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Rising Gender Inequities in India:

The Case of Authoritarian Patriarchy*

Meghna Sabharwal

In 2014, India elected a populist government, the Bharatiya Janata Party, headed by Prime Minister

Narendra Modi. In line with other populist leaders, such as the former U.S. President, Donald ]. Trump,
President Jair Bolsonaro of Brazil, Prime Minister Viktor Orbdn of Hungary, and President Erdogan of
Turkey, Narendra Modi has brought about a rise in Hindu nationalism that promulgates values steeped

in fundamental religious practices promoting the interests of the majority Hindu community at the

expense of religious minority groups and marginalized and disenfranchised people of lower castes. A rise

in gendered conservative norms deeply embedded in patriarchy and ethnonationalism has created a clear

division in gender roles in nation-building. This study will utilize a social equity framework to examine

ways in which systems of oppression, inequities, discrimination, and bias are maintained across gender,

caste, and religion and perpetuated under the name of authoritarian patriarchy in India.

Gender Roles in India: A Historical Overview

he symbolic role played by women in Indian society,
who are elevated to the level of goddesses with ulti-
mate divine powers, is juxtaposed with how women are
often treated. Womanhood in India is a construction of
archetypal roles embodied by various goddesses revered
by Hindus—these roles typically include those of moth-
er (mata), nurturer, life-giver, protector, wife, daughter,
and provider. These goddesses are always associated with
a male figure and shown as the wife, daughter, sister, or
mother. At the same time, according to a recent survey of
30,000 adults in India, 64% of women and men over-
whelmingly agree that a wife must obey her husband,
while close to 25% believe that women face discrimina-
tion (Evans et al. 2022). Thus, on the surface, women
in India are revered, while their roles in society are, in
reality, deeply gendered and restricted to the familial re-
sponsibilities of childbearing and caregiving (Bose 2010).
To understand the role of women, one must have
some insight into the ancient texts and scriptures that
form the basis of the society’s structure and organization
and the ways in which upper-caste masculine social dom-
inance (Brahmanical patriarchy) is maintained. While it
is beyond the scope of this article to go into any depth on
this subject, a brief account of the rules and regulations
of the time as they relate to caste and gender structures

are highlighted. The Hindu classical texts and religious
scriptures and the two greatest epics (the Mahabharata
and Ramayana), laid out the role of women in the society
with an empbhasis on pativrata (devotion/loyalty of a wife
to her husband). However, these texts also denounce the
dowry and disrespect of women (Adhikari 2020a; Gupta
1994). The scriptures and texts are also written in San-
skrit and open to interpretation, often by Hindu funda-
mentalists, who use them to their own benefit.

India’s moral and ethical code is described in an an-
cient text written around the second century BC, the
Manu Smriti (also known as the Manava-Dharmaséstra
or the “Textbook of Human Ethics”). It was written by
Manu, a mythological figure believed to be the son of
God Brahma and the first human on earth (Jaishankar
and Halder 2019; Olivelle and Olivelle 2005). Hinduism
is heavily influenced by the principles described in the
2,700 verses and 12 chapters of the Manu Smriti along
with other texts, such as the Vedas, Upanishads, Bhaga-
vad Gita, 18 Puranas, Dharmashastras, Mababharata,
and Ramayana, which provide the basis for the social,
cultural, political, and religious practices that constitute
the “Hindu way of life.” The Manu Smriti is often criti-
cized by scholars and statesmen, who blame the current
suffering of women in India and the structures that con-
tinue to divide the society into four castes (varnas) on
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the sexist and casteist description in the text (Adhikari
2020a; Elst 2008; Mahey 2003). The four castes include
the Brahmins (the highest caste and the writers of these
texts), Kshatriyas' (the second caste made up of the war-
riors), Vaishyas (the third caste made up of the traders/
merchants), and Shudras (the fourth caste made up of
the laborers). In addition to these, the Scheduled Castes
(Dalits) and the Scheduled Tribes (Adivasis) are classified
as Avarna (outside the varnalcaste system).

The Manu Smriti was not translated until 1794, when
William Jones, a British judge of the Bengal Supreme
Court, came across this ancient book. With the help of
Sanskrit scholars, he translated the text and incorporated
components of it into Hindu law. The significance of the
text is described by Savarkar (2000) as follows:

The Manusmriti is that scripture which is most
worshipable after Vedas for our Hindu Nation and
which from ancient times has become the basis of
our culture-customs, thought and practice. This
book, for centuries, has codified the spiritual and
divine march of our nation. Even today, the rules
which are followed by crores (millions) of Hindus in
their lives and practice are based on the Manusmriti.
Today The Manusmiriti is the Hindu Law. That is
fundamental. (Savarkar 2000, 415—416)

The majority of the text describes the duties and
roles of the first two varnas, while only two of the 10
verses are dedicated to Vaishyas and Shudras. Clearly,
the focus of the text was to provide guidelines to main-
tain a Brahmanical patriarchy, in which upper caste-
men safeguard the purity of upper-caste women by
controlling their sexuality to prevent their union with
men of lower castes. Men were also given authority
over women’s conduct based on the concept that “the
wicked and essential nature of women then must be
subordinated and conquered by the virtue of the ideal
wife. Once the tension between ‘nature’ and ‘culture’
is resolved women can emerge triumphant as paragons
of virtue” (Chakravarti 1993, 583). Chapter 9 of the
text provides instructions for men to always guard their
women, writing explicitly that women should not be
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given any independence. Fathers protect and guard
them in their childhood, husbands in their youth, and
sons in their old age. This form of social control and pa-
ternalism is evident in today’s India, where moral police
(or Anti-Romeo) squads patrol the streets of the largest
state Uttar Pradesh to provide security to women. Fur-
thermore, the Manu Smriti legitimizes the oppression
and exploitation of lower-caste women.

I will return to the discussion of these extreme mea-
sures in the section describing violence against women
(which can be triggering for some readers, in which case
I not only provide trigger warnings, but also encourage
taking pauses and walking away if necessary and return-
ing to the discussion at your own pace). It is important to
note that gender and caste-based violence against women
is an age-old problem, and much has been documented
by scholars from the global south (see Bansode 2021;
Datta and Satija 2020; Deshpande 2002, 2007; Kumar
2021; Rege 1996, 1998; Sabharwal and Sonalkar 2015).
Thus, the oppression faced by women belonging to lower
caste and religious minority groups is not a result of the
current government, but as highlighted in this article, are
exacerbated by the majoritarian and authoritarian politi-
cal forces that rule India today.

To examine some of the gender inequities that cur-
rently exist in Indian society and are deepening under
the current political regime, this study will apply Susan
Gooden’s (2014) social equity framework to build on a
three-pronged approach that emphasizes (a) identifying
the inequity/ies (name), (b) examining the root causes of
the inequity/ies (blame), and (c) suggesting ways to take
meaningful action to eliminate the inequity/ies (claim).
I also utilize the intersectionality lens (see research by
Crenshaw 1989, 1991) to study complex issues of gen-
der, caste, religion, and class in India. The next section
will identify the major current issues and causes of gender
inequities in India and suggest ways forward.

Gender Inequities in India (Identifying the

Inequities)

India is the largest democracy in the world and espouses

"In full disclosure, I was born into a Kshatriya Hindu family and have enjoyed the privileges of belonging to a dominant up-

per-caste section of the society where I did not have to live at the intersections of class, caste, and religion (minoritized and

oppressed groups). When I emigrated to the United States for graduate education, I traversed from a state of privilege to one of

underprivilege. As a foreign-born Asian minority female with an accent, I immediately recognized my marginalized status in the

society, and my lack of privilege was evident in my experience of otherness. I also acknowledge that it is not my place to retell the

stories of the oppressed, and it is not my intent to co-opt the struggles faced by Dalit women and minorities. While I write from a

point of privilege, I am deeply concerned by the state of women at the intersection of caste, religion, and class in current day India.



the values of freedom and equality of rights to its citizens.
By several indications, violence against women (includ-
ing rape and murder) are on the rise, especially among
women of lower castes and minority communities. This
study will also examine the most recent ban on the hi-
jab and the lack of religious freedom in a secular nation
alongside the issue of declining labor participation.

Violence Against Women

In 2015, the United Nations (UN) developed
and adopted the 17 Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), among which two goals explicitly focus on so-
cial equity and justice. In particular, Goal 5 calls for
gender equality, with the aim of empowering women
and girls by ending all forms of violence and discrimina-
tion by 2030, while Goal 10 broadly focuses on reduc-
ing inequities among the most vulnerable populations,
including women, Indigenous people, people with dis-
abilities, children, and older people (UN 2021). Prog-
ress on both of these goals is assessed here using data
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that track the number of violent crimes against women
and against the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes.

The number of reported rape cases escalated in
2014 (coinciding with the election of the Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party (BJP) government), with an 11% jump from
2013 to 2014. The number has been rising ever since,
though there was a decrease in 2020. Figure 1 shows a
graph depicting the total number of rape cases reported
across all states in India from 2001 to 2020. Many po-
litical leaders across states have responded to the rise in
the number of rape cases by curtailing the autonomy of
women. Shivraj Chouhan, the chief minister of Mad-
hya Pradesh, a large state in Central India with a strong
BJP majority, suggested that women register with the
local police every time they choose to step out of their
homes. Additionally, Yogi Adityanath (a Hindu monk),
chief minister of the largest and most populous state in
India, Uttar Pradesh, and that with the highest rates of

violence against women, ordered the creation of Anti-

Figure 1. Total number of reported rape cases in India: 2001-2020.
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Romeo squads to protect women (Krishnan 2021). These
vigilante groups are made up of police officers and are
notorious for harassing consenting couples and arresting
Muslim men suspected of dating Hindu women.

[Heavy Content: Trigger Warning] Asifa Bano, an
eight-year-old Muslim girl belonging to a nomad tribe, the
Bakarwals, in the village Kathua in Jammu, went missing
on January 10, 2018. Her father filed a complaint with
the police, and after a week-long search, her body was
found in a nearby forest. The results of the postmortem
indicated that she was drugged, raped repeatedly, hit on
the head twice, and strangled to death before her body was
discarded in the jungle. The girl was abducted and taken
to a secluded Devisthan (a place of worship for a Hindu
goddess), where she was held hostage for four days be-
fore being brutally killed. With extreme pressure from the
media and civil society, the custodian of the temple Sanji
Ram, a retired bureaucrat and member of the right-wing
Hindu fascist group Hindu Ekta Manch, along with seven
other Hindu men, four of whom were police officers, were
arrested (Nigam 2019). Sanji Ram, the mastermind of the
plot, and two others were sentenced to life in prison, while
three others were sentenced to five years in prison for their
role in destroying evidence. One was a minor and tried in
juvenile court, while Sanji Ram’s son was acquitted on the
basis of inconclusive evidence. Two of the men sentenced
to five years in prison were released on bail in December
2021. The motive underlying this monstrous act was to
create fear and terrorize the poor nomadic Muslim tribe in
Jammu in order to drive them out of the region. The recent
bail of two of the perpetrators and the support received
from members of the BJP exposes the deep-rooted fascism,
misogyny, toxic masculinity, and Hindu hyper-national-
ism rampant in India today.

Dalit women are among the largest socially segregated
groups in the world and are extremely disenfranchised
based on the intersectionality of gender, caste, and class
identities (Sabharwal et al. 2015). In fact, they exist outside
the varna system of social hierarchy described earlier in the
article and are relegated to the lowest of the lowest social
order in Indian society. Accordingly, they continue to be
subject to untouchability by the upper castes (Singh and
Vashistha 2018). Dalits manually scavenge human waste
with their bare hands, cremate dead bodies, and skin dead

animals, and for centuries, they have experienced oppres-
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sion, exploitation, violence, and colonization from the out-
side invaders and the upper caste. Article 17 of the Indian
Constitution abolished untouchability and provides equal
rights to all citizens, while Article 15 prohibits “discrimi-
nation on grounds of religion, race, caste, sex, and place
of birth, and Article 16 on additional grounds of descent
and residence” (Mittal 1965, 424) in public employment.
Despite these legal protections, caste is deeply entrenched
in the social, cultural, economic, and political fabric of the
nation and provides the foundation for the discrimination,
harassment, and violence experienced by Dalits on an on-
going basis. The most ardent champion for the rights of
Dalits was the framer of the Indian Constitution, and a
Dalit himself, Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, who fought hard to
abolish untouchability in India. On December 25, 1927,
he publicly burned the Manu Smriti, which he saw as a
symbol of the oppression, inequality, and injustice experi-
enced by women and Dalits.

Crime data from the National Crime Records Bureau
(NCRB) indicate that crimes against Scheduled Castes
and Scheduled Tribes, who constitute 25% of India’s pop-
ulation, are on the rise (see Figure 2). As shown in Figure 2,
there was a 21% increase in the crimes reported against the
most disadvantaged groups in India from 2013 to 2014.
The number continued to rise after 2014, with a decline
reported in 2016, before a peak was reached in 2020. Over
the past two decades, crimes against Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled Tribes have risen by 50%. While these data are
unavailable by gender, the trends reported are concerning,

The sexual violence experienced by Dalit women
is legitimized in the Manu Smriti, which states that “A
Brahman, Kshatriya, or Vaishya Man can sexually exploit
any shudra woman (Manusmitri 1X.25)” (Mahey 2003,
150). According to a recent report by the NCRB (2019),
approximately 10 Dalit women were raped in India every
day. Such cases are countless, and most go unreported or
are dropped due to the stigma, shame, and blame asso-
ciated with rape. [Heavy Content: Trigger Warning] The
rape and murder of a nine-year-old Dalit girl on August
3, 2021, in New Delhi is among the most recent of the
heinous violent crimes against Dalit girls/women that
led to several days of protests by the Dalit community
across the nation. The girl was raped by a Hindu Priest
(of high caste and a protector of religious values), who
forcibly cremated her body despite protest by the parents

2The day is now celebrated as Manusmriti Dahan Divas (Crematorium for Manusmiriti), a day of emancipation and empower-

ment for the Dalits and women.
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Figure 2. Cases reported and rates of crime committed against Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes:

2000-2020.
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Source: National Crime Records Bureau (https://ncrb.gov.in/en/crime-india).

of the victim. Justification of the rape and killing of Dalit
women is a form of dominance exhibited by the upper
caste to maintain social order and purity (Banarjee 2016)
and is part of the hegemonic Brahmanical patriarchal dis-
course (Pandey and Mishra 2021).

Former Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh
was the first to compare the situation of Dalits in India
to Apartheid in South Africa (Ghatak and Ugodu 2012;
Khobragade 2014). While such ideologies have always
existed in Indian society, they are currently being fueled
by a Hindutva (Hindu nationalist) state in which sev-
eral BJP ministers are perpetrators and facilitators of a
Brahmanical patriarchy fraught with misogynistic belief
systems that blame women for rape. One BJP member

of legislative assembly (MLA) suggested that rape can
be prevented if gitls are taught sanskaar (values and cul-
ture), while emphasizing that it is not the responsibility
of the shasan (government) or talwar (sword or might)
(Adhikari 2020b). Here again, we see the influence of
religious texts suggesting that women are promiscuous,
sly, and evil and that their bodies are objects that must
be controlled (N.M. and Kuruvilla 2022).

Honor Killing

Violence against women is taking another ugly turn
with the increase in the number of honor killings. This
is taking place mostly in the north and northwestern
states of India that have kangaroo courts, the Khap
Panchayats,® which disallow inter-caste marriage, one

% Khap Panchayats are informal social institutions that help mediate and resolve disputes in communities or tribes and are
composed of local powerful men from a high caste. While informal in nature, their decisions are binding, although they are
not recognized by the Indian judicial system. They have been around since the 14th and 15th centuries as “an informal but
well-established social institution in the Jat-dominated areas that fall in present-day Haryana, western Uttar Pradesh and parts
of Rajasthan” (Kumar 2012, 59). For more information on the historical origins and functions of Khap Panchayats, see the

works of Kumar (2012) and Singh (2014).
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of the most significant reasons for honor killings in In-
dia (Dhamodharan 2020; Vishwanath and Palakonda
2011). According to Singh (2014), “Honour crimes are
acts of violence, usually murder, especially committed
by male family members against female family members
either or, who (sic) are held to have brought dishonour
upon the family” (28).

Honor killing is a practice most commonly found
in collective and patriarchal societies that view women’s
bodies as objects and a source of honor to the family/
clan/community. Honor killings generally occur in re-
sponse to any transgressions in the form of a pre-marital
relationship, marriage outside the caste/religion, mar-
riage within the same clan (gozra), relationships against
the consent of the parents, adultery, or divorce. In In-
dia, honor (izzaz) of the family/community is a burden
disproportionately shouldered by women, who are usu-
ally the targets of honor killings. Khap Panchayats make
most of the decisions regarding women’s clothing and
freedoms. For example, they have passed diktats banning
women from wearing jeans and carrying cellphones in
villages in Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, and Rajasthan as jeans
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and cellphones are seen as Western objects at the root
of destroying the sanctity of Indian culture and values.
[Heavy Content: Trigger Warning] In a recent case in Ut-
tar Pradesh, a father beheaded his 17-year-old daughter
when he found out she was in a relationship with a man
of whom he did not approve. Such brutality in the name
of honor killing is on the rise. According to the NCRB, “a
total of 28 cases in 2014, 251 cases in 2015 and 77 cases
in 2016 were reported with motive as Honour Killing
(which includes cases registered under murder (section
302 IPC) & culpable homicide not amounting to mur-
der (section 304 IPC) in the country” (Ministry of Home
Affairs 2018). Khap Panchayats violate human rights and
are against the democratic principles of equality, liberty,
and dignity. A photograph of a Khap Panchayat is shown
in Figure 3.

Honor killings violate the UN’s 1993 Declaration
on the Elimination of Violence against Women and go
against the UN SDGs set for 2030. Various reports have
tracked the progress regarding the status of women based
on the UN’s SDGs. India ranks 148th out of 170 coun-
tries on the global Women, Peace, and Security (WPS)

Figure 3. A Khap Panchayat (informal judicial making body), a symbol of patriarchy in India.

Source: https://www.dnaindia.com/analysis/editorial-dna-edit-khap-reign-ends-2598769



Index, which measures the status of women’s empower-
ment globally (Georgetown Institute for Women, Peace
and Security 2021). Additionally, the UN Development
Program placed India 131st out of 189 countries on
the 2019 Gender Inequality Index (GII), which ranks
countries based on three key measures regarding women:
reproductive health, empowerment, and labor force par-
ticipation. Over the past decade, India has slipped eight
spots on the GII (Human Development Reports 2020).
One of the key measures of socioeconomic well-
being and a nation’s success is women’s participation in the
labor force. Despite the tremendous growth in India’s gross
domestic product (GDP) over the last few decades, it has
not been associated with an increase in the labor force par-
ticipation rate* among women (Lahoti and Swaminathan
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2016; Mehrotra and Parida 2017). While more than a
dozen national schemes have been initiated by the BJP gov-
ernment to empower women, they have not helped reduce
violence against women or increase their labor force partic-
ipation, which, in 2020, was at its lowest rate since 1990
at 18.6% (see Figure 4). Several of these women-oriented
welfare schemes also perpetuate and reinforce preexisting
gender and caste norms in the society, further restricting
them to domestic activities (Patnaik and Jha 2020).

Lack of Religious Freedom for Women
Freedom of Choice

Interfaith marriages between a Hindu woman and a
Muslim man have become targets of a Hindu national-

Figure 4. Labor force participation rate of women (% of female population ages 15+) in India: 1990-2021.
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4 The labor force participation rate is calculated as the labor force divided by the total working-age population. The working-age
population is defined as including people aged 15 to 64 (OECD, https://data.oecd.org/emp/labour-force-participation-rate.htm).
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ist political movement called “Love jihad,” a conspiracy
theory that alleges that Muslim men are coercing Hindu
women into marriage and forcibly converting them to Is-
lam (Tyagi and Sen 2020). This has triggered the passage of
anti-conversion laws in Uttar Pradesh, Himachal Pradesh,
Madhya Pradesh, and Orissa that ban religious conversion
for the purposes of marriage (Torri 2020). Marriage be-
tween a Muslim man and a Hindu woman is under strict
scrutiny under Modi’s Hindutva regime and is in many
cases being stopped at the altar (Torri 2020). While a mar-
riage between a Hindu man and a Muslim woman is seen
as a union of love, the reverse is considered a crime.

The Case of Love Jihad: Shafin Jahan vs. Asokan
K.M. and Ors.

[Heavy Content: Trigger Warning] In 2018, the Su-
preme Court of India upheld the religious freedom, lib-
erty, and autonomy of a young woman named Hadiya
in the southern state of Kerala. Born to Hindu parents,
Akhila Ashokan (a name given by her parents) chose to
convert to Islam and was married to Shafin Jahan, a Mus-
lim man, of her own free will. It should be noted that
her decision to follow a religion of her choice preceded
her marriage and was not a result of her wedding to Sha-
fin. The parents of the girl filed a lawsuit with the Kerala
High Court stating that their 24-year-old daughter was
brainwashed and coerced into marriage—a case of Love
jihad (Tyagi and Sen 2020). Her father alleged that Had-
iya’s husband had ties with Islamic extremist groups and
had plans to use her as a human bomb in Syria. While
these allegations were baseless, the court annulled the
marriage performed in accordance with Islamic tradi-
tions as a “sham.” Hadiya was forced to separate from her
husband and ordered to live with her parents, who at-
tained legal guardianship over her on the pretext that she
was incapable of acting on her own behalf and making
informed decisions despite being an adult. She was not
allowed to meet with anyone or go to college, where she
was studying to be a homeopathic doctor. The case was
taken before the highest court in the land, the Supreme
Court, which under Article 25 ruled that “all persons are
equally entitled to freedom of conscience and the right
freely to profess, practise and propagate religion” (Kali-
dasan 2021, 55). Additionally, the right to marry a per-
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son of one’s choice is guaranteed under Articles 19 and
21 and is an integral part of an individuals’ “core zone of
privacy.” In this case, the Supreme Court upheld the right
of a woman to marry a person of her choice as well as the
right to practice a religion of one’s choosing, viewing it as
a case of love and not jihad.

The current wave of Hindutva has politicized reli-
gion, and the rights of women and minorities are under
constant attack. Krishnan (2021) argues that the right of
a woman to choose who she wants to marry is a funda-
mental human right and that the denial of this right is
a violation against a woman’s autonomy and “the least
acknowledged form of gender-based violence in India”
(20). This kind of thinking and protectionist ideology
goes back to the Manava-Dhirmasistra, in which women
were not provided any independence and were always un-
der the watchful eye of a male figure. Religious freedom
and secularism are backsliding in India, and Hindutva is
becoming the unifying force against marginalized groups,
especially Muslims, Christians, and Dalit women.

The Ban of the Hijab

The fundamental right to practice one’s religion is
currently being challenged across states in India that are
banning the hijab for women in educational institutions
(Santhosh and Paleri 2021). Since 2014, violence and hate
crimes against Muslim women have been on the rise, with
the hijab at the center of the debate. In the southern state of
Karnataka, Muslim girls are banned from wearing a hijab
in educational institutions. A three-judge bench in Karna-
taka upheld a ban in March of 2022 stating that the hijab
is not “essential” to the practice of Islam and violates the
uniform dress code (Mateen 2022). The case was brought
before the court by a group of Muslim girls from a govern-
ment college in Udupi, Karnataka, who were barred from
entering their classrooms in hijabs. The ruling is now being
challenged in the Supreme Court. The fear is that the Kar-
nataka state verdict will further the wave of Islamophobia
around the country, with several states seeing similar bans.

India is home to 200 million Muslims constitut-
ing 13% of the population in a majority Hindu nation
(81%). Religious minorities are increasingly feeling
threatened under the Modi government due to move-
ments and acts like Love jihad, the ban on the hijab, the
Citizenship Amendment Act of 2020,’ rising commu-

> The Citizenship Amendment Act of 2020 fast-tracks citizenship for non-Muslim persecuted minorities from Pakistan,
Afghanistan, and Bangladesh, and is discriminatory in nature as it excludes Muslims and Jews and only includes persecuted
migrants that are Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists, Jains, Parsis, and Christians (Ratha 2021).
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Figure 5. Visual representations of a ghoonghat worn by a Hindu woman on the left and a hijab worn

by a Muslim woman on the right.

nal violence, and hate speech by Hindu religious leaders
and politicians. Several journalists and activists are cur-
rently serving jail time on the charges of sedition and
freedom of speech is heavily curtailed, which forms the
basis of a thriving democracy. India has slipped eight
points to its lowest ever ranking of 150 out of 180 coun-
tries on Reporter’s Without Borders, World Press Free-
dom Index (Reporters Without Borders 2022). These
all represent attempts to discriminate against Muslims
and erase their voices through exclusionary politics and
ideologies (Ochab 2022). In an in-depth ethnographic
study of hijabi women, Rumaney and Sriram (2021)
found that the veil is seen as a symbol of modesty, em-
powerment, self-efficacy, and resistance against the ris-
ing anti-Muslim rhetoric in India.

According to a survey undertaken by Pew Research
Center, approximately 60% of Hindu women say they
cover their heads in public compared to 89% of Mus-
lim women (Salazar and Sahgal 2022). If courts decide
to ban the hijab, they should also ban the ghoonghat,
a form of purdah (veil) worn by many married Hindu
women in the north and west regions of India. Figure
5 shows an image of a ghoonghat worn by a Hindu
woman (on the left) next to that of a hijab worn by a
Muslim woman (on the right). There are striking sim-
ilarities between the two, with both women covering
their heads and most of their faces (except their eyes).
While a Hindu woman’s ghoonghat is seen as an arti-
fact of her honor, a Muslim woman’s hijab is seen as

Adobe Stock | ,16220089

a symbol of terrorism. Thus, it should be asked why
we do not feel threatened seeing a Hindu woman in a
ghoonghat, while we feel fear seeing a Muslim woman
wearing a hijab. The establishment of uniform clothing
standards and practices in educational institutions can
infringe on the religious freedoms of individuals and is
a violation of India’s secularism.

Causes of Gender Inequities in India (Blaming
the Inequities)

While the preceding section discussed the problems
regarding gender inequities in India, this section dis-
cusses some of the key reasons for these widespread
inequities (Gooden’s second step in her social equity
framework). Gooden (2020) points out the nervous-
ness among governments globally to address issues of
inequities, asserting that “Nervous areas of govern-
ment are commonly described as uncomfortable, dif-
ficult, challenging, or sensitive” (1). For a nation to
thrive, it is vital for governments to face and address
these uncomfortable issues head-on. In the context of
India, caste, class, gender, and religion are these un-
comfortable issues and are the root cause of most of
the increasing inequities in a BJP-led government with
a Hindutva agenda (Banerjee 2016; Gopinath 2020;
Kaul 2021). Hindutva is not only a cultural phenom-
enon but also inextricably intertwined with the politi-
cal, social, and economic aspects of India.
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Brabmanical Patriarchy

Hindutva is rooted in Brahmanical philosophy,
which aims to maintain a social dominance based on
gender and caste hierarchy, with women seen as objects
to be controlled and punished. In the Brahmanical texts,
women are viewed as being at the heart of maintaining
the caste hierarchy and are thus prevented from mar-
rying men from lower castes (Chakravarti 1993). The
path to salvation was codified in the religious texts that
laid out the principles of pativrata, according to which
a wife’s moral duty is to serve her husband and maintain
the social order by marrying within the caste. Women
not only internalized but also accepted and perpetuated
these ideologies rooted in religion, morality, and ethics
regarding right and wrong. The justification of violence
against women is thus entrenched in the Brahmanical
patriarchy, a system in which the “purity of women en-
sured the purity of caste and thus of the social order
itself” (Chakravarti 1993, 585). The need to maintain
Hindu supremacy has led to acts of violence against
Muslim women, women of lower caste, and women not
conforming to the misogynistic and hegemonic norms
of the society. Banerjee (2016) rightly notes:

Patriarchal moral high ground rooted in casteist Hin-
duism is advanced to punish women, sometimes
through the very communities they belong to. Exam-
ples are supplied by caste (khap) panchayats’ crucial
role in organising communal sexual violence against
“erring” women. The irony lies in the fact that this
violence is practised by men who often preach, both
nationally and internationally, the goddess-like stat-
ure of women in Indian (read “Hindu”) culture. (7)

In India, women are elevated to the stature of god-
desses as a way of promoting misogynistic values accord-
ing to which women are expected never to err; to be
homemakers; and to be the epitome of sacrifice, purity,
and chastity. The danger of idolizing women in such a
manner is the unrealistic expectations it places on them
in society; when these expectations are unmet, the men
in the society take it upon themselves to punish them.
On the one hand, the birth of a son is celebrated, while
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on the other, the birth of a daughter is seen as a liability
since the parents have to provide money in the form of
a dowry for her wedding (Clark 2000; Diamond-Smith,
Luke, and McGarvey 2008). The preference for a son has
led to a skewed gender ratio in India—110 males to 100
females (Ritchie and Roser 2019). Despite the 1994 Pro-
hibition of Sex Selection Act, which banned prenatal sex
screening in India, 500,000 female fetuses are selectively
aborted each year (Jha et al. 2016; Robitaille 2020). The
preference for a son is rooted in religious texts as well
as economic and cultural factors prevalent in the soci-
ety (Arora et al. 2013). Sons are seen as the inheritors of
property and caretakers of parents in their old age (Clark
2000; Mitra 2014). Chapter 9, verse 185 of the Manu
Smiriti states that “The sons inherit the father’s estate—
not the brothers, not the fathers” (Olivelle and Olivelle
2005, 199). The insatiable appetite for a son results in in-
timate partner violence, currently forming a public health
crisis that requires attention (Sabarwal et al. 2012).
These hegemonic ideas are preserved via the insti-
tution of marriage, and India is among the 36 coun-
tries in the world that do not recognize marital rape as
a crime® (India Today 2016). Section 375 of the Indian
Penal Code (IPC) reads: “Sexual intercourse or sexual
acts by a man with his own wife, the wife not being
under fifteen years of age, is not rape” (Exception 2,
Section 375, IPC) (India Code nd). While the number
of rape cases reported annually in the United States is
10 times greater than that in India (Statista 2021), the
numbers are skewed since less than 1% rapes in India
are reported (Raj and McDougal 2014). Furthermore,
reports have indicated that one in three women in India
have experienced some form of sexual coercion or vio-
lence (see Deosthali, Rege, and Arora 2022). The court
is split on the issue of criminalizing marital rape; in
May 2022, a two-judge bench of the Delhi High Court
issued a split decision on the problem. The case will
be appealed in the Supreme Court and does not have
support from religious and political institutions, who
fear that making marital rape a crime will be used as
a weapon by women to harass men and destabilize the
institution of marriage (BBC News 2022). Such ideas
are ingrained in the patriarchal norms and the pativrata

%The Supreme Court in India legalized abortion for all women up to 24 weeks which may be a result of marital rape, but it has
still not made marital rape a crime (Indian Express, September 29, 2022, https://indianexpress.com/article/india/medical-
termination-pregnancy-act-supereme-court-quotes-abortion-rights-8179908/).
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dharma prescribed in the Hindu religious texts. Over
centuries, such beliefs have created a culture of silence
“propagated to save and respect the ‘honour,” the ‘pride’
and the ‘values’ of the Indian family overlooking the
fact that incest, violence, suicides, murders (sic) are the
price women pay” (Nigam 2015, 1).

Patriarchal Authoritarianism

The Brahmanical patriarchy described in the previ-
ous section is reinforced by the current Hindutva poli-
tics of the BJP authoritarian state, in which the rights of
women are subordinate to those of men. Additionally,
a marketized version of Hindutva is currently gaining
momentum. It is a combination of populist strategies
and economic policies according to which the people
are viewed as “virtuous market citizens who are regu-
lated and disciplined through the moral frameworks
of Hindu nationalism” (Chacko 2020, 2). Within this
framework, gender is the underbelly through which
masculine patriarchy is advanced by “turning women
into market actors and making households responsible
for accumulation and social reproduction. Yet, virtuous
market citizenship also reproduces patriarchal Hindu
nationalist gender stereotypes of women as suffering
and sacrificing wives, mothers, and daughters” (Chacko
2020, 16). In the 2014 general elections in India, the
front-runner of the BJP party and the current prime
minister Narendra Modi used hypermasculinity, ma-
choism, and the notion of being the protector of the
nation and savior of women as the manifesto for his
election. This patriarchal image resonated with both
male and female voters, and the gender gap was remark-
ably reduced in the 2014 election, with the voter turn-
out being 67% for men and 66% for women (Chacko
2020; Deshpande 2014). In fact, in the 2019 general
elections, women slightly outpaced men at 67.18%
compared to 67.01% (Jain 2021).

The protectionist agenda of the BJP government
aims to control the bodies of women by organizing Love
jihad, creating Anti-Romeo squads, and promoting vio-
lence against women (through Khap Panchayats). Such
ideologies actually disempower both men and women
and especially impact the most marginalized sections
of the society—women, Dalit women, and religious
minorities. Empowerment under the guise of a protec-
tionist agenda or “Hindutva-based moral regulation”
(Banarjee 2016, 5) stifles women, increases their depen-
dence on men, curbs their autonomy, restricts their mo-
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bility, and prevents them from making decisions that
impact their lives, including taking on employment.
Low levels of labor force participation despite the vari-
ous welfare schemes can be attributed to the low levels
of education among rural women, the crowding out
of women in the agricultural sector, reduced access to
training facilities, poverty, malnutrition, sexual harass-
ment, expectations regarding the dual responsibility of
work and home, and the prevailing social norms and
negative stereotypes toward women (Chacko 2020;
Chatterjee and Sircar 2021).

The Future of Women in India: The Way Forward
(Claiming the Inequities)

With the election of a populist government led by Prime
Minister Narendra Modi in 2014, a wave of Hindu na-
tionalism has returned (Kaul 2017), in which a polity that
does not fall within the Hindutva ideology is othered and
subject to oppressive tactics “that rely on imaginations of
the ‘pure’ people and their birthright to the nation-state’s
infrastructure from those undeserving others” (Kinnvall
2019, 293). The use of victimization-based propaganda
that invokes fear in the minds of the majority group being
replaced by minorities is a theme that cuts across author-
itarian populism around the globe. The dangerous rise of
right-wing nationalism is deepening the divide between
majority and minority groups in many democracies,
which are now backsliding due to their push for a mono-
lithic national identity. During his four-year presidency,
U.S. President Donald Trump fostered deep hostility to-
ward immigrants and nonwhite racial minority groups.
Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Mihdly Orbén is us-
ing similar tactics to further Islamophobia and ban ho-
mosexuality from school education. Similarly, Brazilian
President Jair Bolsonaro has made outrageous comments
about women and the LGBTQ+ community, with the
toxic hegemonic masculinity he exhibits having resulted
in a rise in abuse and gender violence in the country.
Authoritarian nationalism is a threat to democracy and
its ideals, which rest upon freedom, justice, respect for
human rights, and equality and equity for all (including
women, minorities, Dalits, Indigenous people, people
with disabilities, and individuals with nonconforming
gender and sexual identities).

This study used the social equity framework devel-
oped by Gooden (2014) to understand gender inequities
in India under the current nationalist BJP government.
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Women in India face several prejudices steeped in the
culture, structure, and history of the nation. Structurally,
the systemic discrimination faced by women is the result
of several factors, including a 162-year-old legal system
with deep colonial roots that needs a reexamination in
changing times. Furthermore, a reform in the criminal
justice system, which tends to favor the Hindu majoritar-
ian government while being discriminatory to religious
minorities, requires a deeper examination. While the IPC
has been amended multiple times, marital rape needs to
be criminalized, and sedition laws need to be reformed.
Take, for instance, the case of the hijab, which is banned
in educational institutions in Karnataka; this is a viola-
tion of the religious freedoms of a minority group that
is seen as a threat to the Hindu nation. Systematically
excluding Muslim women from the education system
can lead to disparities with both short- and long-term
impacts on the economic, social, cultural, and political
well-being and inclusion of these citizens.

Gender inequities in India cannot be studied in iso-
lation and, as highlighted in this study, must be ana-
lyzed using the intersectional lens of caste, religion, and
class. Caste structures have deep and widespread roots
in Indian society. Unfortunately, the most marginalized
groups are subject to severe brutality—they are viewed
as less than human and experience the grossest forms of
atrocity. Dalit women are “demeaned and degraded and
their body is a free terrain of colonization by men from
other communities” (Singh and Vashistha 2018, 337).
They are also excluded from the educational, political,
economic, and social structures of the society; live in ab-
ject poverty; and are sexually harassed and exploited on
a daily basis. Additionally, Dalit women face the same
patriarchal oppression from Dalit men as they do from
upper-caste men. Thus, a Dalit-feminist framework must
be adopted to understand the unique characteristics of
Dalit women and advance feminist theory (Arya 2020).

While many might argue that caste does not exist in
modern day India, they are caste blind” and speak from
a place of privilege and based on a utopian notion ac-
cording to which populist philosophy silences any dis-
course on the inequities that exist in the society (Silva
2020). Just as colorblindness perpetuates inequities in
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race (Bonilla-Silva 2006), caste blindness maintains
an upper-caste Hindu privilege that prevents majority
groups from understanding and acknowledging their
own privilege and their role in producing, reproduc-
ing, and preserving the dominant social order. Future
studies can adopt a comparativist approach to record
the experiences of the most marginalized groups around
the globe. While it is not easy to compare inequities
across nations given their historical, cultural, political,
and social differences, certain patterns are beginning to
emerge, as identified in this study.

In December 1979, the UN adopted the Conven-
tion on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW). India ratified the con-
vention in 1993 and hailed this act as the beginning
of addressing gender inequities in the nation. While
compliance with the CEDAW is voluntary, courts have
used the treaty guidelines in high-profile gender equity
and religious freedom cases (Holmes 2019). Gender
inequity is a matter of human right, and “if women’s
human rights are to become part of people’s lives, they
must cross the bridge from being ‘rights’ in law books
to ‘rights’ guaranteed by the everyday practices of lo-
cal communities: they must shift from adhikar to huq™
(Rajaram and Zararia 2009, 465). Thus, the use of a
rights-based approach is crucial to addressing the gross
inequities that women, Dalits, and religious minorities
experience in India. Moving the most marginalized and
disenfranchised populations in India from the fringes
to the center of policymaking can help reframe the de-
cision-making process.

Social equity, as a third pillar of public adminis-
tration, is often subordinate to the values of efficiency
and effectiveness (Berry-James et al. 2021; Blessett et
al. 2019). However, I would argue that when focus is
given to equitable policymaking, the natural outcome
will be effective policies that are inclusive and efficient.

McCandless and Blessett (2022) argue the following:

The field of public administration has long resisted
admitting an uncomfortable truth. Public adminis-
tration is culpable in creating and maintaining racist,
white supremacist policies and institutions through

7 According to Silva (2020), “‘Caste blindness’ can be defined as a deliberate neglect of caste discrimination in public policy;
such policies being driven by the privileged layer of society who do not recognise or deliberately disregard caste discrimination
simply because they benefit from and identify with hereditary privileges generated by the system” (52).

8 Adbikar refers to entitlement, and hug refers to rights.



which Black, Indigenous, and other communities of
color disproportionately experience prejudice and
discrimination and, therefore, inequities and injus-
tices throughout public services and society. (91)

I offer a similar argument regarding the case of India,
where public leaders have for too long maintained misog-
ynistic and casteist ideologies centered around Brahman-
ical and heteronormative values, systematically leaving
women at the intersection of caste and religion out of the
realm of policies and policymaking. These groups have
for centuries experienced erasure in the form of extreme
oppression; violence; and exclusion from economic, so-
cial, cultural, and political institutions.

I compare the Hindutva ideology to that of the right-
wing white supremacists in the United States who fear
that the influx of immigrants, minorities, and people of
color will diminish the white race—thus justifying the
killing of and violence against Black and marginalized
members of the society. When a social order is threat-
ened, whether it be of the majority Hindus in India,
the majority whites in the United States, the Nazis in
Germany, or the Kremlin in Russia, the majority adopts
violence and hate targeted against women, ethnic, and
religious minority groups. Thus, lynching, rape, and
even killing (honor killing) may be viewed as justified so
as to maintain dominance by certain groups of society
who feel threatened by minority groups.

Conclusion

While much has been written on the authoritarian val-
ues of the West, there is a dearth of literature in public
administration that exposes the state of women in India
from a social equity and intersectional lens. This study
is thus a step in that direction and a reminder to the
broader public administration community that inequi-
ties are persistent around the world and that it is our re-
sponsibility as global citizens to further the discourse by
centering the voices of the most marginalized and op-
pressed members of society. The inception of the Jour-
nal of Social Equity in Public Administration (JSEPA) is
another step in that direction. It will fill a gaping hole
that currently exists in the mainstream public adminis-
tration literature discourse and provide a platform for
scholars and practitioners to address social inequities
that exist both locally and globally.
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