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Abstract—Women empowerment has been a cornerstone
of India's socio-cultural development, reflecting the
changing status, roles, and rights of women across
different historical periods. From the relative equality
enjoyed by women during the Vedic age to the
restrictions imposed during the medieval period,
followed by social reform movements, participation in
the freedom struggle, and constitutional guarantees after
independence, the journey of women's empowerment in
India has been complex and transformative. While
historical studies often focus on political, economic, and
legal dimensions, a psychological perspective provides a
deeper understanding of how empowerment influences
self-esteem, identity, resilience, motivation, leadership,
and mental well-being.

This paper examines women's empowerment in Indian
history through major psychological theories, including
Bandura's Self-Efficacy Theory, Maslow's Hierarchy of
Needs, Social Identity Theory, Feminist Psychology,
Positive Psychology, and Bronfenbrenner's Ecological
Systems Theory. It analyses how historical events,
cultural norms, educational opportunities, and social
institutions shaped women's psychological development
across different periods. The study also discusses the
contributions of women leaders, saints, reformers,
freedom fighters, scientists, and policymakers who
challenged patriarchal structures and inspired social
transformation.

The paper further evaluates contemporary challenges
such as gender stereotypes, violence against women,
workplace discrimination, digital exclusion, mental
health concerns, and unequal access to leadership
opportunities. Government initiatives and policy
interventions aimed at enhancing  women's
empowerment are critically reviewed. Finally, the paper
argues that sustainable women's empowerment requires
not only legal and economic reforms but also
psychological empowerment through education, self-
efficacy, resilience, and supportive social environments.
Such an integrated approach is essential for achieving
gender equality and inclusive national development.
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[. INTRODUCTION

Women's empowerment has become one of the
defining themes of contemporary social development,
human rights discourse, and public policy. It
encompasses the process through which women gain
the ability to make strategic life choices, exercise
autonomy, access opportunities, and participate
equally in economic, political, educational, and
cultural spheres. Empowerment extends beyond the
provision of rights or resources; it involves
psychological transformation, enabling women to
develop confidence, self-worth, resilience, leadership,
and decision-making capabilities.

India presents a unique historical context for
examining women's empowerment because the status
of women has fluctuated considerably across different
historical periods. During the early Vedic age, women
enjoyed considerable respect, educational
opportunities, and participation in religious and
intellectual life. Historical records indicate that
women scholars such as Gargi Vachaknavi and
Maitreyi actively participated in philosophical debates
and contributed to Vedic literature. However, during
the later Vedic and medieval periods, patriarchal
norms became increasingly dominant, resulting in
practices such as child marriage, purdah, restrictions
on education, sati, and limited property rights. These
changes substantially affected women's social status
and psychological well-being.

The nineteenth century marked the beginning of
organized social reform movements that challenged
discriminatory practices against women. Reformers
such as Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Ishwar Chandra

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INNOVATIVE RESEARCH IN TECHNOLOGY 613



© August 2026 | IJIRT | Volume 13 Issue 3 | ISSN: 2349-6002

Vidyasagar, Jyotirao Phule, Savitribai Phule, and
Pandita Ramabai advocated female education, widow
remarriage, abolition of sati, and greater gender
equality. These reforms significantly contributed to
enhancing  women's  confidence, educational
attainment, and participation in public life.

Women's involvement in India's freedom movement
represented another milestone in psychological
empowerment. Leaders such as Sarojini Naidu, Aruna
Asaf Ali, Kasturba Gandhi, Usha Mehta, and Captain
Lakshmi Sahgal demonstrated courage, resilience,
leadership, and collective identity, inspiring
generations of Indian women. Their participation
challenged traditional gender roles and reinforced the
belief that women were capable of contributing
equally to national development.

Following independence, the Constitution of India
established equality before the law, prohibited
discrimination on the basis of sex, and guaranteed
equal opportunities for all citizens. Numerous
legislative measures, educational reforms, economic
initiatives, and welfare programmes have since sought
to improve the status of women. Today, Indian women
excel in politics, science, education, business, sports,
defence, medicine, and space research. Nevertheless,
significant challenges remain, including gender-based
violence, workplace discrimination, wage inequality,
digital exclusion, and persistent patriarchal attitudes.
From a psychological perspective, empowerment is a
multidimensional process involving changes in
cognition, emotion, behaviour, and identity.
Psychological empowerment enables women to
perceive themselves as competent, capable, and
deserving of equal opportunities. It develops through
positive educational experiences, supportive family
environments, economic independence, leadership
opportunities, and participation in community
decision-making. Conversely, discrimination, social
exclusion, and violence undermine self-esteem,
increase stress, and restrict personal growth.

Several psychological theories provide valuable
insights into women's empowerment. Bandura's Self-
Efficacy Theory explains how belief in one's abilities
influences motivation and achievement. Maslow's
Hierarchy of Needs illustrates how fulfilling basic
needs enables individuals to achieve self-esteem and
self-actualization. Social Identity Theory explains how
group membership shapes identity and behaviour,
while Feminist Psychology examines the influence of
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patriarchal structures on women's mental health and
opportunities.  Positive  Psychology  highlights
strengths such as resilience, optimism, courage, and
hope that enable women to overcome adversity.
Bronfenbrenner's  Ecological Systems  Theory
demonstrates how family, education, community,
culture, and government collectively influence
women's development.

Understanding women's empowerment through a
psychological lens is particularly important because
legal equality alone cannot eliminate internalized
discrimination or social barriers. Women may possess
equal rights but continue to experience low self-
confidence, learned helplessness, stereotype threat, or
psychological distress due to persistent gender
inequalities. Therefore, psychological empowerment
complements social, political, and economic reforms
by fostering autonomy, resilience, leadership, and self-
belief.

This paper aims to examine the historical evolution of
women's empowerment in India from a psychological
perspective. Specifically, it seeks to: (a) trace the
changing status of women across major historical
periods; (b) analyse women's empowerment using
contemporary psychological theories; (c) evaluate the
psychological impact of historical and social changes
on women's identity, self-esteem, and mental health;
(d) examine current challenges and policy responses;
and (e) propose recommendations for strengthening
psychological ~ empowerment and  achieving
sustainable gender equality in India.

By integrating historical analysis with psychological
theory, this paper contributes to a more comprehensive
understanding of women's empowerment and
highlights the importance of combining structural
reforms with psychological development to create an
inclusive and equitable society.

II. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK OF WOMEN
EMPOWERMENT

Women empowerment is a multidimensional concept
that encompasses social, economic, political,
educational, legal, and psychological dimensions. It
refers to the process through which women gain the
ability to make informed decisions, exercise control
over their lives, access resources, and participate
equally in all spheres of society. Empowerment is not
merely the provision of opportunities; it also involves
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developing the confidence, skills, and agency required
to utilize these opportunities effectively.

The United Nations defines women’s empowerment as
enhancing women’s capacity to make strategic life
choices in contexts where this ability was previously
denied. Similarly, the World Bank emphasizes
expanding women’s assets, opportunities, and
participation in decision-making while removing
institutional barriers that perpetuate gender inequality.
From a psychological perspective, empowerment is an
internal transformation. It involves changes in beliefs,
attitudes, emotions, motivation, and behaviour. An
empowered woman perceives herself as competent,
capable of influencing her environment, and worthy of
equal treatment. Psychological empowerment
therefore complements social and economic
empowerment by fostering self-confidence, resilience,
optimism, and leadership.

Dimensions of Women’s Empowerment

Women’s empowerment can be understood through
several interconnected dimensions:

Women's empowerment includes several
interconnected dimensions. Psychological
empowerment builds  self-esteem, confidence,
resilience, emotional intelligence, leadership, and
decision-making skills. Educational empowerment
enhances knowledge, employment opportunities,
health awareness, financial independence, and
participation in society, as demonstrated by Savitribai
Phule's work. Economic empowerment promotes
financial independence, asset ownership,
entrepreneurship, and greater family decision-making
power. Social empowerment ensures equality, freedom
from discrimination, mobility, and participation in
community life. Political empowerment encourages
leadership and governance through active -civic
participation, supported by women's reservation in
Panchayati Raj Institutions. Legal empowerment
safeguards women's rights through laws protecting
equality, property, employment, and freedom from
violence.

III. PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES ON
WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT

Psychological theories explain how women develop
confidence, resilience, autonomy, and leadership while
overcoming social barriers. Bandura’s Self-Efficacy
Theory (1997) states that belief in one’s abilities
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motivates women to pursue education, careers,
entrepreneurship,  leadership, and  challenge
discrimination. ~ Self-efficacy develops through
mastery ~ experiences, role models, social
encouragement, and emotional regulation.

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943) suggests
empowerment helps women meet basic needs, gain
safety, esteem, financial security, and ultimately
achieve  self-actualization  through education,
leadership, and personal growth.

Social Identity Theory explains that women’s
identities were traditionally limited to domestic roles
such as daughters, wives, and mothers. Empowerment
has expanded these identities to include professionals,
scientists, politicians, entrepreneurs, athletes, and
leaders, strengthening autonomy and participation.
Feminist Psychology emphasizes that many
psychological problems faced by women arise from
structural inequalities like child marriage, dowry,
domestic violence, workplace discrimination, and
unequal educational opportunities, advocating gender
equality and social justice.

Positive Psychology highlights strengths such as
courage, hope, optimism, perseverance, leadership,
and resilience, demonstrated by women like Savitribai
Phule, Rani Lakshmibai, Kiran Bedi, and Mary Kom.
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory explains
that family, schools, media, culture, laws, and
historical changes collectively shape women’s
development and empowerment.

IV. HISTORICAL EVOLUTION OF WOMEN’S
EMPOWERMENT IN INDIA: INDUS VALLEY
CIVILIZATION

Archaeological evidence suggests women held an
important social and economic position in the Indus
Valley Civilization. Mother goddess figurines indicate
religious significance, while women likely contributed
to agriculture, trade, crafts, and household
management. Respect for fertility may have enhanced
women’s status, though limited records restrict
conclusions about their autonomy.

The Vedic Period (1500-600 BCE) was a progressive
phase in which women enjoyed education, religious
participation, and intellectual freedom. Scholars such
as Gargi, Maitreyi, Lopamudra, Apala, and Ghosha
contributed to  philosophy and literature.
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Psychologically, equal opportunities enhanced self-
esteem, self-efficacy, identity, and self-actualization.
During the Later Vedic Period (600-200 BCE),
women’s status declined due to patriarchal values,
child marriage, reduced education, and restricted
property rights. These limitations lowered autonomy,
confidence, and motivation, though women showed
resilience by preserving family and cultural traditions.
In the Buddhist and Jain Period, women gained
opportunities to join religious orders and become
spiritual leaders. Participation in religious life fostered
purpose, leadership, resilience, and spiritual
autonomy, strengthening psychological well-being.
The Medieval Period (8th—18th century) saw
increasing restrictions such as child marriage, purdah,
limited education, and reduced public participation.
Despite these barriers, leaders like Razia Sultan, Rani
Durgavati, Chand Bibi, and Nur Jahan demonstrated
courage, resilience, and leadership.

The Bhakti and Sufi Movements (12th—17th century)
promoted equality, devotion, and personal spirituality.
Women saints including Mirabai, Akka Mahadevi,
Andal, Lal Ded, and Bahinabai challenged social
norms through literature and devotion, fostering
autonomy, emotional resilience, self-expression, and a
strong sense of identity.

Comparative Overview of Women's Status Across
Historical Periods

Historical Status of Psychological
Period Women Characteristics
Evidence
suggests Social value,
Indus Valley £8 .
e respect and possible
Civilization . . .
economic positive identity
participation
Education, .
.. High self-
religious esteemm
Vedic Period | participation, ’
. confidence,
intellectual autonom
freedom Y
Declining Reduced
Later Vedic educational autonomy,
Period and social learned
opportunities helplessness
Spiritual .
. . Meaning,
Buddhist and | opportunities . g
. . . resilience,
Jain Period and monastic
. purpose
participation
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Social
. . Lower self-
Medieval restrictions,
. .. confidence,
India limited
. dependence
education
Identity
Bhakti and Spiritual formation,
Sufi equality and resilience,
Movements | self-expression emotional
empowerment

Transition to the Colonial Era

By the end of the medieval period, women's social
status had significantly declined in many parts of
India. However, the emergence of social reform
movements during the nineteenth century marked the
beginning of a new phase in the history of women's
empowerment. Reformers challenged discriminatory
practices such as sati, child marriage, and denial of
education, laying the foundation for modern gender
equality. These reforms not only transformed legal and
educational systems but also strengthened women's
psychological well-being by enhancing self-
confidence, aspirations, and social participation.

V. DURING BRITISH RULE (1757-1947),

women faced child marriage, sati, widow
discrimination, illiteracy, dowry, purdah, and limited
rights, causing low self-esteem, dependence, and
reduced opportunities. Social reformers transformed
women's status. Raja Ram Mohan Roy helped abolish
sati (1829), promoting dignity and safety. Ishwar
Chandra Vidyasagar supported widow remarriage
(1856) and girls' education, fostering hope and self-
respect. Savitribai Phule, India's first female teacher,
pioneered girls' education, demonstrating resilience,
self-efficacy, and empowerment. Pandita Ramabai
established institutions providing education, shelter,
vocational training, and emotional support, promoting
confidence, social reintegration, economic
independence, and laying the foundation for modern
women's empowerment in India.

VI. WOMEN IN THE INDIAN FREEDOM
MOVEMENT

The Indian freedom struggle (1857-1947) greatly
advanced women's empowerment. Encouraged by
Mahatma Gandhi, women actively joined the Civil
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Disobedience, Non-Cooperation, Quit India, Swadeshi
movements, and revolutionary activities. Leaders like
Sarojini Naidu, Kasturba Gandhi, Aruna Asaf Alj,
Usha Mehta, and Captain Lakshmi Sahgal displayed
leadership, courage, resilience, innovation, and
determination.  Their  participation  challenged
traditional gender roles and inspired millions.
Psychologically, the movement fostered collective
identity, self-efficacy, leadership, resilience, and
empowerment through shared purpose. Women
emerged as confident citizens, developed decision-
making and communication skills, and proved that
courage, patriotism, and moral strength transcend
gender.

VII. WOMEN IN INDEPENDENT INDIA

India’s  independence in 1947  established
constitutional equality for women through rights to
equality, non-discrimination, equal opportunity,
dignity, equal pay principles, and universal adult
franchise. Educational progress has improved through
government programmes, scholarships, digital
learning, and campaigns like Beti Bachao Beti Padhao,
fostering confidence, critical thinking, leadership, and
independence. Women’s economic participation has
expanded across sectors with support from initiatives
such as Self-Help Groups, Skill India, Mudra Yojana,
and NRLM, enhancing self-esteem and financial
independence. Political empowerment through
reservations in local governance has increased
women’s representation, strengthening leadership,
civic participation, public confidence, and social
responsibility.

VIII. WOMEN IN TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY
INDIA

Twenty-first century Indian women excel in science,
business, sports, judiciary, and defence, demonstrating
resilience, leadership, emotional intelligence,
creativity, adaptability, confidence, and growth
mindset.

Psychological Impact Across Historical Periods

Major Social | Psychological

Historical Period
1storical Perio Change Outcome

Increased hope

Colonial India Social reforms

and self-esteem
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Constitutional ..
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equality . .
identity
. Self-efficacy,
Education, . . Y
Contemporary mnnovation,
. employment, .
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technology . .
intelligence

Transition to Contemporary Issues

Although Indian women have made extraordinary
progress since independence, gender inequality has
not disappeared. Many continue to face violence,
workplace discrimination, unequal pay, cyber
harassment, and mental health challenges.
Understanding these issues from a psychological
perspective is essential for developing comprehensive
empowerment strategies.

IX. CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES TO
WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT

Despite progress, Indian women continue to face
social and psychological barriers. Gender stereotypes
restrict aspirations, leadership, and confidence,
leading to internalized bias and stereotype threat.
Gender-based violence, including domestic abuse,
harassment, trafficking, and cybercrime, causes
anxiety, depression, PTSD, low self-esteem, and social
withdrawal. Workplace discrimination through
unequal pay, limited promotions, harassment, and
work—life imbalance results in stress, burnout,
impostor syndrome, and reduced job satisfaction. The
digital gender divide limits women’s access to
technology, education, employment, and digital
governance, reducing confidence and independence.
Inclusive policies, mental health support, digital
literacy, mentoring, and community awareness are
essential for women’s empowerment.

X. MENTAL HEALTH AND WOMEN'S
EMPOWERMENT

Mental health is a central component of
empowerment. Women who experience emotional
well-being are more likely to participate in education,
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employment, leadership, and community decision-
making.

Mental health promotes women’s empowerment by
enhancing  self-esteem, resilience, = emotional
intelligence, optimism, and problem-solving skills,
while supportive families, education, workplaces, and
social support strengthen well-being.

XI. GOVERNMENT POLICIES AND INITIATIVES

India has introduced several policies and initiatives to
empower women and promote gender equality.
Programmes like Beti Bachao Beti Padhao improve
girls' education, while the National Policy for Women
supports development. Laws such as the Protection of
Women from Domestic Violence Act and Workplace
Sexual Harassment Act ensure safety and dignity.
Schemes like Sukanya Samriddhi Yojana encourage
savings, and missions like NRLM and Skill India build
skills and entrepreneurship. Stand-Up India provides
credit support to women entrepreneurs. These efforts
enhance women's confidence, financial independence,
leadership, decision-making, and social participation
through greater opportunities for growth and
empowerment across Indian society today.

XII. RECOMMENDATIONS

To strengthen women's empowerment from a
psychological perspective, the following measures are
recommended:

Strengthening women’s empowerment from a
psychological perspective requires a comprehensive
and integrated approach. Gender-sensitive education
should be incorporated into school and university
curricula, while encouraging girls’ participation in
STEM education and nurturing critical thinking and
leadership skills from an early age. Accessible
counselling, mental health services, resilience-
building, life-skills training, and stress management
programmes are essential for promoting psychological
well-being. Economic empowerment can be enhanced
through financial literacy, entrepreneurship training,
support for women-led enterprises, and equal pay and

career advancement opportunities. Social
transformation requires challenging harmful gender
stereotypes, promoting shared domestic

responsibilities, and encouraging men’s active
participation in advancing gender equality. Effective
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implementation of gender-related laws, greater
representation of women in leadership and decision-
making, and expanded digital literacy initiatives are
equally important. Furthermore, interdisciplinary and
longitudinal research should be promoted to better
understand psychological empowerment across
diverse regions and social groups, thereby informing
evidence-based policies and interventions.

XIII. CONCLUSION

The history of women's empowerment in India reflects
a dynamic journey of resilience, transformation, and
social progress. From the intellectual achievements of
women in the Vedic period to the restrictive practices
of the medieval era, from the reform movements of the
nineteenth century to the leadership demonstrated
during the freedom struggle and the constitutional
guarantees of independent India, women have
continuously challenged barriers and expanded their
roles in society.

A psychological  perspective  reveals that
empowerment is not solely determined by legal rights
or economic opportunities. It also depends on self-
efficacy, self-esteem, resilience, identity formation,
emotional well-being, and supportive social
environments. Historical examples—from Gargi and
Maitreyi to Savitribai Phule, Sarojini Naidu, and
countless contemporary leaders—demonstrate that
psychological empowerment enables women to
overcome structural constraints and contribute
meaningfully to national development.

Although significant progress has been achieved,
persistent challenges such as gender stereotypes,
violence, workplace discrimination, unequal access to
technology, and mental health concerns continue to
limit the full realization of gender equality. Addressing
these challenges requires a holistic approach that
combines legal reforms, quality education, economic
opportunities, mental health support, and cultural
transformation.

Ultimately, empowering women is not merely a matter
of social justice but a prerequisite for sustainable and
inclusive development. A society that invests in
women's  psychological well-being, education,
leadership, and autonomy is better equipped to achieve
economic growth, democratic governance, and human
development. The future of India depends on creating
environments in which every woman can realize her
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potential with dignity, confidence, and equal
opportunity.
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