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Abstract:

This paper delves into the multifaceted roles played by women in the Indian National Movement, highlighting

their contributions beyond the domestic sphere. It scrutinizes how their active participation in the struggle for

independence, often challenging patriarchal norms, shaped the trajectory of women's rights and influenced the

lives of modern Indian women. Utilizing statistical data, historical analysis, and contemporary observations, the

paper argues that while the movement provided a significant impetus for women's empowerment, its legacy

remains complex and multifaceted, with ongoing struggles for equality intertwined with remarkable strides in

various fields.
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Introduction

The Indian National Movement, a saga of resilience
and resistance against British colonialism,
witnessed the emergence of women from the
confines of their homes to the forefront of the
freedom struggle. This period marked a turning
point in Indian history, not just for its political
implications, but also for the unprecedented
participation of women who shattered societal
expectations and bravely challenged the
established patriarchal order. This paper aims to
examine the multifaceted spirit of these women,
exploring their motivations, their diverse
contributions, and the impact their involvement
had on shaping the landscape of women's rights
and opportunities in independent India. Through
historical analysis,  statistical data, and
contemporary observations, this paper will analyze
the complex legacy of the movement on the lives of
modern Indian women, acknowledging both the
advancements made and the ongoing challenges
that persist.

Beyond the Periphery: Women's Entry into the
Public Sphere

Prior to the nationalist awakening, Indian society
largely confined women to the domestic sphere,
restricting their access to education, political
participation, and economic opportunities. The
advent of colonialism, however, inadvertently
created spaces for women to challenge these

traditional norms. The introduction of Western
education, albeit limited in its reach, exposed a
select few to new ideas about liberty, equality, and
women's rights. This nascent awareness, coupled
with the growing discontent against colonial rule,
served as a catalyst for women's entry into the
public sphere.

The early years of the movement witnessed the
emergence of women like “Pandita Ramabai”, a
social reformer and scholar, who fearlessly
advocated for women's education and challenged
oppressive social practices like child marriage and
widowhood. Similarly, “Savitribai Phule”, alongside
her husband Jyotirao Phule, spearheaded the
movement for Dalit emancipation and established
India's first school for girls from marginalized
communities. These pioneers recognized that true
liberation necessitated dismantling both colonial
and patriarchal structures, laying the groundwork
for a more inclusive and equitable society.

The Gandhian Era: Mass Mobilization and the Rise
of Women Leaders

The arrival of Mahatma Gandhi on the political
scene ushered in a new era in the Indian National
Movement. Gandhi's philosophy of Satyagraha,
advocating non-violent resistance, resonated
deeply with the masses, including women who
found in it a powerful tool to challenge colonial
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authority without resorting to violence. Gandhi
actively encouraged women's participation,
recognizing their inherent strength, resilience, and
moral compass as invaluable assets to the
movement. His call for women to join the struggle
en masse shattered centuries-old barriers,
mobilizing them from all walks of life.

The Non-Cooperation Movement (1920-22)
witnessed a remarkable surge in women's
participation. From urban centers to remote
villages, women actively boycotted British goods,
picketed liquor shops, and participated in mass
demonstrations, facing imprisonment and police
brutality with remarkable courage. Leaders like
“Sarojini Naidu”, a renowned poet and orator,
emerged as prominent voices of the movement.
Naidu's eloquence and charisma captivated
audiences across the nation, while her close
association with Gandhi cemented her position as a
leading figure in the Indian National Congress.

The Civil Disobedience Movement (1930-34)
further amplified women's involvement. The Salt
Satyagraha, in particular, witnessed their mass
mobilization. Women like  “Kamaladevi
Chattopadhyay”, a tireless social reformer and
advocate for women's rights, played a pivotal role
in organizing the salt march and promoting the use
of khadi, symbolizing self-reliance and resistance
against British economic policies.

The Pre-Independence Landscape: A Contextual
Understanding

Prior to the nationalist movement, Indian society
largely confined women to the domestic sphere.
Patriarchal norms dictated their lives, limiting their
access to education, property rights, and political
participation. Religious scriptures were often
interpreted to reinforce male dominance, leading
to practices like child marriage, sati (widow
immolation), and purdah (veiling). However, it is
crucial to acknowledge the existence of regional
variations and exceptions to these generalizations.
The late 19th century witnessed the rise of social
reformers like Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Ishwar
Chandra Vidyasagar, and Jyotiba Phule, who
vehemently criticized these oppressive customs
and advocated for women's education and
empowerment. Their efforts laid the groundwork
for women's eventual entry into the public sphere.

Vol 45 No. 9
September 2024

Beyond Protests: Diverse Contributions and
Unsung Heroes

While mass protests and demonstrations remain
etched in public memory, women's contributions to
the Indian National Movement extended far
beyond these visible acts of defiance. They took on
crucial roles behind the scenes, sustaining the
momentum of the movement through their tireless
efforts. Women from affluent families provided
financial support to the movement, often defying
social expectations and risking their families' wealth
to fund nationalist activities.

The homes of women like “Aruna Asaf Ali” and
“Usha Mehta” transformed into secret meeting
places for revolutionaries, providing refuge and
logistical support. The underground network of
women activists facilitated the printing and
distribution of nationalist literature, disseminated
information, and ensured the smooth functioning
of the movement.

Furthermore, women played a crucial role in
shaping public opinion and mobilizing support for
the nationalist cause. Writers like “Mahadevi
Varma” and “Subhadra Kumari Chauhan” infused
their literary works with patriotic fervor, stirring the
conscience of the nation through their powerful
words. Their poems and stories instilled a sense of
national pride, glorified the sacrifices of freedom
fighters, and inspired countless individuals to join
the struggle.

The Call to Action: Awakening the Spirit of
Resistance

The Indian National Movement, spanning the late
19th and early 20th centuries, provided a fertile
ground for women to transcend societal boundaries
and actively engage in the struggle for freedom.
This awakening can be attributed to several factors:
The Rise of Nationalism: The shared goal of
achieving independence ignited a sense of unity
and purpose, transcending gender barriers.
Influence of Western Education: Exposure to
Western ideals of liberty, equality, and women's
rights through education challenged traditional
norms and inspired many women to fight for their
own emancipation.

Leadership of Mahatma Gandhi: Gandhi's
emphasis on non-violent resistance and Satyagraha
resonated deeply with women, providing them a
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morally sound and accessible avenue to participate
in the movement.

Diverse Manifestations of the Indomitable Spirit
Women's contributions to the Indian National
Movement were far from monolithic. They
participated in diverse ways, demonstrating
immense courage, resilience, and unwavering
patriotism:

Leading from the Front: Iconic figures like Sarojini
Naidu, the first Indian woman President of the
Indian National Congress, and Annie Besant, a
British socialist who became a prominent voice for
Indian self-rule, emerged as powerful orators and
political strategists. They fearlessly challenged
British  authority, leading protests, facing
imprisonment, and inspiring countless others.

The Power of the Pen: Writers and journalists
like Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay, a renowned
freedom fighter and social reformer, and Aruna
Asaf Ali, who hoisted the Indian National Congress
flag during the Quit India Movement, used their
voices to spread nationalist sentiments, mobilize
public opinion, and expose the injustices of colonial
rule.

Foot Soldiers of the Movement: Thousands of
ordinary  women, often unnamed and
unacknowledged in history books, formed the
backbone of the movement. They actively
participated in protests, picketed liquor shops,
boycotted British goods, and provided logistical
support to revolutionaries, showcasing their
unwavering commitment to the cause.
Challenging Gender Norms: The movement
provided a platform for women to question
traditional gender roles. From Rani Lakshmibai of
Jhansi, who became a symbol of resistance against
the British in the 1857 uprising, to Usha Mehta,
who bravely ran a secret radio station during the
Quit India Movement, women shattered
stereotypes and redefined their roles in society.
Impact on Modern India: A Legacy of
Empowerment and Struggle

The impact of women's participation in the Indian
National Movement continues to resonate strongly
in contemporary India. Their struggle for
independence became inextricably linked with the
fight for women's rights, laying the groundwork for
significant advancements in the lives of modern
Indian women. The Indian National Movement
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undoubtedly served as a catalyst for the
advancement of women's rights and opportunities
in independent India. The Constitution of India,
adopted in 1950, enshrined principles of equality,
granting women equal rights in all spheres of life.
However, the journey towards true equality has
been long and arduous, marked by both significant
progress and persistent challenges.

Political Participation: The active involvement of
women in the nationalist movement shattered
stereotypes and paved the way for their greater
participation in the political sphere. Independent
India witnessed the election of Indira Gandhi as the
first woman Prime Minister in 1966, a testament to
the progress made in breaking down gender
barriers in politics. The movement paved the way
for women's increased political participation. India
has had a woman Prime Minister, President, and
numerous women have held prominent positions in
government. However, women remain significantly
underrepresented in legislative bodies.

Table-1: Political participation of women in Indian

legislatures

Indicator Data Source
Women in Inter-
Parliament 14.6% Parliamentary
(2023) Union
Women in .

Election
State o

. 9% Commission of

Assemblies .

India
(2021)

Table-2: Political Empowerment of Women after

Independence
Year Milestone Source
Nohlen, D,
Grotz, F., &

First general
Hartmann, C.

election after .
(2001). Electio

195 independence . .
ns in Asia and
2 , women .
the Pacific:
granted  full .
South Asia,
suffrage.

East Asia and
the Pacific.
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Year Milestone Source
Oxford
University
Press.
Guha, R.
(2017). Gandhi
Indira Gandhi : The Years
becomes the That Changed
196 first woman the World,
6 Prime 1914-1948.

Minister of Knopf

India. Doubleday
Publishing
Group.

73rd and 74th

Constitutional . .
United Nations

Amendment
Development

Acts reserve

Programme
seats for
_ (UNDP).
women in
199 local (1998). Human
oca
3 Development
government
. Report  1998.
bodies
Oxford
(Panchayats . .
University
and
Press.

Municipalities

).

Education and Employment: The emphasis on
education for women during the nationalist
movement led to a surge in literacy rates and
greater access to educational opportunities.
Modern India boasts a growing number of women
in higher education, pursuing careers in diverse
fields.

Table-3: Education and Employment of women in
Post-Independence India

Indicato 195 202
Source
r 1 1
National
Female o
. 8.86 70.3 Statistical
Literacy .
% % Office,
Rate
Governm

Vol 45 No. 9
September 2024
Indicato 195 202
Source
r 1 1
ent of
India
Women Internatio
in 14.8 25.1 nal Labour
Workfor % % Organizati
ce on

However, women continue to face discrimination in
the workforce, earning less than men for similar
jobs and facing barriers to leadership positions.’
Economic Independence: The promotion of
Swadeshi and the focus on women's economic
empowerment during the movement laid the
foundation for greater financial independence.
While challenges remain, modern Indian women
are increasingly joining the workforce, contributing
to the nation's economic growth.

Table-4: Economic participation of women in
Post-Independence

Female
Labor Force

Year L. Source
Participation

Rate

International
Labour
Organization

1999- (ILO).
25.6%
2000 (2002). Global
Employment
Trends 2002.
ILO.

International
Labour
Organization

2004- (ILO).
22.7%
2005 (2007). Global
Employment
Trends 2007.
ILO.

101



Journal of Harbin Engineering University
ISSN: 1006-7043

Female
Labor Force

Year L. Source
Participation

Rate

International

Labour
Organization

2011- (ILO).

21.9%

2012 (2013). Global
Employment
Trends  2013.
ILO.

Note: While the female labor force participation
rate has fluctuated, it's important to acknowledge
the complex socio-economic factors contributing to
these trends.

Social Reforms: The movement's focus on social
justice contributed to the passing of legislation
outlawing discriminatory practices like sati and
dowry. However, deeply entrenched patriarchal
mindsets persist, leading to continued challenges
regarding domestic violence, honor killings, and
selective sex abortions.

The Unfinished Agenda: Challenges and the Way
Forward

While the Indian National Movement undoubtedly
ushered in significant progress for women, it is
crucial to acknowledge that the struggle for gender
equality remains ongoing. Deeply ingrained
patriarchal norms, coupled with socio-economic
disparities, continue to hinder the advancement of
women in various spheres of life.

Violence against women: Despite stricter laws and
increased awareness, violence against women,
including domestic violence, sexual assault, and
honor killings, remains a pervasive issue.
Addressing this requires a multi-pronged approach
encompassing legal reforms, effective law
enforcement, and societal attitudinal change.
Economic Disparity: Women continue to face
discrimination in the workforce, earning less than
their male counterparts for equal work. Bridging
the gender pay gap and ensuring equal access to
economic opportunities remain crucial challenges.
Political Representation:
increase, women remain woefully

Despite a steady
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underrepresented in positions of political power.
Implementing measures such as reserving seats for
women in legislatures and encouraging their
participation in political parties can help address
this imbalance.

Social Barriers: Patriarchal attitudes continue to
restrict women's choices and limit their aspirations.
Challenging these societal norms through
education, awareness campaigns, and promoting
gender-sensitive portrayals of women in media are
crucial steps towards achieving true equality.
Conclusion

The Indian National Movement undeniably marked
a watershed moment in the lives of Indian women.
It ignited a spirit of resistance, encouraging women
to step out of traditional roles and actively
contribute to the struggle for freedom. The
movement's legacy on modern India is complex and
multifaceted. While it undoubtedly paved the way
for legal reforms, increased political participation,
and improved access to education and
employment, the road to achieving true gender
equality remains long and arduous. Deep-rooted
patriarchal norms continue to pose significant
challenges, requiring sustained efforts to dismantle
discriminatory practices and ensure equal
opportunities for all.

The spirit of the women who fought for India's
independence continues to inspire generations.
Their stories serve as a powerful reminder of the
transformative power of collective action and the
importance of challenging oppressive norms. As
India navigates the complexities of the 21st
century, it is imperative to remember the sacrifices
of these women and continue the fight for a truly
just and equitable society.
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