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PREAMBLE 
 
 
 
Inequality and discrimination against weaker and poorer sections of 
society have been built in to the social system since time immemorial. 
This is a universal reality. Among these weaker sections, women and 
children suffer the most, as they are both physically and financially 
vulnerable. Since all societies the world over are male-dominated, males 
are perceived to be bread winners and providers. In such scenarios, women 
were/are not entitled to make their own decisions and have hardly any 
authority. Various cultural practices prevalent in society are responsible 
for such inequality. In the Indian context, the birth of a girl child is 
considered to place a financial burden on the family, as parents have to 
worry about the girl’s dowry at the time of marriage. On the other hand, 
the birth of a male child is welcomed as he is expected to support his 
parents in their old age. This perception leads to gender bias against 
females from birth, which continues throughout their lives. Females are 
discriminated against in all spheres of life, including education, health, and 
finance. With advanced technology, like ultrasound, it is now possible to 
determine the sex of a child before birth, leading to sex-related abortions. 
Even though pre-natal sex determination is banned in India, the practice 
continues, as can be seen by observing the declining sex ratios over the 
years and across states in India. Over the decades, society in general and 
the authorities in particular have understood the importance of 
empowering weaker groups, particularly females. 
 
In the literature, gender-related studies are available that focus on discrimination 
in particular contexts. It is necessary to look at the issues related to female 
empowerment in a holistic manner. In order to understand the underlying 
problems of empowerment, it is important to analyze various issues of 
women’s empowerment across their entire lifecycle. In view of the 
importance of female empowerment, we have attempted to present an 
analytical review in this book: Female Empowerment: A Life Cycle 
Analysis. As the title of the book suggests, it presents a situational analysis 
of various aspects of the female life cycle from childhood to old age. The 
focus of the book revolves around seven inequalities towards women and 
girls, as enumerated by Professor Amartya Sen, viz.: mortality; natality; 
basic facilities; special opportunities; professional access; property 
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ownership; and the household. In addition to these, a number of other 
aspects will be discussed in its sequel. 
 
The framework of this book consists of nine chapters covering almost all 
aspects of female empowerment. The first chapter of the book presents a 
bird’s eye view of women’s role and importance in society through the 
ages. The need for female empowerment is also explained in detail. In 
order to understand the problems faced by females, it is necessary to have 
reliable data on gender disparity. This aspect is discussed in the second 
chapter of the book. It is well known that females are discriminated 
against right from childhood. These issues are discussed in Chapter3. 
Adolescence is the transitional period from childhood to adulthood. 
During this period, physical changes take place in both boys and girls. 
This is a very critical period for girls especially, and they face many 
physical and psychological stresses, besides facing problems due to a lack 
of facilities such as toilets in schools. All such related aspects are 
discussed in Chapter4. Chapter5 of the book deals with the hurdles and 
discrimination faced by females during their productive age. This is 
thoroughly discussed in the chapter. A large proportion of the working 
population can be categorized as belonging to a disadvantaged group. 
These groups are engaged in the unorganized sector. While both males and 
females suffer in this sector, the brunt of this suffering falls on females. 
They are paid less than their male counterparts and work for longer hours. 
They are exploited physically, mentally and, many a time, sexually. 
Various issues related to people engaged in the unorganized sector are 
discussed in Chapter6 of the book. Children are vulnerable to different 
kinds of abuse and discrimination that exist in society. Forms of child 
abuse, like physical abuse, economic abuse, and sexual abuse are very 
common. Besides this, such crimes are highly under-reported. All these 
are discussed in Chapter7 of the book. As well as children, many adults 
belong to distressed segments of society. For example, people with 
disabilities are major sufferers and form a significant portion of these 
distressed segments. These issues are discussed in Chapter8.The aging 
population needs to be provided with greater care facilities, like geriatric 
care management and shelter homes. All these issues are discussed in the 
last chapter of the book. 
 
The contents of this book are based on a thorough search of the literature. 
An attempt has been made to pinpoint the main problems and possible 
solutions wherever possible. Use of modern statistical techniques, like the 
randomized response technique, inverse sampling, and snowball sampling 
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have been suggested for particular situations, such as gathering data on 
sensitive issues or where there is the absence of a sampling frame. These 
are supported by examples. 
 
This book is unique in that it attempts to provide a lifecycle analysis of 
female empowerment. Most of the text relates to the Indian context, but 
explanations can be generalized for other developing countries. We hope, 
and believe, that this book will be helpful to planners, social scientists, 
demographers, activists, government workers, and, indeed, women 
everywhere. 
 

A. K. Nigam 
Ravindra Srivastava 
A. C. Kulshreshtha 

Kuldeep Kumar 
 



1. INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
1.1 Introduction 

History has been witness to inequality and discrimination towards weaker 
and more vulnerable sections of society in all communities and countries. 
Women and children are most susceptible to atrocities as they are both 
physically and financially weak. Almost all societies in the world are male-
dominated and men are generally perceived to be breadwinners and 
providers. In this scenario, women were/are not free to make their own 
decisions. In almost all cases women have no authority. They are socially 
and economically dependent on the mercy of their male counterparts. 
Various cultural practices are responsible for the inequality prevailing in 
society. In the Indian context, the birth of a female child is considered to be 
a financial burden and the parents have to worry about the dowry to be given 
at the time of the girl’s marriage. On the other hand, the birth of a male child 
is always welcome as he will help his parents in their old age and ensure 
that the last rites are carried out. This mindset and the advent of modern 
technology has led to female feticide and low sex ratios. Females are 
therefore discriminated against right from birth. No claims are made about 
the completeness of the review in this chapter and citations are presented 
without any bias. 

A glance at the status of Indian women through various stages of history 
reveals significant changes. In fact, the status of women was equal to that 
of men during the Vedic era, as is mentioned in the works of Patanjali and 
Katyana. Altekar (1956, 2005), in his book The Position of Women in Hindu 
Civilization, wrote that in the Vedic period women in enlightened sections 
of society were given equal status in the field of religion. Gargi and 
Maitrayee are some well-known names of that period and they excelled as 
scholars in their own right. In 500 BC, the status of women started to decline 
due to the rise of Brahmanism and texts like Manusmriti that placed women 
at a subordinate level. The status of women, however, continued to be 
honorable in Buddhism and Jainism. During the medieval period, the status 
of women further declined due to foreign invasions and the onset of the 
‘purdah’ system, which forced women to remain indoors. Female 
infanticide, child marriage, and the practice of ‘sati’ became common in this 
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period. In this era, one can easily locate some bright spots in terms of social 
reform. Women like Razia Sultan, Chand Bibi, Noorjahan, Maharani 
Jijabai, and Rani Padmani are some of the famous names who earned their 
reputations in the fields of administration and politics.  

In the struggle for freedom, many women fought alongside men to achieve 
independence. Their contributions are in no way less than those of men. 
Some famous names include Mrs. Annie Besant, Dr. Sarojini Naidu, 
Kamladevi Chattopadhyay, Mrs. Nellie Sengupta, and Kasturba, who 
enlightened Indian women on their importance in building society. In 
independent India, the Constitution of India provided equal rights to women 
in all fields. Even though there are a plethora of laws to protect women and 
children, the reality on the ground is quite different, as can be seen from 
various news stories. 

In post-independence India, women in various fields, including literature, 
science, sports and education, etc., have continued to make significant 
contributions. As a matter of fact, the contributions from women, even those 
from rural areas, have gathered momentum. With this welcome trend, within 
the next few years we are likely to witness the complete transformation of 
women’s role in society.  

From the above deliberations, it is clear that if given proper opportunities 
Indian women are second to none. It is, therefore, necessary to empower 
women by adopting various means at all levels. In the following paragraphs, 
various aspects and ideas of empowerment are highlighted. 

1.2 Empowerment 

According to Wikipedia, empowerment refers to measures designed to 
increase the degree of autonomy and self-determination in people and 
communities in order to enable them to represent their interests in a 
responsible and self-determined way and acting on their own authority. 
Empowerment refers both to the process of self-empowerment and to the 
professional support of people, which enables them to overcome their sense 
of powerlessness and lack of influence, and to recognize and, eventually, 
make use of their resources and opportunities. It is characterized by the 
transformation from a deficit-oriented to a strength-oriented perception. 

Empowerment is the process of obtaining basic opportunities for marginalized 
people, either directly by those people or through the help of non-
marginalized others who share their own access to these opportunities. It 
also includes the active thwarting of attempts to deny those opportunities. 
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Empowerment also includes encouraging and developing skills for self-
sufficiency, with a focus on eliminating future needs for charity or welfare 
in the individuals of a group. This process can be challenging to begin and 
to implement effectively. 

According to Adams (2008): “Empowerment is the capacity of individuals, 
groups and/or communities to take control of their circumstances, exercise 
power and achieve their own goals, and the process by which, individually 
and collectively, they are able to help themselves and others to maximize 
the quality of their lives.” 

In the following paragraphs, we present various forms of empowerment as 
found in the literature. 

1.2.1 Sociological Empowerment 

Sociological empowerment often addresses members of groups that 
processes of social discrimination have excluded from decision-making 
through, for example, discrimination based on disability, race, ethnicity, 
religion, or gender. Empowerment as a methodology is also associated with 
feminism. 

1.2.2 Economic Empowerment 

In economic development, the empowerment approach focuses on 
mobilizing self-help efforts of the poor, rather than providing them with 
social welfare. Economic empowerment is also the empowering of 
disadvantaged sections of the population, for example, in many previously 
colonized African countries. For details, reference may be made to the 
article “Welcome to Micro-Empowering!” (Microempowering.org. 2012). 

1.2.3 Legal Empowerment 

Legal empowerment happens when marginalized people or groups use 
mechanisms of legal mobilization, i.e., the law, legal systems, and justice 
mechanisms, to improve or transform their social, political or economic 
situation. Legal empowerment approaches are interested in understanding 
how the law can be used to advance the interests and priorities of the 
marginalized. More details can be found in “The politics of legal empowerment: 
legal mobilization strategies and implications for development” 
(odi.org.publications/8485-legal-empowerment-mobilisation 2014). 
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According to the NGO Open Society Foundations (2014), legal 
empowerment is about strengthening the capacity of all people to exercise 
their rights, either as individuals or as members of a community. Legal 
empowerment is about grass-roots justice, ensuring that law is not confined 
to books or courtrooms, but rather is available to and meaningful for 
ordinary people.  

An excellent document on constitutional and legal provisions regarding 
women’s rights is the report Women and Men in India (latest in the series: 
2017) by the Central Statistical Office (CSO). The Constitution of India not 
only grants equality to women, but also empowers the state to adopt 
measures of positive discrimination in favor of women to neutralize the 
cumulative disadvantages faced by them socioeconomically, educationally, 
and politically. Fundamental rights, among others, ensure equality before 
the law and equal protection by the law. Discrimination against any citizen 
on the grounds of religion, race, caste, sex, or place of birth is prohibited, 
and equality of opportunity is guaranteed to all citizens in matters relating 
to employment. To uphold the constitutional mandate, the state has enacted 
various legislative measures to ensure equal rights, counter social 
discrimination and forms of violence and atrocity, and provide support 
services, especially to working women. 

Although women may be victims of any kind of crime, including murder, 
robbery, fraud etc., crimes directed specifically against women, are termed 
‘crimes against women.’ These are broadly classified into two categories: 
crimes identified under the Indian Penal Code (IPC) and crimes identified 
under the Special Laws (SLL). Rape; kidnapping and abduction for different 
purposes; homicide for dowry; dowry deaths or attempts; torture, both 
mental and physical; molestation; sexual harassment; and the trafficking of 
girls (up to 21 years of age) fall under the first category. 

In the second category, though the laws are not gender specific, legal 
provisions significantly affecting women are reviewed periodically and 
amended to keep pace with emerging requirements. Some acts having 
special regulations to safeguard women and their interests are: The 
Employees State Insurance Act, 1948; The Plantation Labor Act, 1951; The 
Family Courts Act, 1954; The Special Marriage Act, 1954; The Hindu 
Marriage Act, 1955; The Hindu Succession Act, 1956, with amendment in 
2005; The Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act, 1956; The Maternity Benefit 
Act, as amended in 1995; The Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961; The Medical 
Termination of Pregnancy Act, 1971; The Contract Labor (Regulation and 
Abolition) Act, 1976; The Equal Remuneration Act, 1976; The Prohibition 
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of Child Marriage Act, 2006; The Criminal Law (Amendment) Act, 1983; 
The Factories (Amendment) Act, 1986; The Indecent Representation of 
Women (Prohibition) Act, 1986; The Commission of Sati (Prevention) Act, 
1987; and The Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005. 

1.3 Special Initiatives for Women  

There have been several special initiatives focused on women’s 
empowerment. These are: (i) the National Commission for Women, a 
statutory body set up in 1992 to study and monitor all matters relating to 
constitutional and legal safeguards for women, reviewing existing 
legislation and suggesting amendments wherever necessary; (ii) the 
Reservation for Women in Local Self-Government, a constitutional 
amendment from 1992 aimed at ensuring a third of the total seats for all 
elected offices in rural and urban local bodies are reserved for women; (iii) 
the National Plan of Action for the Girl Child (19912000), aimed at 
ensuring the survival, protection, and development of girl children with the 
ultimate objective of building a better future for them; and (iv) the National 
Policy for the Empowerment of Women, (2001), aimed at bringing about 
the advancement, development, and empowerment of women.  

In the post-independence era, the first major initiatives in empowerment 
were found in land reform, particularly the allotting of surplus gram sabha 
land to landless people and introducing a reservation policy for scheduled 
castes and tribes in terms of employment, education and representation in 
parliament. There have been many such efforts, such as enhancing female 
literacy and skills and sewing, embroidery, chikankari, zardoji etc. There 
have also been attempts to support and uplift labor in unorganized sectors, 
including farming, construction, factories, etc. Welfare schemes, like the 
Jawahar Rojgar Yojna, the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment 
Guarantee (MNREGA) scheme, the Public Distribution System (PDS), the 
Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) including Anganwadi 
(courtyard shelter) centers that provide supplementary nutrition and non-
formal pre-school, also aim to empower various segments of the population.  

With the Women Transforming India initiative, the Government of India, 
under the prime minister’s leadership, has expressed renewed commitment 
to advancing gender equality. The Government of India has initiated a 
number of interventions, including Beti Bachao Beti Padhao, Sukanya 
Samridhi Yojana, and Janani Suraksha Yojana, for the empowerment and 
education of girls and the tackling of the determinants of discrimination 
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against girls and women. Some other initiatives that can be listed include: 
Caring for the Specially Abled, Digital India, and Disaster Resilient India. 

In September 2015, at the United Nations (UN) General Assembly’s 
Sustainable Development Summit in New York, India was one of 193 UN 
member states to adopt the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). India 
supported the need for a stand-alone goal on gender at the international 
negotiations that preceded the adoption of Agenda 2030, recognizing that 
women have a critical role to play in all of the SDGs. The National 
Institution for Transforming India, the NITI Aayog, has been entrusted with 
the responsibility of planning, monitoring, and coordinating efforts across 
central ministries and state governments in achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals. 

There have been countless efforts by successive governments, with varying 
levels of success. While such efforts are consistently needed, there are still 
many groups left who require immediate attention. Women and girls make 
up one such group, at all ages from infancy to old age. The empowerment 
of women and girls forms the basis of this book. 

1.4 Why Empowerment? 

Empowerment is necessary to overcome a deep-rooted evil of our society: 
gender disparity. The focus of this text is gender disparity, which is an 
integral part of our social system. Women in rural areas live in deprivation 
in terms of access and opportunities to housing, schooling, safe water, 
sanitation, fuel, and electricity, etc. Comparatively speaking, urban women 
have far superior access and opportunities. Women have primary 
responsibility for housework—cooking, washing dishes, housekeeping, 
shopping, cleaning, and caring not only for children, but also for other 
family members. In contrast, men generally do fewer household chores, 
though in larger cities and metro areas things have changed somewhat. 
Women have started taking up jobs and as a result, men have compromised 
and are sharing household chores, especially housekeeping and cooking.  
In a landmark paper, Amartya Sen (2001) discussed seven types of 
inequality prevailing in most parts of the country. These are: mortality 
inequality, natality inequality; basic facility inequality; special opportunity 
inequality; professional inequality; ownership inequality; and household 
inequality.  

Mortality inequality is the higher death rate among women and girls 
compared to men and boys. Higher rates of disease and mortality among 
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women and girls are a manifestation of the failure to give them medical care, 
food and social services, compared to those given to their male counterparts. 
Given a preference for boys over girls that many male-dominated societies 
have, gender inequality can manifest itself in the form of the parents wanting 
the newborn to be a boy rather than a girl. With the availability of modern 
techniques to determine the gender of a fetus, sex-selective abortion has 
become common in many parts of the country. This gives rise to natality 
inequality. Basic facility and inequalities of opportunity refer to fewer 
opportunities for girls in respect of schooling, higher education and 
professional training. Professional inequality refers to the greater handicap 
women have in terms of employment and promotion in their careers. 
Ownership inequality refers to imbalances in men’s favor with regard to 
ownership of property and assets, while household inequality is 
characterized by the unequal division of work among men and women: 
household chores by women and outside work by men. Although these 
categories of inequality are very informative, there is a paucity of data on 
threm at district level. There is also a need to develop a suitable 
methodology for the evaluation of some of these inequalities.1  

The preference for sons is deep-rooted in India, for cultural and economic 
reasons. A major reason that a son is preferred over a daughter among 
Hindus is the widespread belief that only a son can perform rituals at his 
parent’s cremation and at every death anniversary. Furthermore, a daughter 
is perceived to be of little economic benefit to her parents as she leaves the 
parental home to live with her in-laws. A daughter’s wedding can be a cause 
of stress and a grave financial burden for parents because of the prevalent 
dowry system, despite laws against dowries enacted in 1961.  

Throughout their lifecycle, from before birth and up to death, females are 
subjected to gender discrimination. Starting with feticide (female), there is 
widespread discrimination in dietary intake (both in quality and content), 
schooling, clothing, and even decision-making during adulthood towards 
health, care and the utilization of health services and goods. Sex ratios at 
different ages are the main indicators of sex discrimination. Another 
component of gender inequality is the imbalance in intra-household 
consumption expenditure and dietary intakes and patterns. All these 
disparities, from before birth up to death, are the subject matter of this book. 

 
1 This is the gist of Prof Amartaya Sen’s seven inequalities as enumerated in his 
article ‘Many Faces of Gender Inequality’ published in Frontline, 18, issue, 22, 1-
17. 
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Overcoming each of these disparities leads to empowerment of the affected 
population. 

The focus of this book revolves around the seven inequalities stated by 
Professor Amartya Sen. Some other aspects of these disparities also find a 
place in this book. Discussion centers on disparities emanating under the 
framework of mortality, natality, basic facilities, special opportunities, 
profession, ownership and the household. Possible strategies to overcome 
these disparities are discussed. All these need to be addressed for different 
age groups, including the pre and post-natal periods, adolescence, 
productive ages, and old age. Barring some overlaps, this schema captures 
all the important stages of life. 

 

 



2. DATA ON GENDER DISPARITY 
 
 
 

2.1 Introduction 

Women’s position in Indian society and economy can be adequately judged 
if we have sufficient, good quality data on gender. Women play an 
important role in agriculture and allied activities, such as livestock rearing, 
even though this is not accurately measured on account of their work often 
being unpaid family labor. Increasingly, agriculture and livestock rearing 
are becoming “feminized” as men move towards non-agricultural 
occupations. It is thus more important than ever to collect accurate statistics 
on women in agriculture and livestock farming. One area where there has 
been detailed discussion internationally, as well as in India, is on capturing 
women’s work, both unpaid and paid, which is currently inadequately 
measured, such as work in the informal sector. There have been 
improvements in the collection of data on women’s work in recent years by 
the National Sample Survey Office (NSSO) through their employment-
unemployment surveys, which now ask more probing questions to identify 
work done by women and their economic activities, particularly in 
agriculture and livestock. There has also been an official time-use survey in 
selected states to capture paid, as well as unpaid activities. The survey 
brings out the contribution of women to household activities that are 
covered by the production boundary of activities of the 1993 system of 
national accounts (SNA); as well as non-SNA activities that are a part of the 
household sector account, but not the gross domestic product compiled to 
capture the contribution of SNA activities (according to the production 
boundary of the system) only. A more comprehensive discussion on these 
aspects appears in Chapter 5.  

There are different sources providing gender-wise information on crucial 
indicators. The CSO has produced a series of reports named Women and 
Men in India, which provide wide-ranging data on gender disparities 
relating to different aspects of the economy. The latest in the series is the 
17th issue, which was brought out in 2015. The reports are actually 
compilations of different sources. It may be a good idea to have a look into 
these data sets and examine the gaps. The report is compiled under the 
following major headings: population and related statistics; health; literacy 
and education; participation in economy; participation in decision making; 
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social obstacles to women’s empowerment; and international gender 
perspectives on development indicators. In the following, a discussion on 
each of these aspects of disparity based upon the 2017 CSO report on 
Women and Men in India is given. 

A good discussion of the CSO report of 2012 is given by Swaminathan 
(2013). She has elaborated the gaps in gender-disaggregated data on the 
rural economy of India. Data on the urban economy has similar problems, 
though they are of smaller magnitude. These help to identify gender issues 
and ensure that data addressing such issues are collected and made 
available. The author recommends strengthening the CSO reports to make 
them a primary source for policy makers. It may be a good idea to elaborate 
on this idea further. 

A limitation of the CSO reports is that most of the information in them is at 
the all-India level. This is not very useful, since the status of women varies 
across the states of India. At least for some of the economic variables, like 
daily wages for agricultural labor, state level disaggregation may be 
provided. 

It is also to be noted that the CSO report misses out some important aspects, 
like child marriage and child sexual abuse. However, all these aspects find 
a place in one way or another in the chapters that follow.  

Government initiatives seeking to lift up the living conditions of the poor, 
especially women and children, are steps taken in the right direction. If 
implemented properly, they are likely to change the existing scenario over 
the passage of time. 

2.2 Population and related Statistics 

2.2.1 Sex Ratio 

According to the 2011 census, out of a population of 121 crores (1.21 
billion), only 48.5 percent were female, indicating a sex ratio imbalance. In 
rural India, there were 949 females to 1,000 males, against 929 in urban 
India. The states of Kerala and Pondicherry had more females than males 
whereas, Daman & Diu and Chandigarh had less than 800 females to 1,000 
males. Kerala, at 1,084, has the highest sex ratio, followed by Puducherry 
at 1,037. Daman & Diu has the lowest sex ratio in the country with 618. 
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The sex ratio has improved in both urban and rural areas over the past few 
decades. In the last 60 years, the states of Assam, Delhi, and West Bengal 
have improved their sex ratios substantially; but the sex ratio has worsened 
in major states like Bihar and Odisha. There are 918 females to 1,000 males 
in the age-group 06, with maximum disparity in the sex ratio of rural and 
urban areas existing in Daman & Diu and Gujarat, which have fewer 
females in the urban area. There is also an imbalance according to age 
group. Whereas the sex ratio is lowest for girl children (019 years), this is 
the opposite for the age group of 60+, with 1,033 females to 1,000 males. A 
large number of females of older age is, as a matter of fact, an indicator of 
lower economic activity. The economically active age group (1559) has 
944 females to 1,000 males. Sex ratio at birth has been reported as 908, 
which shows a marginal decrease when compared to the previous year.  

2.2.2 Mean Age at Marriage 

According to the sample registration system (SRS) of the Office of the 
Registrar General of India, of total females in 2015, 42.7 percent were never 
married; 49 percent were married; and the rest were widowed, divorced or 
separated. In contrast, 52.5 percent of total males were unmarried and 45.2 
percent were married. The mean age at marriage for females stood at 22.1 
years in 2015, with an urban mean age of 23 and rural mean age of 21.6. 
Among the major states, the highest mean age at marriage was 24.8 for 
Jammu & Kashmir and the lowest was 21 for West Bengal.  

2.2.3 Female-headed Households 

According to the National Sample Survey (68th round, 201112), 11.5 
percent of total households in rural India and 12.4 percent in urban India 
were female-headed households, as compared to 9.7 percent and 10.6 
percent for 199394. 

2.3 Health 

In order to study various parameters related to women and men in a society, 
it is essential to assess variability in terms of various health indicators and 
also to know the level of various woman-related health indicators. It can be 
seen in the data that education plays a crucial role in improving health 
indicators for females. 
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2.3.1 Crude Birth Rate (CBR), General Fertility Rate (GFR) 
and Total Fertility Rate (TFR) 

Crude birth rate reduced from 21.6 in 2012 to 20.4 in 2016 and general 
fertility rate (GFR) decreased from 80.3 in 2012 to 76.2 in 2015. Total 
fertility rate (TFR) has been gradually declining and reached 2.3 in 2013. 
According to NFHS 4, TFR is higher among illiterate women in both rural 
and urban areas. An increase in educational level lowers the TFR.  

2.3.2 Age-specific Fertility Rate (ASFR) 

The age-specific fertility rate was highest (173.8) for women in the age-
group of 2024, followed by the age-group 2529 (150.3) and 3034 (77.6) 
(according to the sample registration system, the Office of the Registrar 
General, India 2015). The fertility rates for rural India are higher when 
compared to urban India. 

2.3.3 Mortality Rate 

The mortality rate is lowest for the age-group 1014, which is equal for 
males and females at 0.7 (SRS report 2015). The mortality rate among 
females across all ages was 6.1; among males this was 6.9 in 2013. This 
impacts the number of females in old age when compared to males. 

2.3.4 Infant Mortality Rate (IMR) 

The female infant mortality rate (IMR) was 36, compared to a male IMR of 
33, and an overall IMR of 34 in 2016, exhibiting the reason for the sex ratio 
imbalance. IMR reduced substantially from 55 in 2007 to 34 in 2016, 
indicating improvements in health mechanisms for infants. In 2016, among 
the major states the highest overall IMR of 47 was observed in Madhya 
Pradesh, followed by Assam (44); the lowest value of 8 was seen in Goa.  

2.3.5 Maternal Mortality Ratio 

The maternal mortality ratio went down from 301 in 20012003 to 167 in 
20112013, which is a decline of about 45 percent. Among states, the 
decline is more than 50 percent in Maharashtra and Andhra Pradesh; 
whereas the lowest figure is seen in Punjab & Haryana (around 2122 %).  
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2.3.6 Live Births 

Although the percentage of live births with medical attention increased in 
both rural and urban areas, rural regions are still lagging behind at 74.2 
percent, against 93.5 percent in urban India (SRS report 2015). Jharkhand 
records only 54.2 percent medically attended deliveries in rural areas, while 
Uttar Pradesh records 80 percent in urban areas.  

2.4 Literacy and Education 

Literacy level and educational attainment are vital developmental indicators 
in a developing nation like India. They indicate the quality of life, level of 
awareness, and also the skill level of its people. Better literacy and 
educational levels definitely have a positive impact on health parameters. 
Education parameters also contribute significantly to the human development 
index. Considering their importance, India has enacted a right to education 
to ensure free and compulsory education for children in the age group 614.  

2.4.1 Literacy Rate 

According to the 2011 census, the literacy rate in India has been reported as 
72.98 percent with a 13 percent increase from 2001. The hike is higher for 
rural women at 24 percent in the last decade, mainly because of the work to 
improve literacy undertaken by the Government of India. The female 
literacy rate was 64.63 percent, compared to a male literacy rate of over 80 
percent. There is still a huge gap in these rates. 

The difference in literacy between males and females is less than 5 percent 
in the states of Meghalaya, Kerala, and Mizoram; whereas states like 
Rajasthan, Jharkhand, Dadra & Nager Haveli, Jammu & Kashmir, Uttar 
Pradesh, and Chhattisgarh see a difference of 20 percent or more. 

According to the NSSO 71st round report (2014), 75.7 percent of males and 
62 percent of females were literate in rural India, the percentage of literate 
males was higher in both rural and urban areas (72.3 % males and 56.8 % 
females in rural areas; 83.7 % males and 74.8 % females in urban areas). As 
expected, literacy was also higher in urban areas. Furthermore, 34.9 percent 
of males and 31.9 percent of females had completed primary level 
education, while 12.8 percent of males and 9.6 percent of females had 
completed secondary level education. 
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2.4.2 Adult Literacy Rate 

The adult literacy rate (15+) for males was 78.8 percent, against 59.3 percent 
of females in 2011. In the same year, just 50.6 percent of rural adult females 
were literate against 76.9 percent of urban females, while 88.3 percent of 
urban adult males were literate against 74.1 percent of rural adult males. A 
huge division in the adult literacy rate exists according to gender. 

2.4.3 Enrollment Statistics 

The gross educational enrollment ratio (GER) for females at the primary 
level stood at 100.7, compared to 97.9 for males in 20152016. At the 
middle school level, the GER for females was reported as 97.6 against 88.7 
for males; at the higher secondary level, the values were 56.4 for females 
and 56 for males for the year 20152016. 

According to the NSSO 71st round report (2014), 40 percent of males and 
44.8 percent of females were not enrolled, occupying a marginal position 
(1.4 % and 1.2 % respectively of all surveyed persons enrolled, but not 
attending school). A major reason for non-enrollment among rural males 
and females has been reported as “not interested in education”; for urban 
India, “financial constraints” is given as the major reason for non-
enrollment. There were 93 girls per 100 boys in primary classes, 95 girls in 
middle classes, and 90 girls in secondary classes during 20152016. 

2.4.4 Dropout Rates 

As published by the Ministry of Human Resource Development, dropout 
rates in the year 20132014 were observed to be 18.3 and 21.2 in classes 
IV and 32.9 and 39.2 in classes IVIII, for females and males respectively. 
This indicates that the dropout rate at primary level differs marginally 
between the genders, but the gap increases in higher schooling. According 
to the NSSO 71st round report, more people (around 60 %) dropped out in 
the 515 age group in rural areas; whereas fewer people (around 55 %) 
dropped out in the age group 1625 in urban areas, irrespective of gender, 
in the year 2014. 

The major reason for dropping out among males was given as “engaged in 
economic activities”; for females the reason was “engaged in domestic 
activities” in rural as well as urban areas.  
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2.4.5 Expenditure on Education 

Expenditure on education for males is greater than for females. Average 
expenditure on education per student is by and large lower in rural India 
than in urban India. Amazingly, according to the NSSO 71st round (2014), 
expenditure on female students at graduate and postgraduate levels and 
above is higher than for their male counterparts in rural India. 

2.5 Participation in Economy 

The report shows the degree of work participation by women, and also gives 
a broad breakdown by employment status or type, with details on 
employment in the organized sector. This, however, is of limited use as the 
majority of women workers are in the unorganized or informal sector. 

Economic activity may be classified as organized and unorganized, and may 
be in the formal or informal sector. The participation of women involved in 
economic activities in the formal sectors of industry, services, and 
agriculture is measurable; but the activity of women in informal sectors, 
such as domestic work, the training and education of children, and activities 
in the agricultural sector and household services are still not measurable. A 
useful discussion on these issues appears in Chapter 5. 

2.5.1 Workforce Participation Rate 

According to the census of 2011, the workforce participation rate for 
females is 25.51 percent against 53.26 percent for males. The rural sector 
has a better female workforce participation rate of 30 percent compared to 
53 percent for males, whereas for the urban sector, these figures are 15.4 
percent and 53.76 percent for females and males, respectively. In rural areas 
among major states, Himachal Pradesh has a female workforce participation 
rate of 47.4 percent whereas Tamil Nadu has a female workforce of only 
21.8 percent. Workforce participation is more or less equal for rural and 
urban males, but there is a huge gap in the workforce participation of rural 
and urban females. 

Rural India sees more than 50 percent of workers in the self-employed 
category, whereas urban India sees more than 40 percent of workers in self-
employed and regular wage categories, according to the NSSO 68th round 
(20112012). 

Although women constitute a little less than half of the economically active 
population, their contribution to economic activity is far below its potential. 
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Progress towards gender equality, in respect of participation in economic 
activities, seems to have stalled.  

2.5.2 Worker Population Ratio 

NSSO (68th round) results indicate that the working population ratio for 
females in the rural sector was 24.8 in 201112 and 54.3 for males. In the 
urban sector, the ratio was 14.7 for females and 54.6 for males. Among the 
major states, the disparity in working population ratio between males and 
females is highest in Bihar as far as rural areas are concerned, whereas 
Assam and Gujarat show a high disparity in the urban sector 

According to the 5th Employment-Unemployment Survey, the working 
population ratio for people aged 15 years and above is 21.7 for females, 72.1 
for males, and 45.9 for transgender. Mizoram showed the maximum WPR 
for females in rural areas, while Jharkhand showed the maximum WPR for 
males.  

2.5.3 Labor Force Participation Rate 

Female participation in the labor force has remained lower than male 
participation, as women account for most unpaid work. When women are 
employed in paid work, they are overrepresented in the informal sector and 
among the poor. They also face significant wage differentials vis-à-vis their 
male counterparts. It has been observed that the labor force participation 
rate is lowest for urban females. 

2.5.4 Unemployment Rate 

The unemployment rate for women and men in rural areas was 1.7, while it 
was 5.2 and 3 for women and men in urban areas for 201112. The 
unemployment rate was 8.7 for females, compared to 4 for males and 4.3 
for transgender people aged 15 years and above, according to the 5th 
Employment-Unemployment Survey. 

2.5.5 Average Wage/Salary Received by Regular 
Wage/Salaried Employees 

In 201112, the average wage/salary received by regular wage/salaried 
employees of economically active age-groups was Rs. 201.56 per day for 
females compared to Rs. 322.28 per day for males in rural areas. For urban 
areas, it was Rs. 366.15 and Rs. 469.87 per day for females and males, 
respectively. Most of the union territories failed to see wages at that level. 
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The report also gives data on: (i) state-wise average wage/salary (in Rs.) 
received per day by regular wage/salaried employees of age 1559; (ii) 
average wage earnings (in Rs.) received per day by casual laborers of age 
1559; (iii) population group-wise deposits of scheduled commercial banks; 
and (iv) percentage of women employed in various banking groups at 
various levels in scheduled commercial banks.  

2.6 Participation in Decision Making 

The level of participation of women in decision making can be judged by 
the following indicators: representation of women on the Central Council of 
Ministers; number of electors and percentage voting in various general 
elections; number of persons contesting and elected in various general 
elections; state-wise turnout of women voters in the 2014 General Election; 
women’s participation in the 16th Lok Sabha; different age groups of first-
time members of parliament; occupational and educational background of 
members of the 16th Parliament; participation of women in state assemblies; 
state-wise elected SC, ST and women representatives in panchayats; 
number of women judges in the Supreme Court/high courts; women in all-
India and Central Group A services. Self-confidence and participation in 
decision-making are real tools for the empowerment of women.  

2.6.1 Women in Parliament 

In 2017, nine women occupied ministerial positions in the Central Council 
of Ministers, out of 75 of total ministerial positions—just 12 percent against 
a figure of women’s participation of around 10 percent in 2004. 62 females 
were elected in the 2014 elections constituting more than an 11 percent 
share in the Lower House. Female participation in elections equaled 66 
percent in the 16th General Election in 2014, which is more or less equal to 
the figure of 67 percent for male participation. Out of 62 women MPs, 20 
are in the age group 4150; 34 percent of women MPs are social and 
political workers; and 44 percent are postgraduates. Among male members, 
most (31 %) are from an agricultural background and the majority (42 %) 
are graduates; only 29 percent are postgraduates. 

2.6.2 Women in State Assemblies and Councils 

In the states, the share of women in assemblies is only 9 percent and in state 
councils only 5 percent. Women in Bihar, Haryana and Rajasthan account 
for a share of 14 percent of their respective assemblies; there is no female 
representation in Mizoram, Nagaland or Puducherry.  
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2.6.3 Women in Panchayats 

In the panchayat setup, state governments have ensured that at least 30 
percent of the seats are for women. Accordingly, overall women account for 
46.7 percent, with a maximum of 58.6 percent in Jharkhand and a minimum 
of 32.3 percent in Goa. 

2.6.4 Women Judges in the Supreme Court and Different High 
Courts 

According to the Ministry of Law and Justice as of 01.12.2017, there was 
one woman judge out of 25 on the Supreme Court and there were only 74 
women judges out of 687 in different high courts, with a maximum of 33 
percent in the Sikkim High Court and no women judges in eight high courts.  

2.6.5 Women in All-India Central Services 

In terms of the all-India and Central Group A services, 30 percent of females 
are employed in the Indian Economic Service; 24 percent in the Indian 
Statistical Service; and 17 percent in the Indian Administrative Service, with 
a very small proportion in other services.  

2.7 Social Obstacles to Women’s Empowerment 

The growth of society can be hampered by many obstacles. A major obstacle 
is that of crimes against women. This social obstacle for women is a major 
concern where their empowerment is being sought. The empowerment of 
women is jeopardized by various crimes against them. In India, the NCRB 
compiles the status of all crimes recorded in the system. For administration 
purposes, crimes against women have been categorized under several 
headings. 

2.7.1 Crimes Against Women 

It has been noted that ‘cruelty by husband and relatives’ continues to be the 
mostly frequently recorded crime against women (33 %) followed by 
‘assault on a woman with the intent of outraging her modesty’ (25 %). In 
2016, 7 percent of total cognizable crime falls under the category of crimes 
against women. There has been a gradual increase in overall crime figures 
with major increases in rape, kidnapping and abduction, and assaults on 
women with the intent of outraging their modesty. 
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As reported by the NCRB, 67 percent of total crimes against women were 
disposed of by the police during 2016. 75 percent of total cases investigated 
in respect of assaults on women with the ‘attempt to rape’ and ‘protection 
of women from domestic violence’ were disposed of; for reported cases of 
‘kidnapping and abduction of women’ and those investigated under the 
‘Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act (Women Cases Only)’ at least 60 percent 
of cases were disposed of. 18 percent of total cases sent to trial have seen a 
conviction for the attempt to commit rape among those prosecuted under the 
Dowry Prohibition Act (13 %); the overall conviction rate in 2014 was 9 
percent of total cases tried in court. 

2.7.2 Rate of Incidence of Crime 

In 2016, the highest share of crime against women was seen in Uttar Pradesh 
(15 % of all-India crime) followed by West Bengal (10 % of all-India 
crime). 7 percent of total crime was committed against women. Tripura 
reported the highest figure (25 %) for total crimes against women, while 
Kerala and Tamil Nadu (1 %) recorded the lowest incidences. 

2.7.3 Rape Cases 

In 2016, the highest percentage of rape case victims, 42 percent, was found 
in the age group of 1830; 1 percent of all rape victims were under six years 
of age. In Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh, the proportion of rape victims 
was high (13 % and 12 %, respectively). 

2.7.4 Suicide Cases 

The suicide rate among females is approximately half that of males and 
there has not been much variation in suicide rates over the last ten years. 
During 2015, the prevalence of suicides was approximately 78 percent for 
a person having less than a higher secondary level of education. Family 
problems are the major cause of suicides for both genders, with 31 percent 
for females and 26 percent for males; this is followed by illness, with 16 
percent for both genders. Studying reported suicides reveals that among 
women suicides, approximately 53 percent are housewives and 67 percent 
are married women. Among male suicides, 71 percent are married, and 75 
percent have an educational level below higher secondary.  
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2.8 International Gender Perspectives on Development 
Indicators 

India is part of many international conglomerations. The study of gender 
perspectives in India needs to be seen in coherence with other comparable 
nations. India is a developing country and gender equality determines the 
level of development of the nation in terms of various statistical indicators. 
A CSO report attempts to study the status of women and men in respect of 
many indicators (such as population; sex ratio; life expectancy at birth; life 
expectancy at age 60; fertility; mortality; maternity statistics; literacy rates; 
educational enrollment rates of youth and adults; the general parity index; 
the share of women in teaching; women’s parliamentary/legislative 
representation; women in senior management roles, etc.) with other nations 
of interest, primarily members of the South Asian Association of Regional 
Cooperation (SAARC), but also countries outside SAARC.  

2.9 Government Initiatives 

In order to uplift the status of the rural poor in general, and females in 
particular, the Government of India has launched a number of schemes. A 
brief description of these schemes is given below. One may visit the Govt. 
of India portal (https://www.india.gov.in/my-government/schemes) for 
details. 

 Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana (PMJDY): This is a 
financial inclusion scheme of the Government of India. It was 
launched on 15 August 2014. The main objective of this program is 
to expand access to and make affordable financial services like bank 
accounts, remittances, credit, insurance, and pensions. This scheme 
is eligible for people in the age group 2065. Under this program, 15 
million bank accounts were opened on its inaugural day (see ET 
Bureau Report (28 August 2014). This scheme provides many 
benefits to account holders. Under this scheme the ‘minimum 
balance’ condition is waived. Other benefits include: (i) an overdraft 
facility of up to six months; (ii) a free RuPay debit card with built-in 
accidental insurance cover of INR 1 lakh (100,000) and insurance 
cover of Rs. 30,000/- under the PMJDY, which gives life insurance 
cover for an insured person’s death due to any reason and pays out 
to the deceased’s family; (iii) persons not having valid identification 
can open an account and this type of account, called a ‘small 
account,’ can be regularized over a one-year period; (iv) another 


