to women’s cause. He opposed child 

marriage and deplored the treatment meted out to Hindu widows. He wanted to give every widow the right to marry. Her 

condemned the system of Pardah and appealed to the parents to be broadminded. For him, the system of dowry was a real drag 

on society. He wanted to bring women on equal footing with men. He held men responsible for women’s degradation. 

It was Gandhi above all who was responsible for the creation of a new myth of Indian women hood. He was well aware 

of the interest and revolutionary potential among the masses of oppressed Indian women. Gandhi identified with the enslaved 

women and channelised their rebellion into his non-violent, anti colonial struggle. The Gandhian ideology of “Indian women” 

combined the female virtues which orthodox.21  

Hinduism had preached for several thousand years with certain qualities of the Mahabharata and above all, the 

Ramayana. Gandhi chose Sita the monogamous, chaste self sacrificing spouse of Rama as his ideal women and not Draupadi the 

strong willed, passionate revengeful, polyandrous wife of the five Pandavas of the Mahabharata.   

The National Movement brought women from their homes to face lathi’s and bullets and gave them not only a 

consciousness of their own strength but a new vision of their true place in society. This has several implications for women. 

5.1. Social Change-: All these policies brought about a great social transformation. The transformation was rapid and radical 

as far as it awakened the people much earlier than the British expected. In the beginning, the British were very cautious not to 

upset the social tradition of India. Rather they were sticking to their policy of non-interference in social affairs. However, the 

missionaries not only took the initiative in spreading European education, but also forced the Government to encourage 

knowledge of English literature and European sciences. The spread of education exercised a fruitful influence in stimulating the 

process of social renaissance. It was this renaissance which caused a wave of reforms first in Bengal and then throughout the 

country.  

5. 2. Women Upliftment-: Women in the Indian society were most degraded before the British rule. The modern education 

stressed upon the reformers that “the women’s cause is man’s : they rise or sink together, dwarfed or godlike, bound or free”. It 

was in this context that Swami Vivekananda said: “That country and that nation which do not respect women have never become 

great nor will ever be in future. The principal reason why your race is so much degraded in that you have no respect for those 

living images of Shakti. If you do not raise the women who are living embodiments of the Divine Mother, don’t think that you 

have any other way to rise”. 22  

 

It had been realised by the early reformers that unless the women-folk was educated, she would not be able to improve 

her position in the society. Raja Ram Mohan Roy first forcefully raised the cause of female. He stood for the abolition of Sati 

and advocated re-marriage. He founded Brahmo Samaj to create public opinion in favour of these reforms. It was due to his 

efforts that the people were convinced about the need of social reforms and William Bentick could successfully introduce social 

reforms. The Arya Samaj carried this task further. Their dedicated work created a favourable opinion for female education; and 

                                                             
21 S.C. Raychoudhary, Social Cultural and Economic History of India, p.13. (Surjeet Publications, Delhi, 6th edn., 2002). 

 
22 S.C. Raychoudhary, Social Cultural and Economic History of India, p.13. (Surjeet Publications, Delhi, 6th edn., 2002). 
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in its session in 1896, the Indian National Social Conference Proclaimed “the permanent progress of our society is not possible 

without a further spread of female education”. As a result of these reforms the outlook of the Indian society almost complete ly 

changed, and the women, especially in urban centres, attained a respectable status. 

5.3. Removal of Untouchability-: The Indian society in the eighteenth century was burdened with the blot of 

untouchables. A major section of the society was treated worst than animals. This trait had penetrated amongst the Muslims as 

well. Mahatma Gandhi was the greatest fighter of their cause. He started a crusade against the “curse of untouchability”. 

Untouchability was declared a ‘sin’, ‘the greatest blot on Hinduism. The congress declared that ‘Untouchability is another 

hinderance to Swaraj. Its removal is essential for Swaraj. This movement had a great effect on the minds of the people. The Anti- 

Touchability Sub- Committee, founded by the congress in 1929 ‘found the atmosphere favourable everywhere and an eagerness 

on the part of the caste Hindu workers and leaders in charge of public organisations. 

 The Nationalist Movement further provided a suitable forum for women to assess their own work, which began in the 

earlier part of the century with creation of several women’s organiizations. Between 1910 and 1920, the number of social 

organisation for women grew rapidly. Called by various names Mahila Samiti’s Women’s Club, Ladies Societies they emerged 

in the cities and towns of British India and the native States.23  

6. Position of Women after Independence 

 The status of Indian women has radically changed since Independence. Both the structural and cultural changes 

provided equality of opportunities to women in education, employment, and political participation. With the help of these 

changes, exploitation of women, to great extent, was reduced. More freedom and better orientation were provided to the 

women’s organization to pursue their interests. Importance of researches, national policies, and programmes focused on women 

came to be increasingly realised. The Central appointed several Commissions and State governments to study the causes of low 

status of women and to protect their rights in various fields.  

 All India women’s conference became interested in constructive work and left its agitation attitude of pre-

independence era. Its activities since independence led to the enactment of some legislation concerning women. Some significant 

ones are: Act of women’s legal Right, 1952; the suppression of Immoral Traffic in women and Children Act, 1954; the Special 

Marriage Act, 1954; the Hindu Marriage and Divorce Act, 1956; the Hindu Minority and Guardianship Act, 1956; Intestate 

Succession Act, 1956; the Orphanage and Widow Home Act. The Orphanages and Other Charitable Homes (Supervision and 

control) Act, 1960; and the Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961.24 

 After independence the legislature took a more positive attitude and the matter of law reform and undertook to enact 

some of the measures which the British administrators were hesitant to undertake. The Hindu legal system was based on a rigid 

caste system. The caste system however broke down, and came to be regarded as an anachronism, in course of time as a result of 

the release of new political and social forces. People began to think in a limited way in terms of a classless and casteless society.  

 It was no doubt a step forward towards the evolution of a casteless society, which is the great need of the day in India. 

The Indian Constitution came into force in 1950 guaranteeing Indian citizens and non- citizens certain basic human rights called 

as Fundamental Rights. Article 14 of the Indian Constitution of India guaranteed every person equality before the law and equal 

                                                             
23 S.C. Raychoudhary, Social Cultural and Economic History of India, p.13. (Surjeet Publications, Delhi, 6th edn., 2002). 

 
24 C.N.Shankar Rao, Principles of sociology with introduction to social thought, p.834. (S.Chand Company, Delhi, 1st edn 

.,1990). 
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protection of law within India; Article 15(3) stated that nothing in this Article should prevent the state from making any special 

Provision for women and Children. Article 16(I),of the Indian Constitution Guaranteed equality of opportunity in matters of 

public employment for all citizens of India. According to Article(2), no citizens shall on grounds of sex, among other grounds, 

be  ineligible for, or discriminated in respect of employment or office under the State. 

The improvement in the status of Indian women especially after independence can be analysed in the light of the major 

changes that have taken place in areas such as legislation, education, economic and employment sector, political participation 

and awareness of their rights on the part of women, etc. 25 

7. Position of Women in Contemporary India 

  The most important event after Independence has been the drafting of the Constitution of this country enshrining the 

principles of equality, liberty, and social justice. The framers of the Constitution were aware of the sociology of the problem of 

emancipation of the female sex. They realised that equality was important for the development for the nation. 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 economic interests of women. It became the objective of the State to protect women from exploitation and provide 

social justice. All this ideals were enshrined in the Preamble of the Constitution. Under the leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru, it 

was directed to take a path of social change by guaranteeing formal equality, economic justice and making the State a welfare 

State. 

The Preamble to the Constitution of India resolved to secure to all its citizens justice- social, economic and political; 

liberty of thought, expression , belief, faith and worship, equality of status and opportunity; and to promote among them 

fraternity assuring the dignity of an individual and the Unity of the Nation. To attain these objectives, the Constitution 

guarantees certain fundamental rights and freedom, such as freedom of speech and expression, protection of life and personal 

liberty. Indian women are beneficiaries of these rights in the same manner as men.  

The Directive Principles of State Policy though are non- justifiable, are considered by the State in formulating policies 

and laws. Some of the directives are providing free and compulsory education to Children, providing adequate means of 

livelihood for men and women, equal pay for equal work, maternity reliefs. In short, Fundamental Rights and Directive 

Principles provide the framework to achieve the ideals of the Preamble. Fundamental Duties, too, recognise upholding the 

dignity of women as one of the duties. 

Pursuant to a request by the United Nations General Assembly to prepare a report on the Status of women in the 

country, a Committee on the Status of Women in India (CSWI) which was constituted in 1971. The terms of reference of the 

Committee were:  

(a) To examine the Constitutional, legal and administrative provision that have a bearing on the social status of women, their 

education, and employment. 

(b) To assess the impact of these Provision on the status of women in the country, particularly in the rural sector, and to suggest 

to take effective measures..26 

 

                                                             
25 C.N.Shankar Rao, Principles of sociology with introduction to social thought, p.834. (S.Chand Company, Delhi,1990). 
26 Mamta Rao, Law relating to Women and Children, p.22. (Eastern Book Company, Lucknow, 1st edn., 2005). 
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 The Committee submitted its report entitled ‘Towards Equality’ in December 1974. The report has been a landmark in 

the social history of India heralding a conscious change in attitudes, behaviour, law, establishment of social institutions and 

creating both infrastructure and environment for equality for women. 

 Discrimination based on “sex” against women existed in our society since time immemorial. Women are subjected to 

discrimination since the ancient period, which deteriorated with the passing phase. Earlier women were confined to the four 

walls and various forms of atrocities were committed against them within the parameters of their houses. There were certain 

rights from which women were alienated i.e. right to work, right to vocational training, right to vote, etc. However, with time 

specifically after the industrial civilization the women started to leave the confined walls and started to venture into the domain 

which was dominated by men. She, too, started to work outside the house and contributed in bringing enough dough for her 

family.  

However, here too, i.e. at the work place she faced many forms of discrimination and the most common form of 

discrimination based on “sex” is “sexual harassment”. Sexuality of women has been surrounded by myths, stigmas and 

stereotypes attached to it.27 

Women all over the world at work places have been facing discrimination on the basis of sex but it was only from the 

year 1975 that the term ”sexual harassment” was used to describe such discrimination. In the legal sense, sexual harassment 

seems to have been first coined in the United State of America. It gained application in the United States only in the mid-1970s 

when the US courts held it to be a form of sex discrimination prohibited under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.  

While the Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted on December 10, 1948 set out the general ban on 

discrimination of any kind, including on the basis of sex. Moreover, the two international Conventions such as:  

 

Firstly, Convention on Economic, Social and Culture and 

 Secondly, Convention on Civil and Political Rights adopted on 16th December 1966 likewise prohibited discrimination on the 

basis in general terms.  

The broad definition of discrimination specifically against women gained international acceptance in the year 1979 

when the General Assembly of the United Nation adopted on 18 December 1979 the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms 

of Discrimination against Women. States ratifying needs to take appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against women 

in field of employment. It was against this general background that Committee on Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 

against Women (CEDAW,) set up under the Convention, adopted in January 1992 General Recommendation No.19 on violence 

against women. 

 These General Recommendation are not binding on the ratifying States, it is worth citing the clarification of sexual 

harassment given by the CEDAW in order to show how useful it is for national courts faced with claims where the Domestic 

laws might not be clear. 

 

                                                             
27 Neelam Rai,, “Sexual Assault and Harassment of  Women at Workplace”, in, Dr. Ratin Bandyapadhyay, Sanjay Kumar Singh, 

el.al. (eds.), Women Rights Human Rights, p.357 (R.Cambray & Co. Private Ltd, Calcutta, 1st edn., 2014). 
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There are various international instruments and Conventions, which prohibit or constrain discrimination based on sex. 

Thus, the international instruments and conventions prohibit sexual harassment in the workplace as well.28 

In India the rights available to the employee or prevent any person from seeking any legal remedy under the National 

Commission for women Act, 1990, protection of Human Rights Commission Act, 1993. Sexual Harassment in organisation has a 

long past but a short history.  

8. Problems faced by Women in Modern India. 

 Women in independent India are comparatively in a more respectable position. Some of the problems, which had been 

haunting the community of women for centuries, are not found now. Problems such a child marriage, practice of ‘sati’ 

prohibition on widow remarriage, exploitation of widows, devadasi system, purdah system, etc. have almost disappeared. But 

some of the major problems haunting the modern women may such as-: 

8.1. Crime against Women-: Crime against women is an ever- increasing problems. This problem has been growing more 

acute in India during the recent years. Crime against includes violence against women, rape, molestation, dowry harassment, 

wife-battering, kidnapping female children to be sold into brothel homes and various type of sexual harassment and abuse of 

women including eve teasing. 

The magnitude of the problem of sexual harassment may be viewed as corresponding to an iceberg floating in water. 

Sexual harassment is also a largely under reported phenomenon as there are several myths that surround the concept. It is 

generally believed that sexual harassment is fun; it is trivial; it does not happen to professional women; women falsely implicate 

men; and it is for the women to handle. These myths camouflage the true nature of the sexual harassment as a power crime.29 

Pre- 1997 the person facing sexual harassment at workplace had to lodge a complaint under Section 354 of the Indian 

Penal Code, 1860 that deals with the Criminal assault of women to outrage women’s modesty, and Section 509 that punishes 

individual or individuals for using a word, gesture or act intended to insult the modesty of a woman. 

During the 1990s, Rajasthan State government employee Bhanwari Devi who tried to prevent child- marriage as  part of 

her duties as a worker of the Women Development Programme was raped by the landlords of the community. The feudal 

patriarchs who were enraged by her ( in their words: “a lowly woman from a poor and potter community”) ‘gunts’ decided to 

teach her lesson and raped her repeatedly.  

The rape survivor did not get justice from Rajasthan High Court and the rapists were allowed to free. This enraged a 

women’s rights group called Vishaka that filed public interest litigation in the Supreme Court of India. 

This case brought to the attention of the Supreme Court of India, “the absence of domestic law occupying the field, to 

formulate effective measures to check the evil of sexual harassment of working women at all work places”.30 

 

                                                             
28Kavita Singh, “Sexual Assault and Harassment of Women at Workplace”, in, Ratin Bandyapadhyay, Sanjay Kumar Singh, 

el.al. (eds.), Women Rights Human Rights, p.357 (R.Cambray & Co. Private Ltd, Calcutta, 1st edn., 2014). 

 
29 C.N.Shankar Rao, Principles of sociology with introduction to social thought, p.836. (S.Chand Company, Delhi,1990). 
 
30 Vijay Bhatt, “Analysis of the Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition & Redressal) Act, 2013”, 

Volume-1, IBR p.2(2015). 
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Conclusion 

 The historical survey of Records exhibits that since the Ancient Age “women-hood” has been respected as incarnation 

of mother power. In Vedic and, Upanishads period, women occupied a position of honour and respect and were equalised at per 

with men in society. But in Smriti period i.e., since about 500 B.C., few new concepts gradually entered into and got established 

affecting the position of women adversely. In this age, women were equalized with lower caste of “shudra” and were argued to 

the ineligible for the Vedic studies. The glorious position of women thus gradually deteriorated due to entry of many social evil 

customs, which continued in society with sanction of Smritis, Puranas, Sutras etc. These evil customs in aggravated crime frame 

eventually affected the position of women and they were criminally exploited in all walks of their lives. The British period saw 

the period of Renaissance. The English people encouraged women to pursue academic pursuits of life, passed legislation for 

remarriage of widows, abolished Sati Pratha, restrained Child marriage, and permitted them to come out of Pardah and share 

liberty with their counterparts. Despite the progress, the war on inequality, discrimination, violence, and unemployment 

continues. The road to achievement and satisfaction is long and women have to continue their fight. 
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