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Abstract:

The struggle for marginalized women’s rights in India has been a complex journey, shaped by social
movements, government policies, and ongoing challenges. Since Independence, Dalit, tribal, and rural
women have fought for visibility and justice, often leading movements that challenge both patriarchy
and caste oppression (Sharma, 2018, p. 45). Feminist activism, along with the efforts of NGOs and
grassroots organizations, has played a crucial role in pushing for policy changes and legal reforms
(Mukherjee, 2020, p. 112). While MGNREGA has provided economic independence to many rural
women, structural barriers like wage gaps and worksite discrimination persist (Das, 2019, p. 78).
Similarly, “Beti Bachao Beti Padhao”, has raised awareness about female education but has been
criticized for inadequate implementation and a lack of substantial funding (Rao, 2021, p. 134). Despite
legal frameworks designed to protect women's rights, deep-seated social norms and bureaucratic
inefficiencies often limit meaningful progress. Existing policies frequently overlook intersectional
challenges, particularly for women at the margins of society (Kumar, 2022, p. 56). Moreover, academic
discourse on marginalized women’s rights tends to focus on broader feminist narratives, sometimes
neglecting localized struggles and grassroots perspectives (Patel, 2017, p. 89). For real change, India
must adopt a more inclusive approach—one that integrates intersectionality into legal, social, and
policy frameworks.
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Research Background

The rigid caste system, coupled with patriarchal norms, denied the marginalised women basic rights
and subjected them to poverty, social ostracism, and violence (Mukherjee, 2019, p. 89). Under British
rule, colonial policies often upheld rather than dismantled these inequalities. The British legal system
favoured non-interference in local traditions and allowed caste and gender-based discrimination to
persist (Das, 2020, p. 114). Legal reforms like the Hindu Widows’ Remarriage Act (1856) and the Age
of Consent Act (1891) provided limited relief, as they failed to address the structural disadvantages
faced by lower-caste and tribal women (Sen, 2018, p. 47). Additionally, colonial land revenue policies
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disrupted communal landholding, displacing many women from their traditional sources of livelihood
and forcing them into exploitative labour (Patel, 2021, p. 130). The shift to commercial agriculture
further weakened their economic security, increasing their dependence on low-wage labour (Rao,
2022, p. 78). Post-independence, the Indian Constitution enshrined principles of equality and social
justice, abolishing untouchability and recognizing tribal rights. However, in practice, early post-
colonial policies prioritized economic development over addressing deep-rooted social inequalities
(Kumar, 2016, p. 99). Despite legal safeguards, entrenched patriarchal attitudes and slow socio-
economic reforms continued to hinder marginalized women’s access to their rights (Singh, 2023, p.
56). This historical context highlights the lasting impact of colonial structures and the ongoing struggle
to achieve meaningful social and economic inclusion.

Legal Protections for Marginalized Women in India since Independence

After independence, India introduced a legal framework aimed at promoting equality and social
justice, particularly for marginalized women. Constitutional safeguards, legislative measures, and
judicial rulings played a crucial role in recognizing the rights of Dalit, tribal, and economically
disadvantaged women. However, despite these legal advancements, deep-rooted discrimination and
structural barriers continue to limit their access to justice and opportunities (Sharma, 2018, p. 72).
Judicial interventions have also shaped the legal landscape, with courts upholding women's rights in
cases like Vishaka v. State of Rajasthan (1997), which led to the formulation of workplace harassment
guidelines, and Shayara Bano v. Union of India (2017), which outlawed instant triple falag (Sen,
2023, p. 56). However, systemic challenges, such as delayed justice and lack of legal awareness
among marginalized women, continue to hinder real progress (Das, 2021, p. 103).While India's legal
framework has made notable strides in safeguarding women's rights, the gap between law and reality
remains significant. Addressing these issues requires stronger implementation mechanisms, legal
literacy programs, and active engagement from civil society to ensure that marginalized women can
fully exercise their rights (Singh, 2024, p. 69).

Legal Protections under the Constitution

The adoption of the Indian Constitution in 1950 marked a turning point in the fight for equality,
particularly for marginalized women who had long suffered due to deep-rooted social hierarchies
and patriarchal traditions. As the supreme law of the land, the Constitution laid the groundwork for
dismantling systemic discrimination and ensuring legal protection for those historically oppressed
(Sharma, 2019, p. 45). Under Part III, which enshrines Fundamental Rights, key provisions directly
impact marginalized women. Article 14 establishes the principle of equality before the law, offering
legal safeguards against discrimination based on gender, caste, or class (Mukherjee, 2020, p. 88).
Article 15 goes further by explicitly prohibiting discrimination on grounds of religion, race, caste,
sex, or place of birth while allowing the state to implement affirmative action policies. This provision
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has been crucial in shaping laws that address the unique struggles of Dalit and tribal women, who
face intersecting forms of oppression (Kumar, 2021, p. 112). Article 39 calls for equal livelihood
opportunities for men and women and safeguards against labour exploitation, acknowledging the
vulnerabilities of women workers in unregulated sectors (Patel, 2018, p. 67). Meanwhile, Article 46
emphasizes the need to uplift Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs) through educational
and economic initiatives. These provisions highlight the state’s obligation to create policies that
not only recognize but actively support marginalized communities (Rao, 2022, p. 94). While these
constitutional guarantees offer a strong legal foundation, their impact depends on enforcement
and societal change. The persistence of caste- and gender-based discrimination suggests that legal
provisions alone are insufficient; proactive measures, legal literacy, and grassroots advocacy remain
essential in ensuring that marginalized women can fully exercise their rights (Sen, 2023, p. 121).

Key Legislation and Amendments

After independence, India introduced a series of legal reforms aimed at addressing the deep-seated
social and economic inequalities that marginalized women, particularly those from Dalit and tribal
backgrounds, had long endured. These laws sought to dismantle discriminatory practices and provide
greater legal protection, yet their effectiveness often depended on enforcement and societal acceptance
(Sharma, 2019, p. 58). To address caste-based discrimination, the Protection of Civil Rights Act
(1955)—originally called the Untouchability (Offences) Act—was enacted. This law criminalized
untouchability and sought to eliminate barriers preventing Dalit and tribal women from accessing public
spaces, education, and employment (Patel, 2018, p. 85). Despite this, social stigma and entrenched
prejudices often meant that the law was difficult to enforce at the grassroots level (Rao, 2022, p. 91).
Further legal protections emerged in the 21st century to safeguard marginalized women from domestic
abuse and workplace discrimination. The Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act (2005)
provided legal recourse for victims of domestic abuse, offering not only punitive measures but also
provisions for financial and residential support (Sharma, 2017, p. 121). Additionally, the Maternity
Benefit (Amendment) Act (2017) extended paid maternity leave and ensured job security for working
women, particularly benefiting those in low-income and unorganized labour sectors (Kumar, 2022, p.
95). While these legislative efforts have made strides in securing the rights of marginalized women,
their success depends on strong enforcement, greater legal awareness, and continued social reform.
Without addressing the deeply embedded caste and gender biases within communities, legal protections
alone cannot fully bridge the gap between rights on paper and rights in practice (Singh, 2024, p. 72).

Judicial Decisions Shaping Women’s Rights

The Indian judiciary has played a pivotal role in shaping and reinforcing the rights of marginalized
women, often stepping in where legislative and executive measures have fallen short. Through
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landmark rulings, courts have not only upheld constitutional guarantees but also created new
legal precedents that acknowledge the unique vulnerabilities of Dalit, tribal, and economically
disadvantaged women (Sharma, 2020, p. 112). The Bhanwari Devi case (1992) itself is another
critical moment in Indian legal history. Although the lower court failed to convict the accused due to
entrenched caste biases, the case highlighted the systemic barriers Dalit women face when seeking
justice. It reinforced the urgent need for a judicial system that is more sensitive to the intersection of
gender and caste-based oppression (Rao, 2019, p. 98). Another significant ruling was Indra Sawhney
v. Union of India (1992), which primarily dealt with reservations in government employment
but had wider implications for marginalized women. The verdict reinforced the necessity of
affirmative action policies, acknowledging the cumulative disadvantages faced by women from
Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs). While the case was not explicitly gender-
focused, it strengthened the argument for policies aimed at uplifting women from marginalized
backgrounds (Kumar, 2021, p. 121). Despite these progressive judicial interventions, the gap between
legal frameworks and real-world implementation remains vast. Many marginalized women still
struggle to access justice due to deep-rooted caste hierarchies, bureaucratic inefficiencies, and lack
of legal awareness. While courts have expanded legal protections, continuous reforms, community
outreach, and stronger enforcement mechanisms are necessary to ensure that these rights translate into
meaningful change (Das, 2024, p. 86).

Collective Struggles for Women's Rights

The post-independence period in India witnessed the emergence of dynamic women’s movements
that sought to challenge deep-rooted gender and caste hierarchies. These movements played a
vital role in advocating for the rights of marginalized women, addressing issues such as economic
exploitation, domestic violence, and political representation. Feminist and social justice organizations
provided a platform for Dalit, tribal, and economically disadvantaged women to assert their rights
and demand systemic reforms (Desai, 2019, p. 67). These groups worked at the grassroots level,
mobilizing women to challenge discriminatory practices and push for legal protections. The 1970s
and 1980s saw a surge in feminist activism, particularly in response to cases of gender violence that
highlighted the vulnerability of marginalized women, including the Mathura rape case, which led to
amendments in India’s rape laws (Menon, 2020, p. 102). Non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
have also played a transformative role in advocating for marginalized women. Groups such as the
Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) have been instrumental in highlighting the struggles of
women working in the informal sector, who often lack job security, fair wages, and social protection.
SEWA'’s initiatives have focused on securing economic rights, access to credit, and legal aid for
women in unorganized labor, particularly those from Dalit and tribal backgrounds (Patel, 2021, p.
89). Despite these efforts, challenges remain. Many marginalized women continue to face barriers
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in accessing justice, education, and economic resources due to patriarchal and caste-based social
structures. However, continued activism, coupled with legal reforms and policy interventions, has
ensured that their voices are increasingly heard in national and international discourse. The resilience
and agency of these women, backed by collective movements, continue to shape India’s evolving
landscape of gender and social justice (Sharma, 2023, p. 134).

Grassroots Mobilization Among Dalit, Tribal, and Rural Women

Movements led by Dalit, tribal, and rural women have played a critical role in challenging deep-
seated discrimination and advocating for their rights in post-independence India. Unlike mainstream
feminist movements, these struggles emphasize the intersection of caste, gender, and economic
marginalization, highlighting the distinct experiences of women from historically oppressed
communities (Guru, 2019, p. 75).

Dalit Women’s Movement

The Dalit women’s movement has emerged as a powerful force against caste-based violence and
structural exclusion. Dalit women face a dual burden of oppression—both as women and as members
of a historically marginalized caste. Activists such as Bama Faustina and Kancha Ilaiah have been
instrumental in developing a unique Dalit feminist discourse that critiques both Brahmanical patriarchy
and the inadequacies of upper-caste feminism in addressing Dalit women’s concerns (Ilaiah, 2021, p.
94). The National Federation of Dalit Women (NFDW) has been a key organization advocating for
legal protections, equal access to education, and political representation for Dalit women, particularly
in the wake of rising caste-based sexual violence (Rao, 2022, p. 113).

Tribal Women’s Movements

Tribal women’s movements have largely centred on land rights, forest conservation, and resistance
to displacement caused by industrial and infrastructural projects. Many tribal communities depend
on communal land and natural resources for their livelihood, yet development projects often lead
to forced evictions, disproportionately impacting tribal women (Xaxa, 2020, p. 81). Organizations
such as the National Alliance of People’s Movements (NAPM) and Adivasi Mahila Sangathan
have fought against the dispossession of tribal land and have called for the implementation of
protective laws like the Forest Rights Act (2006) (Patel, 2021, p. 108). The Chipko Movement in the
1970s, though largely seen as an environmental movement, also symbolized the leadership of tribal
and rural women in resisting the destruction of forests, which were integral to their survival (Sharma,
2023, p. 127).
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ural Women’s Movements
Rural We s M t

Rural women, particularly those engaged in agriculture, have long been denied recognition as farmers,
despite their significant contributions to food production and household sustenance. The Mahila Kisan
Adhikar Manch (MAKAAM) has been at the forefront of demanding land rights, equal wages, and
access to agricultural credit for women farmers (Desai, 2019, p. 72). The recent farmers’ protests in
India saw a large participation of rural women, who demanded policy reforms to secure their livelihoods
and agricultural independence (Menon, 2021, p. 118). These movements collectively highlight the
agency of Dalit, tribal, and rural women in reshaping India’s socio-political landscape. While progress
has been made in terms of legal recognition and policy initiatives, systemic barriers continue to limit
their full empowerment. However, through sustained activism and collective resistance, these women
continue to challenge oppression and redefine their roles in society (Sharma, 2023, p. 140).

Policy Approaches and Government Initiatives

The Indian government has introduced several policies and welfare programs aimed at improving the
socio-economic conditions of marginalized women. These initiatives focus on providing education,
economic opportunities, and political representation to address the systemic barriers that have
historically excluded women from marginalized communities (Kumar, 2020, p. 56).

Welfare Schemes and Programs

A range of welfare schemes has been implemented to empower marginalized women by improving
access to education, financial independence, and employment opportunities. One of the most
prominent initiatives is the Beti Bachao Beti Padhao scheme, launched in 2015 to combat declining
child sex ratios and encourage girls’ education. This program not only raises awareness but also
promotes institutional support to ensure the survival and empowerment of girls, particularly in rural
and marginalized communities (Sharma, 2021, p. 74). Despite its ambitious goals, critics argue that
better implementation and financial allocation are necessary for more substantial impact (Mehta, 2022,
p. 89). The promotion of Self-Help Groups (SHGs) has also played a crucial role in empowering
marginalized women economically. Programs under the National Rural Livelihoods Mission
(NRLM) focus on financial inclusion by facilitating savings, microloans, and entrepreneurship training
for women. These initiatives have led to increased financial autonomy for women, particularly in rural
areas, allowing them to establish small businesses and strengthen their economic independence (Patel,
2021, p. 120).

Impact of Reservation Policies

Affirmative action policies have been a major tool in addressing the historical exclusion of marginalized
women from education and political participation. The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments
(1992) mandated that 33% of seats be reserved for women in Panchayati Raj Institutions and urban
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local bodies. This measure has significantly increased women’s participation in grassroots governance,
particularly benefiting Dalit and tribal women who were previously excluded from decision-making
processes (Verma, 2023, p. 99). Despite this progress, reports suggest that many elected women
representatives still struggle against patriarchal structures and often serve as proxies for male family
members (Mukherjee, 2022, p. 134). While these policies and programs have laid the groundwork
for improving the lives of marginalized women, effective implementation and sustained government
commitment are crucial for ensuring that their benefits reach those most in need. Structural inequalities,
social resistance, and gaps in policy execution remain significant hurdles that must be addressed to
create a truly inclusive and equitable society (Chatterjee, 2023, p. 112).

Evaluation of Policy Implementation

Efforts to uplift marginalized women through various policy initiatives in India have yielded mixed
results. While several welfare schemes have contributed to greater economic and social inclusion,
gaps in execution continue to limit their overall effectiveness. The success of any policy depends not
only on its formulation but also on its implementation, accessibility, and adaptability to the specific
challenges faced by marginalized women (Sharma, 2022, p. 45).

Positive Outcomes of Welfare Programs

Studies indicate that women engaged in MGNREGA have reported improved financial independence
and greater influence in household decision-making, leading to enhanced social empowerment
(Rao, 2021, p. 78). Similarly, the National Rural Livelihoods Mission (NRLM) has strengthened
women's access to credit and financial resources by promoting Self-Help Groups (SHGs), fostering
entrepreneurship and long-term economic stability (Desai, 2023, p. 92). Additionally, BBBP has
contributed to raising awareness about gender discrimination and increasing female literacy rates in
regions with historically low enrolment of girls in schools (Mehta, 2022, p. 110). However, while
the program has been instrumental in advocating for girls’ rights, concerns have been raised about
its uneven fund distribution and inadequate implementation in many states (Choudhary, 2023, p. 67).

Obstacles and Inefficiencies in Policy Enforcement

Despite these initiatives, significant barriers continue to hinder their full potential. Bureaucratic
delays, lack of interdepartmental coordination, and inefficiencies in fund allocation often
slow down the implementation of policies designed for marginalized women (Singh, 2023, p. 102).
Moreover, many schemes fail to address intersectional marginalization, where factors such as caste,
class, and geographic location further restrict access to benefits (Patel, 2022, p. 88). Another critical
issue is the lack of awareness and outreach. Many women, particularly in remote rural areas and
tribal communities, remain unaware of the welfare schemes available to them due to insufficient
information dissemination and inadequate support from local authorities (Verma, 2023, p. 56). This
results in a significant gap between policy formulation and on-the-ground impact.
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Need for Policy Adaptation and Strengthened Implementation

To bridge these gaps, there is a pressing need for stronger monitoring mechanisms, community
engagement, and localized implementation strategies. Greater involvement of grassroots
organizations, local leaders, and women's collectives can enhance outreach and ensure that policies
cater to the specific needs of marginalized women (Kumar, 2022, p. 74). Additionally, incorporating
feedback mechanisms where beneficiaries can report challenges and suggest improvements would help
in making policies more effective and inclusive (Sharma, 2023, p. 89). While the Indian government
has taken important steps to promote the rights of marginalized women, ongoing evaluation and policy
adaptation are essential to ensure these efforts translate into real, transformative change.

Challenges and Critiques

Despite legal advancements and policy initiatives aimed at promoting gender equality, marginalized
women in India continue to encounter systemic barriers that limit their social, economic, and political
empowerment. These challenges are deeply rooted in historical inequalities, cultural practices, and
structural inefficiencies that hinder the full realization of their rights. Addressing these issues requires
a critical examination of persistent social barriers, policy shortcomings, and gaps in academic and
policy discourses.

Persistent Barriers to Empowerment

While India has made progress in enacting laws that promote women’s rights, deeply ingrained
patriarchal norms and socio-cultural biases continue to marginalize women, particularly those
from Dalit, tribal, and rural communities (Rao, 2022, p. 56). Gender-based discrimination manifests
in various forms, including restrictions on mobility, lack of access to education, healthcare
disparities, and limited decision-making power within households and communities (Sharma,
2023, p. 89). The practice of child marriage remains prevalent in several regions, particularly in rural
and economically disadvantaged communities, further restricting young girls' access to education
and economic independence (Desai, 2021, p. 74). Economically, marginalized women face systemic
disadvantages, including wage gaps, job insecurity, and exclusion from formal credit systems
(Patel, 2022, p. 113). Many Dalit and tribal women are employed in unregulated and exploitative
informal labour sectors, where they receive meagre wages and lack social security benefits.
Additionally, the intersection of caste, class, and gender exacerbates economic inequalities,
reinforcing a cycle of poverty and limiting opportunities for upward mobility (Verma, 2023, p. 102).
Addressing these barriers requires multi-pronged interventions that go beyond legal frameworks to
actively challenge social structures that perpetuate gender and caste-based oppression.
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Gaps in Academic and Policy Discourses

The discourse on women's rights in India has historically been dominated by urban, upper-caste
feminist narratives, often failing to account for the distinct experiences of Dalit, tribal, and
rural women (Rao, 2023, p. 134). Research on gender issues frequently lacks an intersectional
lens, leading to generalized policy approaches that do not effectively address the compounded
discrimination faced by marginalized women (Patel, 2023, p. 142). Furthermore, policy discussions
and feminist activism often fail to include voices from the most vulnerable groups, resulting in
limited representation of grassroots perspectives in decision-making processes (Kumar, 2022,
p. 98). This lack of inclusivity has hindered the development of holistic policies that address the
realities of intersectional discrimination. For genuine progress, academic and policy circles must
prioritize the perspectives of marginalized women and integrate their lived experiences into
policymaking (Verma, 2023, p. 117).

The Role of Academia, Civil Society, and Government in Advocating for Marginalized Women’s
Rights

Ensuring the empowerment of marginalized women in India requires a multi-stakeholder
approach, where academia, civil society, and the government work together to address systemic
barriers and drive meaningful policy reforms. While each sector brings unique strengths, their
collective efforts are essential to dismantle entrenched inequalities and create a more inclusive and
intersectional framework for women's rights.

Bridging Theory and Practice: Academia’s Role in Policy Development

Academic institutions have a critical responsibility in documenting, analyzing, and addressing
the unique struggles of marginalized women. Historically, much of feminist research has centred
on urban, upper-caste perspectives, often neglecting the lived realities of Dalit, tribal, and rural
women (Rao, 2022, p. 79). To correct this imbalance, interdisciplinary research that incorporates
sociology, law, economics, and public policy is essential in uncovering the intersectional challenges
these women face (Sharma, 2023, p. 112). By engaging in community-based participatory research,
academia can amplify the voices of marginalized women, ensuring that policies are informed by
lived experiences rather than detached theoretical models (Desai, 2021, p. 98). Universities can
also play arole in training future policymakers, legal experts, and activists to adopt more inclusive
and socially responsive approaches (Patel, 2023, p. 134).

Civil Society Organizations: Catalysts for Grassroots Change

Civil society organizations (CSOs) have been at the forefront of challenging social norms, mobilizing
communities, and holding governments accountable. Their ability to work directly with marginalized
women enables them to translate policy into action and bridge the gap between government

11
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initiatives and local realities (Kumar, 2023, p. 147). However, civil society organizations also face
institutional and financial constraints; particularly as state regulation of NGOs has increased,
limiting their ability to function independently (Choudhary, 2023, p. 89). Strengthening partnerships
between CSOs and academic institutions can enhance data-driven advocacy and improve policy
design and implementation.

The Role of Government: From Policy Creation to Effective Implementation

While the Indian government has introduced several policies to support marginalized women, effective
implementation remains a challenge. Programs like Beti Bachao Beti Padhao and NREGA have
created opportunities for women; yet bureaucratic inefficiencies, corruption, and lack of grassroots
participation often dilute their impact (Singh, 2023, p. 105). To create an enabling environment for
women’s empowerment, the government must take care of the followings:

e Allocate adequate funding for social welfare programs, ensuring resources reach intended
beneficiaries.

e Establish stronger monitoring and accountability mechanisms to track policy impact.

e Engage marginalized women in decision-making processes to ensure policies reflect their
needs (Rao, 2023, p. 132).

Moreover, integrating gender-sensitive approaches into economic and agricultural policies can
ensure that marginalized women gain access to land rights, financial credit, and social security
benefits, reducing their economic vulnerability (Patel, 2022, p. 109).

Conclusion

A key theme that emerges from this study is the importance of intersectionality in understanding the
lived experiences of marginalized women. The interplay of caste, class, region, and gender shapes access
to resources and opportunities, making a one-size-fits-all approach to policy and activism ineffective
(Sharma, 2023, p. 115). This underscores the need for nuanced, context-specific interventions that
go beyond legal provisions to address the socio-cultural and economic realities that hinder progress
(Kumar, 2023, p. 128). Despite legal advancements and increasing recognition of women’s rights,
gaps remain in implementation and enforcement. Laws and policies often fail to translate into tangible
change on the ground, particularly for marginalized communities where patriarchal control and caste
hierarchies persist (Verma, 2023, p. 94). Additionally, academic and policy discourses continue to
exclude the voices of the most vulnerable women, reinforcing mainstream feminist narratives that
do not fully capture the depth of their struggles (Choudhary, 2023, p. 77). Looking ahead, future
research must adopt more intersectional approaches that address the specific challenges faced by Dalit,
Adivasi, and rural women. Equally, policy advocacy must shift towards more participatory models,

12
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ensuring that marginalized women are not just passive recipients of government schemes but active

stakeholders in shaping policies that impact their lives (Mehta, 2022, p. 136). In a nutshell, while

India has made considerable progress in advancing the rights of marginalized women, the road ahead

requires a radical rethinking of existing frameworks. By centering the voices of the most oppressed,

strengthening grassroots movements, and ensuring more accountable governance, it is possible to

move towards a truly inclusive and just society where the rights of all women—irrespective of caste,

class, or geography—are recognized, respected, and celebrated.
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