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Abstract 

For centuries women were not treated equal to men in many ways. They were not allowed to own property, they did not have 
a Share in the property of their parents, they had no voting rights, and they had no freedom to choose their work or job and so on. Now 
that we have come out of those dark days of oppression of women there is a need for strong movement to fight for the rights of women 
and to ensure that they get all the rights which men have or in other words a movement for the Empowerment of Women. This article 
has been planned with a view to discuss the various issues related to the Empowerment of Women and to suggest measures for 
achieving this end. There are a variety of understandings of the term empowerment due to its widespread usage. If empowerment is 
looked upon in terms of ability to make choices: to be disempowered therefore, implies to be denied choice. The notion of 
empowerment is that it is inescapably bound up with the condition of disempowerment and refers to the processes by which those who 
have been denied the ability to make choices acquire such ability. Thus, there could be statistical swells indicating improvements in 
indicators of gender equality, but unless the intervening process involved women as agents of that change, one cannot term it as 
‘empowerment’. People who exercise a great deal of choice in their lives may be very powerful, but they are not empowered, 
because they were never disempowered in the first place. Empowerment cannot be defined in terms of specific activities or end results 
because it involves a process whereby women can freely analyze, develop and voice their needs and interests, without them being pre-
defined, or imposed from above. The assumption that planners can identify women’s needs; runs against empowerment objectives. 

 
Keywords: Women Empowerment, powerful, India. 
 
Introduction 

"When women are the advisor, the Lords of creation don't take the advice till they have persuaded themselves that it is 
just what they intended to do; then they act upon it and if it succeeds, they give the weaker vessel half the credit of it; if 
fails, they generously give herself the whole”. - Louisa May Alcott 

 
  India today is at the cusp of a paradigm change in its growth and its position in the world. We (both men and women) 
must act decisively to capture this opportunity. We need to think big and scale up rapidly in each and every area, be it education, 
infrastructure, industry, financial services or equality of both genders. For around two centuries, social reformers and missionaries in 
India have endeavored to bring women out of confines in which centuries of traditions had kept them. Social change 'is an inevitable 
phenomenon of every society because social conditions never remain static. Social change whether it comes through legislation or 
through judicial interpretation indicates the change in accepted modes of liie, or perhaps a better liie. The changing pattern does have 
an impact on the laws and the life of a given society and law must keep pace with the changing socio-economic trends and political 
movements of the society, while at the same time preserving necessary balance between individual rights and duties. Thus, law and 
justice provide a potential force for the attainment of a progressive social change. 
 

But we should not forget that history in a witness to the women who have in the past demonstrated unique leadership 
capabilities. Razia Sultana, Rani of Jhansi, Sarojini Naidu and Indira Gandhi are motivation examples of women empowerment. 
Earlier, most women were able to demonstrate the leadership qualities only on their home fronts, as in Indian society man has always 
acted as the master of the scene and the decision regarding the issue of empowering women has always been taken by him. God has 
gifted women with compassion, tender-heartedness, caring nature, concern for others. These are very positive signs which imply that 
women can be leaders. Though some women have shown their mettle yet a large number of them have to sharpen their leadership 
qualities in various ways. In order to help women to be in limelight, they need to be empowered. Therefore, empowerment of women 
is the prerequisite to transform a developing country into a developed country. Empowerment has multiple, interrelated and 
interdependent dimensions economic, social, cultural and political. It can be understood in relation to resources, perceptions, 
relationship and power. But what does women empowerment mean? Women empowerment generally has five components: firstly, 
women's sense of self-worth; secondly, their right to have the power of control their own lives, both within and outside home; and 
lastly, their ability to influence the direction of social change to create a just social and economic order nationally, internationally and 
universally. 
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Educational attainment and economic participation are they key constituents in ensuring the empowerment of women. 
Educational attainment is essential for empowering women in all spheres of society, for without education of comparable quality and 
content given to boys and men, updated with existing knowledge and relevant to current needs, women will be able to have access to 
well-paid formal sector jobs and advance with men. The economic empowerment of women is a vital element of strong economic 
growth in any country. Empowering women enhances their ability to influence changes and to create a better society. 

 
Other than educational and economic empowerment, changes in women's mobility and social interaction and changes in 

intra-household decision-making are necessary. Slight improvement in women's involvement in household decision-making in male-
headed household, on such issues as credit, the disposal of household assets, children's education and family healthcare can work 
wonders. Traditionally, gender-based divisions persisted in intra-household decision-making. Women basically decide on food 
preparation and men make the financial decision. Women are one of the greatest assets in our society. They equal to men in all 
aspects. Women are more perfectionist in the power to create, nurture and transform.' Today, women are emerging as leaders in 
growing range of fields. be it aeronautics, medicine, space, engineering, law, politics, education, business...you just name the 
profession and they are there, all that needed in today's world in their empowerment. 

 
In India, the empowerment process has already begun. We are now witnessing a steady improvement in the enrolment of 

women in schools, colleges and even in profession institutes. Their health is better as compared to earlier decades. In this decade, 
women are entering into the job market in increasing numbers. They are showing their skills even in non-traditional sectors like 
police, defence, administration, media and research fields. Twenty-six laws have been enacted so far to protect women from various 
crimes. The recent law on the 'protection of women against domestic violence' satisfies the long pending demand of the women 
activities. In the political field, the reservation for women is a significant step forward towards their political empowerment. When 
thirty-three percent reservation for women in Parliament becomes a reality, women's voice will be heard in the highest forum of 
democracy. The day, women of India will reach zenith in their empowerment. But a lot of work has to be done as there is a category 
of women (who consider themselves highly educated) that proudly accepts that they don't have digital literacy even though they own a 
computer, they cannot even operate bank accounts or make travel arrangements for family or handle hospital admissions even during 
emergencies. Even for a simple task like social visits or shopping generally they need the company of their husbands. 

 
Women in India feel proud to display that they are well protected and pampered by their husbands without realizing that they 

are making themselves helpless. Such women's economic literacy is so low that they cannot play any role in family's decision 
regarding family's budget, savings and investments. To such women, the national budget discussion is for men only and soap operas 
are for them. Such women suffer a lot if something untoward happens to their husbands. This type of extreme dependency is not good 
for the development of women. Women should remember that they are also rational, intelligent and thinking human beings. 
Dependent women are not empowered women. If modern women think that they are empowered, it's a myth for them. Empowerment 
means to inspire women with the courage to break free from the chains of limiting beliefs, patterns and societal or religious conditions 
that have traditionally kept women suppressed and unable to realize their true beauty and power. Some qualities to be acquired by 
women to become truly empowered are awareness about risk prevailing at home, in work place, in travelling and staying outside 
home. They should have political, legal, economic and health awareness. They should have knowledge about support groups and 
positive attitudes towards life. They should get goals for future and strive to achieve them with courage. The best gift parents today 
can give to their daughters is education. If women choose to be ignorant then all the efforts taken by the Government and women 
activists will go in vain. Even in twenty-fifth century, they will remain backward and will be paying a heavy price for their 
dependence, So, it is a wake-up call for women to awake from their deep slumber and understand the true meaning of their 
empowerment. In the end I would like to conclude with the following words, "Women as the motherhood of the nation should be 
strong, aware and alert". 
 
Women’s Empowerment and Its Discontent 

Although defined in feminist literature in the 1970s, empowerment became popular in the development field in the 1980s. 
Many feminists bemoan this popularization as they see a concept meant to enable women individually and collectively to transform 
unequal power relations and unjust structures and institutions, being reduced to an instrumental concept that focuses on individual 
rights (e.g., Batliwala 2007, Elliott 2008, Harcourt 2010, Parpart, Rai, and Staudt 2002, Bisnath and Elson 1999). As women noted at 
a parallel event at the 54th CSW meetings, empowerment has become “em-ment” (Harcourt 2010), a de-politicized notion of 
empowerment. In particular, feminists are wary of its use in neo-liberal policies and in mainstream development agencies as a way to 
mobilize women through self-help groups as better economic and social change agents, filling the vacuum left by the retreat of state 
services and the economic crisis. Empowerment thus becomes about mobilizing grassroots women, encouraging their participation 
and giving them voice in predetermined development strategies without giving them the power to challenge existing narratives of 
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development and to articulate new alternatives (Elliot 2008). Given this domestication of the concept, feminists seek to rescue it and 
bring back the power imbedded in it, so women can collectively seek to transform themselves, their families, communities, state, and 
international institutions. At the same time, feminists recognize the need to quantify empowerment through measurable indicators so it 
can be used to demand equality and make state and non-state actors accountable for gender-justice. Hence, as Malhotra et al. (2002) 
note, there is a great deal of consensus around the concept and its measurement. 

 
The extent to which empowering women in this region can bring about improvements in nutrition outcome is yet to be 

explored. Measuring women’s empowerment is challenging, because the term itself is often poorly defined (Gurumurthy 1998; Kishor 
and Neitzel 1996; Mason 1986). The key underlying concepts that define women’s empowerment relate to choices, control, and power 
(Malhotra and Schuler 2005). Women’s empowerment is conceptualized as a function of women’s access to and control over 
resources, which extends to their decision-making capabilities regarding household decisions, employment, income, household assets 
and expenditure, fertility, sexuality, and freedom of movement (physical mobility) and their control over material and intangible 
resources such as property, information and time; their position within the household vis-à-vis other male and female household 
members; their experience of domestic violence; and their education (Gurumurthy 1998; Dyson and Moore 1983). For most women in 
South Asia, gaining control over resources, in addition to gaining access to resources, is essential (Gurumurthy 1998). 

 
In fact, Osmani and Sen argue that one of the most significant factors that contributes to both the high prevalence of 

undernutrition and low birth weight in this region is gender inequality and women’s lack of empowerment (Osmani and Sen 2003). In 
India, marriage in adolescence remains a widespread practice affecting 44.5 per cent of adolescent girls, and is a consequence of the 
broader social norms that encourage parents to marry their daughters off early (Mathur et al. 2003; International Institute for 
Population Sciences 2007). And this significantly affects both women’s empowerment and child nutrition. At this early stage in their 
life-cycle, married adolescent girls are the least empowered members in their marital homes and the most at-risk nutritionally. Under 
these circumstances, they quickly go on to having children, but are unable to provide the optimum care because of their low status in 
the marital family. 

 
Different Levels of Empowerment 

In line with most theorists on empowerment the one has to view empowerment as taking place on different levels and that 
change on all levels is necessary if the empowerment of women is really to occur. We have to relate empowerment at three levels: 
empowerment on the individual, group, and societal/ community- level and the interaction between these. The individual level deals 
with individual women’s abilities to take control over their lives, their perceptions about their own value and abilities, their abilities to 
identify a goal and work towards this goal. The group level deals with the collective action and sense of agency that woman 
experience together, in a group. The societal level deals with the permissiveness of the political and social climate, the societal norms 
and the public discourse on what is possible and impossible for women to do, how women should behave etc. The different levels are 
seen as interconnected and mutually reinforcing, e.g., when empowerment on individual level occurs, this will have effect on the 
group and societal level. Women who are empowered on an individual level will most likely go on and affect the other levels. 
Empowerment on a group level e.g., women organizing around a particular need is likely to have effect on the individual 
empowerment of the women in the form of increased self-esteem and sense of agency. 

 
Historical Background of Women Empowerment in India 

The status of Women in India has been subject to many great changes over the past few millenniums. In early Vedic period 
Women enjoyed equal status with men. Rigved & Upnishads mention several names of women sages and seers notably Gargi & 
Maitrey. However later the status of women began to deteriorate approximately from 500 B.C., the situation worsened with invasion 
of Mughals and later on by European invaders. Some reformatory movements by Guru Nanak, Jainism, Rajaram mohan Rai, 
Ishwarchandra Vidya Sagar, Pandita Rama Bai and others did give some relief. It is not that Britishers didn’t do anything for 
improving the condition of women. Some laws were enacted such an “Abolition of practice of Sati”, Widow Remarriage Act 1856 etc. 
The real change came after independence. Constitution of India guarantees equality to women (Article 14). There are other articles too 
which ensure rights of women e.g., no discrimination by the state [article15(1)] equality of opportunity (Article16) etc. Feminist 
activism picked up momentum in India during later 1970’s. Later on, many groups and NGO’s have been working for the 
Empowerment of women. We are proud that in India Women got voting right much before USA and some other European countries. 

 
Situation of Indian Women 

This is to specify significantly that the Constitution of India grants equality to women in various fields of life. Yet a large 
number of women are either ill equipped or not in a position to propel themselves out of their traditionally unsatisfactory socio-
economic conditions. Female infanticide continues to be common. Statistics also show that there is still a very high preference for a 
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male child in states like UP, MP, Punjab, and Odisha etc. The male to female ratio is very high in these states. Domestic violence is 
also widespread and is also associated with dowry. 

 
Women’s empowerment in tribal and rural communities in India 

Some tribes in India have social norms that enable their women to be more empowered than their rural counterparts (Visaria 
et al. 1999; Heise et al. 1994). For example, in these tribes’ women are more involved in decision-making, have greater freedom of 
movement, and are free to choose their marital partners, and can divorce and remarry without stigma (Shiva Kumar 1995; Kendra 
1990). Our study explored the relationship between women’s empowerment, maternal nutritional status, and the nutritional status and 
growth of their children 6 to 24 months of age in a tribal and rural community in South India. The primary objective of including both 
tribal and rural subjects in the sample was to ensure that there was sufficient variance in the dimension of women’s empowerment to 
determine its role in child growth and nutrition. Therefore, while we present socio-demographic and sample characteristics of both 
tribal and rural women, in the multivariate analysis the two groups are analyzed as one sample. We present the analysis of enrolment 
and follow-up data on children’s weight-for-age and height-forage. Analysis of longitudinal data of this type is important because it 
provides insight into the factors that undermine child growth over time (Frongillo and Rowe 1999). Determining which variables 
impact undernutrition over time sheds light on potential interventions that may be needed in addition to those that currently exist. The 
findings presented here are part of a larger study, and some of the qualitative findings and cross-sectional analysis are presented 
elsewhere (Sethuraman et al. 2006). 

 
Steps Undertaken in India for Women Empowerment 

The Constitution Framers were very much Conscious of the problem of women empowerment hence they ensured that the 
Principle of Gender Equality is enshrined in the Indian Constitution in its Preamble, Fundamental duties and Directive Principles. The 
various articles mentioned in the earlier paragraph are meant for ensuring gender equality. Moreover, the Constitution also empowers 
the states to adopt measures of positive discrimination in favour of women. The real impetus for this movement was gained when 
under the Priministership of Mrs. Indira Gandhi, a scheme known as Indira Mahila Yojana was launched, UNDP also incorporated 
issues of women upliftment as Primary objective. Various Schemes were later on launched for the empowerment of women such as 
Rashtriya Mahila Kosh, Mahila Samridhi Yojana, Self-help groups at Panchayat level and many more. The establishment of National 
Women’s Commission and State Women’s Commissions were important milestones in the direction of Women Empowerment in 
India. The National Policy for the Empowerment of women (2001) was an important step taken by the Government of the time for 
accelerating the pace of women empowerment. The policy was aimed at ensuring women empowerment through positive economic 
and social policies for the full development of women. So that they could realize their full potential. The policy assured equal access 
to women to health care, quality education, participation and decision making in Social, Political and Economic life of the nation. The 
National Policy also aims at Strengthening legal system for eliminating discrimination against Women. It also visualizes strengthening 
partnership with Civil Society, particularly Women’s organizations. States have also taken various measures for empowerment of 
women. 

 
Why is there still a Need for Women Empowerment? 

In spite of the various measures taken up by the government after Independence and even during British rule the Women 
haven’t been fully empowered. We may be proud of women in India occupying highest offices of President, Prime Minister, Lok 
Sabha Speaker, Leader of the Opposition or women like Ms. Chandra Kochar occupying highest positions in the Corporate Sector but 
the fact remains that we still witness dowry deaths, domestic violence and exploitation of women. The female foeticide is not an 
uncommon phenomenon. The male female ratio though improved over last few years is still far from satisfactory. It is 940 women per 
1000 men for India in some states it is as much lower as 877. These are the states where female foeticide is maximum. The female 
literacy rate is also lower than the male literacy rate. The ground reality is deprivation, degration and exploitation of women specially 
women from rural areas and those belonging to deprived sectors of the society. The Urban elite class women have no doubt been 
benefitted by the efforts of women empowerment. Dr. Dashrath Bhuyan in his article titled “Empowerment of Indian Women: A 
challenge of 21st century” writes “Women are being brutalized, Commodified, materialized and subjected to inhuman exploitation and 
discrimination” Inspite of reservation being granted to women in Panchayat elections after 73rd and 74th Constitution amendment, in 
many Panchayats the male Chavinism does not allow them to function independently.  

 
Globalization 

Globalization has presented new challenges for the realization of the goal of women’s equality, the gender impact of which 
has not been systematically evaluated fully. However, from the micro-level studies that were commissioned by the Department of 
Women & Child Development, it is evident that there is a need for re-framing policies for access to employment and quality of 
employment. Benefits of the growing global economy have been unevenly distributed leading to wider economic disparities, the 
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feminization of poverty, increased gender inequality through often deteriorating working conditions and unsafe working environment 
especially in the informal economy and rural areas. Strategies will be designed to enhance the capacity of women and empower them 
to meet the negative social and economic impacts, which may flow from the globalization process. 

 
Social Empowerment of Women 

Under the social empowerment of women steps needs to be taken to improve the health status of women, reduce maternal 
mortality especially in the areas which do not have good medical facilities. A programme for checking the spread of sexually 
transmitted diseases like HIV / AIDS and infections / communicable diseases like T.B. need to be launched. Women face high risk of 
malnutrition hence focussed attention would have to be given to meet the nutritional needs of women at all stages of their life cycle. 
The problem in the country is serious about the women belonging to disadvantaged groups. They are the most exploited lot. The 
Social activist should keep a vigile on the atrocities committed on women belonging to weaker sections and help them to fight the 
legal battle for obtaining justice. Schemes need to be introduced for helping women who are victims of marital violence, who are 
deserted and those engaged in sex professions. Awareness programmes need to be organised for creating awareness among women 
especially belonging to weaker sections about their rights. Government has to be vigilant for ensuring that there is no discrimination 
against the girl child and her rights are protected. The social stigma like child marriage. Female foeticide, child abuse and child 
prostitution must be eradicated immediately. 

 
Education and Women Empowerment 

Education is a powerful tool of social transformation. Hence, education for Women has to be paid special attention. Greater 
access for women to education must be ensured in the educational system. Gender sensitivity must be developed. A watch has to be 
kept on drop outrate of girls and corrective measures should be taken to check the dropout rates.  
 
An Overview of Constitutional Provisions for Empowering Women in India 
The constitution of India provides for 

i. equality before law for all persons (Article-14); 
ii. prohibition of discrimination on grounds of religion, race, caste, sex or place of birth (Article 15(i)); However, special 

provisions may be made by the state in favour of women and children Article 15(3); 
iii. equality of opportunity for all citizens relating to employment or appointment to any office under the state (Article 16); 
iv. state policy to be directed to securing for men and women equally the right to an adequate means of livelihood (Article 39(a); 
v. equal pay for equal work for both men and women (Article 39(d); 

vi. provisions to be made by the state for securing just and humane conditions of work and maternity relief (Article 42); 
vii. promotion of harmony by every citizen of India and renouncement of such practices which are derogatory to the dignity of 

women Article 51A(e)and' 
viii. reservation of not less than one-third of total seats for women in direct election to local bodies, viz; Panchayats and 

Municipalities (Articles 343(d) and 343 (T). 
 

Move for similar reservation of seats for women in parliament and state legislature have been going on for many years; but 
its clearance by the parliament has been hindered by politicians for the sake of their own vested interest. It is high time the legislation 
for above purpose should be passed without further delay whereby the status of women would be raised very high. While discussing 
various measures adopted by the government for empowerment of women the role of the National Commission for women (NCW) 
cannot be lost sight of. The commission safeguards the interests of women with a mandate covering all aspects of women's rights. The 
commission also holds open public hearings (open adalats) for resolving. 

 
Role of NGO’s in Women Empowerment 

Governmental Organizations are formal agencies working for the empowerment of women. But this work requires 
multidimensional approach and hence a large number of voluntary organizations / NGO’s have gained increased attention in the field 
from grass – root level to national & international level. Their role is so impressive because they work with missionary zeal and 
commitment. The working style of NGO’s is open, transparent and personal. So, they are more effective in this direction. They 
organize seminars, conferences and workshops for the awakening of the masses. Their mass appeal – style contributes to a better 
understanding of women’s rights and of the means to ensures the enjoyment of those rights and the elimination of discrimination. 
They prepare urban and rural uneducated women for self – employment, which is vital for the economic empowerment of the women. 
In short, all these programs and functions of NGO’s contribute towards the realization of sustainable community development and 
hence women empowerment. 
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Role of International Agencies for Women Empowerment 
Promotion of equality between women & men and the empowerment of women is central to the work of United Nations. The 

UN actively promotes women’s human rights and works to eradicate, discourage of violence against women, including in armed 
conflict and through trafficking. There are various UN agencies working for the empowerment of women like the Commission on the 
Status of women, The Committee on the elimination of discrimination against women, The Division for the advancement of women, 
The United Nations Development Fund for women, and recently, the UN Women association is formed which co-ordinates the 
activities of all the former UN agencies. These international agencies work to ensure that women have a real voice in all governance 
institutions, from the judiciary to the civil service, as well as in the private sector and civil society. So, they can participate equally 
with men in public dialogue and decision- making and influence the decisions that will determine the future of their families and 
countries. 

 
Conclusion 

The Empowerment of women has become one of the most important Concerns of 21st century not only at national level but 
also at the international level. Efforts by the Govt. are on to ensure Gender equality but Government initiatives alone would not be 
sufficient to achieve this goal. Society must take initiative to create a climate in which there is no gender discrimination and Women 
have full opportunities of Self decision making and participating in the Social, Political and Economic life of the Country with a sense 
of equality. Then only the Vedic verse य  नारी पू य ते रम ते य  देबता (Wherever Women is respected, God resides there) would come true. 
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