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FEMINISM IN INDIA

AUTHORED BY: BHOJRAJ SINGH AND ROHIT GODARA,
3" year law students at RNB Global University, Bikaner

ABSTRACT:

Feminism in India is a diverse phenomenon addressing various challenges faced by women in a
rapidly changing country. This paper provides an overview of feminism in India, examining its
historical roots, key issues, and contemporary manifestations. The paper analyses the causes
driving feminist movements, such as gender-based violence, economic inequality, political
underrepresentation, and patriarchal social norms. It outlines the legal framework supporting
women's rights, including constitutional provisions and specific legislations like the Protection
of Women from Domestic Violence Act and the Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace Act.
The paper also discusses key challenges facing the feminist movement in India, including
implementation gaps, intersectionality issues, the digital divide, and the need for economic
empowerment. It highlights significant judicial cases that have shaped women's rights in the
country. The conclusion emphasizes the evolving nature of Indian feminism and the need for a
comprehensive, intersectional approach to achieve gender equality. This paper aims to provide
a thorough understanding of the complexities and dynamics of feminism in the Indian context,
serving as a resource for scholars, activists, and policymakers engaged in advancing women's

rights and gender equality in India.

I. INTRODUCTION

Feminism in India is a multifaceted movement that addresses the complex challenges faced by
women in a diverse and rapidly changing society. With its rich cultural heritage, varied socio-
economic landscape, and evolving gender dynamics, India presents a unique context for feminist
discourse and activism. This introduction provides an overview of feminism in India, examining
its historical roots, key issues, and contemporary manifestations. India has a long history of
women's movements, dating back to the pre-independence era when women played crucial roles
in the freedom struggle. Post-independence, feminist movements have evolved to address a wide

range of issues, including gender-based violence, economic inequality, political representation,
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and social justice. Women from various backgrounds, including activists, scholars, and grassroots

organizers, have contributed to shaping the feminist landscape in India.

Feminism in India takes various forms, reflecting the diverse experiences and challenges faced
by women across different social, economic, and cultural contexts. Urban feminism often focuses
on issues such as workplace equality, bodily autonomy, and challenging patriarchal norms in
media and popular culture. Rural feminism, on the other hand, often emphasizes land rights,
access to education and healthcare, and resistance against harmful traditional practices.

India’s socio-economic conditions, characterized by rapid urbanization, economic liberalization,
and technological advancements, have created new opportunities and challenges for feminist
movements. While women have made significant strides in education, employment, and political
participation, persistent gender inequalities and discriminatory practices continue to hinder

progress towards true gender equality.

The Indian government has taken steps to address gender inequality through legislation, policies,
and programs aimed at women's empowerment and protection. Key legislative frameworks
include the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005, the Sexual Harassment of
Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 2013, and various
amendments to existing laws to strengthen women's rights. However, challenges remain in

implementation, enforcement, and changing deeply ingrained societal attitudes.

Feminism in India is a dynamic and evolving movement that requires a comprehensive and
intersectional approach. Efforts to advance gender equality must address root causes of
discrimination, challenge patriarchal structures, promote women's leadership and representation,
and foster inclusive dialogues that recognize the diverse experiences of women across caste,
class, religion, and regional lines. Only through collective action and sustained commitment can
India achieve true gender equality and empower women to fully participate in all aspects of

society.

I1. WAVES OF FEMINISM IN INDIA
1. First Wave (Late 19th - Early 20th Century): Focused on basic rights such as education,
property rights, and political participation. Key figures included Savitribai Phule and

Pandita Ramabai.
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2. Second Wave (Post-Independence - 1970s): Addressed issues of violence against women,
labor rights, and political representation. Saw the emergence of autonomous women's
organizations.

3. Third Wave (1990s - Present): Characterized by intersectionality, addressing diverse
experiences of women across caste, class, and religion. Incorporates issues of sexuality,

body politics, and digital activism.

I11. CAUSES DRIVING FEMINIST MOVEMENTS IN INDIA

1. Gender-based Violence: Persistent issues of domestic violence, sexual assault, and
harassment drive feminist movements to advocate for stronger laws and societal change.

2. Economic Inequality: Disparities in employment opportunities, wage gaps, and limited
access to resources motivate feminists to push for economic empowerment and equal
rights in the workplace.

3. Political Underrepresentation: The lack of women's representation in political institutions
fuels efforts to increase women's participation in decision-making processes at all levels.

4. Patriarchal Social Norms: Challenging deeply ingrained cultural practices and beliefs that
perpetuate gender inequality remains a core focus of feminist movements.

5. Education and Health Disparities: Unequal access to education and healthcare for women
and girls drives efforts to promote inclusive development and equal opportunities.

6. Media Representation: Stereotypical and harmful portrayals of women in media and
popular culture motivate feminists to advocate for more diverse and empowering
representations.

7. Reproductive Rights: Issues surrounding women's bodily autonomy, access to

contraception, and reproductive healthcare remain central to feminist discourse in India.

IV. LEGAL FRAMEWORK
1. The Constitution of India: Article 21 guarantees the right to life and dignity for all citizens,
including women. This forms the foundation for many women's rights in India.
2. The Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005: This Act provides
protection to women from various forms of domestic violence. It allows women to seek
protection orders, residence orders, and monetary relief to ensure their safety and well-

being.
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10.

11.

The Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961: This legislation prohibits the giving and taking of
dowry, aiming to protect women from dowry-related harassment and abuse. It
criminalizes demands for dowry and provides penalties for offenders.

The Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition, and Redressal)
Act, 2013: This Act addresses sexual harassment in the workplace, mandating the
establishment of internal committees and policies to prevent and address such incidents.
The Equal Remuneration Act, 1976: This Act mandates equal pay for equal work,
regardless of gender. It aims to prevent discrimination against women in matters of
employment and remuneration.

The Maternity Benefit Act, 1961: This legislation provides for maternity leave and other
benefits to women employees. The 2017 amendment increased the maximum maternity
leave period to 26 weeks.

The Hindu Succession (Amendment) Act, 2005: This amendment granted daughters equal
rights to ancestral property in joint Hindu families, promoting gender equality in
inheritance laws.

The Medical Termination of Pregnancy Act, 1971: This Act allows for the termination of
pregnancy under certain circumstances, giving women reproductive rights and control
over their bodies.

The Prohibition of Child Marriage Act, 2006: While not exclusively focused on women's
rights, this Act aims to prevent child marriages, which disproportionately affect girls.
The National Commission for Women Act, 1990: This Act established the National
Commission for Women, a statutory body dedicated to protecting and promoting women's
rights and interests in India.

The Indecent Representation of Women (Prohibition) Act, 1986: This legislation prohibits
indecent representation of women in various forms of media, aiming to protect women's

dignity and promote respect.

V. CHALLENGES AND WAY FORWARD
Implementation Gap: Despite progressive laws, effective implementation remains a
challenge due to lack of awareness, limited resources, entrenched societal norms, and
systemic corruption. Proposed solutions include strengthening institutional mechanisms,
increasing budgetary allocations, establishing monitoring systems, launching legal

literacy campaigns, and creating accessible legal aid services for women.
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2. Intersectionality: Addressing the complex intersections of gender with other social
identities like caste, class, religion, sexuality, and disability. Strategies include developing
inclusive feminist frameworks, amplifying marginalized voices, conducting intersectional
research, fostering coalition-building, and incorporating intersectional approaches in

education.

3. Digital Divide and Technological Challenges: While digital platforms offer new avenues
for feminist activism, they also present challenges such as exclusion, online harassment,
and misinformation. Proposed solutions include implementing digital literacy programs,
developing women-centric technology solutions, strengthening cyber laws, creating safe

digital spaces, and integrating online and offline feminist movements.

4. Economic Empowerment and Workplace Equality: Addressing persistent economic
disparities through policies promoting women's entrepreneurship, addressing structural
barriers to workforce participation, recognizing unpaid care work, enforcing equal pay

legislation, and promoting women's participation in emerging sectors.

5. Changing Cultural Norms and Addressing Patriarchy: Tackling deeply ingrained cultural
and social norms through engagement with community leaders, utilizing media to
challenge stereotypes, implementing comprehensive sexuality education, supporting

intergenerational dialogues, and encouraging male allyship in the feminist movement.

6. Political Representation and Decision-Making: Enhancing women's political voice by
advocating for seat reservations, addressing political violence against women,
encouraging political parties to promote women candidates, and providing training and

resources for women's political participation at all levels.
7. Addressing Emerging Challenges: Focusing on new issues such as the gendered impact

of climate change, women's rights in the gig economy, inclusive policies for LGBTQ+

individuals, and addressing the impact of global crises on women's rights and well-being.
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VI. JUDICIAL CASES

1. Vishaka Vs State of Rajasthan (1997): This landmark case led to the formulation of
guidelines addressing sexual harassment in the workplace, later forming the basis for the
Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace Act, 2013.

2. Mary Roy Vs State of Kerala (1986): The Supreme Court's judgment granted Syrian
Christian women the right to inherit an equal share in their father's property, challenging
patriarchal inheritance laws.

3. Lata Singh Vs State of Uttar Pradesh (2006): This case affirmed an adult woman's right
to marry or live with anyone of her choice, protecting inter-caste and inter-religious
marriages from familial and societal interference.

4. Roxann Sharma Vs Arun Sharma (2015): The Supreme Court ruled that in child custody
battles involving children under five years old, custody should remain with the mother,
recognizing the importance of maternal care in early childhood.

5. Tamil Nadu Vs Suhas Katti (2004): This case resulted in the first conviction under the
Information Technology Act, 2000, addressing online harassment and defamation of
women.

6. Laxmi Vs Union of India (2013): This case led to regulations on the sale of acid and
provisions for compensation to acid attack victims, addressing a form of gender-based

violence.

VIl. CONCLUSION

Feminism in India continues to evolve and adapt to the changing socio-economic landscape of
the country. While significant progress has been made in terms of legal reforms and increased
awareness, challenges persist in translating these gains into meaningful change on the ground.
The intersectionality of gender with caste, class, and religion adds layers of complexity to the

feminist movement in India.

Moving forward, the feminist movement in India must continue to address issues such as gender-
based violence, economic empowerment, political representation, and challenging patriarchal
norms. The rise of digital platforms has opened new avenues for feminist discourse and activism,
as seen in campaigns like #MeToo and #PinjraTod. However, it has also brought new challenges

in the form of online harassment and the need for digital literacy.
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The future of feminism in India lies in its ability to bridge the gap between urban and rural
feminist movements, incorporate diverse voices, and engage men as allies in the struggle for
gender equality. Education, legal reforms, and changing societal attitudes remain crucial in
breaking systemic barriers.

As the movement continues to evolve, it must balance global feminist perspectives with local
cultural contexts, ensuring that the diverse experiences of Indian women are represented and
addressed. By fostering inclusive dialogues, leveraging technology, and building cross-sectional
alliances, the feminist movement in India can drive substantial progress toward a more equitable

society where women have full agency and equal opportunities in all spheres of life.

VIIl. REFERENCES

1. Anagol, Padma. The emergence of feminism in India, 1850-1920. Routledge, 2017.

2. Chaudhuri*, Maitrayee. "Feminism in India: the tale and its telling." Revue Tiers Monde
1(2012): 19-36.

3. Kumar, Radha. "Contemporary Indian Feminism." Feminist Review 33.1 (1989): 20-29.

4. Ghosal, Sarbani Guha. "Major trends of feminism in India." The Indian Journal of

Political Science (2005): 793-812.

Prasad, Amar Nath. Feminism in Indian writing in English. Sarup & Sons, 2006.

Zare, Behtash Esmail, and Fatemeh Sajjadi. "Literary feminism in India." (2012): 107-

Kunjakkan, K. A. Feminism and Indian realities. Mittal Publications, 2002.

© N o O

Chowdhury, Romit, and Zaid Al Baset, eds. Men and feminism in India. Taylor & Francis,
2018.

Page | 11


http://www.ijlra.com/

