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Mahatma Gandhi is an ‘iconic figure’ in today’s world representing different ideas for 

different men. He was a soldier fighting against European imperialism; a warrior struggling 

relentlessly to establish the rights of the minorities; a champion of world peace; a ‘Mahatma’ 

protesting against the injustices through non-violence and a spokesman of women’s rights and 

freedom. India’s one of the leading political activist Ram Manohar Lohia had thus commented 

‘tens of millions throughout the world saw in him their spokesman, the solace and the remedy for 

their sufferings and distress.’ 1   

The name which is inextricably linked with the women’s movement is M.K. Gandhi. 

Johanna McGeary in her book ‘Mohandas Gandhi’ had stated that ‘Gandhi is that rare great man 

held in universal esteem, a figure lifted from history to moral icon.’ The social reformers had 

championed the cause of women’s education and upliftment of the women’s condition as well as 

attacked the prevalent evils for the advancement of the Indian society. But Gandhiji was more 

than a social reformer. He had made himself inseparable from women’s miseries and 

deprivation. Women found in him their father, a friend, a shelter and an emancipator from the 

humiliations practiced against women. Indian women made their journey from behind the veil 

towards the Indian nationalist movement. This emergence of modern Indian women owes a lot to 

Gandhiji. So, Rabindranath Tagore had stated that he believed that India’s emancipation 

depended on women’s sacrifice. Gandhi had unturned the great stone of immobility.  India had 

witnessed a rebirth within a few years.2 Gandhiji had claimed that he well understood women 

and their mind. He had turned into their father and brother during his stay in South Africa. He 

believed in the equality of both the sexes. In 1939, he wrote in the ‘Harijan’ that women were 

equal to men in capability, freedom and the possessor of the highest power in the world of her 

own. But men had subjugated them in the name of customs and traditions. She had become the 

worst sufferer of men’s domination for years. Men had disgraced women for his own interest. 
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Men and women were the same although they differ in physical structure and the nature of their 

work.3 Women would be the copartners of men because individual freedom and identity are 

required for both the sexes. 

Indian women should first become conscious about their present condition. Women’s 

education is of utmost relevance for ensuring, enforcement and enhancement of their rights. It 

should be remembered that men women are associates when implementing any policy regarding 

female education. All those women who had unchained themselves from superstitions must 

assume the responsibility of reformation. She would be liberated from inferiority complex if she 

was given the opportunity to perform her due role in the society. She is not the symbol of lust 

and pleasure of men. She is the co-companion of men and so she should withdraw from 

satisfying men. Instead of adoring her outer self with jewellery and dresses, she would attract not 

only men but the whole human race with her inner beauty and purity. Gandhi had vehemently 

attacked the purdah system. ‘Nothing better is to be expected so long as they ( woman) are caged 

and confined in their house and little courtyards.’4 He had repeatedly raised the question why 

women were deprived of the same liberty as enjoyed by men. Chastity did not blossom like a 

flower in a glasshouse or it cannot be protected through a veil; chastity is a feeling that evolves 

from within.5 There was no need of raising questions regarding the chastity of women.  If women 

are denied the right to develop themselves, then it would imply the weakness, narrowness and 

helplessness of a race. So, the abolition of the purdah was of utmost necessity because it would 

be impossible to defend or compete with another race by crippling the half of the human 

population.  

Gandhiji had opposed the system of child marriage. He would support any law that would 

raise the age of child marriage and would protect them from the abuse of men..‘This custom of 

child marriage is both a moral as well as a physical evil. For it undermines our morals and 

induces physical degeneration.’6 No girl should be married prior to the age of eighteen. The 

youth should take an initiative to prevent child marriage as well as arrange for the remarriage of 

the child widows. It was against the laws to practice polygamy by the Brahmins in the name of 

religion. Those enlightened women who are educated should share the responsibility of 

protecting their sisters. In October 1926, he had remarked in ‘Young India’, ‘but where are the 
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brave women who would work among the girl wives and girl widows and who would take no 

rest and leave none for men, till girl marriages become an impossibility and till every girl feels in 

herself strength enough to refuse to be married except when she is of full age.7 He did not 

believe that the system of marriage did not degenerate men. The ideal was to accept marriage as 

a pure ritual and practice restraint in a married relation.8 It was a grand idea for women to abstain 

from marriage and serve the country but this was not possible for all women to follow. The 

students should refrain from marrying against their will. Unfortunately parents often gave their 

daughters in marriage much against their will and prevented them from receiving education 

needed for earning their livelihood. Women should learn the significance of labour, realize their 

inner potentiality and strength. Marriage, according to Gandhiji, was a moral bastion. The 

relation between a husband and a wife is not one of supremacy and domination as wife is the 

cohort of the husband. Imposition of widowhood on women is a heinous crime. Widow 

Remarriage should be emphasized. ‘Voluntary widowhood is a priceless boon in Hinduism; 

enforced widowhood is a curse. And I very much feel that many young widows would remarry 

without the slightest hesitation.’ He had welcomed the formation of a strong popular opinion 

against the system of dowry. Any young man who made dowry the condition of marriage 

discredited his education and dishonoured womanhood. There is a basic fault in the system of 

education that failed to train girls to fight against social and other evils. Instead of purchasing a 

bridegroom through dowry, the parents should let the daughter choose one who would marry her 

for love and not for money. Although it was not possible to provide higher education to 

thousands of girls, but they should be trained in some useful knowledge so as to make them 

confident about their ability to face the world  and not feel dependent upon anyone in the future. 

Non-violence implies deep love. Love signifies a great power of toleration of misery. No 

one but only women have the capacity to endure miseries. Women bear all pains for giving birth 

to a child and forget it in the joy of creation. Women can extend the love of mother among all. 

She would be the mother, the creator and the leader besides men with all glory and pride.  She 

would assume the undaunted leadership in leading the non-violence movement. ‘Woman is the 

incarnation of ahimsa. She can become 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.9 

Sarvodaya or ‘the greatest good of all ‘implies the welfare of all.10 Women can work for the 
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welfare of the human race with her chastity, innate strength and tolerance power. Satyagraha 

means the acceptance of truth in word and deed. This is a great weapon to bring about a 

transformation in the minds of the oppressors.  This requires the attainment of ‘atmashakti’or 

self power. Truth should be accepted from within and applied in every spheres of life. 

Satyagraha also entails the enrichment of the power of the soul in order to resist injustice.11  

According to Asish Nandy, Gandhiji had rediscovered women as the ‘civilizing force’ of the 

nation. He said to the Ashram sisters ‘as suffering is the badge of their sex, women are at a 

positive advantage, if, only they cast fear out of their minds.’ 12 The Indian women responded to 

the clarion call of Gandhi and participated in the nationalist movement. If Indian men and 

women could accept death fearlessly by following the path of non-violence, then they would be 

able to overcome the fear of weapons and propagate a new ideal of independence before the 

masses. Bravery denotes the greatest power of forbearance and sacrifice for a noble cause. In the 

case of this sacrifice ‘woman is superior to man as the man is to woman for the courage of 

brute.’13  ‘And there is no denying the fact that it was mostly because of Gandhi’s relentless 

efforts that the woman—the backward woman of India took active part in the public life both in 

the pre and post independence era.’14 In ‘Harijan’ he had claimed that women should be 

endowed with the right to vote as well as the right to think freely so that there would be a 

transformation  in women’s lives which would compel men to respect women.  

He had invited women to join the political activist movement like men. In Gujarat 

Political Conference at Godhra in 1917, Gandhiji stated that as long as women were not a part of 

the nationalist movement, it would seem that the whole race is walking on one leg. He lent a new 

lease of life to the nationalist movement by encouraging women to spin cloth and use charkha in 

1920. Women participated in the picketing of liquor shops during the Non-Cooperation 

Movement of 1921-22.15 ‘Women began to affect the political deliberations of the nation’. 

During the course of the Civil Disobedience Movement, women violated the salt laws and 

manufactured salts and joined the processions and meetings. Gandhiji entrusted the responsibility 

of the ’anti-liquor’ agitation of 1930 on women. Gandhiji believed that the swadeshi movement 

would be successful if women boycotted foreign goods. The spinning of charka would encourage 

the indigenous industries and they should obey it as their duty. ‘The Economic and moral 

salvation of India thus rests mainly with you. The future of India lies on your knees.’16 Women 
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were recharged with enthusiasm by this new role. Sarojini Naidu’s sister in law Kamaladevi 

Chattopadhay had thus commented about Gandhiji as someone who was so sincere; this was the 

magnetic force which drew everyone to him. He not only inspired but made you feel you could 

trust him completely.17   

Gandhiji believed that it was women’s moral responsibility to maintain the purity of the 

family. The Feminists have criticized this patriarchal attitude of Gandhi. Madhu Kishwar had 

upheld the age old patriarchal bias18 while analyzing Gandhiji’s views on Indian women. 

Although women had gained self confidence and glory by taking part in the nationalist 

movement, but they failed to influence the patriarchy profoundly. According to Tanika Sarkar, 

women’s involvement in the nationalist movement and their adoption of extremist methods were 

seen as a religious duty.  Like the Extremist nationalist leaders, Gandhi also had considered the 

nation as the ‘motherland’ and women were symbolized as the incarnation of the incarnation of 

the devi or the Mother Goddess. On the one hand, Gandhi had envisaged nationalism as the 

religious duty and on the other hand, he had seen the nature of the nationalist movement as non 

violent in character which entailed patience, sufferings and sacrifices that could be best followed 

by women. So, he believed that women’s involvement in the nationalist movement would not 

jeopardize their ‘womanhood.’ The Feminists alleged that because of this kind of evaluation of 

the nationalist movement, patriarchy could not be influenced by women’s partaking for the cause 

of nationalism. ‘The language, imagery and idiom of the nationalist protest remained steeped in 

tradition and religious self-conscious alternatives to alien western norms. And here in lay the 

paradox: such strong traditionalist moorings alone permitted the sudden political involvement of 

thousands of women. But that in its turn inhibited the extension of radicalism to other spheres of 

life.’19 Even in many agricultural families where women participated spontaneously; the concept 

of patriarchy could not be dismantled. The power relations within the family remained the same 

as before. Sujata Patel in her work ‘Construction and Reconstruction of Women in Gandhi’ 

(Economic and Political Weekly, 20 Februauy, 1988) had disapprove of Gandhi’s demands that 

women physically were best suited for household chores rather than the outside work. He had 

almost behaved like the upper caste or middle class family’s male who wished to confine their 

female members within the four walls of the house. This demarcated the male and the female 

sphere of activity although most of the women are forced to work in the fields and factories for 



Scholar Critic                                                       ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         
 Vol-02, Issue-03, December 2015.                                                      ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

 

36 
 

fulfilling the family responsibilities. Although Gandhiji had emphasized on khadi and charkha 

for women, but this would enable them to earn a little. According to Sujata Patel, ‘Gandhi thus 

failed to provide any space within his movement for the economically independent women.’ He 

neither made an adequate attack on the concept of patriarchy, nor was he the ‘messiah’ of the 

contemporary women’s movement.  

Like the nationalist leaders, Gandhi had propagated the cause of women’s education, 

widow remarriage and equal rights of men and women etc. He had advocated for the respect of 

wife in conjugal relations and had suggested for lessening the burden of women’s household 

duties through simple cuisine and control of the sexual desires by men. ‘In this way, the 

Gandhian movement stood out for the way in which it allowed many women in India to gain a 

new sense of empowerment.’20 Although a few Feminists had believed that the negative elements 

of Gandhi’s patriarchy were outweighed by the positive social and political benefits he helped 

achieve for women. Swami Vivekananda had stated,”The Indian Nation cannot be killed. 

Deathless it stands, and it will stand so long as that spirit shall remain as the background, so long 

as her people do not give up their spirituality.” Any discourse on Gender and Indian women 

would remain incomplete without referring about two Great Men who had been the emancipator 

of Indian women--- Swami Vivekananda and Mahatma Gandhi. Gandhi had dreamt of Indian 

women who would be empowered, self-reliant, revered and enjoys the same status of human 

beings like men. These ideals should be given due importance while contemplating and 

advancing with the issue of Indian women.   
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