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Abstract 
 

Women empowerment is a strategy for overall economic and social development. 

 Women empowerment is a multifaceted concept which extends to psychological, social, 

cultural, political and institutional spheres of women’s lives. Mainstreaming and women’s 

empowerment is central to human development. In this paper an attempt has been made to 

analyze the social, political and economic empowerment of women and the government 

initiatives for women empowerment. For the purpose of the study, secondary source data has 

been used since the study is macro in nature. In achieving women empowerment, many 

government and non-government organizations at national as well as state levels organized 

various programmes and have inspired them towards development. The Government of India 

has been proactively engaged in looking into various issues of uplifting the status of women 

through various legislations and programmes. The main task undertaken during the Eleventh 

Five Year Plan was to ensure that women are at the centre – stage of all the activities – 

economic, social and political.  Over the years there have been efforts made to socially, 

economically and politically empower women but as a result of the lack of synergy of 

coordination between these activities, the outcomes could never be completely satisfactory. 

However, there still exists a wide gap between the goals enunciated in the constitution, 

legislation, policies, plans, programmes, and related mechanism on the one hand and the 

situational reality of the status of women in India, on the other. Wherever there are gaps in 

policies and programmes, women specific interventions would be undertaken to bridge these. 

The remedy for empowerment lies in a strong determination among every man that every 

woman in this country should be honoured. It requires involvement of every segment of 

society, government, laws, political parties, judiciary, social reformers, religious leaders and 

media. Only then empowerment in its true meaning will be realized. 
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1. Introduction 

Women in India constitute nearly half of the population but their participation in 

economic activity is less than that of men. Gender equality is a constituent of development as 

well as an instrument of development. Women were confined to the four walls, education was 

given least importance, their role in decision making almost became negligible. Their role 

was limited only to performing household activities. Freedom movement brought a drastic 

change, women started coming out of their homes. In the early years of independence, 

development of women was slow. In the course of time, however, women started getting 

education, participating in social activities etc. The status of women in India has been subject 

to many great changes over the past few millennia from a concept of welfare in the seventies 

to development in the eighties and the current phase of full empowerment. It has been 

globally recognized that women empowerment is a strategy for overall economic and social 

development. Rashmi Rani et al. [1] studied about the importance of women empowerment in 

India and opined that to develop a country it is necessary to empower women by the efforts 

of men, government, laws and women.  

 

Women empowerment is a multifaceted concept which extends to psychological, 

social, cultural, political and institutional spheres of women’s lives. Women empowerment 

covers many dimensions including social, economic, cultural, political, legal and 

psychological [2]. Empowerment of women involves many things- economic opportunity, 

social equality and personal rights. Society must take initiative to create a climate in which 

there is no gender discrimination and women have full opportunities of self decision making 

and participating in social, political and economic life of the county with a sense of equality 

[3]. Educational qualifications play a vital role in women empowerment [4]. There is a 

necessity to look beyond economic resources or material prosperity and into cultural and 

social influences, which are playing a vital role in shaping the women’s autonomy and 

empowerment [5]. 

 

2. Objectives of the Study 

1. To assess the status of Women Empowerment in India. 

2. To examine the social, economic and political empowerment of women. 

3. To study the Indian Government initiatives for Women empowerment. 

 

3. Research Methodology 

This paper is descriptive in nature. An attempt is made to analyze the empowerment 

of women in India. The study is based on the secondary sources according to the need of the 

study. The data about the women empowerment in India are collected from government 

websites, reports, books, journals, magazines, internet sources etc. 

 

4. Employment and Work Participation Rate 

 
Women’s economic empowerment is being sought to be achieved through the 

instrumentality of women vocational training, informal skill training and more sophisticated 

training in technical institutions. The work participation rate indicates to a great extent the 

economic empowerment of women in the society. The work participation rate for women has 

Pramana Research Journal

Volume 9, Issue 1, 2019

ISSN NO: 2249-2976

https://pramanaresearch.org/73



been increasing during the last five decades. The work participation rate for women has been 

25.7 in 2001. This rate witnessed an improvement during the earlier four decades from 12.06 

percent in 1971 to 39.79 percent in 2011. The notable aspect of the women’s work 

participation is that women from rural areas are more in workforce than their counterparts in 

urban areas. In 2001 work participation rate for women in rural areas was 31.0 percent as 

compared to 11.6 percent in the urban areas (Table-1). 

 

 
Table-1: Work Participation Rates in India as per Census Estimates 

                                                                                                                          (Percentage) 

 

Census 

Rural Urban Total 

 Persons Male Female Persons Male Female Persons Male Female 

1961 45.1 58.3 31.4 33.5 52.4 11.2 43 57.1 28 

1971 34.01 53.62 13.36 29.32 48.8 6.65 33.06 52.61 12.06 

1981 38.8 53.8 23.1 30.00 49.1 8.3 36.7 52.6 19.7 

1991 40.0 52.5 26.7 30.2 48.9 9.2 37.5 51.9 22.3 

2001 42.0 52.4 31.0 32.2 50.9 11.6 39.3 51.9 25.7 

2011 41.8 53.0 30.0 35.31 53.76 15.4 39.79 53.26 39.79 

Source: Census 1981, 1991, 2001 and 2011 

 
 In rural areas women are mainly involved as cultivators and agricultural labourers. In 

the urban areas almost 80 percent of the women workers are working in the unorganised 

sectors like household industry, petty trades and services, building and construction. 

According to a Government notification, women officers will now be serving the Indian 

Armed Forces for full tenure. They will have an identical career span as that of their male 

colleagues [6]. 

          

 

Despite improvement in work participation rate for women, women are still having an 

unequal opportunity of employment as compared to men in the country. In 2001 the work 

participation rate for men was 51.9 per cent which is more than double than their women 

counterparts. In the total population, nearly half were females but they accounted for only 34 

per cent of the total workers. This proportion has to be improved for ensuring better and all 

round economic empowerment. 

 

 

A PWC research indicates that in most ‘first world countries, entry-level men and 

women in the professional services sector are hired at an equal (1:1) rate [7]. However, 

evidence exists that women are lost from the pipeline through voluntary termination at a lost 

from the pipeline through voluntary termination at a rate two or three times faster than men 

only they have attained the experience, mid-career, manager/senior manager level of their 

careers. A bigger challenge is the fact that the proportion of women leaving the workforce is 

greater than men, particularly at middle management grades. This has negative ramifications 

internally, as valuable role models are lost to other women in the organization as well as 

externally, as women leave in search of an environment that better supports their needs.  
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5. Status of Women 
 

Status of women is a major reflection of the human face of development. Women in 

India constitute nearly half of the total population. The status of women with regard to 

population over seven decades is given in table-2. The impact of the growing population on 

our economy is very serious. India at the time of independence had a population of approx. 

350 million and today we have crossed one billion (table-2). It has been found that there is a 

definite relationship between the size of a population and the level of its development on the 

one hand and between women and the population on the other. Women play a vital role in 

population control. Women’s education along with all increased age at marriage and their 

work participation has the strongest relationship to the adoption of family planning.  

 

 

 
Table-2: Growth in Women Population 

(in million) 

Census Years Male Female Persons 

1951 186 175.6 361.1 

1961 226 212.9 439.2 

1971 284 264.1 548.2 

1981 353 330.0 683.3 

1991 439 407.1 846.3 

2001 531 495.7 1027.0 

2011 623 586 1210 

Source: Census of India 

 

 

6. Sex Ratio 
 

Sex ratio is a significant indicator of the status of women. According to the 2001 

Census, the sex ratio for India has registered a marginal improvement from 933 in the year 

2001 to 940 in 2011 (table-3). The sex ratio in the country had always remained unfavourable 

to females. Some of the reasons seem to be neglect of the girl child resulting in their higher 

mortality at younger ages, high maternal mortality, sex selective female abortions, female 

infanticide, and change in sex ratio at birth. 

 
Table-3: Sex Ratio in India 

Year Sex Ratio 

1951 946 

1961 941 

1971 930 

1981 934 

1991 927 

2001 933 

2011 940 

                 Source: Census of India 
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7. Life Expectancy at Birth 

Expectation of life at birth has increased over the years. While it is 67.4 years for 

males, it is slightly higher for females at 70.3 years. There has been a decline in the infant 

and maternal mortality rates. Infant Mortality Rate has declined from 80 in 1990 to 64 in 

2002, 58 in 2005 and 34 in 2016. The corresponding rate for women has decreased from 81 

to 65 and further to 61 and 40 during the same period. The Maternal Mortality Rate (MMR) 

has declined from 407 per 100,000 live births in 1998 to 301 in 2001-03, 178 in 2010-12 and 

130 in 2014-16 (NITI Aayog).  

 

8. Literacy 
 
The number of literates and illiterates among the population aged seven years and above in 

absolute figures for India for the 1991, 2001 and 2011 Censuses are given in Table-4. Out of 

the 203,608,117 added to the literate population during 1991-2001, 107,986,561 were males 

and 95,621,556 were females, during 2001-2011, 10,72,34,067 were males and 109,209,310 

were females. On the other hand during this period the contribution to the total decrease of 

31,958,336 among illiterates is dominated by males (21,445,145) as compared to the females 

(10,513,191) in 2001 over 1991 and the total decrease of 23,258,937 among illiterates is 

dominated by males (10,085,715) as compared to the females (13,173,222) in 2011 over 

2001. 

 
Table-4: Number of literates and illiterates among population aged 7 years and above 

and their   

                change – India: 1991 and 2001 

 

Literates/Illiterates Persons Males Females 

Literates    

1991 358,402,626 228,983,134 129,419,492 

2001 562,010,743 336,969,695 225,041,048 

2011 778,454,120 44,42,03,762 33,42,50,358 

Increase in 2001 over 1991 203,608,117 107,986,561 95,621,556 

Increase in 2011 over 2001 216443377 10,72,34067 10,9209310 

Illiterates    

1991 38,167,288 128,099,211 200,068,077 

2001 296,208,952 106,654,066 189,554,886 

2011 272,950,015 96,568,351 176,381,664 

Increase in 2001 over 1991 -31,958,336 -21,445,145 -10,513,191 

Increase in 2011 over 2001 -23,258,937 -10,085,715 -13,173,222 

Source: www.censusindia.gov.in 

 

 
Today, both boys and girls attend school in large numbers. Yet, there still remain 

differences between the education of boys and girls. According to the 1961 census, about 

40.40 per cent of all boys and men (7 years old and above) were literate compared to just 

15.35 per cent of all girls and women (table-5). In the census of 2011, these figures have 

grown to 82.14 per cent for boys and men, and 65.46 per cent for girls and women. This 
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means that the proportion of both men and women literates has increased. But the percentage 

of the male group is still higher than the female group. The gap has not gone away. (See 

table-5) 

 
Table-5: Literacy rate in India: 1951-2001 

Census Year Persons Males Females Male-female gap in 

literacy rate 

1951 18.33 27.16 8.86 18.30 

1961 28.30 40.40 15.35 25.05 

1971 34.45 45.96 21.97 23.98 

1981 43.57 56.38 29.76 26.62 

1991 52.21 64.13 39.29 24.84 

2001 65.38 75.85 54.16 21.70 

2011 74.04 82.14 65.46 16.68 

Source: Census of India 2001 & 2011 

 
           The gap in male-female literacy rates of 18.30 percentage points in 1951, increased to 

26.62 in 1981, but since then there are unmistakable signs of improvement. Thus, in 1991 this 

gap was marginally reduced to 24.84, in 2001 it has gone down to 21.70 percentage points 

and in 2011 it further gone down to 16.68 percent. These declines are bound to be slow 

initially as a result of the continuing past legacy of a large number of adult illiterate women. 

 

The literacy rate of the country in 2011 as a whole is 74.04%. The corresponding 

figures for males and females are 82.14% and 65.46% respectively. There is an impressing 

jump from 65.38% in 2001 to74.04 % in 2011. The increase of literacy rate among males and 

female are 8.29% and 20.86% points respectively. It is also very encouraging that the gap in 

male and female literacy rates has decreased from 24.84 % in 1991 to 21.69% points in 2001 

and to 16.68% points in 2011. 

 

 

9. Women and Health 

Health is one of the indicators of development of any society. The existing studies 

show that the women are relatively less healthy than men even though, they belong to the 

same class. It is estimated that 10 to 15 percent of the rural population of developing 

countries live in environmentally degraded or ecologically vulnerable areas [8].  

 

10. Women and Political Participation 
 

Political participation of women means not only using the right to vote but also power 

sharing, co-decision making and co-policy making at all levels. The active participation of 

women in political sphere is integral to empowerment of women and helps to build a gender-

equal society as well as to speed up the process of national development. Lack of political 

and economic powers add to the subservient and unequal position of women [9]. Women’s 

political empowerment is premised on three fundamental and non-negotiable principles: (a) 

the equality between women and men; (b) women’s right to the full development of their 

potentials; and (c) women’s right to self-representation and self-determination. In PRI women 

are increasingly coming to the fore and are providing leadership at the grass root level.  
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The Government of India ushered in the new millennium by declaring the year 2001 

as ‘Women Empowerment Year’ to focus on a vision ‘where women are equal partners with 

men’.  The Global Gender Gap Report of 2006, a survey of 115 world economies, ranks India 

20th in empowering women politically, with 8% women in Parliament and 3% in ministerial 

posts [10]. 

 

11. Women’s development: Indian initiatives 
 

The Government of India has been proactively engaged in looking into various issues 

of uplifting the status of women through various programmes. Within the framework of a 

democratic polity, our laws, development policies, plans and programmes have aimed at 

women’s advancement in different spheres. The principle of gender equality is enshrined in 

the Indian Constitution in its Preamble, Fundamental Rights, Fundamental Duties and 

Directive Principles. In 1953, the Government of India established a Central Social Welfare 

Board with a nationwide programme of grants-in-aid for women, children and under-

privileged groups.  Many Acts have been promulgated to empower women. The National 

commission for Women was set up by an Act of Parliament in 1990 to safeguard the rights 

and legal entitlements of women. The Government has given greater focus to issues relating 

to women through creation of an independent Ministry of Women and Child Development.  

 

 The major landmark in the field of women empowerment was brought by 73rd and 

74th amendments Acts in the Parliament which brought 33% reservation to the women in the 

Panchayats and Municipalities. Women's participation in politics remained quite 

inconsequential in India even today but some sort of improvement took place by the 73rd and 

74th constitutional amendment acts which gave boost to the status of women at the political 

level by giving opportunity to women in the process of decision-making [11].  On the 

positive side it has given opportunity to share power with men. These amendments have 

empowered about 10,000,00 women (http://mospi.nic.in)  and gave them political power for 

taking social, economic and other development measures for the all-round growth of their 

women counterparts. On negative side it has been found that the active participation in the 

form of involving in the decision making process, budget preparation, planning etc, was 

found to be rare in case of women representatives [12]. 

 

 
11.1. Protection of Women: Special Laws 

 
This desire of the Fathers of our Constitution was used as an instrument for giving 

equality and status to women in our country in the form of enactment of specific laws dealing 

with the protection of women: The Special Marriage Act, 1954; Hindu Succession Act, 1956; 

Hindu Marriage Act 1955; Hindu Adaptation and Maintenance Act,1956; The Child Marriage 

Restraint Act, 1952; The Maternity Benefits Act, 1976; The Equal Remuneration Act, 1976; 

The Factories Act, 1976; The Medical Termination of Pregnancy Act, 1971; The Dowry 

Prohibition Act, 1961; Immoral Traffic (prevention) Act; Amendment to the Criminal Laws, 

1983; Family Courts; Indecent Representation of Women Act,1986; The Commission of Sati 

(Prevention) Act, 1987; The National Commission for Women Act 1991, The Protection of 

Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005 etc. These special laws prohibit early marriage; 

give her the right to monogamous marriage and divorce, right to a share, equal opportunity 

for employment and protection at the work place and ban on immoral traffic in women.  
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 11.2. Programmes for Women 

The incorporation of special ‘women components’ in its programmes such as 

Swarnjayanti Gram Swarojgar Joyana (JGSY), the Indira Awas Yojana (IAY), the National 

Social Assistance Programme (NSAP), the Restructured Centrally Rural Sanitation 

Programme, the Accelerated Rural Water Supply Programme, the Integrated Rural 

Development Programme (IDRP), the Development of Women and Childlren in Rural Areas 

(DWCRA) and the Jawahar Rojgar Yojana (JRY) etc. A scheme “Swayamsiddha was really 

about self-esteem and self empowerment. Girls who are left some times in distressful 

circumstances; who have no shelter are taken up to empower them by capacity building 

training.  

 

Priority is given to women in “The National Rural Employment Guarantee Act” by 

reserving at least one-third of the jobs for women who have registered and requested for work 

under this Act. Self Help Groups (SHGs) are an effective strategy for women empowerment. 

Women have organized themselves as a self-help group and are availing credit facilities from 

bank so that they can market their products effectively and sustain their lives in a dignified 

manner. It is found that each individual has become a celebrity and role model herself in their 

community with more women coming forward to emulate the transformation of there lives 

[13]. Maharastran government has taken historic decision of making available loan to women 

self-help groups at 4 percent interest [14]. 

 

The government has set up anganwadis or child-care centres in several villages in the 

country. The government has passed laws that make it mandatory for organizations that have 

more than 30 women employees to provide crèche facilities. The provision of crèches helps 

many women to take up employment outside the home. Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao scheme has 

been introduced in 2015 to address the issue declining Child Sex Ratio. Indira Gandhi 

Matritva Sahyog Yojana (IGMSY) for the pregnant and lactating women scheme is for the 

pregnant and lactating women of 19 years of age or above for first two live births to 

contribute to a better enabling environment by providing conditional cash transfer for 

improved health and nutrition and to also promote health and nutrition seeking behavior in 

them. One Stop Centre Scheme for women are meant to support women affected by violence, 

in private and public spaces, within the family, community and at the workplace. Rajiv 

Gandhi National Creche Scheme for children Health Check-up, Food, nutrition to provide 

support to the young children in terms of quality, substitute care and other services while the 

mothers are at work. Support to Training and Employment Programme for Women (STEP) 

emphasis on Skill Development for self or wage employment. Swadhar Greh- a Scheme that 

caters to primary needs of women in difficult circumstances 

 

11.3. Women and Five Year Plans 

The Government of India still observes three dimensional strategies for development 

of women, namely social empowerment, economic empowerment and political empowerment 

and has made development of women as one of the principal objectives of the Five Year 

Plan. Duflo E. [15] argues that the inter relationships of Empowerment and Development are 

too weak to be self sustaining and that continuous policy commitment may be needed to 

bring equality between men and women. From the Fifth Five Year Plan (1974-78) onwards 

has been a marked shift in the approach to women’s issues from welfare to development. In 
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recent years, the empowerment of women has been recognized as the central issue in 

determining the status of women. The Government of India has made Empowerment of 

Women as one of the principal objectives of the Ninth Five Year Plan (1997-2002) and also 

declared 2001 as the year of ‘Women's Empowerment’. The Tenth Five Year Plan (2002-07) 

called for the three-pronged strategy of social empowerment, economic empowerment and 

providing gender justice to create an enabling environment of positive economic and social 

policies for women and eliminating all forms of discrimination against them and thus 

advance gender equality goals. Below given are the objectives of the five year plans towards 

women development. 

 
Objectives of Five Year Plans towards women development 

 

Five-Year Plan Period Steps towards Women development 

First 1951-1956 The concept of Women’s development was mainly welfare 

oriented. 

Second 1956-1961 Women were organized into Mahila mandals to act as focal 

point at the grass-root levels for the development of women. 

Third, Fourth & 

Interim Plans 

1961-1974 High priority has been accorded to education of women. 

 

Fifth 1974-1978 There was a shift in the approach for women’s development 

from welfare to ‘development’. 

 

Sixth 1980-1985 This period was a landmark in the history of women’s 

development as it received recognition as one of the 

developmental sectors. 

Seventh 1985-1990 Focus was on socio-economic status of women. 

Eight 1992-1997 Shift from development to Empowerment and benefits to 

women in the core sector of education, health and 

employment.  

Ninth 1997-2002 “Empowerment of women” as agents of socio-economic 

change and development became one of the specific 

objectives. 

Tenth 2002-2007 Suggests specific strategies, policies and programmes for 

the Empowerment of Women. 

Eleventh 2007-2012 To ensure that women are at the centre – stage of all the 

activities – economic, social and political 

Twelfth 2012-2017 Women must be included in development process. 

Emphasize on single women by providing ‘quota’ in jobs.  

 

12. Conclusion 
 

Women’s empowerment is the outcome of several years’ consistent efforts. Some 

efforts yielded results while some could not. The impact of the various developmental 

policies, plans and programmes implemented by the government over the last years has 

brought forth a perceptible improvement in the socio-economic status of women. The status 

of women in India is developing over the period of time but women still lag much behind 

men despite some improvement since Independence. Ours is still a male dominated, 

Patriarchal society. Women face disadvantage, discrimination and oppression in various 
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ways. The literacy rate among women is only 65.46 per cent compared with 82.14 per cent 

among men. A smaller proportion of girl students go for higher studies because parents prefer 

to spend their resources for their boy’s education rather than spending equally on their sons 

and daughters. Expectation of life at birth has increased over the years. While it is 67.4 years 

for males, it is slightly higher for females at 70.3 years. Sex ratio has registered a marginal 

improvement from 933 in the year 2001 to 940 in 2011. There has been a decline in the Infant 

mortality rate from 80 in 1990 to 64 in 2002 to 58 in 2005 and 34 in 2016. The work force 

participation rate for women has increased from 12.06 in 1971 to 39.79 in 2011. Much of the 

women work is not paid and therefore often not valued. The Equal Wages Act provides that 

equal wages should be paid to equal work. But women are paid less than men, even when 

both do exactly the same work.  Over 54 percent of pregnant women are anemic (National 

family health survey, 2005) and 70 percent of female workforce is engaged in agriculture. 

Women continue to face discrimination and are subject to increased violence. In many parts 

of India parents prefer to have sons and finds ways to have the girl child aborted before she is 

born. Such sex-selective abortion led to a decline in child sex ratio.  

 

Over the years there have been efforts made to socially, economically and politically 

empower women but as a result of the lack of synergy of coordination between these 

activities, the outcomes could never be completely satisfactory. However, there still exists a 

wide gap between the goals enunciated in the constitution, legislation, policies, plans, 

programmes, and related mechanisms on the one hand and the situational reality of the status 

of women in India, on the other. Wherever there are gaps in policies and programmes, 

women specific interventions would be undertaken to bridge these. It requires involvement of 

every segment of society, government, laws, political parties, judiciary, social reformers, 

religious leaders and media. Only then empowerment in its true meaning will be realized. 

 

But despite all these measures there should be a strong determination among every 

man that every woman in this country should be honoured. Only then empowerment in its 

true meaning will be realized. Swami Vivedananda had said “That country and that nation 

which doesn’t respect women will never become great now and nor will ever in future” and 

in pursuit of making India a great nation, let us work towards giving women their much 

deserved status. 
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