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Abstract: The rights of women have emerged as one of the most widely discussed and debated issues
globally. The rise of feminist movements has played a crucial role in challenging deeply ingrained
patriarchal norms, transforming traditional societal structures, and advocating for gender equality. India, as
the world’s largest democracy and one of the most diverse nations, has taken numerous legislative and
policy-driven measures to uplift the status of women. However, despite constitutional guarantees of equality
and various government interventions, women in India continue to face significant social, economic,
political, and cultural challenges that hinder their overall empowerment. This article provides an in-depth
analysis of the status of women in India by examining the key issues that impact their lives, including
gender-based violence, workplace discrimination, political underrepresentation, wage gaps, lack of access to
education, and socio-cultural constraints. The study explores the legal rights available to women under the
Indian Constitution, personal laws, and international conventions ratified by India. Additionally, it assesses
major government initiatives such as the Beti Bachao Beti Padhao scheme, the Maternity Benefit Act, the
Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, and the reservation policies aimed at improving
women's participation in governance and decision-making.
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Introduction

Women’s rights and empowerment have been significant issues in India for centuries, influenced by
historical, cultural, social, and legal factors. The status of women in Indian society has undergone
considerable transformations, from periods of equality in ancient times to extreme subjugation in the
medieval era, followed by struggles for rights and recognition in the modern period. While India’s
independence in 1947 marked a new chapter for women’s rights, gender disparities persist across various
sectors, making the fight for equality an on-going challenge.

Historically, women in ancient India enjoyed relatively equal status, actively participating in social,
religious, and economic activities. However, with the advent of feudal systems, foreign invasions, and rigid
social hierarchies, patriarchal norms became deeply entrenched. Practices like Sati, child marriage, purdah
system, and lack of education significantly deteriorated women's status. The social reform movements of the
19th and early 20th centuries, led by visionaries like Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar,
and Mahatma Gandhi, played a crucial role in advocating for women's rights, leading to legislative changes
such as the abolition of Sati and the introduction of widow remarriage.

The post-independence era witnessed significant legal reforms aimed at ensuring gender justice. The
Indian Constitution guarantees equality (Article 14), prohibits discrimination (Article 15), and provides
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equal opportunities in employment (Article 16). Moreover, legal provisions such as The Dowry Prohibition
Act (1961), The Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act (2005), and The Sexual Harassment of
Women at Workplace Act (2013) have been enacted to safeguard women’s rights.

Despite these legal advancements, gender inequality remains a pressing issue. Indian women
continue to face challenges like domestic violence, wage disparity, underrepresentation in politics, and lack
of access to education and healthcare. This paper examines the historical evolution of women’s rights in
India, legal provisions, existing social challenges, and the necessary reforms needed to achieve true gender
equality and justice.

Background of the Study

With the rise of the feminist movement across the world, women’s rights have become a crucial
subject of discussion within the constitutional and legal frameworks of various nations. Gender equality has
been recognized as a fundamental human right, and significant strides have been made to ensure women's
empowerment in different parts of the world. India, being the largest democracy and the most populous
country, naturally draws global attention concerning its legal and policy approach toward women's rights.
Given India’s diverse socio-cultural landscape and historical background, the status of women has evolved
over centuries, from periods of equality in ancient times to periods of oppression in medieval history, and
ultimately to a renewed focus on gender justice in modern times.

After gaining independence in 1947, India embarked on drafting its Constitution, which laid the
foundation for ensuring gender equality and women's rights. The framers of the Indian Constitution
recognized the historical injustices faced by women and emphasized the need to uplift their status through
legal guarantees and social reforms. As a result, the Constitution of India not only guarantees fundamental
rights to all citizens, including women, but also provides special provisions to protect them from
discrimination and exploitation. Legal and constitutional safeguards aim to provide women with security,
legal protection, and access to socio-economic rights, enabling them to participate in the nation's
development on equal footing with men.

The principles of gender equality are embedded in key constitutional provisions such as the
Fundamental Rights (Articles 14, 15, and 16), Directive Principles of State Policy (Articles 39 and 42), and
the Preamble of the Constitution, which upholds justice, liberty, and equality for all. Additionally, the Indian
Constitution permits the State to adopt affirmative action measures (positive discrimination) in favor of
women to rectify historical disadvantages and accelerate gender parity.

Being a liberal democratic nation, India has consistently worked toward improving the status of
women through various legislative and policy initiatives. Numerous laws, including the Dowry Prohibition
Act (1961), Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act (2005), Sexual Harassment of Women at
Workplace Act (2013), and the Maternity Benefit Act (1961, amended in 2017), have been enacted to
safeguard women's rights. Government schemes such as Beti Bachao Beti Padhao, Ujjwala Yojana,
Sukanya Samriddhi Yojana, and Mahila Shakti Kendra have been introduced to promote women's welfare,
financial independence, and safety.

Despite these legal and policy advancements, Indian women continue to face challenges such as
gender-based violence, workplace discrimination, wage gaps, lack of political representation, and deeply
ingrained patriarchal norms. The implementation of policies and laws remains a major concern, often
hindered by societal attitudes, inadequate enforcement mechanisms, and gaps in the justice system.
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This study aims to critically analyze the legal and constitutional provisions concerning women's
rights in India, assess their effectiveness, and explore the persistent challenges faced by women in achieving
true gender equality. By examining historical progress, legal frameworks, policy measures, and real-life
cases, this study seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of the status of women in India and
suggest viable strategies for their empowerment.

The Indian Scenario: Status of Women and Challenges to Their Rights

The status of women in India has undergone significant transformations over millennia. Across the
world, women have played vital roles in shaping societies, and India is no exception. It is often said that the
measure of a nation’s civilization lies in the freedoms and opportunities it provides to its women. In ancient
India, women enjoyed equal status with men, actively participating in social, religious, and cultural
activities. However, over time, their position deteriorated, especially during the medieval period due to
socio-political changes, including foreign invasions and rigid patriarchal norms.

During the Mughal and British colonial periods, the condition of women worsened, with oppressive
customs such as Sati, child marriage, and the purdah system becoming widespread. However, the social
reform movements of the 19th and early 20th centuries, led by visionaries like Raja Ram Mohan Roy,
Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, and Mahatma Gandhi, played a crucial role in advocating for women's rights.
These efforts led to significant legal reforms, such as the abolition of Sati and the promotion of widow
remarriage and women's education.

After India’s independence in 1947, constitutional and legal provisions were introduced to uplift
women’s status. The Indian Constitution guarantees gender equality through various fundamental rights,
while laws such as the Dowry Prohibition Act (1961), Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act
(2005), and the Sexual Harassment at Workplace Act (2013) aim to safeguard women’s rights. Despite these
advancements, gender disparities persist in various spheres, including education, employment, healthcare,
and political representation.

Challenges to Women’s Rights in India

Despite numerous legal provisions and progressive policies, Indian women continue to face various
forms of discrimination and violence. Here is a statistical table presenting the Challenges to Women’s
Rights in India based on recent data from the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) 2022 and other
sources:

445,256 cases reported (4% increase from | NCRB 2022
2021)

31.4% of total crimes against women NCRB 2022
19.2% of total crimes against women NCRB 2022
18.7% of total crimes against women NCRB 2022
7.1% of total crimes (31,878 cases reported) | NCRB 2022
6,589 cases reported NCRB 2022
13.4% increase in cases from 2021 NCRB 2022

68.4% (compared to 85.7% male literacy | Census 2011
rate)

Women earn 19% less than men on average | Monster ~ Salary  Index
2019

Declined from 26% (2010) to 19% (2022) World Bank 2022
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23.3% of girls married before age 18 NFHS-5 (2019-21)

929 females per 1000 males Sample Registration
System 2022

1,160 cases reported in 2022 NCRB 2022

2,189 cases reported in 2022 (mainly for | NCRB 2022

sexual exploitation)

These statistics reflect the widespread challenges that Indian women face, including violence,
discrimination, lack of education, and economic inequality. Addressing these issues requires stronger policy
implementation, gender-sensitive education, economic opportunities, and societal reforms.

According to the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) 2022 report, crimes against women in
India have seen a 4% increase from 2021, totalling 445,256 reported cases.

The distribution of these crimes is as follows:

Type of Crime Percentage of Total Cases
Cruelty by Husband or His Relatives 31.4%

Kidnapping and Abduction of Women 19.2%

Assault on Women with Intent to Outrage Modesty | 18.7%

Rape 7.1%

This data indicates that domestic violence remains the most prevalent issue, followed by abductions
and assaults. The overall crime rate against women stands at 66.4 incidents per 100,000 populations.

The Need for Inclusive Empowerment

To break the cycle of gender-based discrimination, women’s empowerment must be comprehensive
and inclusive. Empowerment involves economic independence, legal awareness, and political participation,
access to education and healthcare, and freedom from violence. Special attention must be given to
marginalized women, including those from lower socio-economic backgrounds, tribal communities, and
rural areas, where gender disparities are even more pronounced. The Government of India declared 2001 as
the “Year of Women’s Empowerment”, emphasizing policies aimed at improving women's conditions.
However, effective implementation of laws, stricter enforcement of legal protections, and a change in
societal attitudes are crucial to achieving true gender equality.

Constitutional Rights to Women in India:

This table provides a clear and concise overview of constitutional protections for women in India.

Guarantees equality before the law and Provides legal protection against gender-based crimes
equal protection of the laws. and discrimination.

Prohibits discrimination on grounds of Ensures that the state does not discriminate against
religion, race, caste, sex, or place of women and allows for special provisions to uplift them
birth. (Article 15(3)).

Ensures equal employment opportunities Women have the right to equal job opportunities in
for all citizens without discrimination. government and state institutions.

Guarantees the right to life and personal Protects women's rights such as freedom from violence,
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liberty.
Ensures equal justice and free legal aid.

Guarantees equal pay for equal work.
Provides just and humane working
conditions and maternity relief.
Fundamental duty of every citizen to
promote harmony and dignity of women.

the right to divorce, and access to safe abortion.

Helps women access legal assistance, particularly for
victims of domestic violence, sexual harassment, and
workplace discrimination.

Ensures wage equality between men and women.
Protects women from workplace harassment and
mandates maternity benefits.

Encourages citizens to respect women's rights and
oppose derogatory practices.

Reserves one-third of seats in Increases women's political participation at the local
Panchayats and Municipalities for governance level.

women.

Reserves one-third of chairperson Empowers women to take leadership roles in rural and
positions in Panchayats and urban governance.

Municipalities for women.

Special Laws:

1. Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act (2005): Safeguards women from domestic
violence in any form—physical, sexual, verbal, or emotional.

2. Dowry Prohibition Act (1961): Prohibits giving or receiving dowry before, during, or after
marriage.

3. Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace Act (2013): Ensures protection against workplace
sexual harassment.

4. Equal Remuneration Act (1976): Mandates equal pay for equal work, prohibiting gender-based
wage discrimination.

5. Maternity Benefit Act (1961): Provides employment protection and benefits for pregnant women.

6. Hindu Succession Act (1956, amended in 2005): Grants daughters equal rights in inheriting
parental property.

7. Medical Termination of Pregnancy Act (1971): Allows legal abortion under specified medical

conditions.

Judicial Precedents:

C.B. Muthamma v. Union of India: Struck down discriminatory service rules against women in
government jobs.

Air India v. Nergesh Meerza: Declared compulsory retirement of air hostesses upon marriage or
pregnancy unconstitutional.

Vishaka v. State of Rajasthan: Recognized sexual harassment as a violation of women's
fundamental rights at the workplace.

Women’s Political and Economic Rights:

IJRTI2510037

Women now hold one-third reservations in Panchayati Raj institutions and state legislatures
(106th Amendment, 2023).

Socioeconomic rights include employment security, social welfare, and healthcare.

Government initiatives like Beti Bachao Beti Padhao, Ujjwala Yojana, and Mahila Shakti
Kendras support women's empowerment.

International Journal for Research Trends and Innovation (www.ijrti.org)



http://www.ijrti.org/

© 2025 IJRTI | Volume 10, Issue 10 October 2025 | ISSN: 2456-3315

Despite legal protections, gender discrimination persists due to societal norms. True empowerment
requires both legal enforcement and societal change. A gender-neutral society, fostering equality of
opportunity, must be the goal for a better future.

Conclusion

The legal framework in India provides a strong foundation for women's rights, covering aspects of
safety, equality, and empowerment. Various laws, such as those under the Indian Penal Code and special
legislations like the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act and the Equal Remuneration Act,
address issues ranging from violence and harassment to economic and social justice. Judicial decisions have
further reinforced gender equality, striking down discriminatory laws and upholding women’s rights in
employment, property inheritance, and personal liberty.

Despite progressive legal measures, gender inequality persists in many aspects of society. Women
continue to face challenges such as underrepresentation in political and economic spheres, wage gaps, and
societal norms that hinder their growth. The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments and the recent
Women's Reservation Act mark significant steps toward political empowerment, but their effective
implementation remains crucial.

True gender equality requires not just legal safeguards but also a societal shift in attitudes and
behavior. Awareness, education, and a collective commitment to change are essential to dismantling
patriarchal structures. By ensuring equal opportunities and protection for women, India can create an
inclusive and just society where women can thrive without fear or discrimination.
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