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Abstract: 

Bharat’s cultural heritage venerates women as embodiments of Shakti, symbolizing strength, wisdom, 

and prosperity. Historical texts and traditions portray women as empowered figures, actively 

contributing to intellectual, spiritual, and societal advancements. However, this reverence contrasts 

starkly with the systemic inequalities and patriarchal constraints many Indian women face today. Over 

time, patriarchal practices curtailed women’s autonomy, introducing discriminatory customs like child 

marriage, dowry, and sati. Despite these challenges, modern Bharat has witnessed significant strides in 

women’s empowerment through legal reforms, grassroots movements, and role models across diverse 

fields. Yet, gender disparities persist in education, healthcare, and economic participation, highlighting 

the duality of empowerment and subjugation. Addressing this paradox requires collective efforts to 

challenge societal norms, enforce legal protections, and provide equitable opportunities for women. 

Bridging the gap between cultural ideals and lived realities is vital for fostering a society where women 

can truly thrive as equals. 
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Women in Bharat: Epitome of Shakti or Shackled? 

India, a land of vibrant cultures and ancient traditions, has long upheld its women as embodiments of 

Shakti—the divine feminine power. Yet, the societal reality for many Indian women often seems to 

contradict this ideal. This dichotomy of empowerment and oppression paints a complex picture of the 

status of women in Bharat today. 

 

Historical Context: Reverence for Women 

In ancient Indian texts and traditions, women have been glorified as powerful and integral to societal 

progress. The Vedas and Puranas celebrate goddesses like Durga, Lakshmi, and Saraswati, symbolizing 

strength, wealth, and wisdom, respectively. These goddesses are not merely revered; they are invoked in 

rituals and worshiped as embodiments of divine power. In ancient Indian texts and traditions, women 

have been glorified as powerful figures. The Vedas and Puranas celebrate goddesses like Durga, 

Lakshmi, and Saraswati, symbolizing strength, wealth, and wisdom, respectively (Sharma, 2013). 

During the Vedic period, women were active participants in intellectual and spiritual pursuits. They were 

scholars, philosophers, and even warriors in some cases. For instance, Gargi and Maitreyi were 

prominent female sages whose contributions to Indian philosophy are still celebrated (Kumar, 2018). 
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During the Vedic period (approximately 1500–500 BCE), women enjoyed a relatively elevated status in 

society. Historical records and scriptures reveal that women actively participated in intellectual, 

spiritual, and cultural pursuits. They were scholars, philosophers, and even warriors in some cases. Gargi 

and Maitreyi, two prominent female sages, are often cited as examples of women’s intellectual prowess 

during this era. Gargi, for instance, engaged in profound philosophical debates with male sages, 

showcasing her command over metaphysical knowledge. 

The Rig Veda, one of the oldest Indian scriptures, emphasizes the equality of men and women, 

particularly in spiritual practices. Women could study scriptures, compose hymns, and perform rituals—

roles that demonstrated their agency and autonomy. In fact, women’s participation in decision-making 

within families and communities was not uncommon, and widow remarriage was socially acceptable. 

 

Decline in Status: The Rise of Patriarchy 

However, as Indian society evolved, patriarchal norms began to dominate, curtailing the freedoms and 

rights women once enjoyed. With the advent of the later Vedic period and subsequent eras, social and 

cultural practices started reflecting a more rigid and hierarchical structure. Practices such as child 

marriage, dowry, and sati emerged, severely restricting women’s autonomy and reinforcing gender-

based inequalities. 

The Manusmriti, an ancient legal text written between 200 BCE and 200 CE, is often criticized for 

codifying and perpetuating these patriarchal norms. It prescribed roles for women that were largely 

confined to domestic responsibilities, emphasizing obedience to male authority figures—first to their 

fathers, then their husbands, and later their sons. 

The medieval period further entrenched these regressive norms. The practice of purdah (veiling and 

seclusion of women) became widespread, particularly in northern India, influenced by invasions and 

interactions with other cultures. Women’s access to education, mobility, and economic opportunities 

diminished significantly. Although exceptions existed, such as the valor of Rani Lakshmibai of Jhansi, 

who led armed resistance during India’s First War of Independence in 1857, these were rare instances in 

a largely patriarchal society. 

 

The Reality of Patriarchy and Gender Inequality 

Despite this reverence, patriarchy has deeply entrenched itself in Indian society over centuries. Practices 

such as child marriage, dowry, and sati—though largely eradicated—stemmed from a mindset that 

sought to control and restrict women’s autonomy (Chakrabarti, 2015). Even in modern times, these 

remnants of patriarchy manifest in issues like gender-based violence, wage disparities, and limited 

access to education and healthcare for women. 

Statistics highlight the severity of these challenges. According to the National Family Health Survey-5 

(2020-21), 30% of women aged 18-49 have experienced physical violence, and only 32% of married 

women participate in household decisions (Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, 2021). 

 

Modern Movements and Progress 

The past century has witnessed significant progress in women’s empowerment in Bharat. Leaders like 

Sarojini Naidu, Indira Gandhi, and Kalpana Chawla have shown the world the heights Indian women 

can achieve. Grassroots movements have also played a critical role in addressing gender inequality. 
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Initiatives like the Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) and the Beti Bachao Beti Padhao 

scheme have made considerable strides in uplifting women across socio-economic strata (Desai, 2019). 

Furthermore, legal reforms have bolstered women’s rights. The implementation of laws like the 

Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005, and the Criminal Law (Amendment) Act, 

2013, signify progressive steps toward safeguarding women’s dignity and safety (Mehrotra, 2020). 

 

The Duality of Shakti and Shackles 

The concept of Shakti is deeply ingrained in Indian culture, yet they lived experiences of many women 

remain constrained by societal norms and systemic barriers. The paradox lies in celebrating women as 

symbols of power while denying them the agency to exercise that power in daily life. 

Breaking free from these shackles requires collective efforts from all sections of society. Education, 

economic empowerment, and legal enforcement are critical tools in this journey. Equally important are 

those challenges and changing mindsets that perpetuate gender stereotypes and discrimination. 

The paradox of women’s status in Bharat lies in the coexistence of empowerment and subjugation. On 

the one hand, cultural narratives and historical texts exalt women as embodiments of Shakti. On the 

other hand, societal structures often limit their agency and opportunities. 

This duality is evident in various aspects of life. For instance, while festivals like Navratri celebrate the 

divine feminine, many women face restrictions on their mobility, dress, and choices in daily life. 

Similarly, while women have achieved remarkable success in professional fields, they continue to bear a 

disproportionate burden of unpaid domestic work. 

 

The Reality of Patriarchy and Gender Inequality 

Despite the reverence for women as symbols of Shakti, the lived experiences of many Indian women 

remain marked by systemic inequalities and societal constraints. Patriarchy, deeply ingrained in Indian 

culture, that manifests in various forms — from discriminatory customs to outright violence. 

 

Gender-Based Violence 

One of the most glaring manifestations of gender inequality is violence against women. The National 

Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) reported over 428,278 cases of crimes against women in 2021, ranging 

from domestic violence and sexual harassment to human trafficking and honor killings. According to the 

National Family Health Survey-5 (2020-21), 30% of women aged 18-49 reported experiencing physical 

violence. 

Incidents such as the 2012 Nirbhaya gang rape case in Delhi and the 2020 Hathras case in Uttar Pradesh 

have sparked national and international outrage, highlighting the pervasive nature of gender-based 

violence in India. These incidents have also catalyzed widespread protests and demands for stronger 

legal protections for women. 

 

Economic Disparities 

The economic participation of women in Bharat remains significantly lower than that of men. According 

to the World Bank, the female labor force participation rate in India was just 20.3% in 2019, among the 

lowest in the world. Women often face wage disparities, limited access to leadership roles, and systemic 

barriers to entrepreneurship. Informal sectors, where women’s participation is higher, are often 

characterized by low pay, lack of social security, and poor working conditions. 
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Education and Healthcare 

Education and healthcare are critical areas where gender disparities persist. Although literacy rates for 

women have improved over the years, they still lag behind men. According to the 2011 Census, the 

female literacy rate in India was 65.46%, compared to 82.14% for males. The gap is even more 

pronounced in rural areas, where cultural norms and economic constraints often prioritize boys’ 

education over girls’. 

Healthcare access is another area of concern. Women, particularly in rural and marginalized 

communities, face significant barriers to healthcare due to lack of resources, infrastructure, and 

awareness. Maternal mortality rates have declined in recent years but remain high compared to global 

standards. Gender-based discrimination also influences nutritional access, with many women receiving 

inadequate nourishment compared to male family members. 

 

Modern Movements and Progress 

Despite these challenges, Bharat has made notable strides in empowering women, particularly in the past 

century. Progressive movements, legal reforms, and the achievements of remarkable women have 

collectively contributed to this progress. 

 

Legal Reforms 

The Indian government has enacted several laws aimed at protecting and promoting women’s rights. The 

Hindu Marriage Act (1955), the Dowry Prohibition Act (1961), and the Protection of Women from 

Domestic Violence Act (2005) are significant milestones. The Criminal Law (Amendment) Act (2013), 

introduced in the aftermath of the Nirbhaya case, expanded the definition of sexual offenses and 

introduced stricter penalties. 

These laws have been instrumental in creating a legal framework for addressing gender-based violence 

and discrimination. However, effective implementation remains a challenge, particularly in rural and 

underserved areas. 

 

Grassroots Movements 

Grassroots movements have played a pivotal role in driving change at the community level. The Self-

Employed Women’s Association (SEWA), founded in 1972, and has empowered countless women by 

organizing them into cooperatives and advocating for their labor rights. Similarly, the Beti Bachao Beti 

Padhao scheme, launched in 2015, aims to improve the status of the girl child by addressing issues like 

female feticide, education, and healthcare. 

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and community-based initiatives have also made significant 

contributions. For instance, the Gulabi Gang, an all-women vigilante group in Uttar Pradesh, has gained 

international recognition for its efforts to combat domestic violence and corruption. 

 

Role Models and Achievements 

Indian women have excelled in diverse fields, breaking stereotypes and shattering glass ceilings. Leaders 

like Sarojini Naidu and Indira Gandhi paved the way for women’s political participation, while 

astronauts like Kalpana Chawla and Sunita Williams have inspired future generations to aim for the 

stars. 

In sports, icons like P.T. Usha, Mary Kom, and P.V. Sindhu have brought glory to the nation. In busines 

https://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250345723 Volume 7, Issue 3, May-June 2025 5 

 

and technology, leaders like Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw and Falguni Nayar have redefined entrepreneurship 

in India. These achievements not only highlight the potential of Indian women but also challenge 

societal norms that restrict their roles. 

 

Bridging the Gap: Pathways to Equality 

Breaking free from the shackles of patriarchy requires collective efforts from individuals, communities, 

and institutions. The following strategies can help bridge the gap between the ideal of Shakti and the 

lived reality of women: 

1. Education: Ensuring access to quality education for girls is crucial for breaking the cycle of poverty 

and discrimination. Initiatives like scholarships, school infrastructure improvements, and community 

awareness programs can encourage higher enrollment and retention of girls in schools. 

2. Economic Empowerment: Creating opportunities for women to participate in the workforce, access 

credit, and start businesses can significantly improve their socio-economic status. Policies promoting 

gender parity in wages and leadership roles are essential. 

3. Legal Reforms and Enforcement: Strengthening the implementation of existing laws and 

introducing new legislation to address emerging challenges can enhance women’s safety and rights. 

Establishing fast-track courts for cases of gender-based violence is one such measure. 

4. Challenging Cultural Norms: Changing societal attitudes and mindsets is perhaps the most 

challenging yet essential aspect of achieving gender equality. Media, education, and community 

leaders can play a pivotal role in promoting progressive values and dismantling stereotypes. 

5. Healthcare Access: Improving healthcare infrastructure and awareness, particularly in rural areas, 

can address gender-specific health issues and reduce maternal mortality rates. 

 

Conclusion 

Women in Bharat embody the duality of Shakti and shackles. While cultural and historical narratives 

place them on a pedestal, societal structures often pull them down. Bridging this gap is essential for 

building an equitable society where women can truly thrive as equals. As Bharat moves forward, it must 

honor its women not just in words and worship but in action and opportunity. 

True empowerment lies in creating an environment where women can exercise their rights, pursue their 

dreams, and contribute to society without fear or prejudice. Only then can India’s women truly reflect 

the divine power they have long been celebrated for. 
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