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Introduction

The condition of women in Indiachanged from timeto time. Though the society inthe IndusValley
Civilizationwasamatriarchal one, yet it changed gradually into apatriarcha one. IntheVedic agewomen
wererespected and regarded with high esteem. They flourished inal spheresof lifefromliterary contribution
towarfareinthat period. But after theVVedic agethe plight of women worsened. In the 18" and 19" centuries
their condition becameworst because of theexcessive practi ce of Satidaha (burning of widow). The English
education strengthened women and the brutal tortures of men on them gradually ceased to exist. Some
philanthropist and feminist thinkerslike RggaRammohan Roy, IshwarchndraVidyasagar, Swami Vivekananda
etc. fought for the e evation of the socia and educational conditions of women. After the Independencein
1947 women got political empowerment. Datahave been collected mainly fromliterary sourcesfor this
research articleto show the cultural and politica achievementsof womenaswell asto explaintheir socia
dignity and economic condition.

Women in the Indus Valley Civilization

Accordingtothehistoriansthe society inthelndusValey Civilization (3250 B.C. to 2750 B.C.) was
matriarchal . WWomen got special respect in the society. As men women also would keep long hair ontheir
head. They would use pricklestobraid or plait their hairs. M oreover they would uselamp-black or collyrium
asacleanser for theeyes. Theuse of lipstick, nail-polish and vanity-bag was al so very much known to them.
Thiswas proved by the excavation in Chanhudaro. Both men and women woul d wear ornaments made of
gold, silver, copper, bronze and other precious stones. The main ornamentswore by them werefinger-ring,
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bracelet, necklace, armlet, nose-ring, ear-ring, waist-belt or girdle etc. The half-naked figures of women
discovered by digging lead usto infer that women would enjoy unrestricted freedom in the society. These
figuresa so shed lightson the cultural aspectsof that age. Inthelater period the peopleof thiscivilization
started to use the strong-scented perfumes and aromatic and cosmetic goodsthat |ed to the decreasing of
their averagelongevity to 24 yearsof age.

The Satus of Women in the Vedic Age

Then comesthe Vedic period in the Indian history. In the Rigvedic period (2500 B.C. to 800 B.C.
according to Winternitz) though the society wasapatriarcha one, yet women had respect, freedom and socia
dignity. It must beremembered that inancient Indiathewomen of theAryan civilization werenot salf-willed or
wayward in spite of their freedom. They were under the control of their husbands and they obeyed their
o o - *sahadharmini’ (onewho hassimilar religiousactivities). Thegreat grammarian
Panini has written in his ‘Astadhyayi’, ““patyurno jajnasamyoge” (Astadhyayi, 4/1/33). It meansthat inthe
feminine gender of theword “pati’ the suffix ‘na’ isused with referenceto sacrifice. So theword “patni’
meansthe woman who enjoysthe result of asacrifice with her husband. Thefollowing mantraof thefirst
Mandala (chapter) of the Rigveda (1/173/2) validatesthe view that women and men performed the sacrifices

together inthe Rigvedic period. It goes:

“arcadvrisa vrisabhih sveduhavyairmrigo namno ati yajjriguryat|
pramandayurmanam gdrta hoté bharate marsonmithuna yajatrah||”*

It meansthat the yajaméana (the performer of asacrifice), the giver of oblation, payshomageto the
deity Indrawith the Adhvaryu (the priest of the Yajurveda) and otherswith the obl ations offered by himsaif.
Indrawill appear inthesacrificid ground asathirsty deer. Ohwrathful Indral Themortal priest (hotri) praises
the deitiesfond of hymnswith hymnsand men and women perform the sacrifice. Another mantraof the
Rigveda (5/3/2) supports this view. It says, “When you (Agni) make the husband and wife one-minded then
as your friends they wet you with the materials like milk, ghee etc. produced from cows.”

According to Héarita, an author of asmriti-text, caled ‘Haritasamhita’ women wereclassified into
two classesintheVedic period. Thesewere ‘sadyodvaha’ and ‘brahmavadini’. Thewomen who continued
their study of the Vedauntil they were married had been called *sadyodvaha’. Thewomen of the other class
did not marry. They spent ther lifethrough phil osophica discussionsand religiouspracticesobserving cdlibacy.
They were consecrated by the holy sacrificial thread. The author of “‘Yamasamhita’ Yamasaysthat inthe
ancient age women had been consecrated by the sacrificial thread and they used to read the Veda and
chanted the famous ‘savitri” hymn. P. V. Kane commented in his monumental work, ‘History of
Dharmasastras’ that though the custom of wearing the sacrificia thread by thewomen at thetime of Manu
ceased to exist and it had lessinfluencein the society, yet Manu wasfully familiar with the custom because
thereisaverse ascribed to Manu which saysthat in the ancient ageit was expected that women would wear
the rope made of the munja grass, they would teach the Vedas and they would chant the Savitri hymn.
According to Shabdakal padruma of Rgja Radhakanta Devatheword ‘maunjibandhanam’ asused inthe
aboveindicated verserefersto the ceremony of wearing of thesacrificia thread. Theverseascribed to Manu
goes.

“purékalpe kumarindm maunjibandhanamisyate|
adhyépanam ca vedanam savitrivacanam tatha||’’2

The Marriage Systems in the Vedic Period

Women could marry whenthey atained full devel opment. Early marriagewasnot encouraged. Marriage
for loveaswdl asfor money wasknown. Remarriage of widowswas permitted. Widows could remarry their
brothers —in —laws. The Rigveda (10/18/8) says, “Oh woman! Please go back to your family. Arise. The man
whom you are going to seep with had shuffled off thismortal coil. Comeback. All the duties have been
performed by you being a wife of the man who had impregnated you after marrying you.” This is a consolation

JunetoAugust 2024 www.amoghvarta.com Impact Factor 52
A Double-blind, Peer-reviewed & Referred, Quarterly, Multidiciplinary and SJIF (2023): 5.062

Bilingual Research Journal




Dr. Shrecbas Debnath

ISSN : 2583-3189 (E), 2583-0775 (P) AMOGHVARTA Page No. 51 - 61

Year-04, Volume-04, |ssue-01

to awidow at acrematorium. It aso provesthat Satidaha (burning of thenew widow) wasnot in practicein
the Rigvedic age. Polygamy was practised. Theresult of polygamy isquarrel among the co-wivesof aman.
TheRigveda(10/159) portraysafunny and terrible picture of enmity among the co-wives. Thefirst mantraof
this hymn goes like, “The Sun has risen. My good luck has risen. I have verily understood that all my co-wives
(wives-in-law) are defeated by me. I have brought also my husband under control.” The third mantra says,
“My sons have killed my enemies. My daughter shines as the supreme one. | have got victory over others. My
name is dear to my husband.”

Thechildlesswidowscould marry their brothers-in-law in order to maintain thefamily community. This
is called levirate marriage. Taking bride’s price and polyandry were restricted to king’s family only. Women
had full the right to paternal property. The unmarried women lived in her father’s family. Rigveda (2/17/7)
says, “Oh Indra! I pray for wealth to you as a woman living with her parents for life prays for her share from
her paternal property.” This right to property proves that women were not regarded as an undesirable dependant
who willy-nilly had to be supported and could not begot rid of .

Husbands were punished for neglecting their wives. But wives were not punished for the same
misbehaviour totheir husbands. From thisreality the dignity of women can easily beinferred. Among many
typesof marriagein the Rigvedic Aryan civilization the Gandharva marriage (love marriage) gained currency.
The Rékshasa marriage (marriage by capture), the Pai shaca marriage (marriageinvolving seduction and
rape after making drunk) etc. prevailed among the Shiidra castes and among the non-Aryan people. Women
of theroyal family could choose their husbandsin the Svayamvar a-sabhé (ameeting for choosing the
husband by ayoung princessfrom many princesgathered in theroyal court to be sel ected and honoured with
garland given by the princess). In this sel ection there was no di scrimination between the higher casteand the
lower caste. Both of the Anuloma marriage (marriage between higher and lower class man and woman
respectively) and the Pratiloma marriage (marriage between lower classmam and higher classwoman) were
equally popular inthe society. Moreover exogamy (vahirvivaha) wasin practiceamong thedifferent lineages
or different clans. Endogamy (antarvivaha) prevailed among the samelineageand thecloserdative. If a
womanwasnot givenin marriageto aman inthe suitabletime according to the scriptura instructions, then she
could select asuitable person and marry him after waiting for three monthsto threeyears. Fromthisit can be
assumed that the society waslibera in respect of marriage.

In the marriage ceremony the bride would chant specific hymns designed for them only. The
‘Grihyasdtrakara’ Gobhila had aso instructed that some hymn like “dhruvam dyauh dhruva prithivi
dhruveyam, dhruvaham patikule bhyasam™ (The sky isfirm. The earth isfirm. The Pole Star isfirm.
Similarly, I shall be stable in my husband’s home. 1 will stay there always.) is to be recited by the bride. Other
smilar hymnsare aso to be chanted by the bridein marriage ceremony.

Women'’s Education in the Vedic Period

Both men and women had equal accessto learning and teaching intheVedic era. Inthe Vedic period
womenin Indiareached to the highest peak of wisdom. This pureland of the Sanatana Dharma (theeternal
religion) had produced many stalwart women in thefield of knowledge. Thuswehad Apa 4, Visvavarg,
Ghosa, Gargi, Maitreyi etc. Maitreyi sought ‘Brahmajnana’ or the supreme knowledge from her husband
Yajnavalkya who was about to take ‘pravrajya’ or the path of renunciation. Y § navalkyawanted to divide
his property between histwo wivesnamely, Katyayani and Maitreyi. But Matreyi , aspiritua woman, asked
her husband , ““What shall | do with the property by which I shall not be immortal?’’® She wanted to
know the path of immortdity in the Brihadaranyaka Upanisad. Thismemorable question madeby Maitreyi
astonished the sagesand the seekers of truth of all agescamelater. Winternitz, Maxmuller and other western
scholarsof Indology highly praised thisspiritua quest, light and thirst for immortality raised in theheart of an
ancient Indian woman. We can hear the eterna message of human soul inthisquestion of Maitreyi whichis
designated as the “divine discontent’ by Matthew Arnold of the nineteenth century English poet. The phrase
‘divine discontent’” means *“an uncomfortable gap between “what we are, in comparison to what we have the
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power to become”. Maitreyi also wanted to become immortal even being a mortal being. Her husband
advised her, “Oh Maitreyi, the Self is to be realised, heard of, established by argument and meditated upon.
The Self being realised, heard of, established by argument and meditated upon, all is known.” Actually Maitreyi
taught usby her question that materia prosperity and worldly riches cannot quench our spiritual quest and
cannot lead ustoimmortality.

Géargi wasawise, learned and sage. Her name hasbecomeimmortd intheentireVedic literature. She
wasthedaughter of Vacaknu. She may be placed intheforemost place among the wisewomen of the Vedic
age. Many learned personsand personsof partswould gather intheroyal court of theking Janakain Mithila.
Brahmavidya or the knowledge of the supremereality was discussed in the meeting of thelearned men.
OncethesageY §nava kyahad defeated other |earned men by hisshunned arguments. Then Gargi approached
to participatein the debate. In the 3 chapter (3/6 and 3/8) of the Brihadaranyakatwo important debates
have been mentioned which took place between Gargi and Y §navakya. It wasan interesting fact that no one
was defeated in those debates. Both wereannounced equally expert in their philosophical discussions.

Thewords “kathi’( thewoman expert in the ‘katha’ branch of Veda), ‘kalapi’(thewoman expertin
the *kalapa’ branch of the Veda), ‘bahvrichi’(the woman expert in the ‘bahvricha’ branch of the Veda)
directly indicatethat women had compl eteright to study of theVedas. They al so taught the Vedas. Panini has
giventhe meaning of thewordslike ‘acarya’ (afemaeteacher), “‘acaryani’ (thewife of ateacher whowould
not necessarily beateacher), ‘upadhyaya’ (afemaleteacher), ‘upadhyayani’ (thewife of ateacher) etc. To
explainthesewordsthegreat Patanjai has mentioned two names of femal e teachersnamely, Aapishdaand
Audamedhain hiscommentary called ‘Mahabhéashya’. Theword Aapishddameans afemal eteacher who has
studied aspecid branch of thegrammar started by thegrammarian Aapishali. Similarly theword Audamedha
refersto afemal e teacher who has studied the branch of the grammar initiated by the female grammarian
named Audamedhi. According to Kashakritsna, an author of ‘Kashikavritti’ of Astadhyayi mentioned a
femal eteacher whose namewas Brahmani.

Sometimesthe wisemen also took advicesfrom thelearned women. The Aitareyaranyaka (4/25/4)
mentions one such incident. Oncethere was a dissension among the priests regarding the duration of the
Agnihotra sacrifice. Some priests had opined that it should be performed for two days. Otherssaid that it
would be performed within oneday. Theoffering of oblationsismadetwicein thissacrifice. These offerings
aremadein themorning and at the evening. Now one may count the two offerings performed in one day.
Other may start the sacrificefrom the evening session and hemay finish the sacrificein themorning of thenext
day. Being unabl eto reach to the conclus on the priestswent to an unknown girl mentioned just as ‘kumari’
to cometo terms. She supported the second option and explained that the evening offeringis performed after
the setting of the Sun and themorning offering isdone after the Sun rises. So the Agnihotra sacrificeisto be
performed in two days. It was not the case that the parents only wanted son, but they wanted |earned or
erudite daughter also. The Brihadaranyaka Upanisad ((6/4/17) says, “If anyone wishes a learned daughter
then he and his wife should eat rice cooked with sesame and mixed with clarified butter (ghee).”

Women Seers of the Rigveda

Some Rigvedic hymnswerereveal ed to women. Thewoman seer of the RigvedaV &k, the daughter of
the seer Ambhrina, had seen a Sikta (a collection of some mantras or hymns) called the Vaksikta (10/
125). (Hereit should be noted that in our traditional concept the Vedaiseterna. It was not composed by the
sages. It wasreveal ed to them. The sages had attained the Vedic hymnsby their contempl ativethought. So
they arecalled the seersof theVeda). A very high philosophica thought isexpressed inthishymn. Vak isthe
emblem of theall-pervading energy inherent inall objectsof theuniverse. Inthelater Vedic period thisVak
had been changed into DurgaDevi. Vak isthe controller of thewholeuniverse. Sheregulatesthedeitiesand
men. Sheisthe Goddess of all wealth. By the grace of Vak all deities and men and women attain unique
power. She destroysthe personswho hate Brahman.

JunetoAugust 2024 www.amoghvarta.com Impact Factor 54
A Double-blind, Peer-reviewed & Referred, Quarterly, Multidiciplinary and SJIF (2023): 5.062

Bilingual Research Journal




Dr. Shrecbas Debnath

ISSN : 2583-3189 (E), 2583-0775 (P) AMOGHVARTA Page No. 51 - 61

Year-04, Volume-04, |ssue-01

Thereare other hymns a so which had been seen by thewomen seersin the Rigveda. For examples, 1/
179 (seen by Lopamudra, thewife of sageAgastya), 5/28 (seen by Visvavarg, the daughter of sageAtri), 8/
96 (seen by Apél g, the daughter of sageAtri), 10/39-40 ( both hymns seen by Ghosa, the daughter of sage
Kaksivat), 10/85 (seen by woman sage Savitri SOryd), 10/145 (seen by woman sage Indrani). Woman sage
Sarya gives advices to the bride, “Be queen to your father-in-law, be queen to your mother-in-law, be queen
to your sister-in-law and be queen to your brothers-in-law.” (Rigveda,10/85/46).

Fine Arts, Performing Arts and Occupation of Women in the Vedic Age

Women were taught dance, vocal music, instrumental music etc. in the Vedic age. The
Shatapathabrahmana mentionsthat thewives of the Udgata (the priest of the Simaveda) would singinthe
sacrifice. Women engaged themsel vesin sewing, weaving, combing of wool, embroidery etc. Thesehave
been stated as the works of women. The Shatapathabrahmana (12/7/2/1) says, ““Tat va etat strinam
karma yat Grnasdtram karma” (Thework related to wool is natural towomen.). Thewomeninvolvedin
embroidery were called ‘peshaskari’, because the word *pasha’ meant ornament. Women used to makethe
cushion of the king’s chair with golden thread, silver thread and coloured thread. The backrests were made by
them. These cushionslike pillow were called hiranyakashipu and hiranyakurca. The 30" chapter of the
Shukla Yaj urveda mentions 70 kinds of occupationsamong which 8 kinds of work werefixed for women
only. Thesewerewashing of clothes, making of bamboo basket, preparing of aromatic compounds, preparing
of lamp-black, making of jacket of sword, making of doll, dying, and embroidery.

Military Training of Women in the Vedic Age

There are many literary proofs for women’s participation in war. The queens of the famous kings took
part inthewar and they fought fearlesdy in the battl efield agai nst the enemy. Being ordered by her husband
king Namuci thewife of himtook part in aterribleand prolonged battle. The Asvinasikta of the Rigveda (1/
116) illustratesthe prowess of Vishpa , thewife of king Khela. The 15" mantra of this hymn says, “One leg
of Vishpa g, thewife of king Khelahad been separated inwar liketheleg of abird. OhAshvins! You have
transplanted aniron shank to her a night immediatdy for her movement and for acquiring thewed th abandoned
by the enemy.” The mantra goes:

*““caritram hi verivacchedi parnamaja khelasya paritakmyayam|
sadyo jamghamayasim vishpalayai dhane hite sartave pratyadhattam||” °

Theabovemantraisaproof for the skill of the surgeons of the Rigvedic era. Mudgal ant, thewife of
Mudgala was another female soldier whose name shines in the entire \edic literature. She drove her husband’s
chariotinthebattlefield and defeated their enemy and captured many enemies by chasingthem. TheRigvedic
mantra (10/102/2) says, “When the wife of Mudgala boarded on the chariot and defeated thousands of
enemiesthentheair blew her cloth. Shebecamethedriver of the chariot at thetime of conquering the cows
(taken by the enemy). Mudgal ani, aliasIndrasena snatched away the cowsfrom the clutches of enemy in
war.” The military expertise of women of this period is shown also in many other hymns of the Rigveda like 5/
61, 5/80, 7/78, 8/33, 8/91 etc. Thiswasthemost sublime state and status of womenin India

Decline of the Satus of Women in the Later Vedic Period or Puranic Age

But in the Puranic period though women like Kunti, Gandhéri, Draupadi etc. had showntheir strong
persondity andwisdominsocia and palitica affairs, still their freedom and power started to degrade. Draupadi
becamethe property of her husband Yudhisthirain gambling. Consequently, she had to faceadisgraceful
situation in front of the civilized men in Dhritarastra’s courtyard. Eight types of marriage prevailed in the
society. Thesewere brahma (arranged marriage), daiva (marriagein which father gave hisdaughter to a
sacrificial priest), arsa (in which token bride-price of a cow and a bull was paid to daughter’s father), préjapatya
(inwhichthefather gavethegirl without dowry), gandharva(marriage often clandestine, with the consent of
thetwo parties), asura(marriage by purchase), pashéca(marriageinvol ving seduction and rape after making
drunk), réksasa(marriage by capture). Manu laid down that awoman at her young age should be kept inthe
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protection of her father. After marriage she must be kept in her husband’s guidance and in her old age her sons
will keep her. Still their statuswas higher inthisperiod than their statusin the nineteenth century.

The Mauryan Period (324 B. C.to 185 B. C))

IntheMauryan period women lost their high esteem. Married women could hardly take part inimportant
religiousceremonieswith their husbands. They livewithin the boundary of wals. But somepositivesideswere
aso prevailing inthe society for women. The second queen of the Emperor took part in religious ceremonies
with the Emperor. Women were entrusted for the care and security of the Emperor. They were al so appointed
as ambassadors. The Emperor Ashoka sent His son M ahendraand daughter Sanghamitrato Sri Lankato
preach Buddhism. Their names are stated in the Buddhist text ‘Mahavamsha’ composed in Sri Lanka. Women
wereexpert in dance, music, painting and other arts. Remarriage and divorce got currency. Polygamy and
Satidaha werein practice.

The Gupta Period (320 A.D. to 500 A.D.)

Inter-caste marriage prevailed in the Gupta period. Women were educated. There was no purdah
system. Theincreased prosperity created theingtitutionsof prostitution. The system of Devadési (courtesans
of godintemples) sartedin different templeslikethetemple of Mahakal in Ujjayini. They could participatein
al socid, religiousand politica activities. They inherited property. They even could bethe acaryaor instructor
of Vedic mantra. The chasteand dutiful wife of husband was respected in the society with high esteem.This
kind of condition of women continued up to the 12" century. In the 8" century A.D. the wife of Mandan
Mishranamely, Ubhayabharati confronted the great Shankaracharyain adebate and she was appointed
judge between Mandan Mishraand Shankaracharyain aphilosophical discussion.

The Medieval Age (12" Century to 18" Century)

Inthemedieva agethe plight of women becametheworst because of theinhuman and brutdl system of
burning of Sati (anewly widow). Moreover, there were the curses of the dowry system, child marriage,
polygamy etc. Inthe pecuniary and socia affairs women were completely dependent on men. A Brahmin
could marry morethan onelady according to the system of ‘Kaulinya’ or the high statusof lineage.

With theadvent of the ld amic Rulein Indiathe condition of women deteriorated. They weresocialy
secluded. TheMuslimwomen of al strataof society had to follow the system of purdah according to their
religiousinstruction. So thewomen of theruling classhad to confinethemse vesin the harem of the Emperor.
The maedoctorscould not enter the harem for treatment. Theeunuchs played the mediabetween thewomen
of theharem and thedoctors. Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, aFrench traveller, commented that thewives, daughters
and sisters of the Mughal Emperor seldom went outsidetheir haremto visit new placesor toimprovetheir
health-condition. If they went to visit an Elite woman they had to take the Emperor’s permission and they had
to go in a palanquin covered in four sides and they were guarded by the security guards. Sujan Roy wrote: “
If ayoungwoman wasfound running the streetsand Bazars of thetown and while so doing did not vell hersalf
or allowed herself to be unveiled ... she was to go to the quarters of the prostitutes and take up the profession.”
Professor P. N. Chopramentioned that oncethe Begum of the Subahdar of Kabul Amir Khanwas compelled
towear of her purdah whileshewastravelling. The Subahdar rejected her for thissin. The Elite Hinduwomen
followed thisto protect themsda vesfrom theforeign rulers. Thelower classHindu womenworkedinthefields
and markets. Soit wasimpossiblefor them to follow the purdah and consequently they enjoyed much freedom.
TheMughal EmperorslikeAkbar, Jahangir, Aurangazeb tried to ban the Satidaha. When Akbar heard that
thewidow of Jayama who wasunwillingto beburnt as Sati, hewent to the crematorium and saved her life.
Aurangazeb made aruleto ban Satidaha. In spite of that Satidaha took placeinthe Hindu society.

The women of the Rajput community were brave and self—respectful. The women of the Royal Rajput
practised Jauhar or mass self-immolation with their children and vauablesin amassivefireto avoid capture
endavement and rape by Turkish-Persian |slamicinvaderswhen facing certain defeet during awar.According
to PN.Chopra, being insulted for dress code by her husband Jayasingha, the King of Amber, his queen
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protested that mutual respected wasthe guardian not only of happiness but of virtue, and if again shewas
insulted he would find that “the daughter of Kotha’ could use a sword more effectively than the Prince of
Amber the scissors. Thisshowsthe self-respect of the Rgj put women. Mothers got honour inthe Mugha
period. P.N. Chopra has written, “Whatever might have been the position of woman as a girl, bride and
widow, she certainly occupied a most respectable position in society as a mother.”

Somewomen achieved their notability inthepolitica and cultura spheresin spiteof thepatriarcha rule
intheldamic age. Inthe Sultani period the daughter of Iltutmis SultanaRaziyareignedin Indiafrom 1236
A.D.to 1240A.D. with glory. Inthe Mughal period TaraBai flourished in Maharashtra, Chand Bibi in
Ahmednagar, Queen Durgavati in Gandoyana, Sahibyji in Afganistan and Nur Jahanin Delhi. Nur Jahan was
the real power behind Jahangir’s throne. Jahan Ara and Roshan Ara, the two daughters of Shah Jahan also
participated inthe political activities. Inthecultural spheres Gulbadan Begum, sister of Humayunwrotethe
valuablebook “Humayun Nama’ on her brother. Poetesses|ike Zeb Unnisa(daughter of Aurangazeb), Mira
Bai (thewifeof Bhoj Rg)), SdlmaSultana, AkaBai, KenaBai achieved fame.lt may be mentioned herethat
the great mathematician Bhaskarall wrote Lilavati, amathematical work, to teach Mathematicsto his
daughter Lilavatiin 1150 A.D. The book comprisesof 279 versesin Sanskrit in poetic formwith aprose
commentary. It mainly dealswithArithmatic.

The British Period

In the British period Lord William Bentinck abolished ‘Satidaha’ in 1829 A.D. by the Regulation Act —
XVII. RgaRammohan Roy (1772-1833) played the pivota rolein convincing thethen Governor Genera of
the Fort William Lord William Bentinck. After that women got the Engli sh education through thetird essefforts
of Rammohan, Pandit Iswarchandra Vidyasagar etc. Iswarchandra Vidyasagar (1820-1891) established ‘Hindu
Female School’ in 1849 with the help of Drink Water Bethune. He was also involved in the ‘Female Juvenile
Society’. For the expansion of female education he established ‘Strishiksa Sammilani’ in different districts of
Bengd . Heestablished 35 schoolsfor girlsin thevillages of Benga . Thenumbersof femaestudentsinthese
schoolswere 1300within 1850AD. Hisgreatest contributionin our society wasthat hestruggled for remarriage
of widows. He quoted the versesfrom Parésharasmriti, Baudh&anasmriti, Naradasmriti etc. supporting the
remarriage of widows. He collected 1000 signatures of the then renowned personalitiesand applied tothe
British Government for passing the regul ation on widow remarriage. RgjaRadhakantaDeb collected 36,763
signatures of the orthodox Hindus against Vidyasagar’s move. At last Lord Canning passed the Widow
Remarriage Act by Regulation — XV on the 26" July, 1856 and consequently widow remarriage becamelegal
orlegitimate.

The English education strengthened the menta power of women. Asaresult, they flourishedin different
fieldsof our society. Thuswe got some eminent personalitiesfrom womenin arts, music, science, Sports,
politics, law etc.

We cannot forget the poetical beauty aspresented by Sarojini Naidu (1879-1949), the Nightingal e of
India, in her English poetry. She served as the first Governor of United Provinces after India’s independence.
Sheplayed thepivotd roleinthelndian independence movement against the British rule. Shebecamethe 44"
President of the Indian National Congress in 1925. Her notable works include “The Golden Threshold”
(1905), “The Bird of Time” (1912), “The Broken Wing”. The second book includes “In the Bazaars of
Hyderabad” and the third book includes the famous poem “The Gift of India” in which she vehemently
criticised the British Empire’s exploitation of Indian mothers and soldiers. The pathos of the Indian mothers for
their martyred sons had been expressed by her inamelancholy tone in the following verses of “The Gift of India”:

“Can ye measure the grief of the tears | weep

Or compassthewoe of thewatch | keep?

Or the pride that thrills thro” my heart’s despair

And the hopethat comfortsthe anguish of prayer?

Andthefar sad gloriousvision| see
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Of thetornred bannersof Victory?

When theterror and tumult of hate shall cease

And lifeberefashioned onanvilsof peace,

And you honour the deeds of the deathless ones

Remember the blood of thy martyred sons!” (Source: https://poets.org . Accessed on 29 May, 2022)

Liberation Movement and Women

The contribution of Sarojini Naidu, Matangini Hazra, Pritilata\Weddedar, Basanti Devi, UrmilaDevi,
Hemprabha Mg umder, Jyotirmayi Devi, LilaRoy, Ashalata Sen, Santosh Kumari, Prabhabati Devi, Suniti
Devi, Bingpani Devi, PratimaDevi, SunitibalaMitra, Mohini Dasgupta, BagalaSom, Sati Devi, UmaDevi,
Smt. DurgaBal, PurnimaBanerjee, Vijaylaksmi Pandit, SuchetaKripaini, Ammu Swaminathan, HamsaMehta
etc. in our freedom movement is remembered even now with great respect. Women established many
organizationsfor their owninterest aswell asnationd interest. Few names of these organi zationsare Bharat
Mahila Parishad (1904), Bharat Stri Mahamandal (1910), Women’s Indian Association (established by Annie
Besantin 1917), National Council of Women InIndia(established by Lady Tataand Lady Aberdenin 1925),
Kasturba Gandhi National Memorial Trust, All India\WWomen’s Conference, Banga Mahila Samaj, Theosophical
Society of Women etc. These organizations mainly focussed on the preservation and devel opment of the
women’s rights. They tried to eradicate some social diseases like child marriage, the system of Purdah etc.
They acted for women franchise and social, economic and political equaity.

The Modern Period

Now-a-days, women crack the UPSC civil service examination with gloriousachievements. Wehad
oneinternationally esteemed woman Prime Minister namely, MrsindiraGandhi. Now women go to the
bottom of seg, fly inthe sky for astronomical research, and put their footprintson the peaksof high mountains.
They governadtate, act asthe head of theeducationa inditutionswith their skill and expertise. Theliteracy rate
of Indiaas per the Censusof 2011 is74.04%. Theliteracy rate among the ma esis82.14% and among females
itis65.46%. Kerdastandsinthehighest positionintheliteracy rate of women with 92.07% and Rgjasthan
standsinthelowest positioninthisrank with 57.6% of women literacy rate according to the censusof 2011.

Women Employment in the Central Government Service

Asper the Census of Central Government Employees, ason 312 March, 2011(which was published
by the Government of India, Ministry of Labour & Employment, Directorate General of Employment &
Training, Survey & Study Division, 3/10, Jam Nagar House, New Delhi, inApril, 2014) out of 30.87 lakh
regular employees, 3.37 lakh werewomen. Theproportion of womenin thetotal employmentisamost static,
around 11%intheyear 2011, 2009 and 2008. Theestimated women employment inmgor employingMinistries
isshowninthefollowingtable:

Estimated Women Employment in Major Employing Ministries

Sl. No. Ministry Women Employment as
on31% March, 2011
Number | % ageshare
1 2 3 4

1. Communication & 1T 37,460 17.30
2. Railways 96,704 7.28
3. Defence (Civilian) 42,698 11.38
4. Others 1,60,577 13.76
TOTAL 3,37,439 10.93

(Source: Census of Central Government Employees as on 31% March, 2011, Published in April, 2014)

The abovetable showsthat participation of womenwas highest in Ministry of Communication & IT
(17.30%) whereas participation of women in Ministry of Railwaysisquitelow (7.28%) ascompared to
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overal women participationin Centrd Government Employment. Ministry of Defence(civilian) hasfair share
of womenemployment i.e. 11.38%. Theparticipation of women shared by therest of the Ministries Departments
was of the order of 13.76%.

Women’s Participation in the General Election to the Parliamentary Constituency

Women in Indiahave been participating in the Panchayet Election, Municipal Election, Assembly
Constituency Election andin the Parliamentary Congtituency Election sincethe 1 Generd Electionin 1952.
Thefollowing table showsthe numbersof thewomen contestantsand women e ected Membersof Parliament
inthe General Election of Parliamentary Constituency.

Women’s Participation in the General Election to the Parliamentary Constituency

General | Year | Total no. Women Women
Election of Seats | Contestants | Elected
1st 1952 489 -- 22
2nd 1957 494 045 27
3rd 1962 494 070 34
4th 1967 520 067 31
5th 1971 518 086 22
6th 1977 542 070 19
7th 1980 542 142 28
8th 1984 542 164 44
9th 1989 543 198 27
10th 1991 543 325 39
11th 1996 543 599 40
12th 1998 543 274 43
13th 1999 543 277 47
14th 2004 543 355 45
15th 2009 543 556 59
16th 2014 543 668 61
17th 2019 543 719 78
18th 2024 543 797 74

[ Sources. 1. Mahapatra, Anadi Kumar (2010): Bharater Shasanbyabastha o Rajniti Parichay; Kolkata,
page-1016. 2. http://pibarchive.nic.in/archieve/ot (Accessed on 16 June, 2024). 3. https://
www.myneta.info/LokSabha2024/index.php?action (Accessed on 16 June, 2024)]

The abovetableshowsthat the highest number of women el ected inthe Generad Election of Indiais78
intheyear of 2019.

Constitutional Rights and other Legal Rights for Women

TheIndian Constitution has provided 6 kinds of Fundamental Rightstoitscitizen. WWomen can aso
enjoy theserightsequally with men. Thesearestated from Article 12 to 35 and areincluded in the 3 chapter
of our glorious Constitution. Theseare Right to Equality (from Article 14 to 18), Right to Freedom (from
Article19t0 22), Right against Exploitation (articles 23 and 24), Right to Freedom of Religion (fromArticle
25t028), Cultural and Educationa Rights (Articles 29 and 30) and Right to Congtitutional Remedies (from
Article 32t0 35). Women cannot be e iminated from any kind of Government job because of gender. Besides
these Fundamenta Rightsthereare someother socid, financia and political Actsenacted indifferent timesfor
the preservation of women’s rights and interests. These are : The Widow Remarriage Act, 1856; The Special
MarriageAct, 1954; TheHindu MarriageAct, 1955; The Hindu Adoption and MaintenanceAct,1956; The
Medica Termination of Pregnancy Act, 1972; TheHindu SuccessionAct, 1956; The Factory Act, 1948; The
Equal Remuneration Act, 1976 etc. In this regard The Women’s Reservation Act, 2023 enacted by the 106th
Congtitutional Amendment which recommended the reservation of one-third of all seatsfor womeninthe
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Parliament, State L egidativeAssemblies, and the LegidativeA ssembly of the Nationa Capitd Territory of
Delhi, including those reserved for SCsand STsisto be mentioned. ThisAct will be effective after the
publication of the census conducted following the Act’s commencement.

Major Women Empower ment Schemes in India

The Central Government in Indiahasintroduced many schemesfor the welfare of women. These
schemes strengthen the power of women and givethem socid, politica and financid security. Someof these
schemesare:

1. Beti BachaoBeti Padhao: It waslaunchedin 2015 to prevent gender-biased sex sdlectiveeimination
and to ensureeducation and participation of thegirl child.

2. One-Sop Centre: Beinglaunchedin 2015 it provides support and assi stance to women affected by
violence, bothin private and public places. It also ensuresthefacility of assistanceinfilling First
Information Report.

3. Women Helpline: It waslaunched in 2016 to providetoll-free 24-hourstel ecom service to women
affected by violence.

4. Ujjwala: Itwasstartedin 2016 to prevent thetrafficking of women and childrenfor commercia sexud
exploitation. It ensuresthefacility of rescuing thevictimsfromthe place of their exploitation and placing
theminsafecustody.

5. WorkingWomen Hoste: It focuses on providing theaccommodation to children of working women,
uptotheage 18 yearsfor girls. It started in 1972-73.

6. SupporttoTrainingand Employment Programmefor Women (STEP): Itsaimisto provideskills
that give employability to women. It waslaunched in 1986-87.

7. Nari Shakti Puraskar (2016): It facilitates the institutions that work towards the progress and
devel opment of womenin society.

8. NIRBHAYA (2021): It ensuressafety and security for women at various|evels.
[Source: https://byjus.com (Accessed on 18 June, 2024)]

Various statesin Indiahave a so launched many schemesfor women empowerment. For example, the
Government of West Bengd hasintroduced the Kanyashree Praka pa, Rupashree Praka pa, Laksmir Bhandar
Prakapaetc. Thefirst two schemesare meant for financid ass stancefor femal e studentsof West Bengd and
thethird oneisfor an applicant of the agelimit of 25 to 60 years whose household isenrolled under the
‘Swasthya Sathi’ scheme of West Bengal.

Conclusion

Inthismodern context thisistheone sideof acoin. It projectsonly the apparent well-being of women.
But the reality is something different. Disparity prevails between men and women with regard to power—
legidative, or executive, or judiciary, or social or economic. Despite universa suffrage and educationand a
littlebit of pecuniary freedom, thewholeplight of women isbel ow the expectation level. Itisagrim fact that
theattitude of thewhol e society endorsestheinferiority of women. Eventhewomen believeonther inferiority.

But theattitude must immediately be changed. If Indiahasto devel op in her economy, technology and
science, women must be given samerespect aswhat isgiven to men. Manu saysin hisManusamhita that the
deities please wherewomen areworshipped. But al activitiesbecomefruitlesswhere they are not worshi pped.

Theold proverb saysthat modesty isthe ornament of awoman. But the modern proverb saysthat
politica power istheva uableornament of woman. So reservationfor womenisastepto establishan egditarian
society. Though the 33% reservation does not guarantee the safety and security of women, yet it can be
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considered asamilestonein the history of empowerment of women. If wewant culturd integration, if wewant
to achieve national progressand unity, then more women justices and administrators must be appointed.
Much ministerial responsibilitiesareto be conferred on them so that they can enact lawsfulfilling their own
aspirations.

Somegroupsof peoplehavediscriminative cussomswhich lower thedignity if women. Theseareto be
eradicated. Some Hindu templesare meant only for men. If morewomen are appointed asjudgesintheHigh
Courtsandinthe Supreme Court then these humiliating customsmay bewiped out from our society. A femae
District Magistrate can uplift the comprehensive condition of womeninadigtrict.

Though thewomen of the General Caste are educated and advanced, yet thewomen of the Scheduled
Caste and Scheduled Tribesare not enlightened by education. M ost of them areilliterate. They work inthe
paddy fields. Some collect theleavesfallen from thetreesin theforest for fuel. Somework intheteagarden
and coal factory.

Education alongwith political and pecuniary power isthe only panaceafor eradicating all kinds of
discrimination and poi sonous aspects of society. Swami Vivekanandasaid that women must be educated and
then they must be made freein taking their own decision regarding their marriage or celibacy. The spiritua
master of Swami Vivekananda Sri Ramakrishnaworshipped hiswife Sri SaradaDevi as Tripurasundari.
Thisisthehighest ideal and attitudeto womenin our Sanatana Dhar ma. It upholdswomen asthe emblem of
the cosmic power inherent in every sentient and insentient being in the universe.

Inconclusionit can be said that abird cannot fly withitsonewing. It needstwowings. Similarly, the
future progress of our motherland depends on the active participation of both men and women. Men and
women have had equal shareinour strugglesfor lifeand whatever valueswe have achieved. Asthe Bengali
poet Nazrul Idam said sonicely:

“Men and women partook equally of whatever great and good,
Mankind has achieved in this world.”
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