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Abstract:

“You can tell the condition of a nation by looking at the status of its women.”

-By Jawaharlal Nehru.

The empowerment of rural women has become a significant concern in contemporary times. It generally
refers to the process of enhancing the quality of life and economic well-being of women residing in
relatively isolated and sparsely populated regions. Rural women serve as crucial agents of development,
playing a transformative role in achieving the economic, environmental, and social changes necessary for
sustainable progress. However, they encounter numerous challenges, including restricted access to credit,
healthcare, and educational opportunities. Empowering them is vital—not only for the welfare of
individuals, families, and rural communities but also for overall economic productivity. The economic
empowerment approach focuses on improving women's control over financial resources and strengthening
their economic security. The objective is to bring about policy, institutional, and individual
transformations that enhance the lives of women and girls everywhere. The Constitution not only
guarantees equality to women but also authorizes the State to implement measures of positive
discrimination in their Favor. Women's empowerment remains a central agenda in development initiatives.
There has been a notable shift in the district administration's approach toward women's development,
particularly among the poor and illiterate populations. When you educate and empower a woman, you
uplift the entire family, the village, and ultimately the nation. This paper examines rural development
through women's empowerment within the domestic sphere—specifically, their freedom from control by
other family members and their capacity to achieve desired outcomes within the household.
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Introduction

Sustainable empowerment of women requires consciousness-raising before the social construction of
gender—which subordinates’ women within the family, class, caste, religion, or society—can be
fundamentally altered. The economic empowerment strategy has centred on enhancing women's command
over economic assets and reinforcing their financial security. Research indicates that policies designed to
raise women's age at marriage, improve their educational attainment, and expand employment
opportunities contribute significantly to their empowerment, at least in certain dimensions. The ultimate
goal is to instigate policy, institutional, and individual changes that will improve the lives of women and
girls globally.

India has ratified various international conventions and human rights instruments, committing to secure
equal rights for women. The Constitution not only grants equality to women but also empowers the State
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to adopt positive discrimination measures in their favor. Women's empowerment is a priority in
development efforts. There has been a considerable transformation in how district administration’s
approach women's development, especially targeting poor and illiterate populations. When you train a
woman, you contribute to the progress of the entire family, the village, and the nation.

This paper concentrates on women's empowerment in the domestic context—that is, their liberation from
control by other family members and their ability to bring about desired changes within the household.

Concept of Women Empowerment

Empowerment is a multifaceted, multidimensional, and multilayered concept. Women's empowerment is
a process through which women acquire greater control over resources—material, human, and intellectual
(such as knowledge, information, and ideas) as well as financial resources (money)—and gain access to
decision-making power within the home, community, society, and nation, thereby attaining "power."
According to the Country Report of the Government of India, "Empowerment means moving from a
position of enforced powerlessness to one of power." The process by which people, organizations, or
groups who are powerless:

e Become aware of the power dynamics operating in their life context

e Develop the skills and capacity to gain reasonable control over their lives

e Exercise this control without infringing on the rights of others

e Support the empowerment of others in the community

Education of Women

Education is the most powerful instrument for transforming women's position in society. It also reduces
inequalities and serves as a means to enhance their status within the family. To encourage women's
education at all levels and to reduce gender bias in educational provision and access, schools, colleges,
and universities have been established exclusively for women across the State. To bring more girl children,
particularly from marginalized BPL (Below Poverty Line) families, into the mainstream of education, the
Government has been providing a comprehensive package of concessions, including free books, uniforms,
boarding and lodging, clothing for hostels, mid-day meals, scholarships, free bicycles, and more. As a
result, women's literacy rates have increased over the past three decades, with the growth rate of female
literacy exceeding that of male literacy.

Health and Well-being

Health and well-being encompass the substantial differences between women and men in access to
adequate nutrition, healthcare, reproductive facilities, and issues of personal safety and bodily integrity.
According to the World Health Organization, approximately 585,000 women die annually—over 1,600
each day—from causes related to pregnancy and childbirth. The complexity of social and cultural issues,
combined with stigma and fear of disclosure, results in only a small proportion of crimes such as sexual
assault, child abuse, domestic violence, and firearm-related violence being reported, making accurate data
extremely difficult to obtain.

Major Challenges in Women's Development and Recommendations
1. Limited Access to Resources (Land)
Access to assets is the single most urgent requirement for the upliftment of women in general and farm
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women in particular. Although Indian legislation permits equal property rights for men and women, the

ground reality differs significantly. Rural women still lack land ownership, as land titles are typically

issued in their husbands' names. Consequently, they cannot make independent decisions regarding various

agricultural matters. Concerted efforts are therefore needed to promote women's access to resources.

Recommended measures include:

e Inclusion of landless women in government land distribution policies

« Arrangement of short-term operational ownership rights for female farmers when land is leased

2. Limited Access to Inputs and Credit

Although women make substantial contributions to agricultural development, their access to crucial

inputs, particularly credit, is restricted. Since they are not landowners, credit flows generally occur in the

names of male members (i.e., owners). To promote women's access to farm inputs and credit, the following

measures may be adopted:

e Channelling credit to rural women through credit and thrift societies

« ldentifying voluntary agencies in each district to help develop women's organizations

« Simplifying procedures and modalities by credit organizations to suit the educational levels of rural
women, and organizing exclusive credit camps for women in villages

« Extending credit to farm women without insisting on asset possession

o Reorienting NABARD's lending policies to recognize women's credit eligibility by granting them
producer status

3. Inadequate Technical Competency

Although women are involved in almost all agricultural operations, they possess inadequate technical

competency due to limited exposure to the outside world. This compels them to follow age-old practices,

resulting in poor work efficiency and increased drudgery. Training is a vital component of Human

Resource Development that enhances knowledge, skills, and attitudes. To build technical competency

among farm women, specialized need-based and skill-oriented training programs should be organized,

preferably at the village level.

4. Poor Participation in Decision-Making

Generally, decisions regarding activities requiring technical competency and financial matters are made

by male members. Since knowledge and economic independence are parameters of women's

empowerment, enhancing technical knowledge, skills, and building greater involvement in various farm

activities is essential.

5. Inadequate Research and Extension Systems with Poor Gender Consideration

Although several technological breakthroughs have been observed in recent years, the technologies

developed by researchers are not tailored to the specific needs of farm women. Consequently, most

agricultural operations are performed manually and in an unskilled manner, resulting in greater drudgery

for farm women. To cater to the technological needs of farm women, there is a need to reorient the entire

research system. Recommended measures include:

e Testing and refining scientific agricultural information to suit different farming situations and socio-
cultural contexts, leading to women-specific technologies

e Focusing special attention on drudgery-prone tasks involving women—such as transplanting,
weeding, harvesting, threshing, and winnowing—for evolving relevant technologies or modifying
existing ones

e Undertaking the design, development, and testing of agricultural implements and machinery with ac-
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tive participation from rural women and local artisans
o Paying due attention to indigenous practices used by women while blending them with frontier
technologies for greater adoption
6. Limited Exposure to Mass Media
The transfer of technology approach, which mainly relies on mass media, has not paid adequate attention
to disseminating timely and sufficient agricultural information to farm women.

Conclusion

Although women constitute half of the world's population, they have remained an oppressed group
throughout history. While some societies regard women as superior within the family and community,
most societies worldwide treat women as second-class citizens. There is substantial evidence of
discrimination against women globally. Even in the most developed nations that boast exemplary human
rights records, women's participation in almost every field is minimized due to male dominance. In many
countries, women are kept as 'prisoners,’ restricted from participating in numerous social and political
activities.

In a stratified society like ours, access and empowerment of different sections of society have become
serious concerns. To address these issues, planners, managers, and social scientists worldwide have begun
deliberating and devising solutions. In this direction, gender issues are dominating over other vulnerable
issues such as poverty, class conflicts, communities, and ethnic concerns. In ensuring egalitarian
development, gender equity remains a pertinent question, as it has been for thousands of years of human
civilization.

Gender issues, beyond their epistemological dimensions, incorporate other components such as production
relations, access to education, geographical distribution, occupational imperatives, marital systems, and
even physical and physiological vulnerabilities.

This discussion is contextual within the realm of women's empowerment in sustainable agricultural
development. The sustainability of agricultural development has become contingent upon women's
participation across caste boundaries. Our need is to ascertain and ensure the areas where women still lack
minimum privileges. The question of empowerment has been thrown into a complex, integrated situation
where access to resources, institutions, decision-making processes, and information are pertinent issues in
making women empowered, confident, and integrated into mainstream social processes.
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