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Abstract

This paper is an attempt to understand Mr. Gandhi’s philosophical framework on women’s empowerment and gender equality
which was revolutionary for that time, which continues to inspire the feminine movement in India later on. Through his
writings and activism, this paper also tries to emphasis the role of semiotics in this discourse through which Gandhi challenged
traditional chauvinistic norms, advocating for women’s education, equal rights, and opportunities. Gandhi’s emphasis on
women’s education was a cornerstone of his discourse, as evident in his writings in Young India (1919-1932) and Harijan
(1933-1948). He supported social reforms like the abolition of child marriage, dowry system, and advocated for women’s
property rights. Associates like Kasturba Gandhi, Sarojini Naidu, Kamala Devi Chattopadhyay, and Mridula Sarabhai
influenced Gandhi’s thoughts on women’s empowerment. His concept of non-violence and ahimsa recognized women as
natural practitioners, instrumental in effecting social change. His discourse on women’s empowerment played a pivotal role in
the Indian National Movement. He challenged traditional patriarchal norms and stereotypes that viewed women as weak and
subordinate to men. Instead, he recognized women’s strength and agency, and sought to empower them to take an active part
in shaping India’s future. Gandhi believed women were strong in character, steadfastness, and endurance, and saw them as the
embodiment of sacrifice and nonviolence. He encouraged women to participate in the movement, and many women, including
Kasturba Gandhi, Sarojini Naidu, and Kamala Devi Chattopadhyay, played key roles in the fight for independence. His
approach to empowering women was multifaceted, focusing on promoting their economic, social, and political participation in
the movement. By challenging traditional Androcentric norms, Gandhi aimed to redefine women’s roles in Indian society,
recognizing their potential as agents of change.
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Introduction

Mahatma Gandhi’s ideology played a pivotal role in shaping
the Indian liberation movement, with a distinct emphasis on
women’s participation. Gandhi envisioned women as
embodiments of moral strength, virtue, and sacrifice,
leveraging their natural nurturing qualities for non-violent
resistance. By emphasizing women’s roles in peaceful
protests and civil disobedience, Gandhi empowered them to
participate in public life while challenging patriarchal
norms.

Gandhi skilfully used symbols and semiotic strategies to
mobilize women. He invoked mythological figures like Sita
and Draupadi, symbolizing female strength, moral courage,
and resilience. The spinning wheel (Charkha) became a
powerful symbol of women’s economic independence and
contribution to the Swadeshi movement. These symbols not
only legitimized women’s entry into the political sphere but
also created a sense of shared identity and purpose. Notable
women like Aruna Asaf Ali, Rajkumari Amrit Kaur, Usha
Mehta, and Sarojini Naidu actively contributed to the
movement, embodying Gandhi’s ideals. Kasturba Gandhi,
Mahatma Gandhi’s wife, also played a significant role in the
freedom struggle.

Gandhi’s approach had a profound impact on women’s
participation, integrating them into political activities and
promoting economic independence breaking the narrative of
sex-based biases. His vision subtly challenged patriarchal
norms, advocating for women’s agency and participation in
public life. Ultimately, Gandhi’s influence on women’s

roles in the Indian liberation movement remains a complex
and multifaceted phenomenon wherein also in the annals of
anti-colonial movements, distinguished by its pioneering
adoption of non-violence and ahimsa as guiding
philosophical principles. A salient feature of this movement
was the unprecedented mobilization of Indian women, who
transcended traditional domestic roles to assume
multifaceted roles in the nationalist struggle. “The division
of the spheres of work being recognized, the general
qualities and culture required are practically the same for
both the sexes [M.”
My contribution to the great problem lies in my presenting
for acceptance Truth and Ahimsa in every walk of life,
whether for individuals or nations. | have hugged the hope
that in this woman will be the unquestioned leader and,
having thus found her place in human evolution, she will
shed her inferiority complex. | have suggested in these
columns that woman is the incarnation of Ahimsa. Ahimsa
means infinite love, which again means infinite capacity for
suffering...And she will occupy her proud position by the
side of man as his mother, maker and silent leader. It is
given to her to teach the art of peace to the warring world
thirsting for that nectar. She can the leader in Satyagraha
which does not require the learning that books give but does
require the stout heart that comes from suffering and faith 21
This above passage reflects Gandhi’s profound
philosophy on the role of women in society, symbolizing the
nurturing spirit of humanity, and the importance of non-
violence (Ahimsa) and truth. He emphasizes that the
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qualities and culture required for both men and women are
practically the same, and that women can be leaders in
promoting Ahimsa and truth. Gandhi views women as
incarnations of Ahimsa, highlighting their capacity for
infinite love and suffering.

Women’s participation was characterized by diverse forms
of engagement, both within and beyond the domestic
sphere. Within their homes, women contributed to the
movement through activities such as spinning and weaving
khadi, imparting education to other women, and creating
nationalist literature. They also provided clandestine support
to leaders evading British authorities. In the public domain,
women organized processions, convened meetings,
participated in satyagraha, and endured police brutality.
Notably, when male leaders were incarcerated, women
assumed leadership roles, providing strategic guidance to
the movement.

This collective participation marked a paradigmatic shift in
Indian history, challenging entrenched social norms and
empowering women to emerge as agents of change. The
legacy of the independence movement continues to resonate
across generations, underscoring the efficacy of collective
action and non-violent resistance in effecting transformative
social and political change. According to Thapar (1993) [,
women played a pivotal role in India’s nationalist
movement, actively participating in various forms of protest
and activism outside their homes. They organized Prabhat
feris, processions to local temples singing patriotic songs,
and held meetings and demonstrations to galvanize public
support. Women’s involvement also extended to
participating in satyagraha, picketing shops selling foreign
goods, and facing imprisonment and police brutality.
Notably, when male leaders were incarcerated, women
assumed leadership positions, guiding the movement
forward with their strategic involvement.

Reframing Women’s Roles: Gandhi’s Impact on Indian
Nationalism:

The early twentieth century marked a significant shift in the
perception of the ‘new woman’ in India, with evolving
notions of femininity and motherhood influenced by the
changing political landscape. As the nationalist movement
gained momentum, Indian society began to reassess its
stance on gender issues. The arrival of Mahatma Gandhi on
the political scene in the 1920s had a profound impact on
women’s roles, introducing revolutionary ideas that
challenged traditional norms (Thapar, 1993) M. Gandhi’s
perspective on women’s participation in the nationalist
movement emphasized their potential beyond domestic
confines. While acknowledging gender-specific roles, he
critiqued practices that oppressed women, such as purdah,
dowry, and the devadasi tradition, advocating for change
and empowerment. This marked a pivotal moment in
redefining women’s roles in Indian society, paving the way
for their increased participation in the struggle for
independence. He believed that Indian women embodied
qualities like self-sacrifice and silent suffering, making them
well-suited for participation in his non-violent movement.
He saw women as pivotal to the success of his philosophy,
rooted in ahimsa (non-violence in thought, word, and deed)
and satyagraha. As he noted, “If non-violence is the law of
our being, the future is with women” (Young India,
15.12.21), highlighting the potential for women to drive
positive change through peaceful means [l Mahatma
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promoted self-sufficiency by encouraging individuals to
weave their own cloth and boycott foreign textiles, thereby
fostering economic independence. Building on their
domestic expertise, women contributed to the nationalist
movement through spinning and weaving khadi, a
traditional skill that aligned with their family roles. As
Sarladevi Sarabhai, a key figure in the movement, noted, her
motivation for joining stemmed from a desire to fulfill her
dharma . Moreover, the charkha, or spinning wheel, was a
potent symbol of resistance against colonial rule,
embodying Gandhi’s Constructive Programme and its
emphasis on self-reliance. He believed that poverty resulted
in moral deterioration & charkha wanted to help the
homeless and marginalized . The extensive participation
of women In the Indian nationalist movement constitutes a
significant aspect of historical inquiry. A nuanced
examination reveals diverse forms of engagement, ranging
from active participation in public protests to supportive
roles behind the scenes. Notably, women’s involvement in
the salt satyagraha exemplifies their collective resistance
against colonial policies, as they defied British salt laws by
manufacturing salt from seawater.

Furthermore, Gandhi’s strategic deployment of women in
picketing campaigns targeting liquor and foreign cloth shops
underscores their symbolic meaning & integral role in the
movement. Through non-violent resistance, women
leveraged social pressure to dissuade customers from
patronizing these establishments, often drawing upon shared
caste affiliations to enhance the efficacy of their efforts.
This tactical approach highlights the complex interplay
between social dynamics and nationalist mobilization.

Conclusion

Summarising it, it can be said that this paper examines Mr.
Gandhi’s pioneering philosophical framework on women’s
empowerment and gender equality, which remains a
profound influence on India’s feminist movement. Through
a critical analysis of his writings and activism, this paper
highlights Gandhi’s strategic deployment of semiotics to
challenge patriarchal norms, advocating for women’s
education, rights, and opportunities.

Gandhi’s advocacy for women’s education was a
cornerstone of his discourse, evident in his writings in
Young India and Harijan. He championed social reforms,
including the abolition of child marriage and the dowry
system, and advocated for women’s property rights. The
perspectives of associates like Kasturba Gandhi, Sarojini
Naidu, and Kamala Devi Chattopadhyay significantly
shaped Gandhi’s thoughts on women’s empowerment.
Gandhi’s concept of non-violence and ahimsa posited
women as paradigmatic practitioners, instrumental in
catalysing social change. His discourse on women’s
empowerment played a pivotal role in the Indian National
Movement, challenging traditional patriarchal norms and
stereotypes that relegated women to subordinate roles.
Instead, Gandhi recognized women’s agency and strength,
seeking to empower them as active participants in shaping
India’s future.

By promoting women’s economic, social, and political
participation, Gandhi’s approach to empowerment was
multifaceted. He redefined women’s roles in Indian society,
acknowledging their potential as agents of change and
exemplars of sacrifice and non-violence which will inspire
the generation to come.
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