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Indian Society: 
An Overview
1.1 Introduction

“India is the cradle of the human race, the birthplace of 
human speech, the mother of history, the grandmother of 

legend, and the great grandmother of tradition.”

— Mark Twain

India’s long and sustained civilizations across the ages 
makes it a unique society. The very diversity on all 
accounts from geography to religion to language to caste 
to custom to cuisine to ethnicity etc., make it truly vibrant 
and vivid. Such myriad magnitudes of diversities pose 
both challenges and opportunities. Nevertheless, the 
very core character of Indianness such as tolerance for 
pluralism and multiculturalism make it truly distinct from 
other civilizations.

India has been the land of immigrants and invaders from 
across the world which has resulted in infusion of diverse 
cultures to this land which in turn made India an integrated 
society. It can be seen in terms of its depiction as “salad 
bowl model” unlike “melting pot” of the west society. 
The call of “Vasudhaiv Kutumbkam”, “Sarva Dharma 
Sambhavah” and “golden mean” in all dealing make Indian 
society most welcoming when there is increasing case of 
“clash of civilization” across the globe.

Indian despite a glorious past has now become a “prismatic 
society” (sandwiched between traditional and modern). 
There is simultaneous existence of poverty and opulence, 
ascetic spiritualism and filthy materialism. Indian society 
being in transition bears impact of external forces like 
globalization differentially.

Indian society comprises people living in rural, urban, tribal 
setting and all sections who carry the ethos of Indianness. 
As India itself is a multi-colored canvas of multiple 
identities, diverse custom, costume, cuisine, color, creed, 
caste etc., bound by another “C” called consensus, its 
societal feature would be filled with peculiarities.

1.2 Salient Features
Indian society is a sum total of all microcosmic societies 
existing in its lap which may be as diverse as from an 
Islandic tribe Andaman Nicobar living in primitive area to 
ultra-modern coterie of metropolitan Mumbai. People living 
in hill areas may have distinctly different societal set up than 

patriarchal big swath of rural setting. Such idiosyncrasies 
make Indian society very complex. Nevertheless, 
prominent features across the societal spectrum can be 
highlighted as following:

• Caste System

• Religious Diversity

• Linguistic Diversity

• Ethnic and Racial Diversity

• Orthodoxy/Superstition

• Transitional Society

• Family and Kinship

• Tribal Society

• Art and Culture

• Geography as a unit of diversity

• Philosophical/Ideological diversity

• Tolerance, love and compassion

• Interdependence

Caste System
Out of two main forms of social stratification in the Indian 
society-caste and class – caste was the prominent agency 
of social mobility. It decides largely the position that a man 
occupies in society. It is so entrenched in the Indian psyche 
that it is one of the lead determiners of one’s sociopolitical 
as well as economic activity.

Ironically the term ‘Caste’ itself is not an Indian one, 
coming from the Portuguese ‘Casta’ meaning, ‘race’ or 
‘pure stock’. Indians, themselves, have no single term for 
describing the caste system as a whole but use a variety of 
words referring to different aspects of it, the two main ones 
being Varna and Jati.

A caste is an endogamous group, or collection of 
endogamous groups, bearing a common name, 
membership of which is hereditary; imposing on its 
members certain restrictions in the matters of social 
intercourse; either following a common traditional 
occupation or claiming a common origin and generally 
regarded as forming a single homogeneous community.

Although it started as natural division of occupational 
groups, it eventually upon receiving the religious sanction, 
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become solidified into the existing caste system. It is closely 
bound up with the Hindu belief in rebirth; individuals who 
fail to abide by the rituals and duties of their caste, it is 
believed, will be reborn in an inferior position in their next 
incarnation.

Characteristics
This system had some characteristic elements, which are 
as follows:

Rigidity: Its first distinguishing feature is its absolute 
rigidity and immobility. People who follow the caste system 
believe that an individual dies in the same caste in which 
he/she is born and it is the caste that determines his/her 
status in life. e.g untouchable remain pre- occupied with  
manual scavenging

Restrictions on Commensality: The caste system 
survived for millennia due to its injunctions on commensality 
(eating and drinking) among people of different castes. 
This restriction was upheld by religious scriptures. E.g- 
brahmin can’t take food from untouchables

Endogamy: The practice of marrying within the same 
caste, is another important element which helped its 
sustenance over the years. The practice is so entrenched 
in the psyche of people in India that inter-caste marriages 
are still a rarity in the present times. E.g- prevalence of 
matrimonial ads. The violation of the rule of endogamy 
often leads to ostracism, loss of caste and honour killings. 

Hierarchical: The caste structure of the Indian society is 
hierarchical or system of subordination held together by 
the relations of superiority and inferiority. At the apex of 
which are Brahmins and at the lowest rung are the shudras.

Untouchability: The most abominable feature of the 
caste system was the practice of untouchability: people 
belonging to shudras/ Ati-shudras groups were forced to 
maintain distance from the people of the higher castes e.g 
shudras were not allowed to take water from the same well 
in a village

Historical Trajectory of Caste
Ancient Period: the four Varna classification is roughly 
three thousand years old. However, the ‘caste system’ 
stood for different things in different time periods, so that 
it is misleading to think of the same system continuing for 
three thousand years. In its earliest phase, in the late Vedic 
period roughly between 900 — 500 BC, the caste system 
was really a Varna system and consisted of only four major 
divisions. These divisions were not very elaborate or very 
rigid, and they were not determined by birth. Movement 
across the categories seems to have been not only possible 
but quite common. It is only in the post Vedic period that 
caste became the rigid institution that is familiar to us from 
well known definitions.

Colonial Times: The present form of caste as a social 
institution has been shaped very strongly by both the 
colonial period as well as the rapid changes that have 
come about in independent India. 

Initially, the British administrators began by trying to 
understand the complexities of caste in an effort to learn 
how to govern the country efficiently. Some of these efforts 
took the shape of very methodical and intensive surveys 
and reports on the ‘customs and manners’ of various tribes 
and castes all over the country.

First begun in the 1860s, the census became a regular 
ten-yearly exercise conducted by the British Indian 
government from 1881onwards. The 1901 Census under 
the direction of Herbert Risley was particularly important 
as it sought to collect information on the social hierarchy 
of caste –i.e., the social order of precedence in particular 
regions, as to the position of each caste in the rank order. 
This effort had a huge impact on social perceptions of 
caste and hundreds of petitions were addressed to the 
Census Commissioner by representatives of different 
castes claiming a higher position in the social scale and 
offering historical and scriptural evidence for their claims. 
This kind of direct attempt to count caste and to officially 
record caste status changed the institution itself. Before 
this kind of intervention, caste identities had been much 
more fluid and less rigid; once they began to be counted 
and recorded, caste began to take on a new life.

Secondly, the land revenue settlements and related 
arrangements and laws served to give legal recognition 
to the customary (caste-based) rights of the upper castes. 
These castes now became land owners in the modern 
sense rather than feudal classes with claims on the produce 
of the land, or claims to revenue or tribute of various kinds. 
Large scale irrigation schemes like the ones in the Punjab 
were accompanied by efforts to settle populations there, 
and these also had a caste dimension

Apart from this, for the welfare of downtrodden castes, the 
Government of India Act of 1935 was passed which gave 
legal recognition to the lists or ‘schedules’ of castes and 
tribes marked out for special treatment by the state. This 
is how the terms ‘Scheduled Tribes’ and the ‘Scheduled 
Castes’ came into being. Castes at the bottom of the 
hierarchy that suffered severe discrimination, including all 
the so-called ‘untouchable’ castes, were included among 
the Scheduled Castes.

Post Independence: Indian Independence in 1947 marked 
a big, but ultimately only partial break with the colonial 
past.In pre-independence period Caste considerations 
had inevitably played a role in the mass mobilisations 
of the nationalist movement. Efforts to organise the 
“depressed classes” initiative taken from both ends of the 
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caste spectrum – by upper caste progressive reformers as 
well as by members of the lower castes such as Mahatma 
Jotiba Phule and Babasaheb Ambedkar in western India, 
Ayyankali, Sri Narayana Guru, Iyotheedass and Periyar 
(E.V. Ramaswamy Naickar) in the South. Both Mahatma 
Gandhi and Babasaheb Ambedkar began organising 
protests against untouchability from the1920s onwards. 
Anti-untouchability programmes became a significant part 
of the Congress agenda so that, by the time Independence 
was on the horizon, there was a broad agreement across 
the spectrum of the nationalist movement to abolish caste 
distinctions.  The dominant view in the nationalist movement 
was to treat caste as a social evil and as a colonial ploy 
to divide Indians. But the nationalist leaders, above all, 
Mahatma Gandhi, were able to simultaneously work for 
the upliftment of the lowest castes, advocate the abolition 
of untouchability and other caste restrictions, and, at the 
same time, reassure the landowning upper castes that 
their interests, too, would be looked after.

The post-Independence Indian state inherited and 
reflected these contradictions. On the one hand, the state 
was committed to the abolition of caste and explicitly wrote 
this into the Constitution. On the other hand, the state was 
both unable and unwilling to push through radical reforms 
which would have undermined the economic basis for 
caste inequality. At yet another level, the state assumed 
that if it operated in a caste-blind manner, this would 
automatically lead to the undermining of caste based 
privileges and the eventual abolition of the institution. 
For example, appointments to government jobs took no 
account of caste, thus leaving thewell-educated upper 
castes and the ill-educated or often illiterate lower castes 
to compete on “equal” terms. The only exception to this 
was in the form of reservations for the Scheduled Castes 
and Scheduled Tribes. In other words, in the decades 
immediately after Independence, the state did not make 
sufficient effort to deal with the fact that the upper castes 
and the lower castes were far from equal in economic and 
educational terms.

The development activity of the state and the growth of 
private industry also affected caste indirectly through the 
speeding up and intensification of economic change. 
Modern industry created all kinds of new jobs for which 
there were no caste rules. Urbanisation and the conditions 
of collective living in the cities made it difficult for the caste-
segregated patterns of social interaction to survive. At a 
different level, modern educated Indians attracted to the 
liberal ideas of individualism and meritocracy, began to 
abandon the more extreme caste practices. On the other 
hand, it was remarkable how resilient caste proved to be. 
Recruitment to industrial jobs, whether in the textile mills 
of Mumbai (then Bombay), the jute mills of Kolkata (then 

Calcutta), or elsewhere, continued to be organised along 
caste and kinship-based lines.

Not surprisingly, it was in the cultural and domestic 
spheres that caste has proved strongest. Endogamy, or 
the practice of marrying within the caste, remained largely 
unaffected by modernisation and change.

Perhaps, the most eventful and important sphere of 

change has been that of politics. From its very beginnings 

in independent India, democratic politics has been deeply 

conditioned by caste. Since the 1980s we have also seen 

the emergence of explicitly caste-based political parties. 

In the early general elections, it seemed as though caste 

solidarities were decisive in winning elections.

Jajmani System
India has a remarkable tradition of inter-dependence which 

has kept it united for centuries. And, this is despite the fact 

that ours is a caste ridden society where there are practices 

of societal stratification. Such example is the Jajmani 

System or functional interdependence of various castes. 

Jajman or Yajman is the recipient of certain services. This 

system initially developed in the villages between the food 

producing families and the families which supported them 

with other goods and services. 

The entire gamut of social order developed with Jajmani 

links with multiple types of payments and obligations. 

None of the caste was self sufficient and it depended for 

many things on other castes. Thus, each caste worked as 

a functional group and was linked with other caste via the 

mechanisms of Jajmani system.

Though Jajmani system represented the inter-linking 

of Hindu caste yet, in practice this system crossed the 

boundary of religion and provided linkages between 

different religions also. For example, Hindu’s dependence 

on Muslim weaver or washer man or Muslim’s dependence 

on Hindu trader / tailor / Goldsmith etc. is a manifestation 

of that mechanism only, though not called so.

However, various development like westernization, 

Globalisation, dilution of caste system, expansion of 

education and in turn employment have metamorphed 

Jajmani system transcending the traditional base of 

interdependence.

Dominant Caste
‘Dominant caste’ is a term used to refer to those castes 

which had a large population and were granted landrights 

by the partial land reforms effected after Independence. The 

land reforms took away rights from the erstwhile claimants, 

the upper castes who were ‘absentee landlords’ in the 
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sense that they played no part in the agricultural economy 
other than claiming their rent. They frequently did not live 
in the village either, but were based in towns and cities. 
These land rights now came to be vested in the next layer 
of claimants, those who were involved in the management 
of agriculture but were not themselves the cultivators. 
These intermediate castes in turn depended on the labour 
of the lower castes including specially the ‘untouchable’ 
castes for tilling and tending the land. However, once they 
got land rights, they acquired considerable economic 
power. Their large numbers also gave them political power 
in the era of electoral democracy based on universal 
adult franchise. Thus, these intermediate castes became 
the ‘dominant’ castes in the country side and played a 
decisive role in regional politics and the agrarian economy. 
Examples of such dominant castes include the Yadavs of 
Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, the Vokkaligas of Karnataka, the 
Reddys and Khammas of Andhra Pradesh, the Marathas of 
Maharashtra, the Jats of Punjab, Haryana

Contemporary Trends
The caste system in its attempts to adjust itself to the 
changed conditions of life, in the present times has assumed 
new roles. Besides, industrialization and urbanization, 
other factors such as Westernization. Sanskritisation, 
reorganization of Indian states, spread of education, 
socio-religious reforms, spatial and occupational mobility 
and growth of market economy have greatly affected the 
caste system.

Caste Consciousness: Caste-consciousness of the 
members of caste groups has been increasing. Every 
caste wants to safeguard its interests. To achieve this end, 
castes have begun organizing themselves on the model 
of labor unions or caste association like jat mahasabha for 
demand of reservation

Political Influence: Caste and politics have come to 
affect each other. Caste has become an inseparable 
aspect of our politics. In fact, it is tightening its hold on 
politics. Elections are fought more often on the basis of 
caste. Selections of candidates, voting analysis, selection 
of legislative party leaders, distribution of ministerial 
portfolios etc., are very much based on caste. Politics of 
each state in India is virtually the politics of confrontation 
of its ‘dominant castes’. E.g social engineering in election

Constitutional Safeguards: The Constitutional safeguards 
to Scheduled Castes and Other Backward Classes (OBCs) 
have given a new lease of life to caste. These provisions 
have allowed certain sections to develop vested interests 
to permanently reap the benefits of reservation. The spurt 
in demand for reservation by various castes can be traced 
to these provisions and their effectiveness. e.g demand for 
reservation in promotion within government services.

Sanskritisation and Westernization: Two important 
trends witnessed in caste system - the process of 
Sanskritisation and Westernization. The former refers to 
a process by which the lower castes tend to imitate the 
values, practices and the life-styles of some dominant 
upper castes, e.g., eschewing meat-eating, drinking liquor 
and animal sacrifice to their deities, in the belief that it 
would allow them to claim higher caste status. While the 
latter denotes a process in which the upper-caste people 
tend to mould their life-styles on the model of Westerners. 
According to M.N. Srinivas, “Westernisation” refers to 
“the changes brought about in the Indian society and 
culture as a result of over 150 years of British rule and 
the term subsumes changes occurring at different levels – 
technology, institutions, ideology and values.”

Reasons for Change in Caste System
The caste system has undergone vast changes in modern 
times. Factors that contribute to the changes in the caste 
system are briefly examined here.

Uniform Legal System: The British government 
introduced a uniform legal system, which was continued 
by democratic government after independence. The 
Constitution of India assures equality to all and declares 
the practice of untouchability, an intrinsic element of the 
caste system, unlawful. A uniform legal system based 
on the rule of law has been instrumental in changing the 
practice of caste system in the country. E.g article 17 talks 
about removal of untouchability

Modern Education: The British introduced modern 
secular education in a uniform way throughout India. 
After independence educational facilities were extended 
to all the citizens, irrespective of their castes which has 
eroded the legitimacy of the caste system. E.g  our present 
president is a dalit lawyer

Industrialization and Urbanization: Due to industrialization 
number of non-agricultural job opportunities were created 
which has weakened the hold of land holding upper 
castes. People of different castes, classes and religions 
work together in factories, offices, workshops etc. which 
was unthinkable two centuries ago. Growth of cities has 
drawn people of all castes together and compelled them 
to stay together ignoring many of their caste restrictions.. 
eg. Formation of DICCI by milind kamble and the rise of 
dalit capitalism

Modern Transport and Communication System: Modern 
means of transport such as train, bus, ship, airplane, trucks 
etc, have been of great help for the movement of men and 
materials. Modern means of communication, such as, 
newspapers, post, telegraph, telephone, radio, television 
etc., have helped people to come out of the narrow world 
of caste.
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2.1 Introduction
Indian Society has always revered women. In Hinduism, 
man and woman represent the two halves of the divine 
body. There is no question of superiority or inferiority 
between them. Hindu history witnessed many prodigious 
women, such as Gargi, Maitreyi and Sulabha, whose 
faculty of reasoning was far superior to that of ordinary 
mortals. Many female deities Saraswati, Durga, Laxmi, 
Kali etc., are worshipped across the country. According 
to the Mahabharat by cherishing the woman one virtually 
worships the goddess of prosperity.

On the darker side, the patriarchal system has continued 
since the time of Rig Veda. Customs and values were made 
by men to favour men. Women suffer this discrimination in 
silence.

Historically, the Indian woman has been made to adopt 
contradictory roles. The strength of a woman is evoked to 
ensure that women effectively play their traditional roles of 
nurturance as daughters, mothers, wives, and daughters-
in-law. On the other hand, the stereotype of “a weak and 
helpless woman” is fostered to ensure complete dependence 
on the male sex. 

2.2 Reform Movements: A 
Historical Account 
Women’s movement is an important variant of social 
movement in the sense that it aims to bring changes in the 
institutional arrangements, values, customs and beliefs in 
the society that have subjugated women over the years. It 
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is an important but neglected aspect of studies on social 
movements.

The women’s movement and organisation can be studied 
in two phases

Pre-Independence
Interestingly, early efforts at women’s liberation were set 
in motion by men. Social reformers such as Raja Ram 
Mohan Roy and Swami Dayanand Saraswati and related 
organisations such as Arya Samaj and Brahmo Samaj 
challenged the conventional subservience of women, 
stimulated widow remarriage and supported female 
education and impartiality in matters of religion, among 
other issues. 

Similarly, the widow remarriage movement in the 
Bombay Presidency by Ranade and Jyotiba Phule, who 
simultaneously attacked caste and gender oppression. 
The social reform movement in Islam led by Sir Syed 
Ahmed Khan.

The deplorable and unjust treatment of the Hindu upper 
caste widows was a major issue taken up by the social 
reformers. Ranade used the writings of scholars such 
as Bishop Joseph Butler whose Analogy of Religion and 
Three Sermons on Human Nature dominated the moral 
philosophy syllabus of Bombay University in the 1860s. 
At the same time, M.G. Ranade’s writings entitled the 
The Texts of the Hindu Law on the Lawfulness of the 
Remarriage of Widows and Vedic Authorities for Widow 
Marriage elabourated the shastric sanction for remarriage 
of widows.

While Ranade and Rammohun Roy belonged to upper 
caste and middle class social reformers like Jotiba Phule 
came from a socially excluded caste and his attack was 
directed against both caste and gender discrimination. He 
founded the Satyashodak Samaj with its primary emphasis 
on “truth seeking”. Phule’s first practical social reform 

efforts were to aid the two groups considered lowest in 

traditional Brahmin culture: women and untouchables.

As in the case of other reformers, a similar trend of drawing 

upon both modern western ideas as well as the sacred 

texts characterised Sir Syed Ahmed Khan’s efforts to reform 

Muslim society. He wanted girls to be educated, but within 



the precincts of their homes. Like Dayanand Saraswati 
of the Arya Samaj, he stood for women’s education but 
sought for a curriculum that included instruction in religious 
principles, training in the arts of housekeeping, handicrafts 
and rearing of children. This may appear very stereotypical 
today. One has to however realise that once rights such as 
education for women were accepted it started a process 
that finally made it impossible to confine women to only 
some kinds of education.

The Bharata Mahila Parishad launched in 1905 under the 
aegis of the National Social Conference was one amongst 
the most prominent organisation which served as a ground 
for women to deliberate social issues. 

Above initiatives significantly impacted the social status of 
women. But the above said movements suffered from a 
major inadequacy in that they were planned for restricted 
upper caste women and did not take up the cause of the 
huge masses of poor and working class women. 

Another major development vis a vis women was in 
terms of their political participation. Women began 
openly demonstrating their opposition to colonialism by 
supporting civil disobedience actions and other forms 
of protest against the British. This gave them the much 
needed confidence and a chance to develop their 
leadership skills. For example, role of Sarojini Naidu 
during Civil disobedience Movement. Political awareness 
among women grew substantially. It was also realised 
that women’s issues could not be separated from the 
political environment of the country. During this period, the 
initial women’s organisations formed within the historical 
background of the social reform movement and the 
nationalist movement were as follows: 

Women’s India Association (WIA): The WIA was founded  
by Margaret Cousins in Madras. While working closely 
with the theosophical society it encouraged non-sectarian 
religious activity and did credible work in promoting 
literacy, setting up shelters for widows and providing 
relief for disaster victims. Their role in the enactment and 
implementation of the Child Marriage Restraint Act - for 
raising the minimum age for marriage of women and the 
Sarada Bill - for abolishing the Devadasi system is well 
recognised.

National Council of Women in India (NCWI): This 
organisation was created by women in Mumbai, Chennai 
and Kolkata who capitalised on their networks developed 
during World War I work and created the NCWI in 1925.

All India Women’s Conference (AIWC): The most 
important of the women’s organisations of the time was 
the All India Women’s Conference. Though its initial efforts 
were directed towards improving female education, its 
scope later extended to include a host of women’s issues 
such as women’s franchise, inheritance rights, etc. 

Agrarian Struggles and Revolts
It is often assumed that only middle class educated 
women are involved in social movements. Part of the 
struggle has been to remember the forgotten history of 
women’s participation. Women participated along with 
men in struggles and revolts originating in tribal and rural 
areas in the colonial period. The Tebhaga movement in 
Bengal, the Telangana arms struggle from the erstwhile 
Nizam’s rule, and the Warli tribal’s revolt against bondage 
in Maharashtra are some examples.

Post-Independence
In the post-independence period, the crusade of women 
organisation was not the same as during the pre-
independence times. This was because the common 
enemy, the British were no longer there. Moreover, many 
of the women activists who were also involved in the 
nationalist movement got involved in the nation building 
task. Others cite the trauma of Partition responsible for the 
lull.

Some of the women leaders formally joined the Indian 
National Congress and took powerful position as Ministers, 
Governors and Ambassadors. 

Newer organisations like the National Federation of Indian 
Women (1954), the Samajwadi Mahila Sabha (1959) were 
formed to work for supporting the cause of Indian women. 
It was now that the Indian women got an opportunity to 
participate in confrontational politics.

Women’s organizations now observed that there was an 
issue of implementation and consequently there was a 
pause in the women’s movement.

In the mid–1970s, there was a renewal of the women’s 
movement in India. Some call it the second phase of the 
Indian women’s movement. While many of the concerns 
remained the same that there were changes both in terms 
of organisational strategy, as well as, ideologies. There was 
the growth of what is termed as the autonomous women’s 
movements. The term ‘autonomy’ referred to the fact that 
they were ‘autonomous’ or independent from political 
parties as distinct from those women’s organisations that 
had links with political parties. It was felt that political 
parties tended to marginalise issues of women.

Self Employed Women’s Association: It was in 
Ahmedabad that the first attempt at a women’s trade union 
was made with the establishment of the Self Employed 
Women’s Association (SEWA) at the initiative of Ela Bhatt 
in 1972.

Major objective was to improve the condition of poor 
women who worked in the unorganized sector by providing 
training, technical aids and collective bargaining. SEWA 

has been a remarkable success.
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Nav Nirman Movement: The movement, which initially 
started as a student’s movement in Gujarat against rising 
prices, black marketing and dishonesty in 1974, was soon 
joined by huge number of middle class women, who took 
the reins in their hand.

Annapurna Mahila Mandal (AMM): Another important 
movement was the AMM which works for welfare of women 
and the girl child. It conducts various activities that include 
educating women on topics of health, nutrition, mother 
and childcare, family planning, literacy and environmental 
sanitation.

Newsletters

The Feminist Network in English and Manushi in 
Hindi were some of the first women’s newsletters and 
magazines to appear. 
The issues that they raise were rape, wife-battering, 
divorce, maintenance and child custody along with 
legislative reforms.

Swadhina: Swadhina (Self-esteemed Women)   was formed 
in 1986. It is principally a civil society organization focused 
on Empowerment of women and Child Development based 
on Sustainable Development and Right Livelihood. 

All India Democratic Women’s Association: It is a 
dominant independent left oriented women’s organisation 
committed to achieve democracy, equality and women’s 
emancipation. AIDWA was created in 1981 as a national 
level mass organisation of women.

Apart from organisational changes, there were new issues 
that were focussed upon. For instance, violence against 
women. Over the years, there have been numerous 

campaigns that have been taken up. You may have 
noticed that application for school forms have both father’s 
and mother’s names. This was not always true. Likewise, 
important legal changes have taken place thanks to the 
campaign by the women’s movement. Issues of land 
rights, employment have been fought alongside rights 
against sexual harassment and dowry.

There has been a recognition that while all women are in 
some way disadvantaged vis-a-vis men, all women do 
not suffer the same level or kind of discrimination. The 
concerns of the educated middle class woman is different 
from the peasant woman, just as the concern of the Dalit 
woman is different from the ‘upper caste’ woman. Let us 
take the example of violence. There has also been greater 
recognition that both men and women are constrained 
by the dominant gender identities. For instance, men 
in patriarchal societies feel they must be strong and 
successful. It is not, manly, to express oneself emotionally. 
A gender-just society would allow both men and women 
to be free. This of course rests on the idea that for true 
freedom to grow and develop, injustices of all kind have 
to end. The idea of gender-just society is based upon 
two important factors — educated women with multiple 
roles and improved sex ratio. Several programmes by the 
Government of India, Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao Yojana 
is an important effort in the actualisation of a gender-just 
society.

2.3 Role of Women 
Family and Society
Women are the key to sustainable development and quality 
of life in the family. The varieties of role the women assume 
in the family are those of wife, leader, administrator, 
manager of family income and last but not the least 
important the mother.

Women, once considered as a unit of the family organization 
have now become active participants in all walks of life. 
Women are now not only becoming a significant unit of the 
society but also influencing the course of social change 
in society and women’s organisations have played a 
facilitative role for the same. 

The modern society has increasingly started recognizing 
the individual identity of women. She is believed to have 
her own aspirations, abilities and qualities similar to a man.

15
An initiative of Group

B I G L E A R N I N G S M A D E E ASY

Indian Society



Wife Administrator and Leader of 
the Household

Manager of Family 
Income

Mother

• She is the source 
of inspiration 
to man for high 
endeavour and 
achievements in 
life.

• She stands by 
him in all the 
crises.

• She shares with 
him all successes 
and attainments. 

• She assigns duties among 
family members according to 
their interest and abilities.

• She plays a key role in the 
preparation and serving of 
meals, selection  and care 
of clothing, laundering, 
furnishing and maintenance of 
the house. 

• She organizes various social 
functions in the family for 
social development.

• She responsibly 
secures maximum 
return from every 
penny spent.

• She distributes 
the income on 
different heads 
such as necessities, 
comforts and 
luxuries. 

• She uses waste 
products for 
productive purposes.

• The whole burden of child 
bearing and child rearing task 
are carried out by the woman.

• She is primarily responsible for 
the child’s habit of self-control, 
orderliness and so on. 

• She is the first teacher of the 
child.

• As a mother she is the family 
health officer and is concerned 
about the physical wellbeing of 
every member of the family. 

Polity
Women’s role in politics has been on the rise as more and 

more women are entering the political arena. The welfare 

policies which are being formed have been constructed 

keeping in mind the status of women and this is primarily 

due to increased participation of women in the politics.

Women have highlighted numerous issues affecting them, 

like their rights to property, to abortion, maternity benefits, 

agitation against violence such as dowry and rape, equal 

pay and so on.

Reform movements which are discussed earlier helped 

women to gain power in politics. After independence they 

have achieved an unprecedented political break through 

with the reservation of seats for them in panchayats and 

other public bodies through the 73rd Amendment Act.

Indian women have also held positions in the higher 

echelons of administration both within India and abroad. 

Some notable women in politics include:

• UNO Secretary (Vijay Laxmi Pandit),

• Prime Minister (Indira Gandhi),

• Chief Minister (Sucheta Kriplani, Jayalalitha, Uma 

Bharati, Mayawati and Vasundhara Raje) and

• President (Pratibha Patil).

However, currently the women’s representation across 

both Lok Sabha and Rajya Sabha hasn’t crossed the 

12% mark. In comparison, Sweden has 45 per cent seats 

occupied by women in parliament. Even developing nation 
like Rwanda has 64% women in national legislature.

The demand for special concessions and privileges along 
with the reservation of posts in assemblies and parliament 
and other civic institutions are a few steps towards women 
empowerment in India. However, the bill for women 
reservation in parliament has been pending for more than 
10 years. 

In media as well, women are actively taking part as is evident 
from the writings of many women writers (like Arundhati 
Roy) who have been acclaimed by the institutions of 
international repute. There are many women in the field of 
journalism which was previously dominated by men. Now, 
she blogs and networks using it for the freedom denied so 
far to voice her angst, express outrage and disapproval, 
fulfil the need for acceptance and approval.

Though the above changes signify positive gains from the 
point of view of equality for women, but the reality is beset 
with many problems and tensions. Dual responsibility of 
work on women is still a challenge. Working wives have 
to also conduct housework and care of children is still 
largely their task. The weekend for women is generally 
spent to catch up on unfinished and pending tasks of the 
household.

Economy
Women play a substantial role in the economy by being 
housewives, working in the hospitality sectors, largest 
consumers in the market, working in informal sectors.
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Housewives: They are the largest workforce in the world, 
the most underpaid and receive undue ridicule. A woman 
purchases household goods which are not limited to food 
items, but clothing, accessories, and many daily use items 
as simple as a scrub to wash dishes. They are the dictators 
of large companies producing goods in manifold. 

Largest Consumers: Most shopping outlets are directed 
towards women. The irony is that women are the most 
overlooked consumer of the market, and the corporates 
which target female-consumers lack the female workforce 
within their company.

Informal Sector: More women may be involved in 
‘disguised’ wage work than in the formal labour force. It 
is estimated that over 90 per cent of women workers are 
involved in the informal sector. The informal sector includes 
jobs such as domestic servants, small traders, artisans, or 
labourers on a family farm.

Agriculture: Women constitute about 65% of all 
agricultural workers and about 74% of the rural workforce. 
Yet, despite their hard labour in the field, women are not 
officially counted as farmers because they do not have a 
claim to land under their name in official records.

After understanding the above mentioned roles of women, 
it is clear that denying women opportunities to realise 
their potential is a waste of human capital and barrier to 
economic progress. This is reflective from the figures of GII 
and IHDI for India.

India’s growth can be more inclusive and equitable if 
women are adequately empowered.

Science and Technology 
The arena of science and technology is commonly 
thought to be dominated by men but, the contributions of 
women scientists and academicians also stand out. Their 
contributions can be studied in the following three phases:

Ancient India
Leelavati: Leelavati was the daughter of great 
Mathematician Bhaskaracharya. She is also said to be a 
gifted mathematician and astrologer.

Pre-Independence
Kadambini Ganguly: She was not only one of the first 
female graduates of the British Empire but she was also 
the first female physician of South Asia to be trained in 
western medicine.

Anna Mani: She was the former Deputy Director General 
of the Indian Meteorological Department was an Indian 
physicist and meteorologist. She made significant 
contributions in the field of meteorological instrumentation.

Rajeswari Chatterjee: She is the first Woman Scientist to 
pioneer the Field of Microwave Engineering and Antennae 
Engineering in India. Around 60 years ago, she was the 
only woman as a faculty in the Indian Institute of Science. 

Post-Independence
Dr. Indira Hinduja: She is the first Indian women who 
delivered a test tube baby on August 6, 1986. She is an 
Indian gynaecologist; obstetrician and infertility specialist 
based in Mumbai. 

Kiran Mazumdar Shaw: She is the Chairman and 
Managing Director of Biocon Limited, a biotechnology 
company based at Bangalore. She is on the Forbes list of 
the world’s 100 most powerful women and in business list 
on top 50 women released by the Financial Times’. 

Dr. Aditi Pant: She is an oceanographer by profession 
and is one of the first Indian woman to visit the icy continent 
Antarctic. 

Dr. Suman Sahai: Dr Sahai is the brains and the brawn 
behind the patent campaign for Azadirachta indica 
(Neem) and Turmeric (Haldi). She believes that ‘nature’s 
technology can meet the needs of humanity’. 

Kalpana Chawla: She was the first Indian-American 
astronaut and first Indian woman in space. She first flew 
on Space Shuttle Columbia in 1997 as a mission specialist 
and primary robotic arm operator. The NASA chief called 
her a “Terrific astronaut”. 

The above list is not exhaustive and it must suffice to note 
that women too have contributed immensely to the field of 
science and technology. 

Environment
In India, womenfolk all over the country, from ancient times 
to the present day, worship plants, trees, rivers, mountains, 
and animals. 

A careful study of our traditional customs reveals that 
Indian women worship the elements of nature as part of 
their culture and sacrament.
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Even nowadays, women are participating equally with 
men, especially in the matter of prevention of pollution and 
protection, preservation, and conservation of environment. 
This is reflected by the participation of women in 
various environmental movements starting from “Chipko 
Movement” to the “Narmada Bachao Andolan”.

Amrita Bai gave a start for the Chipko Movement in a small 
village of Khejrili, a movement later revived by Bachni Devi 
and Gaura Devi of Uttar Pradesh, who snatched the axe 
from the wood cutters, restricted them from cutting the 
trees. Medha Patkar, a graduate in social sciences moved 
to live among the tribals of the Narmada Valley in the mid-
1980s.

She played an important role in the formation of the 
Narmada Bachao Andolan. In a great confrontation 
between Narmada Bachao Andolan supporters and pro-
dam forces in 1991, her 21-day fast brought her close to 
death. These are very few examples of many, in which 
women have struggled for the conservation of environment.

Though women are actively taking part in the protection 
of environment, their participation in the formulation, 
planning, and execution of environmental policies still 
remains low.

Eco-Feminism

French feminist Francoise D. Eaubonne is credited with 
coining the word Eco-Feminism in 1974. She sought 
to describe the epic violence inflicted on women and 
nature as a result of male domination. This theory seeks 
to end all forms of oppression. 
Eco-feminism is the social movement that regards the 
oppression of women and nature as interconnected.

As women play a key role in dealing with air, water, soil, 
living creatures, and above all the environment as a whole, 
they are therefore very sensitive to the various forms of 
environmental pollutions. Such pollution becomes the cause 

for various diseases like food poisoning, bacterial, fungal, 
and viral attacks and several carcinogenic problems. 

2.4 Participation in Work: A 
Critical Perspective
Defining the exact nature, scope and magnitude of 
women’s work remains a problem area because a good 
deal of women’s work is either invisible or is only partially 
accounted for in the workforce participation data. 

Components of women’s work include housework, paid and 
unpaid work related to home-based craft activities, family 
enterprise or business and paid work outside home. 

Women’s role as a housewife has already been discussed in 
previous section on women’s role in economic development. 

As a child labourer also, a number of girls are working. Girls 
continue to provide free labour in home-based production. 
Studies on rural girl child labour show that she works nine 
hours a day providing goods and services, which keep her 
out of school. Girls are also employed in large numbers 
in carpet industry of Kashmir, in lock making in Aligarh, 
in gem polishing in Jaipur, in match industry in Sivakasi 
and in bidi rolling. Such work cuts them off from schooling, 
literacy, learning technical skills and improving their job 
prospects.

As paid workers, women work in fields, forests, mines, 
factories, offices, small scale and household industries. 
However, their options are limited as they are non-entrants 
or drop-outs from school. This is the prime reason for low 
levels of Female Labour Force Participation Rate in India. 
Another discrimination which women face as paid workers 
is the wage disparity. 

Low Labour Force Participation Rate
As per the International Monetary Fund (IMF) working 
paper, India has one of the lowest female Labour Force 
Participation Rates (LFPR) among emerging markets and 
developing countries.

Reasons for low LFPR are as follows:

• Increased Income of Men: As men in the family start 
earning more income, women tend to cut back their 
work in the formal economy to concentrate more on 
household activities. Even progressive legislation like 
Maternity Benefit Act perpetuate the notion that child 
bearing is a primary responsibility of women.

• Caste Factor: In some communities, notably some 
upper castes, there may be a stigma attached to 
women working outside the home – especially if 
it involves work considered ‘menial’. Women are 
regarded as ‘izzat of the family’.
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