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Abstract

During my seven-week internship at a non-governmental organization focused on women's rights, I
explored the theme "From Fear to Freedom: Rethinking Women’s Security in India." The internship
involved extensive fieldwork, research, and direct engagement with communities to understand the
complex realities surrounding women’s safety. A significant part of my work included interacting with
20 adult women and 15 teenage girls from diverse socio-economic backgrounds. Through open
conversations, informal interviews, and awareness sessions, I gained valuable insights into the everyday
challenges these women and girls face regarding personal safety, mobility, social norms, and access to
justice. Many shared experiences of street harassment, domestic restrictions, and the fear of speaking
out, revealing a culture of silence and normalization of violence. Teenage girls expressed concerns about
their safety in schools, public transport, and online spaces. Despite these challenges, there was a strong
desire among participants to break free from fear and demand better systems of support, protection, and
empowerment. The experience highlighted the importance of shifting the narrative from victimhood to
agency and emphasized the need for community-led approaches, education, and policy advocacy. This
internship deepened my understanding of gender security and reinforced my commitment to working
toward an inclusive and safe society for women and girls.

Keywords: Digital safety, Gender-based violence, Gender-sensitive education, Patriarchal norms,
Women’s rights.

Introduction

The aspiration for women to live free from fear is a fundamental human right and a cornerstone of a just
society. The concept of "freedom from fear" is intrinsically linked to human security and dignity. For
women in India, this ideal often remains elusive, as they continue to face various forms of violence,
discrimination, and marginalization in both public and private spheres. From domestic abuse and sexual
harassment to dowry-related violence and trafficking, the challenges are deeply entrenched in societal
structures and cultural norms. While India has made significant legislative strides, enacting laws and
launching schemes to safeguard women's rights, the effectiveness of these measures is frequently
undermined by systemic barriers, including a lack of awareness, patriarchal attitudes, judicial
inefficiencies, and inadequate resource utilization. This report aims to provide a strategic overview of
the current state of women's safety in India, identifying the critical factors that perpetuate fear and
insecurity. More importantly, it outlines actionable recommendations and policy directives designed to
bridge the gap between legal intent and practical reality. By focusing on a holistic approach that
addresses legal, social, economic, and administrative dimensions, this report seeks to contribute to the
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ongoing efforts to create a society where every woman can live with genuine freedom from fear.

Objective of the study

e To examine the key social, cultural, and structural factors that contribute to insecurity and fear
among women in India.

e To analyze how societal norms and gender-based stereotypes influence women’s safety in both
public and private spaces.

e To assess the effectiveness of existing laws, policies, and government initiatives aimed at improving
women’s security.

e To evaluate the role of law enforcement agencies, the judiciary, and support services in
responding to crimes against women.

e To document the lived experiences of women from diverse backgrounds, including rural, urban,
marginalized, and minority communities.

e To understand how caste, class, region, and other social identities intersect to shape women’s
perception and experience of safety.

Review of literature

The issue of women’s security in India has been the subject of extensive scholarly investigation across
multiple disciplines. This literature review organizes key research themes to understand the historical,
social, cultural, psychological, legal, and technological dimensions of women’s safety in India. By
thematically analyzing existing literature, this section lays the groundwork for rethinking security from a
fear-based approach to a rights-based and empowerment-focused framework.

1. Historical and Socio-Cultural Context of Women’s Insecurity

Many studies trace the roots of women’s insecurity to traditional patriarchal norms that have historically
governed Indian society. Scholars such as Nivedita Menon and Uma Chakravarti emphasize that the
social construct of honor associated with women often leads to restrictions on their mobility and
autonomy. Research indicates that women have long been conditioned to internalize fear as a natural
response to public life. Historical practices like purdah, child marriage, and dowry have further
embedded gender inequality in the societal fabric.

Cultural expectations around modesty, obedience, and silence continue to shape the behavior of women
and girls. Studies also show that women’s bodies are often treated as carriers of family and community
honor, which leads to victim blaming in cases of violence. This sociocultural backdrop plays a crucial
role in generating a pervasive sense of insecurity and dependence among women.

2. Public Spaces and Fear of Violence

One major theme in literature is the fear women face in public spaces. Urban studies and gender-based
spatial analyses, such as those by Shilpa Phadke and Kalpana Viswanath, examine how public transport,
streets, parks, and workplaces are perceived and navigated by women. Research shows that inadequate
lighting, lack of surveillance, and poor infrastructure contribute to unsafe conditions in cities.

These studies also reveal that women often modify their behavior, clothing, routes, and timing of travel
in order to avoid perceived danger. This constant negotiation between freedom and safety significantly
restricts women’s access to opportunities and participation in public life. The literature suggests that
safety is not just about absence of crime but about the freedom to move, speak, and express without
fear.
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3. Domestic Violence and Intimate Partner Abuse

Research widely acknowledges that insecurity is not limited to public spaces. Many women experience
the highest levels of violence within their homes. Studies by the National Family Health Survey and
feminist scholars highlight the prevalence of domestic violence, including emotional, physical, and
sexual abuse by intimate partners or family members.

The literature also discusses the normalization of violence in domestic settings and the reluctance of
women to report due to fear of social shame or lack of financial independence. Legal protection under
acts such as the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act (2005) has been analyzed in detail,
but gaps remain in implementation and access to justice. This theme points to the need to redefine
security beyond public policing and address structural inequalities within the family.

4. Sexual Harassment and Workplace Safety

The theme of workplace safety has gained momentum in recent years, especially after the #MeToo
movement. Studies have investigated the effectiveness of the Sexual Harassment of Women at
Workplace Act (2013) and found that many institutions still lack functioning Internal Complaints
Committees. Research shows that fear of retaliation, job loss, and social ostracism discourage women
from reporting harassment.

The literature also suggests that intersectionality plays a role in how harassment is experienced. Women
from marginalized castes, tribes, or economic backgrounds face heightened vulnerability. Moreover,
those in informal sectors such as domestic work, street vending, or factory jobs lack the institutional
protections that formal employees might have. These studies stress the need for inclusive and accessible
safety mechanisms in the workplace.

5. Psychological Impact of Insecurity

Literature on the psychological consequences of insecurity reveals that continuous exposure to
harassment, threat, or violence can lead to anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress. Studies in
social psychology indicate that even when actual violence does not occur, the persistent anticipation of
harm affects women’s mental health and personal growth.

Young girls are particularly vulnerable, as early experiences of fear can shape their identities, restrict
aspirations, and limit career choices. The literature emphasizes that psychological freedom is essential to
true security. Without mental peace and confidence, women cannot fully participate in education,
employment, or social life.

6. Legal Frameworks and Gaps

India has several laws aimed at protecting women, such as Section 354 of the Indian Penal Code, laws
against rape, sexual harassment, stalking, and domestic violence. However, literature repeatedly points
out enforcement issues, delayed justice, and a lack of sensitivity among police and judiciary personnel.
Studies show that despite progressive laws, women are often discouraged from filing complaints due to
fear of judgment or secondary victimization. Lack of gender sensitization, fear of police inaction, and
bureaucratic procedures often cause victims to withdraw from the justice system. Scholars argue for
reforms in police training, legal aid systems, and greater awareness campaigns to ensure that laws
translate into real protection.

7. Technology, Surveillance, and Digital Safety

In the digital age, women’s security has taken new forms. While mobile apps and GPS tracking provide
safety options, they also raise concerns about privacy and control. Literature in this theme discusses
how technology can be both a tool of empowerment and surveillance.
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Studies show that cyberbullying, online stalking, and revenge porn are rising threats, especially among
teenage girls. Despite the existence of cyber laws, many victims struggle to access justice due to lack of
awareness or evidence. Scholars recommend comprehensive digital literacy and stricter regulation of
online platforms to ensure online spaces are safe for women.

8. Empowerment and Education as Pathways to Freedom

Education emerges across the literature as a long-term solution to insecurity. Empowered women are
more likely to demand their rights, resist violence, and support other women. Research by gender-
focused NGOs and international organizations like UN Women emphasizes the link between education,
awareness, and safety.

Self-defense training, leadership programs, and gender-sensitization workshops in schools are cited as
effective tools for enabling young girls to transition from fear to confidence. The literature also
encourages engaging men and boys in the conversation to create a more inclusive and safe environment
for all.

Methodology of the study

This research adopts a qualitative and quantitative mixed-method approach to explore the dimensions of
women’s security in India and assess the transformation from a state of fear to a sense of freedom. The
methodology is structured to ensure accurate, ethical, and inclusive data collection, with emphasis on
both lived experiences and statistical patterns. The study sample includes 40 female participants,
comprising 25 adult women from varied socio-economic backgrounds and 15 teenage girls aged
between 13 and 19 years. Participants were selected using purposive sampling to ensure representation
across urban, semi-urban, and rural settings. This diverse selection enabled the inclusion of different
social, cultural, and educational perspectives in the study.

Primary data was collected through structured questionnaires and semi-structured interviews. The
questionnaire consisted of both closed-ended and open-ended questions. Closed-ended questions
gathered statistical data on participants' experiences with safety, their perceptions of secure and insecure
spaces, and frequency of harassment or violence. Open-ended questions allowed respondents to narrate
personal experiences, opinions, and suggestions related to safety and empowerment. Each participant was
approached individually and briefed about the purpose of the study. Consent was obtained prior to
participation. The participants were assured of confidentiality, and anonymity was maintained
throughout the process. For teenage girls, parental consent was also obtained to ensure ethical standards
were met.

Interviews were conducted either in person or via phone, depending on the participant’s preference and
convenience. Each interview lasted approximately 20 to 30 minutes. The data collection process
spanned three weeks. Responses were noted verbatim to preserve authenticity. Additionally, field notes
were maintained to capture non-verbal cues, emotions, and environmental context during interviews. To
analyze the data, quantitative responses from the questionnaires were compiled and examined using
simple statistical tools such as percentages and frequency distributions. This helped to identify common
patterns related to unsafe locations, times, and forms of threats. Qualitative responses were analyzed
thematically. Major themes that emerged included lack of street lighting, fear of public transport, cyber
harassment, social restrictions, self-defense awareness, and the role of education in empowerment. The
reliability of data was ensured by cross-verifying recurring responses and comparing findings from
different participant groups. Member checks were conducted where necessary, where participants were
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contacted again to confirm or clarify their previous statements.

This methodology supports the goal of rethinking women’s security by highlighting ground realities
faced by both adult women and teenage girls. It also identifies gaps in existing safety frameworks and
areas for policy and societal improvement. The combination of numbers and narratives provides a more
comprehensive understanding of women’s sense of security in modern India and the factors that
facilitate or hinder their movement from fear to freedom.

Results

The findings of the study reveal that a significant portion of women and teenage girls in India continue
to feel unsafe in public and private spaces. Out of 40 participants, 31 reported experiencing some form
of harassment, either verbal, physical, or online, within the past year. Most incidents were reported in
public spaces such as markets, bus stands, roads, and public transport. When asked about their
perception of safety, 28 participants stated that they avoided going out after dark, while 22 mentioned
modifying their clothing or behavior to reduce the risk of unwanted attention. Teenage girls, in particular,
expressed concern about being followed or stared at during their daily commute to school or coaching
centers.

Cyber harassment emerged as a growing issue, with 14 participants reporting inappropriate messages or
social media threats. These incidents had a strong emotional impact, often leading to fear, anxiety, and
withdrawal from online platforms. Despite these challenges, the study also uncovered encouraging signs.
Nearly half of the women expressed growing awareness about their rights and the importance of
speaking out. Some respondents mentioned attending self- defense workshops or awareness sessions
organized by NGOs or schools. A few participants felt empowered by mobile safety apps and helpline
numbers, although their effectiveness remained inconsistent.

Overall, the study highlights a mixed landscape. While fear continues to affect daily routines and restrict
freedom for many women, there is a rising sense of resilience and collective consciousness. Participants
called for stronger community support, improved law enforcement, better infrastructure such as street
lighting, and gender-sensitive education to bring about lasting change.

Discussion

The findings reveal that women and teenage girls in India continue to face significant safety concerns in
both public and private spaces. Participants reported common fears related to walking alone at night,
using public transport, and experiencing unwanted attention in crowded areas. These concerns were
heightened in areas lacking proper lighting or police presence. Many teenage girls also expressed
anxiety over online harassment, indicating that the digital space is becoming increasingly unsafe.

The study highlights the need for a shift from traditional protective measures to empowerment- based
approaches. Education, awareness, and self-defense training were repeatedly mentioned as crucial for
building confidence. While some participants noted improvement in public discourse around women's
safety, many felt that social stigma and victim-blaming still prevent open conversations and timely
action.

A clear link was found between safety and freedom. When women felt secure, they were more likely to
participate in education, employment, and community activities. This indicates that improving safety is
not only a matter of protection but also a path toward gender equality and personal growth.

Overall, the results underline the urgency of holistic safety policies that include legal, social, and
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psychological support systems to enable women to move confidently from fear to freedom.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Conclusion

The journey from fear to freedom in the context of women’s security in India is complex yet essential
for the progress of a just and equitable society. This research has explored the deep- rooted causes of
insecurity that women face, including social norms, patriarchal structures, systemic failures, and
inadequate implementation of laws. Through direct interaction with women and teenage girls, it has
become evident that fear is not only experienced in public spaces but often within homes and
communities that should offer safety. These conversations have highlighted the silent battles fought
every day by women and girls across different socio- economic backgrounds.

It is clear that achieving true security for women goes beyond policing and surveillance. It requires a
holistic approach that includes education, awareness, gender-sensitive policymaking, and active
community participation. Empowerment must be both emotional and institutional. Women need to be
seen not merely as victims but as powerful agents of change. The perspectives shared by participants in
this study point toward the urgent need for comprehensive reforms in legal systems, public
infrastructure, and education.

Shifting the narrative from fear to freedom calls for changing mindsets as much as changing systems.
Every woman must feel safe to express, move, and live without the burden of constant threat. Ensuring
women’s security is not a responsibility limited to the state or law enforcement; it is a societal duty that
requires collective ownership and action. In conclusion, rethinking women’s security in India involves
dismantling the structures of fear and replacing them with foundations of equality, respect, and dignity.
It demands persistent effort, responsive governance, and a culture that values the freedom of every
woman. Only then can India claim to be truly secure, inclusive, and free. The path is long, but with
commitment and unity, transformation is not only possible but inevitable.

Recommendation

Based on the findings of this research, it is clear that a comprehensive, multi-layered approach is
essential to enhance women’s security in India. The transition from fear to freedom for women and
teenage girls cannot be achieved through isolated efforts. It demands active involvement of families,
communities, institutions, and the government. The following recommendations are suggested to
address the various dimensions of women’s security:

1. Improved Urban Infrastructure and Public Transport Safety

City planning and public spaces must be designed with safety in mind. This includes proper street
lighting, surveillance through CCTV cameras, regular patrolling by female police officers, and safe
public restrooms. Public transport must be equipped with grievance redressal mechanisms, help lines, and
female staff wherever possible. Separate women-only coaches and stricter penalties for offenders in
buses and trains should be considered.

2. Encourage the Participation of Men and Boys

Men and boys play a crucial role in promoting women’s security. Efforts must be made to involve them
in conversations about gender equality and respectful behavior. Schools should teach values of equality
and mutual respect from an early age. Public campaigns and community programs should promote
positive male role models who support women’s rights. Men must be seen not as bystanders, but as
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essential contributors to building a safer society.

3. Strengthening Community Awareness and Sensitization

Awareness campaigns must be designed to change societal attitudes toward women. These programs
should target all age groups, especially men and boys, to foster respect, equality, and sensitivity.
Community-based workshops, street plays, and social media campaigns can be used to spread awareness
about issues like harassment, consent, and gender roles. Involving local leaders and influencers will help
in making these efforts more effective.

4. Comprehensive Gender Education in Schools

Introducing gender sensitivity and equality into school curriculums from an early age is critical. Both boys
and girls should learn about mutual respect, empathy, and the importance of personal boundaries. Gender
education should not be limited to textbooks but must include interactive discussions, storytelling, and
life skills training that encourage respectful behavior and non- violence.

5. Robust Self-Defense Training Programs

Self-defense training must be made accessible and compulsory in schools and colleges. Local
governments can collaborate with NGOs and police departments to organize free workshops in urban and
rural areas. Training girls in basic techniques and situational awareness will help boost their confidence
and ability to handle threats in real-life situations.

6. Technology-Based Safety Tools

The development and promotion of mobile safety applications must be encouraged. These apps should
offer panic buttons, live tracking, quick access to emergency contacts, and instant reporting features.
Government and private tech firms can collaborate to create user-friendly platforms in multiple regional
languages. Additionally, efforts must be made to improve digital safety by promoting cyber awareness
and equipping young women with tools to report online harassment.

7. Police and Legal Reforms

Police personnel must be trained in gender sensitivity and victim-handling procedures. A friendly and
approachable attitude is important in encouraging victims to report crimes. Fast- track courts for
genderbased violence cases should be expanded, and legal aid must be provided to women from
underprivileged backgrounds. Ensuring timely justice builds trust in the system and deters repeat
offenses.

8. Support Services for Survivors

Women who have experienced violence or harassment require long-term psychological, legal, and
financial support. Government and private institutions must offer counseling services, rehabilitation
centers, and helplines that operate round the clock. Awareness about these services should be promoted
so that women know where to seek help when needed.

9. Empowering Women Economically and Socially

Women'’s security is closely tied to their economic and social independence. When women have access
to education, employment, and decision-making opportunities, they are better equipped to protect
themselves and demand justice. Skill development programs, women’s entrepreneurship schemes, and
leadership training must be promoted to empower women in every sphere of life.

10. Creating Safe Digital Spaces

With increasing digital exposure among teenage girls, the issue of online abuse and cyberbullying must
be addressed with urgency. Internet literacy programs should be introduced in schools and colleges to
educate young users about safe browsing, privacy settings, and how to report cybercrimes. Authorities

[JFMR250451802 Volume 7, Issue 4, July-August 2025 7



https://www.ijfmr.com/

m International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

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

must also track and penalize online offenders strictly.

11. Collaborating with NGOs and Civil Society

Government agencies must work closely with NGOs and civil society organizations that have
groundlevel access and experience in dealing with women’s issues. These groups can assist in
implementing safety programs, conducting awareness drives, and supporting victims. Their local
presence allows them to respond quickly and more sensitively to cases that often go unnoticed.
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