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SECTION 01  KEY TERMS AND EXPLANATIONS 

 

■  Core Conceptual Vocabulary 

 

● Patriarchy 

▸ A system of social organisation in which men hold primary power and dominance over women in 
political leadership, moral authority, social privilege, and property control. 

▸ Derived from the Greek pater (father) + arkhein (rule). In modern usage it refers not merely to 
individual male dominance but to a structural, institutional arrangement that reproduces male 
supremacy across generations. 

▸ Example: The norm that a daughter does not inherit ancestral property equally, or that a woman 
needs a male guardian's permission for surgery, exemplifies patriarchal structures even within 
legal frameworks. 

 

● Guardianship Paradigm 

▸ The assumption, codified in custom and sometimes in law, that women require male guardians 
(fathers, husbands, brothers, sons) to make decisions on their behalf — over property, marriage, 
mobility, and livelihood. 

▸ This is distinct from biological protection; it is a power arrangement that treats women as 
perpetual legal minors. 

▸ Indian example: Under older Hindu personal law, a woman's right to be a natural guardian of her 
own child was secondary to the father's. The Hindu Minority and Guardianship Act, 1956, has 
been progressively reformed, though practice often lags behind law. 



 

 

 

● The Veil (Purdah / Ghoonghat / Hijab) as Symbol 

▸ While a piece of cloth can carry many meanings — modesty, identity, religious devotion — as a 
structural symbol it represents the broader project of regulating women's bodies and limiting their 
visibility in public space. 

▸ In many North Indian states (Bihar, Rajasthan, UP, Assam's rural belts), ghoonghat practice 
correlates strongly with restricted mobility, limited healthcare access, and lower school 
completion rates. 

▸ Campaigns like 'Ghoonghat Mukt Jaipur' demonstrate that the issue is not merely sartorial but 
tied directly to agency, self-determination, and participation in public life. 

 

● Gender Socialisation 

▸ The process by which individuals learn and internalise gender roles through family, education, 
religion, media, and peer groups — often reproducing inequality without conscious intent. 

▸ A girl learns early that her body is secondary (her needs are met after male siblings), her 
aspirations are conditional, and her value lies in reproduction and domesticity. This is not nature; 
it is socially constructed. 

 

● Substantive vs. Formal Equality 

▸ Formal equality means identical treatment under law. Substantive equality recognises that 
identical treatment of unequal persons reproduces inequality — and therefore requires 
differential positive action. 

▸ The Constitution of India under Articles 14, 15, and 16 moves beyond formal equality to allow the 
State to make special provisions for women. Article 15(3) is the constitutional hook for affirmative 
action. 

▸ Example: Providing free bus travel or reservations in local bodies for women is substantive 
equality, not formal equality. 

 

● Agency 

▸ In feminist theory and development economics (Amartya Sen's Capability Approach), agency 
refers to a person's capacity to act on her own behalf, pursue her own goals, and make 
meaningful choices free from coercion. 

▸ A woman who veils by choice after full deliberation exercises agency; a woman who veils under 
threat of social ostracism or violence does not. The distinction matters for policy: the goal is to 
expand the conditions under which genuine choice becomes possible. 

 

● Capability Deprivation 

▸ Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum argue that poverty is not merely income poverty but 
deprivation of capabilities — the real freedoms to live, move, breathe, participate, earn, and be 
respected. 

▸ When 40 per cent of Indian girls drop out before Class 10, it is not merely an educational 
statistic; it is a capability catastrophe that forecloses future autonomy. 

 

● Structural Violence 

▸ Johan Galtung's concept: harm that is built into social structures rather than arising from direct 
individual action. Hunger, illiteracy, and preventable disease inflicted disproportionately on 
women because of gender is structural violence. 



 

 

▸ A woman who cannot enter the formal workforce because she has no education, cannot get 
education because she was expected to fetch water and cook, cannot leave because she has no 
income — this interlocking trap is structural violence. 

 

● Glass Ceiling 

▸ The invisible but powerful barrier that prevents women from rising to senior positions in 
organisations, despite formal non-discrimination policies. 

▸ India data: Women hold only about 17 per cent of executive positions in corporates and around 
20 per cent of seats on company boards. In Parliament (Lok Sabha), women constitute barely 15 
per cent post-2024 elections. 

 

● Informal Economy / Informal Sector 

▸ Economic activity outside formal regulation, lacking social security, stable wages, and legal 
protections. Over 90 per cent of women in India's workforce are in the informal sector, exposing 
them to wage theft, unsafe conditions, and no maternity benefit. 

▸ This is not coincidental — informal sectors expand precisely where regulation is weakest and 
where gender discrimination faces the least institutional check. 

 

● Wage Gap 

▸ Women earn significantly less than men for comparable work. In India, the gender wage gap is 
approximately 20–30 per cent in the formal sector; in agriculture, women often earn 30–40 per 
cent less than men for the same task. 

▸ The gap compounds over a career: lower wages → lower savings → lower retirement security → 
feminisation of old-age poverty. 

 

● Sloganeering vs. Substantive Reform 

▸ Refers to the gap between political rhetoric about women's welfare (Beti Bachao Beti Padhao, 
for instance) and actual policy investment — when budget allocation for girl-child programmes 
remains thin, and implementation gaps are wide. 

▸ The article's argument is sharp: if political parties truly valued women, they would nominate them 
freely rather than awaiting a constitutional mandate. The sincerity of intent is tested by action, 
not slogan. 

 

  



 

 

SECTION 02  MAIN ARGUMENTS AND SUBSTANTIVE PARTS 

 

■  Core Thesis 

The veil — and gender oppression broadly — is not a natural, biological phenomenon but a 
product of social construction and power. Denying women the freedom to breathe free, move 
freely, and participate fully is not protection; it is oppression. The guardianship imposed by men 
is not a gift — it is a theft of liberty. 

 

■  Argument 1 — The Chain is Social, Not Biological 

● Rousseau's famous line — 'Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains' — is repurposed 
here to illuminate women's condition: the chains are not forged by biology or divine will, but by 
custom, law, and social expectation. 

● The argument follows that biology does not predestine women to subordination. Women are 
physically weaker in some respects but are the procreators of civilisation — they carry, nurture, 
and sustain life. Denying them freedom is therefore a contradiction that diminishes all humanity. 

● The philosophical move is Rousseauian in structure but feminist in application: natural freedom 
is universal, and any arrangement that chains half of humanity to artificial roles is illegitimate. 

 

■  Argument 2 — Denial Begins at Birth and is Systemic 

● In countless households, the birth of a girl is greeted with disappointment or silence, while a 
boy's birth is celebrated. This differential valuation is not an individual prejudice — it is 
reproduced through family ritual, economic calculus (sons carry lineage, daughters require 
dowry), and institutional absence. 

● Nearly 40 per cent of Indian girls drop out before Class 10. Three million left school between 
2019 and 2024. Dropout rates in Bihar and Assam exceed 20 per cent at secondary level. The 
school is not simply inaccessible geographically — it is made inaccessible by the assignment of 
domestic labour to girls (fetching water, cooking, caring for siblings). 

● The family's economic logic is brutal: boys are investments (future earners), girls are liabilities 
(dowry outflows). This logic, not nature, creates the disparity. 

 

■  Argument 3 — Nourishment and Health Disparities Entrench Inequality 

● Girls are fed less and given fewer health opportunities than boys — a pattern documented 
across South Asia. Boys receive larger food portions and priority medical care. The girl's body is 
treated as expendable precisely because her economic contribution is undervalued or invisible. 

● This malnourishment is not merely physical. It limits cognitive development, school 
performance, and long-term productivity — producing exactly the outcomes that are then cited 
to justify women's 'lesser' capabilities. 

● It is a self-fulfilling prophecy manufactured by structural deprivation, then dressed up as natural 
difference. 

 

■  Argument 4 — The Veil as Barrier, Not Mere Fabric 



 

 

● Sixty-one per cent of Indian women cover their heads in public — prevalence is highest in North 
India. While framed as modesty or respect, the veil in practice operates as a restriction on 
vision, breath, and participation. 

● It blocks not just the face but possibility: mobility is curtailed, confidence is constrained, and 
individuality is suppressed when a woman must hide herself to be socially acceptable. 

● Campaigns like 'Ghoonghat Mukt Jaipur' and grassroots movements in Haryana are not attacks 
on culture; they are assertions that empowerment begins with visibility — the right to be seen as 
a full human being in public space. 

 

■  Argument 5 — Workforce and Leadership Exclusion 

● Women form 41.7 per cent of the workforce but over 90 per cent remain in insecure informal 
jobs. In formal sectors, wage disparity and the glass ceiling persist systematically. 

● Only 17 per cent of executive positions are held by women. Corporate board representation 
hovers around 20 per cent. In Parliament, despite Constitutional amendments, women remain 
severely under-represented. 

● The double burden of managing households alongside careers forces withdrawal or stagnation 
— and this is not a personal choice but a structural trap. 

 

■  Argument 6 — Civilisational Cost of Half-Humanity's Subjugation 

● When half the population is subdued, society loses teachers, doctors, scientists, and leaders. 
Economies falter without fair wages, democracies fall silent without women's voices, and 
generations grow weaker without equal nourishment. 

● The argument draws on a utilitarian and civilisational logic: oppressing women is not merely 
unjust to women — it impoverishes and weakens the entire collective. 

● Every chain placed on a woman is a chain that binds society. The social body cannot be free if 
half its members are not. 

 

■  Argument 7 — Political Hypocrisy and the Reservation Paradox 

● The enactment of reservation for women in Parliament (the Women's Reservation Act, 2023, yet 
to be implemented) is itself a paradox: if parties valued women, they would nominate them 
freely. The law reveals the gap between declared values and actual practice. 

● Slogans like 'Beti Bachao Beti Padhao' ring hollow when girls are denied education, when 
crimes against women rise, and when half of humanity is still chained by the other half. 

 

■  Core Conclusion 

The veil must be lifted — not as a rejection of culture but as a reclamation of humanity. Women 
have the right to education, nourishment, mobility, wages, opportunities, and dignity. The freedom 
of women must be restored. Until that freedom is real and not merely proclaimed, society stands 
guilty of betraying half its soul. 

 

  



 

 

SECTION 03  HISTORICAL EVOLUTION OF THE ISSUE 

 

■  Ancient and Medieval India — Contested Foundations 

● Vedic Period (1500–500 BCE): Women participated in education (Gargi, Maitreyi were 
prominent intellectuals), engaged in philosophical debate, and in certain contexts enjoyed social 
visibility. The Upanishads record women as equals in philosophical discourse. 

● Post-Vedic Deterioration (500 BCE onwards): With the Dharmashastra tradition — Manu Smriti, 
Yajnavalkya Smriti — the legal position of women deteriorated sharply. Manu's famous 
injunction that women should never be independent (na stri swatantryam arhati) became the 
ideological foundation for guardianship norms. 

● Medieval Period: With successive invasions and socio-political upheaval, purdah practices 
intensified, particularly in North India. The veil's spread correlates historically with periods of 
social insecurity but was later rationalised as eternal tradition. 

● Bhakti Movement (12th–17th century): Women saints — Mirabai, Akkamahadevi, Andal — 
challenged patriarchal norms through devotion and public expression. They represent an 
indigenous feminist tradition that disrupted the guardianship paradigm from within religious 
frameworks. 

 

■  Colonial Period — Reform and Counter-Reform 

● 19th Century Reform Movement: Raja Ram Mohan Roy led campaigns against Sati (abolished 
1829 via Regulation XVII). Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar fought for widow remarriage (Hindu 
Widows' Remarriage Act, 1856). The Age of Consent Act (1891) raised the age of marital 
consent for girls. 

● Jyotirao Phule and Savitribai Phule (1848 onwards): Established the first school for girls in 
Pune. Phule's framework was intersectional — arguing that caste and gender oppression were 
linked systems of denial. This is the foundational anti-patriarchy movement on Indian soil. 

● Pandita Ramabai: Travelled Europe and America, exposed the condition of Hindu widows, 
established Mukti Mission (1898) for widows and destitute women. Her work forced a public 
reckoning with guardianship norms. 

● Annie Besant and the Indian National Congress: Women's participation in the freedom 
movement was contested. The Congress's Karachi Resolution (1931) promised equal rights to 
women — a significant political commitment. 

● B.R. Ambedkar's Framework: Ambedkar argued that caste and gender were co-constructed 
oppressions. The Hindu Code Bills he championed (1948–1951) sought to give women equal 
inheritance, divorce rights, and property rights — proposals that faced fierce conservative 
resistance. 

 

■  Constitutional Moment (1947–1950) 

● The Indian Constitution embedded gender justice at its core: Article 14 (equality before law), 
Article 15 (non-discrimination, including sex), Article 15(3) (special provisions for women 
permitted), Article 16 (equal opportunity in public employment), and Article 21 (right to life and 
personal liberty — which courts have expanded to include dignity, privacy, and bodily integrity). 

● Constituent Assembly debates were significant: Hansa Mehta, Rajkumari Amrit Kaur, Durgabai 
Deshmukh argued forcefully for substantive provisions for women. The deletion of a separate 



 

 

women's rights chapter was controversial but justified by the view that the general equality 
provisions were sufficiently broad. 

 

■  Post-Independence Legislative Milestones 

● Hindu Code Bills (1955–56): Hindu Marriage Act, Hindu Succession Act, Hindu Minority and 
Guardianship Act, Hindu Adoptions and Maintenance Act — created a uniform personal law 
framework, gave women divorce rights, some inheritance rights. 

● Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961: Legislative recognition that dowry demands were a form of 
property extraction linked to gender violence. 

● The Mathura Rape Case (1972) and its aftermath: The Supreme Court's acquittal of policemen 
who raped Mathura in custody provoked mass feminist protest — leading to the Criminal Law 
Amendment Act, 1983, which reversed the burden of proof in custodial rape. 

● Vishaka Guidelines (1997): Supreme Court created sexual harassment guidelines at the 
workplace following gang rape of Bhanwari Devi — a watershed in workplace rights. Codified in 
the POSH Act, 2013. 

● Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005: Recognised domestic violence as a 
legal wrong; created shared household rights. 

● Criminal Law Amendment Act, 2013: Post-Nirbhaya (2012), expanded definition of sexual 
assault, introduced new offences, strengthened punishment. Yet convictions remain low. 

● Women's Reservation Act, 2023 (Nari Shakti Vandan Adhiniyam): Reserved one-third seats in 
Lok Sabha and State Assemblies for women. However, implementation awaits delimitation — 
effectively deferred by a decade. 

 

■  Contemporary Developments (2015–2026) 

● BBBP (Beti Bachao Beti Padhao, 2015): Addressed skewed sex ratio. Initial districts saw 
improvements in some states, but critics noted resource concentration in communication rather 
than service delivery. 

● Maternity Benefit Amendment Act, 2017: Extended paid maternity leave to 26 weeks — 
progressive in formal sector, irrelevant to 90 per cent of women in informal employment. 

● Triple Talaq Criminalisation (2019): Muslim Women (Protection of Rights on Marriage) Act 
ended instant triple talaq. Debated on religious autonomy grounds but significant for Muslim 
women's security. 

● Post-COVID Regression (2020–22): Women disproportionately exited the workforce; care 
burden intensified; domestic violence cases spiked by 51 per cent in April 2020. Structural 
vulnerabilities were exposed. 

● Assam's Northeast Context: Assam has made gains in girl child education and sex ratio, but 
rural belts still record high dropout rates. The state's tribal women, particularly from Koch-
Rajbongshi and tea garden communities, face compound disadvantages of caste, class, and 
gender. 

 

  



 

 

SECTION 04  LOGICAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL BASE 

 

■  Jean-Jacques Rousseau — Natural Freedom and Social Chains 

● The opening invocation of Rousseau is precise: freedom is the natural condition, chains are 
social artefacts. What Rousseau applied to political subjugation, this framework applies to 
gender: there is nothing natural about the subjugation of women. 

● Rousseau's Social Contract theory, however, had a notorious contradiction — he confined 
women to the domestic sphere even while arguing for natural equality among men. The 
appropriation of Rousseau here is deliberately corrective: his own logic demands that women's 
freedom be equal to men's. 

● Critique of Rousseau: His Emile (1762) prescribed different educations for boys (civic virtue) 
and girls (obedience to husband). Feminist philosophers like Mary Wollstonecraft (A Vindication 
of the Rights of Woman, 1792) attacked this directly — arguing that reason is not gendered, and 
women's apparent inferiority is entirely the product of deficient education. 

 

■  Immanuel Kant — Dignity and Treating Persons as Ends 

● Kant's Categorical Imperative holds that human beings must never be treated merely as means 
to another's ends but always as ends in themselves. The guardianship paradigm treats women 
as instruments of reproduction, domestic labour, and social status — a direct violation of the 
Kantian moral law. 

● The obligation to lift the veil of oppression is, in Kantian terms, a perfect duty: it admits of no 
exception, is not contingent on social utility, and must be honoured unconditionally. 

 

■  John Rawls — The Veil of Ignorance and Gender Justice 

● Rawls's thought experiment in A Theory of Justice (1971): if we designed social institutions 
behind a 'veil of ignorance' — not knowing what gender, caste, or class we would be born into 
— we would design them to protect the most vulnerable. 

● A society designed from behind the Rawlsian veil of ignorance would guarantee equal rights to 
education, mobility, livelihood, and political participation for women — because no rational 
person would risk being born female into a society that denied those rights. 

● Rawls also identified the family as a site of justice, not merely a private matter — a position that 
directly challenges the 'tradition' defence of patriarchal practices. 

 

■  Amartya Sen — Capabilities and the Agency of Women 

● Sen's Capability Approach (developed with Martha Nussbaum) argues that the proper metric of 
development is not GDP but what people are actually capable of doing and being. Gender 
justice means ensuring women can: live a full life; achieve good health; exercise bodily integrity; 
use imagination and thought; experience emotions; exercise practical reason; affiliate socially; 
relate to animals and nature; play; and have control over their environment. 

● The low female labour force participation rate, the dropout crisis, the nutrition gap — each 
represents a capability deprivation that Sen would regard as a fundamental developmental 
failure, not a cultural curiosity. 



 

 

● Sen's concept of 'missing women' (100 million+ women missing due to gender-biased mortality, 
selective abortion, and neglect) demonstrates that the question of women's freedom is literally a 
question of life and death. 

 

■  B.R. Ambedkar — Caste, Gender, and the Grammar of Oppression 

● Ambedkar's insight was that caste and gender were not parallel oppressions but structurally 
intertwined. Caste endogamy — the regulation of marriage within caste boundaries — is 
fundamentally a mechanism for controlling women's sexuality and reproductive choices. 

● He argued that the emancipation of women was inseparable from the destruction of caste: so 
long as women's bodies are the vessels through which caste reproduces itself, women cannot 
be free. 

● His vision for women — equal inheritance, divorce rights, inter-caste marriage rights — was not 
imported Western liberalism but a reconstruction of Indian social values from the ground up. 

 

■  Michel Foucault — Power, Surveillance, and the Regulated Body 

● Foucault's analysis of power as diffuse, capillary, and productive helps explain how patriarchal 
norms operate not through explicit coercion alone but through normalisation — women 
internalise the gaze of surveillance and discipline their own bodies accordingly. 

● The veil as a technology of self-regulation: when a woman veils herself not because someone 
forces her but because she has internalised the social norm that female visibility is dangerous or 
shameful, Foucault would say power is operating at its most effective — it has made itself 
invisible. 

● The feminist project thus requires not only changing laws but disrupting the micro-physics of 
power — the daily rituals, gazes, and expectations that reproduce subordination. 

 

■  Mary Wollstonecraft — The First Systematic Feminist Argument 

● Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) directly challenged the 
Enlightenment's gender blind spot. She argued that women appear irrational and frivolous not 
because of nature but because they are systematically denied education and rational 
engagement. 

● Her argument maps perfectly onto the contemporary Indian context: girls who are kept out of 
school, fed less, married young, and assigned domestic labour will appear to lack the capacity 
for public life — but this appearance is manufactured by the very system that then cites it as 
justification. 

 

■  Simone de Beauvoir — 'One is Not Born, But Becomes, a Woman' 

● The Second Sex (1949) is the foundational text of second-wave feminism. De Beauvoir argued 
that 'woman' is not a biological category but a social construction — the product of roles, 
expectations, and prohibitions imposed from without. 

● The domestic role assigned to women is not natural; it is the result of historical contingency and 
power, which is why it can be changed. This is the philosophical undergirding of the entire 
argument about the veil: it is not eternal, it is changeable. 

 

  



 

 

SECTION 05  NEW FEATURES AND UNIQUE IDEAS 

 

■  Novel Conceptual Contributions 

● Structural Argument over Individual Moral Argument 

▸ The distinctive contribution of this framework is that it locates the problem at the level of 
structure, not individual morality. The problem is not that individual men are cruel — it is that 
systems of guardianship, inheritance, education denial, and economic exclusion reproduce 
patriarchy automatically, even without bad intentions. 

▸ This shifts the reform agenda from moral persuasion (bad men should change) to institutional 
redesign (systems must be restructured). 

 

● Civilisational Cost Framework 

▸ The argument that women's subjugation impoverishes not just women but the whole of 
civilisation is more than rhetoric — it is an evidence-based development argument. IMF and 
World Bank research consistently shows that gender equality is among the highest-return 
investments for GDP growth, health outcomes, and intergenerational poverty reduction. 

▸ India's GDP could increase by an estimated 27 per cent if the gender gap in labour force 
participation were fully closed (McKinsey Global Institute). Framing gender justice as 
civilisational necessity rather than women's charity makes it politically more tractable. 

 

● Agency-Centred Critique of Tradition 

▸ Rather than dismissing tradition wholesale, the argument distinguishes between culture as living 
practice and tradition as power's alibi. Not all traditional practices are oppressive; but when 
tradition is invoked to suppress agency and deny capability, it must be interrogated. 

▸ This is the Ambedkar move: not anti-culture, but anti-oppression. The test of a cultural practice is 
whether it enhances or diminishes human dignity. 

 

● Political Hypocrisy as Analytical Category 

▸ The argument that the Women's Reservation Act itself reveals the gap between proclaimed 
values and actual practice is analytically sharp. It inverts the usual celebratory framing: 
reservation should not be necessary if parties genuinely valued women; the fact that it requires a 
constitutional mandate exposes the depth of institutional sexism. 

 

■  Feasibility Assessment 

● Legislative reforms (inheritance, marriage, workplace protection) are technically feasible and 
have precedent — the challenge is implementation and culture change. 

● Educational investment targeting girls (residential schools, sanitation, safe transport, stipends) 
has proven feasible in states like Gujarat and Tamil Nadu. 

● The grassroots campaigns (Ghoonghat Mukt Jaipur, Gulabi Gang) demonstrate that cultural 
change is possible from within communities — not just through top-down legislation. 

● The hardest frontier remains the informal economy: 90 per cent of women workers there are 
invisible to protective legislation. Universal social protection (maternity benefit, healthcare, 
pension) not linked to formal employment status is the necessary policy innovation. 

 

  



 

 

SECTION 06  SUSTAINABILITY OF THE IDEA 

 

■  Constitutional and Legal Sustainability 

● The argument rests on the most secure possible foundation: the Constitution of India. Articles 
14, 15, 16, 19, and 21 together create a comprehensive gender justice framework. The 
Supreme Court's jurisprudence — from Mary Roy (1986) to Shayara Bano (2017) to Joseph 
Shine (2018) — has consistently extended equality rights to women. 

● The Women's Reservation Act (2023) is now law, providing constitutional backing for political 
representation. The direction of legal travel is clearly toward greater gender equality. 

 

■  Economic Sustainability 

● Gender equality is economically sustainable precisely because it expands the productive base. 
More women in the workforce means more taxpayers, more consumers, and higher household 
savings — all of which strengthen macroeconomic stability. 

● The argument that protecting women is economically costly confuses short-term investment 
(educating girls, providing maternity support) with long-term return (higher productivity, lower 
fertility rates, better child outcomes). 

 

■  Environmental and Social Sustainability 

● Evidence from demographic transition theory: educated women have fewer children, invest 
more in each child's health and education, and make better environmental decisions at 
household level. Women's education is among the most powerful climate change mitigation 
tools — not because women are 'naturally' environmentalist, but because agency and informed 
choice lead to better collective outcomes. 

● Social sustainability requires that the next generation inherit institutions capable of reproducing 
their own legitimacy. A democracy in which half the population is structurally excluded from 
participation is not sustainable — it will produce political instability, social tension, and economic 
under-performance. 

 

■  Ethical Sustainability 

● The ethical case rests on irreducible human dignity — a ground that does not erode over time. 
The claim that women are equal in dignity to men is not contingent on economic outcomes or 
cultural acceptability; it is a basic moral truth. This gives the argument a permanence that purely 
consequentialist arguments lack. 

● Even if, hypothetically, gender equality produced no economic gains, the ethical case would 
remain. The fact that it does produce gains strengthens rather than replaces the ethical 
foundation. 

 

  



 

 

SECTION 07  CHALLENGES RELATED TO THE ISSUE 

 

■  Implementation Challenges 

● Laws on paper vs. practice on ground: India has one of the world's most progressive 
constitutional frameworks for gender equality, yet ranks 129th on the Global Gender Gap Index 
(2023). The gap between legal guarantee and lived reality is vast. 

● Poor conviction rates: In rape cases, conviction rates are below 30 per cent; in domestic 
violence, social pressure prevents most victims from pursuing cases; dowry prohibition is 
routinely violated because enforcement is weak and social incentives to report are low. 

● Judicial delays: Family courts are severely backlogged; property disputes involving women can 
take decades; the justice system's slowness makes legal rights inaccessible to the very women 
who need them most. 

 

■  Stakeholder Resistance 

● Religious and Community Authorities: Religious leaders across traditions (some Hindu seers, 
some Islamic clergy, some tribal councils) defend patriarchal practices as divinely sanctioned or 
culturally essential. Their authority over community members often exceeds that of the state. 

● Political Resistance: Women's reservation in Parliament was blocked for nearly three decades 
before the 2023 Act. Even now, implementation is deferred — an explicit political calculation 
that reducing male incumbency is electorally risky. 

● Internalized Patriarchy: Women themselves can resist changes to gender norms — not because 
they genuinely prefer subjugation but because they have internalised the norms so deeply that 
alternatives seem threatening or morally wrong. This is the Gramscian 'consent' dimension of 
hegemony. 

 

■  Economic Challenges 

● The double burden: Even as women enter the workforce, domestic care responsibilities remain 
with them. Without redistribution of care work (through state-funded childcare, eldercare, and 
equitable domestic norms), women face unsustainable dual burdens. 

● Informal economy invisibility: Seventy per cent of India's agricultural labour is performed by 
women, yet land ownership by women is below 15 per cent. Being legally landless creates 
permanent economic vulnerability. 

● Skill deficits: Generations of educational exclusion mean that many women lack the digital and 
technical skills needed in the evolving economy. Catch-up requires sustained and targeted 
investment. 

 

■  Social and Cultural Challenges 

● The 'choice' argument: The claim that women 'choose' to veil, 'choose' to stay home, or 'choose' 
to accept lower wages is frequently deployed to deflect structural critique. The response 
requires distinguishing between autonomous choice and constrained adaptation — genuine 
agency requires real alternatives. 



 

 

● Rural-urban divide: Gender norms are not uniform. Metropolitan India and small-town India are 
almost different countries in terms of women's mobility, education, and economic participation. 
Policy cannot treat them identically. 

● Northeast India specifics (APSC relevance): Tribal communities in Assam — Koch-Rajbongshi, 
Bodo, tea garden labour — have their own gender dynamics, often distinct from the 
Brahmanical patriarchy of the Gangetic plains. Some tribal customs give women greater 
economic autonomy; others impose different forms of restriction. Blanket approaches fail here. 

 

  



 

 

SECTION 08  MULTIDIMENSIONAL ANALYSIS 

 

■  Social Dimension 

● Family as Site of Inequality: The family is the primary institution through which gender norms 
are transmitted. Differential treatment of girls from birth — in nutrition, education investment, 
mobility, and aspirational encouragement — reproduces inequality across generations. 

● Social Capital Exclusion: Women are systematically excluded from public decision-making 
spaces — gram sabhas, panchayat meetings, community forums — even when they hold formal 
positions. This exclusion limits their ability to shape the rules that govern their own lives. 

● Intersectionality: Gender intersects with caste, class, religion, and geography. A Dalit woman, a 
Muslim woman, a tribal woman, and an upper-caste urban professional face profoundly different 
— though structurally connected — forms of gender oppression. Policy must be sensitive to 
these intersections. 

● Social Costs of Silence: When women's voices are absent from public deliberation, social 
priorities are distorted. Healthcare systems miss maternal health needs, educational systems 
miss girls' learning styles, and urban planning ignores women's safety and mobility 
requirements. 

 

■  Political Dimension 

● Democracy Deficit: A democracy where 50 per cent of the population holds fewer than 15 per 
cent of legislative seats is a stunted democracy. Political exclusion is not merely a women's 
issue — it is a democratic legitimacy crisis. 

● Women's Reservation Act, 2023: While historic in intent, the deferral to post-delimitation 
implementation (likely not before 2029) reveals political calculation. The Act is law, but its 
benefits are for a future Parliament. 

● Electoral Politics and Gender: Parties field women candidates disproportionately from 
constituencies where their own candidate has less chance of winning — the 'sacrifice' 
constituency phenomenon. Women are instrumentalised in electoral arithmetic rather than 
valued for their political judgment. 

● Grassroots Leadership: At the panchayat level, 33–50 per cent reservation for women has been 
transformative in some states. Women sarpanches in Rajasthan and Tamil Nadu have improved 
water access, sanitation, and girls' education outcomes — demonstrating that political inclusion 
has real policy consequences. 

 

■  Legal Dimension 

● Constitutional Framework: Articles 14, 15, 15(3), 16, 19(1)(d) [freedom of movement], 21 [right 
to life and dignity] collectively create a comprehensive gender justice architecture. Article 51A(e) 
makes it a fundamental duty to renounce practices derogatory to the dignity of women. 

● Personal Law Conflict: India's plural personal law system means women's rights in marriage, 
divorce, inheritance, and maintenance differ by religion. The Uniform Civil Code debate is 
directly relevant here: a UCC could standardise protections, but must not become a majoritarian 
instrument. 

● Judicial Activism: The Supreme Court has been the primary driver of gender justice: Vishaka 
(workplace harassment), Mary Roy (Christian women's inheritance), Sarla Mudgal (bigamy), 



 

 

Joseph Shine (adultery law struck down as unconstitutional), and the two-judge bench on 
marital rape (split verdict). 

● Marital Rape: India remains among the few democracies that does not recognise marital rape 
as a criminal offence. The legal fiction that marriage constitutes irrevocable consent to sex is a 
direct expression of the guardianship paradigm in law. 

 

■  Ethical Dimension 

● Dignity as Foundation: The Kantian argument is decisive — women are ends in themselves, not 
means for biological reproduction, domestic service, or social status maintenance. Dignity is not 
earned or conditional; it is inherent in personhood. 

● The Paternalism Problem: Even well-intentioned 'protection' of women (protective legislation 
that limits women's work hours, for instance) can become a mechanism for exclusion. Genuine 
ethics requires asking whether the woman herself wants the 'protection' or whether it is being 
imposed in her name. 

● Complicity of Silence: The ethical burden does not fall only on those who actively oppress 
women. Those who witness discrimination and remain silent, who benefit from unpaid domestic 
labour without acknowledging it, who vote for parties with no women candidates — all are 
ethically implicated. 

● Intergenerational Justice: Children raised in households where gender equality is practised 
internalise equitable norms. The ethical project of gender justice is also an investment in the 
moral formation of the next generation. 

 

■  International Dimension 

● CEDAW (Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, 1979): 
India ratified CEDAW in 1993. It creates binding obligations to eliminate discrimination in 
education, employment, healthcare, political life, and family relations. CEDAW's Optional 
Protocol (monitoring mechanism) was not ratified by India — a significant gap. 

● SDG 5 — Gender Equality: The UN Sustainable Development Goal 5 calls for ending all forms 
of discrimination against women and girls, eliminating violence and exploitation, ensuring equal 
rights to economic resources, and ensuring full participation at all levels of decision-making. 

● Global Gender Gap Index (WEFEF): India ranks 129/146 (2023) — below many South Asian 
neighbours and most developing economies. In political empowerment, India ranks higher; in 
economic participation and health outcomes, it ranks abysmally. 

● International Labour Standards: ILO Conventions 100 (equal remuneration) and 111 (non-
discrimination in employment) obligate India to pursue wage equality. Implementation remains 
weak. 

● China and East Asia Comparison: China's rapid gender mainstreaming in the post-reform era — 
driven by economic necessity rather than feminist theory — demonstrates that economic 
imperatives can drive gender equality even without strong civil society pressure. India's path is 
different — democratic, messy, contested — but must converge on similar outcomes. 

 

■  Economic Dimension 

● Labour Force Participation Rate (FLFPR): India's female labour force participation rate is among 
the lowest in the world — approximately 24–28 per cent (periodic estimates vary). This 
represents an enormous loss of productive potential. 



 

 

● Care Economy: Unpaid care and domestic work performed predominantly by women is 
estimated to be worth 15–20 per cent of India's GDP — entirely invisible in national accounts. 
Making the care economy visible is the first step to valuing and redistributing it. 

● Land Rights and Productivity: Women who own land invest more in agricultural inputs, achieve 
higher yields, and invest more in children's nutrition and education than women who are merely 
farm labourers. Land titling programmes for women (as in West Bengal's Nijo Griha Nijo Bhumi) 
have demonstrated this directly. 

● Financial Inclusion: Jan Dhan Yojana opened accounts for millions of women, but account 
dormancy rates are high — reflecting that access without income, literacy, and agency is 
insufficient. True financial inclusion requires all three. 

● Feminisation of Agriculture: As men migrate to cities, women bear agricultural responsibility 
without acquiring land rights, credit access, or technical support. The 'feminisation of agriculture' 
must be accompanied by institutional support, or it merely redistributes burden without 
empowerment. 

 

  



 

 

SECTION 09  LINKAGES WITH NCERTs 

 

NCERT Book / Class Relevant Content and Connection to This Issue 

Political Science — Class 
11 (Indian Constitution at 
Work) 

Chapter 8: Local Governments. Women's reservation in panchayats and 
urban local bodies. Connects directly to political dimension of gender 
justice and the argument about women's political exclusion. 

Political Science — Class 
12 (Politics in India Since 
Independence) 

Chapter 7: Rise of Popular Movements. Women's movements — SEWA, 
Chipko, anti-alcohol agitations in Andhra — as examples of feminist 
mobilisation. Connects to the grassroots change argument. 

Sociology — Class 11 
(Introducing Sociology) 

Chapter 3: Understanding Social Institutions. Family as primary institution 
transmitting gender norms. Chapter 4: Culture and Socialisation — gender 
socialisation. Central to the structural analysis of how patriarchy 
reproduces itself. 

Sociology — Class 12 
(Social Change and 
Development in India) 

Chapter 4: Change and Development in Rural Society. Women in 
agriculture, land rights, feminisation of agriculture. Chapter 6: Globalisation 
and Social Change — impact on women workers. 

History — Class 12 
(Themes in Indian History 
— Part III) 

Chapter 14: Partition and Independence — women's experience of 
Partition violence. Chapter 8: Peasants, Zamindars and the State — 
agrarian context of women's land rights. 

Economics — Class 12 
(Indian Economic 
Development) 

Chapter 7: Employment — informal sector, women's work, wage gap. 
Chapter 9: Environment and Sustainable Development — connection 
between gender equity and demographic/environmental outcomes. 

Political Science — Class 
12 (Contemporary World 
Politics) 

Chapter 7: Alternative Centres of Power — gender in international 
frameworks; CEDAW, SDGs, global rankings. Chapter 9: Globalisation — 
effects on women workers in global supply chains. 

History — Class 11 
(Themes in World History) 

Chapter 8: Confrontation of Cultures — Enlightenment, Wollstonecraft, 
early feminist thought. Essential for the philosophical dimension. 

 

  



 

 

SECTION 10  LINKAGES WITH UPSC CSE SYLLABUS 

 

GS Paper / Topic Specific Syllabus Connect 

GS Paper I — Indian 
Society 

Role of women and women's organisations; social empowerment; effects of 
globalisation on women; salient features of Indian society; diversity; poverty; 
population. 

GS Paper I — Social 
Justice 

Women-specific welfare schemes; women's labour force participation; gender 
wage gap; health indicators for women. 

GS Paper I — World 
History 

Enlightenment and feminist thought; suffragette movement; decolonisation and 
women's roles; feminist philosophy. 

GS Paper II — 
Governance 

Government policies for women; constitutional provisions; CEDAW and India; 
women's reservation; welfare schemes (BBBP, Ujjwala, POSH Act). 

GS Paper II — Social 
Justice 

Issues relating to development and management of social sector relating to 
women; mechanisms for redressal of women's grievances. 

GS Paper II — Indian 
Constitution 

Articles 14, 15, 15(3), 16, 21; fundamental rights and gender; personal law 
reform; UCC debate; judicial activism on gender. 

GS Paper III — 
Economic 
Development 

Women's labour force participation; informal economy; care economy; financial 
inclusion; agriculture and women's land rights. 

GS Paper IV — 
Ethics & Integrity 

Gender ethics; care ethics; feminist ethics; dignity; rights; Kantian ethics applied 
to women's rights; public service values and gender sensitivity. 

Essay Paper Classic essay topics: 'Women's empowerment is the key to national 
development'; 'The hand that rocks the cradle rules the world'; 'Liberty cannot be 
preserved without general knowledge among the people'; 'Tradition and 
Modernity — not opposites but complements' 

Optional — Political 
Science 

Political theory (Rawls, Kant, feminism); gender and politics; women's 
movements; comparative politics of gender. 

Optional — 
Sociology 

Gender stratification; feminist theory; patriarchy; women's movements; caste 
and gender; labour and gender. 

Optional — Public 
Administration 

Gender budgeting; gender mainstreaming in governance; women in civil 
services; leadership and gender. 

 

  



 

 

SECTION 11  BEST LINKAGES WITH PHILOSOPHY AND 
EPISTEMOLOGY 

 

■  Deepest Philosophical Connections 

● Feminist Epistemology — Standpoint Theory 

▸ Feminist epistemologists (Sandra Harding, Donna Haraway) argue that knowledge is not neutral 
— it is always produced from a social position. Traditional knowledge production has centred 
male experience as universal, treating women's experience as particular or deviant. 

▸ This has policy consequences: urban planning that ignores women's safety, medical research 
conducted primarily on male subjects (with results applied universally), economic models that 
don't count unpaid care work — all reflect an epistemology that excludes women's standpoint. 

▸ UPSC angle: When writing about data collection, policy design, or governance, students should 
flag the importance of gender-disaggregated data and women's participation in policy-making as 
epistemological necessities, not optional add-ons. 

 

● Care Ethics — Carol Gilligan and Nel Noddings 

▸ Gilligan challenged Kohlberg's stage theory of moral development, which ranked abstract 
principle-reasoning (typically associated with men) above contextual care-reasoning (typically 
associated with women). 

▸ Care ethics argues that relationships, responsibilities, and context are not inferior moral 
considerations — they are central. A polity that values care — that funds childcare, eldercare, 
and recognises care work — is more moral, not less. 

▸ For UPSC Ethics Paper: The care ethics framework is extremely useful for questions about 
governance, welfare, and professional ethics. It provides a feminist counterpoint to Kantian and 
utilitarian frameworks. 

 

● Social Constructivism and Gender 

▸ The argument that gender is socially constructed — from Beauvoir through Judith Butler's 
performativity theory — has profound epistemological implications. If gender roles are not natural 
but produced through repeated social performance, they can be interrupted and transformed. 

▸ Butler's concept of 'performativity': gender is not what you are, it is what you do — and what 
society makes you do through reward (femininity rewarded in women) and punishment (non-
conformity punished). This is why changing norms requires changing social conditions, not just 
persuading individuals. 

 

● Habermas — Communicative Action and Deliberative Democracy 

▸ Habermas's communicative ethics requires that legitimate social norms arise from unrestricted 
rational discourse in which all affected parties participate as equals. A norm — like the veil, like 
purdah, like dowry — that is never subject to open deliberation because half the affected parties 
are excluded from deliberative forums lacks legitimacy. 

▸ The feminist demand for women's political participation is therefore not just a rights demand but 
a legitimacy demand: societies whose rules are made without women's input are not making 
legitimate social contracts. 

 

● Kautilya's Arthashastra — Early Indian Thoughts on Women 



 

 

▸ Kautilya's Arthashastra (4th century BCE) recognised women as economic agents — slave 
women, artisan women, and royal women had distinct legal statuses and economic rights in 
certain contexts. 

▸ However, Kautilya's framework was also instrumental — women's rights were recognised insofar 
as they served state interests. This contrasts with the rights-based framework, which grounds 
women's freedom in their own dignity, not in their utility to the state. 

▸ UPSC angle: Kautilya is frequently cited in governance questions; the contrast between his 
instrumental view and the rights-based view is analytically useful. 

 

  



 

 

SECTION 12  WAY FORWARD 

 

■  Legal and Constitutional Reforms 

● Implement the Women's Reservation Act without further deferral. Delimitation should not 
become a decade-long excuse for political inaction on women's representation. 

● Enact a comprehensive anti-discrimination law covering gender discrimination in employment, 
housing, credit, and public services — filling gaps that the Constitution's directive principles 
leave unaddressed. 

● Reform personal laws towards a gender-just Uniform Civil Code — not as a majoritarian 
instrument but as a framework that guarantees equal inheritance, divorce, and custody rights to 
women across all religions. 

● Criminalise marital rape: India must close this egregious legal gap. The argument that 
criminalisation will destroy the institution of marriage confuses marriage with immunity from 
assault. 

 

■  Educational Interventions 

● Universal residential schools for girls in aspirational districts — with sanitation, security, 
stipends, and mentorship — have demonstrated measurable gains in dropout reduction in 
Rajasthan and Tamil Nadu. 

● Gender-sensitive curriculum: Textbooks must move beyond tokenistic inclusion of women (one 
chapter on 'women reformers') to embed gender perspectives throughout — in history, 
economics, civics, and science. 

● Teacher training on gender: Schools reproduce gender norms through teacher behaviour, 
seating arrangements, and assignment of tasks. Teacher sensitisation is as important as 
curriculum reform. 

 

■  Economic Empowerment 

● Universal land rights for women: Joint titling of agricultural land as a default should be 
mandated. Land reform must explicitly include women in beneficiary databases. 

● Extend maternity benefit and social security to informal sector women — at present, 90 per cent 
of women workers have no access to maternity protection. Linking benefit to Aadhaar rather 
than employer registration would extend coverage without formal employment conditionality. 

● Gender budgeting as a governance tool: Every Ministry should report the gender impact of its 
budget allocations. The Gender Budget Statement in the Union Budget should be made a 
mandatory performance accountability document, not a cosmetic exercise. 

● Equal pay legislation with teeth: The Equal Remuneration Act, 1976, is weak in enforcement. A 
revised framework with independent auditing, transparent salary reporting, and meaningful 
penalties is needed. 

 

■  Political and Institutional Reform 

● Women in civil services leadership: Assigning women officers to gender-sensitive postings 
(police, health, education) and mentoring pathways for women IAS/IPS officers to reach top 
positions sends institutional signals. 



 

 

● Gram Sabha as a site of gender justice: Mandatory agenda items on women's safety, sanitation, 
and economic rights in every Gram Sabha; women-only Gram Sabhas where social norms 
prevent participation — these are implementable, low-cost, high-impact reforms. 

 

■  Cultural and Social Transformation 

● Support and scale grassroots campaigns — Ghoonghat Mukt movements, self-help group 
networks, women's collectives — as primary agents of norm change. Top-down campaigns 
(BBBP) have limited cultural penetration; community-led change is more durable. 

● Men and boys as gender justice partners: Masculinity norms — that real men control women, 
that asking for help is weakness, that domestic work is beneath men — must be disrupted 
through school programmes, community conversations, and media. 

● Assam-specific: The state's relatively higher female literacy base compared to other Northeast 
states (though below national aspirations) can be leveraged. Bodo, Koch-Rajbongshi, and tea 
garden community women need targeted programmes that respect community structures while 
expanding individual rights. 

 

■  Data and Research 

● Gender-disaggregated data at district level for every social indicator — not just national 
averages — is necessary for targeted intervention. SECC (Socio-Economic and Caste Census) 
and NFHS data must be updated regularly and published at granular levels. 

● Count the care economy: India should pilot satellite accounts that estimate the monetary value 
of unpaid care work — making visible the economic contribution that women make and that is 
currently ignored in GDP calculations. 

 

  



 

 

SECTION 13  ALL PREVIOUS YEARS' UPSC AND APSC QUESTIONS 

 

■  UPSC CSE Mains — GS Paper I (Indian Society & Social Justice) 

 

[2023 | GS I]  Discuss the role of women's Self-Help Groups (SHGs) in the economic and social 
empowerment of women in India with special reference to the Deendayal Antyodaya Yojana — 
National Rural Livelihoods Mission. 

 

[2022 | GS I]  'Women's movement in India has not addressed the issues of women of lower social 
strata.' Substantiate your view with relevant illustrations. 

 

[2021 | GS I]  How have digital platforms changed the nature of the feminist movement in India? Also 
discuss the threats posed by these platforms. 

 

[2020 | GS I]  Do you agree that regionalism in India appears to be a threat to the overarching goal of 
national integration? Also, highlight the contribution of women's movements to national integration. 

 

[2019 | GS I]  'Effective local self-governance requires greater participation of women.' Elaborate with 
suitable examples from India. 

 

[2018 | GS I]  How is the gender budget helping in improving the conditions of women in India? 
Identify specific measures taken. 

 

[2017 | GS I]  What are the continued challenges for women in India regarding political participation 
and economic inclusion? Suggest remedies. 

 

[2016 | GS I]  'There is a need for multi-pronged strategy to address the challenge of gender 
inequality in India.' Examine critically. 

 

[2015 | GS I]  Discuss the role of women in the freedom struggle especially during the Gandhian 
phase. 

 

[2014 | GS I]  The life of women in India has improved significantly after independence, yet the 
struggle for gender equality continues. Comment. 

 

[2013 | GS I]  Critically evaluate the impact of government programmes for women empowerment — 
what has been achieved and where have they fallen short? 

 

■  UPSC CSE Mains — GS Paper II (Governance, Polity & Social Justice) 

 



 

 

[2023 | GS II]  Discuss the significance of the Women's Reservation Act, 2023 (Nari Shakti Vandan 
Adhiniyam) for gender representation in Indian democracy. 

 

[2022 | GS II]  Examine the efficacy of the Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005 in 
safeguarding women's rights. What reforms are needed? 

 

[2021 | GS II]  'The law on sexual harassment at the workplace has not been fully effective in ensuring 
safe working environments for women.' Critically examine. 

 

[2020 | GS II]  Discuss the provisions and challenges in implementing the Maternity Benefit 
Amendment Act, 2017. 

 

[2019 | GS II]  Critically analyse the recent Supreme Court judgements relating to women's rights — 
Sabarimala, triple talaq, and the Adultery law. 

 

[2018 | GS II]  'The enactment of women's reservation in Parliament has been long overdue.' Discuss 
the need and challenges of such reservation. 

 

[2017 | GS II]  Evaluate India's compliance with the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). 

 

[2016 | GS II]  Discuss the role of judiciary in expanding women's rights in India through a rights-
based approach. 

 

■  UPSC CSE Mains — GS Paper IV (Ethics) 

 

[2022 | GS IV]  What do you understand by 'care ethics'? How is it relevant to public policy-making for 
women? 

 

[2021 | GS IV]  Discuss the ethical dimensions of gender-based violence. What values should guide a 
public servant in dealing with such issues? 

 

[2019 | GS IV]  'In a democracy, every citizen has an obligation to contribute to gender equality.' 
Comment on this ethical proposition. 

 

[2018 | GS IV]  Examine the role of gender sensitivity in good governance. What ethical principles 
should guide policy-making for women's welfare? 

 

■  UPSC CSE Essay Paper — Themes 

 



 

 

[2022 | Essay]  The feminist movement has changed the world but not enough. [Theme — gender 
justice, incomplete transformation] 

 

[2020 | Essay]  Women's empowerment — from vulnerability to strength. [Theme — agency, 
structural change, grassroots mobilisation] 

 

[2017 | Essay]  Fulfillment of new woman in India is a myth. [Theme — glass ceiling, informal 
economy, double burden] 

 

[2014 | Essay]  With greater power comes greater responsibility. [Can be interpreted through gender 
and political participation] 

 

■  UPSC CSE Preliminary — Relevant Themes 

 

[2023 | Prelims]  With reference to the Women's Reservation Act, 2023: What are the provisions for 
implementation? Which bodies are covered? 

 

[2021 | Prelims]  Questions on POSH Act, 2013 — internal complaints committee, definition of sexual 
harassment at workplace. 

 

[2019 | Prelims]  Questions on constitutional provisions — Articles 15(3), 16(1), 39(a), 39(d) — equal 
pay for equal work. 

 

[2018 | Prelims]  Beti Bachao Beti Padhao — which Ministry launched it, original target districts, key 
components. 

 

[2016 | Prelims]  Questions on Maternity Benefit Act provisions; on ILO Conventions ratified by India 
relating to gender equality. 

 

■  APSC (Assam Public Service Commission) — Relevant Questions 

 

[2023 | APSC GS I]  Examine the status of women in Assam with reference to education, health, and 
political participation. What state-specific challenges exist? 

 

[2022 | APSC GS I]  Discuss the role of SHGs and Grameen Bank model in women's economic 
empowerment in Northeast India. 

 

[2021 | APSC GS II]  Critically analyse the implementation of POSH Act and domestic violence 
legislation in Assam. What are the gaps? 

 



 

 

[2020 | APSC GS I]  Tea garden women of Assam face unique socio-economic vulnerabilities. 
Examine these vulnerabilities and suggest targeted interventions. 

 

[2019 | APSC GS I]  What is the contribution of tribal women's movements in Northeast India — 
particularly among the Bodo community — to gender justice? How does it differ from mainland 
feminist movements? 

 

[2018 | APSC GS IV]  Gender sensitivity is a prerequisite for good governance. Discuss with 
examples from Assam's administrative experience. 

 

[2017 | APSC Essay]  'Education of women is the most powerful instrument of change in Assam's 
social development.' Discuss. 

 

  



 

 

SECTION 14  MODEL ANSWERS FOR SELECTED QUESTIONS 

 

Q: 'The feminist movement has changed the world but not enough.' Critically examine. 
(Essay / GS I — 250 words) 

Few transformations in human civilisation have been as profound — or as incomplete — as 
the feminist revolution. Over two centuries since Mary Wollstonecraft demanded that reason 
be recognised as genderless, the world has moved from denying women the vote to installing 
women heads of government. And yet, the distance from formal equality to substantive 
freedom remains vast. 

 

What has changed is real. Women vote, own property, practise medicine and law, command 
armies, and run democracies in numbers that would have been unimaginable in 1900. 
Maternal mortality has fallen, girls' literacy has risen, and child marriage has declined in most 
regions. These gains are not trivial — they represent lives rescued from preventable suffering. 

 

What remains unchanged — or has worsened — is equally real. Globally, women still earn 
roughly 77 cents to every man's dollar. In India, over 90 per cent of women workers remain 
in the informal economy, without legal protection, social security, or fair wages. Domestic 
violence continues at epidemic levels, with lockdowns and economic crises producing surges. 
The glass ceiling has moved upward, but not disappeared. 

 

The deeper problem is structural: laws change faster than norms, and norms change faster 
than power. Women may hold formal rights while patriarchal institutions — family, market, 
state — continue to allocate resources, opportunities, and recognition along gender lines. 
Political representation remains skeletal. The care economy remains invisible, counting for 
nothing in GDP while consuming most of women's time. 

 

The feminist movement has not failed — it has revealed how deep the roots of inequality run. 
The task ahead is not to celebrate partial progress but to complete the unfinished project: 
from formal equality to substantive freedom, from legal protection to genuine agency, from 
proclaimed dignity to lived respect. That task is civilisational in scope and belongs to every 
human being, not women alone. 

 

Q: Critically examine the nature and extent of gender-based wage discrimination in 
India and suggest constitutional and policy remedies. (GS I / GS II — 250 words) 

Gender-based wage discrimination in India operates at multiple intersecting levels — direct, 
indirect, and structural — making it one of the most persistent manifestations of gender 
inequality. 

 

Directly, women earn 20–30 per cent less than men for comparable formal-sector work. In 
agriculture, the gap reaches 30–40 per cent. In the construction sector and domestic work, 
women are paid categorically less for identical tasks. These are not market outcomes 
reflecting productivity differences — they are discrimination reflected in market prices. 



 

 

 

Indirectly, occupational segregation channelsw women into lower-paid sectors (garments, 
domestic service, elementary education, nursing) while excluding them from higher-paid ones 
(engineering, finance, construction supervision). This segregation appears voluntary but is 
produced by educational exclusion, social norms, and discriminatory hiring. 

 

Structurally, the double burden of domestic care forces women to choose part-time work, 
refuse night shifts, or withdraw from promotion tracks — choices that appear free but are 
structurally coerced. 

 

Constitutional provisions — Article 39(d) (equal pay for equal work) and Article 42 (just and 
humane conditions of work) — mandate equality, but the Equal Remuneration Act, 1976, has 
weak enforcement and narrow coverage. 

 

Remedies must be multi-layered: mandatory gender pay audits in firms above a threshold; 
transparent salary reporting; extension of maternity and social security benefits to informal 
sector workers; gender-responsive training and skilling; and childcare infrastructure that 
genuinely liberates women from the double burden. Above all, counting the care economy in 
national accounts — making visible what has always been invisible — is the epistemological 
reform that must underpin all others. 

 

Q: The veil as a symbol of women's oppression — critically examine in the context of 
agency, tradition, and the right to dignity. (GS I / Essay — 250 words) 

Few objects carry as much contested meaning as the veil. To defenders, it is modesty, 
identity, and spiritual expression. To critics, it is the most visible edge of a system that limits 
women's vision, breath, and participation. The challenge for any rigorous analysis is to hold 
both realities simultaneously while being clear about what is at stake. 

 

When a woman chooses the veil after genuine deliberation, with full knowledge of alternatives 
and no social coercion, that choice deserves respect — it is an expression of agency, which 
is precisely the value at issue. But the honest question is: under what conditions is such a 
choice genuinely free? When 61 per cent of Indian women cover their heads in public, with 
rates highest in precisely the states with the lowest female education and employment, the 
pattern suggests systemic pressure rather than voluntary preference. 

 

The veil as a structural symbol operates by regulating visibility: the publicly uncovered woman 
is made to feel dangerous, shameful, or immoral. This regulation does not only affect dress 
— it limits mobility, confidence, and participation in public life. The veiled body in certain 
contexts is the invisible citizen. 

 

Tradition is not an adequate defence of any practice that systematically denies dignity. Every 
tradition was once an innovation; every innovation can become a tradition. The test is not 
antiquity but justice: does this practice, in this context, enhance or diminish the capacity of 
women to live full, self-directed lives? 

 



 

 

The veil need not be torn away by law — Foucauldian power works best when it makes itself 
invisible, and heavy-handed prohibition merely reproduces state paternalism in a different 
form. What must be lifted is the social compulsion — through education, economic 
independence, and expanding the real conditions under which genuine choice becomes 
possible. 

 

Q: Tea garden women of Assam face unique socio-economic vulnerabilities. Examine 
and suggest targeted interventions. (APSC GS I — 250 words) 

The tea gardens of Assam are a world within a world — isolated, hierarchical, and historically 
severed from the mainstream of governance. For women within this system, the 
vulnerabilities compound: they are simultaneously workers, caregivers, and members of 
socially marginalised communities, many of them descendants of tribal labourers brought 
from Jharkhand, Odisha, and Chhattisgarh during the British period. 

 

Their economic vulnerability is structural. Tea garden workers are paid under the Plantation 
Labour Act, 1951, which provides in-kind benefits (housing, healthcare, schooling) but wages 
that have historically lagged far behind other sectors. Women are concentrated in leaf-
plucking — the lowest-paid, most physically demanding work — while supervisory roles go 
predominantly to men. 

 

Social vulnerability manifests through: poor health outcomes (maternal mortality, anaemia); 
low educational attainment in garden schools that often lack qualified teachers; limited access 
to government welfare schemes because many garden communities lack proper 
documentation; and high rates of domestic violence, exacerbated by alcohol consumption 
that plantation culture has historically tolerated. 

 

Political exclusion is significant: tea garden communities often vote as blocs directed by 
garden management or local political patrons, limiting women's independent political agency. 

 

Targeted interventions must include: wage parity through revised plantation wage boards; 
mobile health clinics for maternal care; documentation camps for Aadhaar and ration card 
access; residential schools with hostels for girls; capacity building for women's SHGs within 
garden boundaries; and specific POSH Act implementation mechanisms for the plantation 
sector, where power asymmetries make complaint-filing extremely difficult. 

 

Ultimately, the tea garden woman's freedom is the test case for whether India's constitutional 
promises reach its most marginalised. If they reach her, they can reach anyone. 

 

  



 

 

UPSC RELEVANCE SUMMARY & NOTE-MAKING TIPS 

Why this topic is perennially exam-relevant: Gender justice sits at the intersection of 
Indian Society (GS I), Governance (GS II), Economic Development (GS III), and Ethics (GS 
IV) — making it one of the highest-frequency, highest-return topics in the UPSC ecosystem. 
It recurs every year in some form across Papers I through IV and the Essay. 

Note-making tip 1: Maintain a 'Data Bank' — key statistics (FLFPR, gender wage gap, 
dropout rates, board representation, sex ratio) with their source and year. Update it 
periodically. Numbers in UPSC answers signal credibility and concreteness. 

Note-making tip 2: Build a 'Quote-Philosopher' map: Rousseau (natural freedom), Kant 
(dignity as end in itself), Rawls (veil of ignorance), Sen (capabilities), Ambedkar (caste-
gender nexus), de Beauvoir (social construction), Wollstonecraft (education and reason). 
Rotate these strategically across answers. 

Note-making tip 3: For APSC preparation, always have a Northeast / Assam angle ready 
for any gender topic — tea garden women, tribal women's land rights, female literacy in 
Bodoland, women in Assam's political landscape. This differentiates APSC answers from 
generic responses. 

Note-making tip 4: Practise the 'legal case + policy failure + way forward' structure for 
governance questions: cite the relevant law/judgement; identify the implementation gap 
with evidence; propose a concrete, feasible reform. This pattern works for 80 per cent of 
GS II gender questions. 

Essay strategy: For gender-related essays, the strongest structure is: philosophical 
foundation (dignity, Rawls, Kant) → empirical evidence (data, case studies) → structural 
analysis (why the problem persists) → civilisational argument (cost to all of humanity) → 
way forward (institutional, cultural, legal). Avoid moralising; let evidence and logic do the 
work. 
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