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Gandhi was totally against inequality in any walk of life, political, economic or social. 
Gandhi made no distinction between men and women. That means he treated men 
and women equally. In Vedic times, men and women were equal in all spheres of life 
including the religious and intellectual. Therefore, the perfect equality of men and 
women was there in the Vedic period. Women were given an equal status along with 
men almost in every field of life. They received higher education and participated in 
the political and philosophical discussion with male scholars. In Aitereya Upanishad, 
the wife has been called companion of the husband. In rig Veda the wife has been 
blessed to live as queen in the house of her husband. In Mahabharata the wife had 
been called better half of the husband. This shows the equality of husband and wife.  
But in the medieval period the status of women came down.  

When Mahatma Gandhi returned to India he witnessed the inequality existed in India. 
He was not satisfied with the status of women prevailed in India. He thought of to 
bring women’s equality in the conscious of importance of men and women. He wanted 
to bring equal rights for women to keep them in a better position in the society. Gandhi 
considered the issues relating to Indian women by questioning existing Hindu 
practices which limited the rights of women in the Indian society. Gandhi felt that 
women have been suppressed in the name of custom and law. He felt that women 
have been taught to themselves as slaves of men. Women must recognize their status 
and play their role as equal to men. According to Gandhi, women are the companion 
of men and gifted with equal rights. Women are not the weaker section rather they are 
better half of humanity. Gandhi essentially looked at women’s status at that time, 
when the social evils, like female infanticide, child marriages, dowry system, sati, and 
many other took place.  
Gandhi was not paying lip service to the society. He stressed on the equality of status 
and opportunity, social, economic and political justice and the dignity of the individual. 
He fought for the equality of men and women. He firmly believed in the theory that the 
status of women in a society is the measuring rod of the civilisation present in that 
society. His constructive programmes included emancipation of women. This will be 
possible only when they are freed from the social evils. In this article we will see 
Gandhi’s reaction to the social evils, Female infanticide, Female illiteracy, Child 
marriage, Dowry system and Sati.  
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1. Introduction 

Gandhi was totally against inequality in any walk of life, political, economic or social. Ultimately, he held up all 

socially useful work for equality. Gandhi made no distinction between men and women. In Vedic times, men and 

women were equal in all spheres of life including the religious and intellectual. Therefore, the perfect equality of men 

and women was there in the Vedic period. Women were given an equal status along with men almost in every field of 

life. They received higher education and participated in the political and philosophical discussion with male scholars. 

The Vedas, the Upanishads, the Mahabharata and Puranas mentioned the names of the women scholars, 

philosophers, poets and politicians. In Aitereya Upanishad, the wife has been called companion of the husband. In rig 

Veda the wife has been blessed to live as queen in the house of her husband. The word “dampati”1 so often used in 

the Vedas characterizes both wife and husband. In Mahabharata the wife had been called better half of the husband. 

This shows the equality of husband and wife.  But in the medieval period the status of women came down.  

When Mahatma Gandhi returned to India he witnessed the inequality existed in India. Gandhi was not 

satisfied with the status of women prevailed in India during his time. He wanted to bring equal rights for women to 

keep them in a better position in the society. Gandhi felt that women have been suppressed in the name of custom 

and law. He realised that women have been taught to themselves as slaves of men. Women must recognize their 



Volume-01, Issue-05, May-2019                                                                 International Journal of Interdisciplinary Current Advanced Research 

© IJICAR 2019, All Rights Reserved                                                                                                                                      39 | Page 

status and play their role as equal to men. When Gandhi practically saw few housewives and gave his opinion 

saying, “Wives should not be dolls and objects but, should be treated as honoured commodities in common service.”2 

According to Gandhi, women are the companion of men and gifted with equal rights. Women are not the weaker 

section rather they are better half of humanity. Gandhi essentially looked at women’s status at that time, when the 

social evils, like female infanticide, child marriages, dowry system, sati, and many other took place. The customs and 

the rituals of the society are bringing down the status of women in the society. Gandhi stood up for the women’s 

rights. Gandhi was basically encouraged by two important women in his life, namely Kasturibai Gandhi and Rambha 

(servant in Gandhi’s house).  

2. Female Infanticide 

Infanticide means the intentional killing of infants. It is a method of killing girls through selective sex. In the 

olden days, the female baby was generally not welcome because she has to marry somebody and has to live and 

work in her marital home. Parent’s economic situation also makes another reason of infanticide. Further the custom 

of dowry brings a burden on parents. Female Infanticide is the earliest discrimination against girl in our society. It has 

become an issue in India because poverty and the dowry system are not leading a girl to have her birthright.  

Gandhi opposed the social practices and customs which were harmful to women and girls. Gandhi was 

against the practice of female infanticide. Gandhi asserted on the equality of male and female. There should not be 

any discrimination among the babies. Parents should not distinct between girl and boy. He stated that people should 

rejoice at the birth of boy as well as girl. Gandhi opposed the custom of dowry which was one of the reasons behind 

female infanticide. Aborting the female baby in the mother’s womb and killing the girl child after her birth is not 

acceptable for any reason. Generally, when a parent is trying to kill the girl child, just because her gender is female, 

the one who is killing also could be a female. So, women herself put her status down and reject the God’s gift. During 

the pre-Gandhian times, gender inequality and gender violence were all pervasive. Women were totally dependent 

on men and they had inferior status in society. Gandhi gave a different perspective regarding gender equality. Seeing 

the status of women, Gandhi gave his ideal that women are not just equal and different but also superior to men. 

Gandhi was clearly of the view that one should rejoice in the birth of a baby, boy or girl, and both should be equally 

dear to the parents. The world certainly needs both and one is complementary to the other. No one will be benefitted 

when we rejoice at the birth of one and to feel depressed at the birth of the other.  

Gandhi believed that women should not regard themselves as dependent, weak or helpless because they 

are not helpless when they are really pure. Their priority makes them conscious of their strength. Subscribing to the 

divine equality of men and women Gandhi said that the same soul dwells in the body of men as well as women. 

Since soul is sexless, men and women are perfectly equal in the eyes of god, who does not differentiate between 

men and women. When the parents know the value that the male and female babies are equal in the kingdom of 

God, they will realize that the killing of a girl baby is a big sin. Gandhi considered women not only equal to men, but 

in many ways superior to them. He always accorded a high value to the qualities of suffering and sacrifice. To him 

bravery lies in dying and not in killing. For Mahatma Gandhi, in the courage of self-sacrifice women are superior to 

men and in a non-violence struggle women could make greater contribution than men because non-violence calls for 

suffering. In the society the women has greater value and have such strategy to involve in every part of the social 

activities. If strength is meant moral power, then women are immeasurably superior to men.  

Gandhi struggled to make people to understand value of the female child and their future. Gandhi fought for 

the rights of women and to give the place for the women to work as equal as men. Gandhi stated that both men and 

women are equal and have the same strength towards all the activities. Women have a special place. Gandhi 

believed in the women’s ability, strength of will and character to stand on their own legs and to work. He said “woman 

is the companion of man gifted with equal mental capacities.  She has the right to participate in every minute activity 

of man and an equal right for liberty.”3 If this is the case then woman is as equal as man and the better half of the 

man. Women can achieve much better than the men. They have special capacities to go with the patience in every 

part of the life and have the family life as well. Women play her role perfectly in many parts of the human life. In the 

society men have less responsibility than women. Losing girl child does not lead to any development in the society 

except losing the talent of those children.   

Gandhi dreamt that by making the girl to educate well and reach the goals, the society will recognize the girl 

as something precious. This will gradually change the mindset of the mass. Aborting in the womb itself does not 

show any result. This is the cowardness of the parents because they are afraid of the girl’s future. To vanish this, 

people should advance their thought about the girls and make them involve in different fields.   
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3. Female Illiteracy 

According to Gandhi there are three main factors which promote equality for women such as education, 

employment and change in social structure. These are all very important and mutually related. Gandhi was in favour 

of promoting women education. Gandhi thought that illiteracy of women is a curse to the human society. Just 

because society keeps them in the ancient norms, customs, laws which are male dominated in society, man has 

converted her into a domestic drudge and an instrument of his pleasure instead of regarding her as his well mate or 

better half.  The result is semi paralysis of her in the society. As Gandhi said “Men and Women are of equal rank but 

they are not identical. They are a peerless pair being supplementary to one another. Each helps the other so that 

without one the existence of the other cannot be conceived.”4 In promoting women’s education, this truth must be 

constantly kept in mind. Man is supreme in the outward activities of the married pair and therefore he is fit to handle 

the outward activities with greater knowledge. On the other hand, the family and home life is the spear of the women 

in domestic affairs. In the upbringing and the education of children, women ought to possess knowledge of different 

aspects. 

Girl’s education is very necessary to prevent child marriages and sexually transmitted diseases. For Gandhi, 

women were not mere toys in the hands of men. Men and women are essentially endowed with the same spirit and 

therefore have similar problems. Women are on par with men, one complementing the other. According to Gandhi, 

education for women is the need of the hour that would ensure their moral development and make them capable of 

occupying the same platform as that of men.  

Basically the progress and prosperity of any society depends on women. Women in developed and 

developing countries are demanding that they should be given the equal rights. Thus, women’s education is must for 

the progress of society. Through education, women can express their inner feelings. God creates human being and 

education makes him gentleman. According to Gandhi education brings the hidden qualities into light. We should 

always keep in our mind that education does not mean only literacy but the whole development also. Women should 

be given the opportunity for this purpose. 

The present busy life style, city culture needs well-educated men and women. Women support their families 

not only by homely services but also by financial and moral support. A woman can admire or criticize the society only 

when she is educated. Education will make her being able to understand the right and wrong. According to 

Jawaharlal Nehru, “to awaken the people it is the women who must be awakened. Once she is on the move, the 

family moves, the village moves, the nation moves.”5 It makes one thing very clear that the female education 

awakens the women which in turn awakens the people. A nation cannot develop and prosper unless and until women 

are being educated and respected. 

4. Child marriage 

UNICEF defines child marriage as marriage before 18 years of age and considers this practice as a violation 

of human rights. Young girls in a child marriage are more likely to experience domestic violence. Gandhi denounced 

the custom of child marriage, which he considered as ‘an immoral and inhuman act’ for it undermined our morals and 

induced physical degeneration. Gandhi considered the child marriage not only uncivilized but also a crime against 

god. Young widows and young mothers are some of the evil things happen just because of child marriage. Child 

marriage harms the mother as well as child.  

He believed that both boy and the girl should be developed physically and mentally at the time of marriage 

and they should have a voice in the selection of their life partner. He believed that mental maturity is needed to select 

their life partner. Therefore, he pleaded for rising the age of marriage. Gandhi suggested that the minimum age for 

marriage must be raised to eighteen years. So that both boy and girl will have the maturity to understand each other. 

Child marriage leads to many issues and loss of many lives. It also ruins the life at a very early age. However, while 

advocating the minimum age for marriage, Gandhi laid greater stress on cultivating strong public opinion and 

spreading among women consciousness of their rights. He even supported agitation by local people to check such 

happenings. He also advocated to open mahilashramas as institutions to rescue the young girls who fell victims to 

the evil designs of such lustful men or sold by their parents just for the money and educate and enlighten women to 

work. Consequently, we can gradually cultivate a social climate wherein weddings of little girls would become 

impossible.  

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Child_marriage
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5. Dowry system 

In the early days dowry was an institution in which gifts were given to a girl at the time of her marriage. The 

problem of dowry has become a serious social evil among the upper castes and middle classes. But the problem of 

dowry is experienced by all sections of Indian society. If parents of moderate economic standing cannot meet dowry 

demands, their daughter remains unmarried; or if they manage to give a dowry, they get into heavy debt. When the 

demands are not met brides are harassed, tortured or even burnt or they commit suicide. Dowry has also become a 

symbol of prestige for both the dowry-givers and the dowry-takers. It is considered a matter of dignity to give dowry.  

Gandhi realized that certain customs and traditions of the Indian society were antithetical to the spirit of 

development of women. To quote Gandhi, "It is good to swim in the waters of tradition, but to sink in them is 

suicide.”6 He defined dowry marriages as 'heartless'. He opined that girls should never marry men who demand 

dowry as Gandhi believed that the basis of marriage is mutual love and respect. He stated that the women should not 

marry men at the cost of their self-respect and dignity. It is the right of woman to choose her life partner. Always 

women have her rights to be independent. Marriage must cease to be a matter of arrangement made by parents for 

money.  

Gandhi has seen dowry system as a social curse and hence, it must be abolished. For a girl, it is like a 

nightmare to get married by giving dowry. That is why birth of a girl child is not that joyful in our society. Gandhi sees 

dowry as burden for a girl to get married to a man who expects dowry from girl. Gandhi expects women to find a 

perfect match who would be a gallant young man. The dowry system is a product of caste system. Gandhi feels that 

once the caste system gets abolished then the dowry system will come down. Parents of the girls should be strict 

about being aware of this dowry system.  

To Gandhi, social emancipation is as critical as political emancipation. Gandhi throughout his life waged a 

crusade for the upliftment of the socially downtrodden, making significant contributions for the enhancement of the 

status of women in India. In Gandhi's words, "To call women the weaker sex is a false statement which is damaging; 

it is man's injustice to women."7 Gandhi's reformist spirit seasoned the role that he played in uplifting the status of 

women in India. He denounced dowry as blind egoism by man and that which is reducing women to the position of 

mere cattle and property to be bought and sold. Although Gandhi held high ideals of marriage, he strongly urged 

women to fight for their own self-development in order that they might not be seen as 'mere sex symbols, play things 

or dolls'. Gandhi asserts, “The wife is not a slave of her husband, but a comrade, his better half, colleague and 

friend.”8 She is not the slave of her husband rather she is the life partner of her husband. The life partner must be 

respected like oneself. She is co-sharer with him of equal rights. He defined dowry marriages as 'heartless'. He 

opined that girls should never marry men who demand dowry, at the cost of their self-respect and dignity. As Gandhi 

believed that the basis of marriage is mutual love and respect. If that is the case then there is no place for dowry in 

the society.  

 

6. Sati 

Sati is a social funeral practice among some brave communities of India. In this practice, a recently widowed 

woman, either voluntarily or by force, immolates herself on her deceased husband's pyre. The woman who 

immolates herself is, hence, called a Sati which is also interpreted as a 'chaste woman' or a 'good and devoted wife'. 

There have been many instances of how the widows were shunned in India. Therefore, the only solution for a life 

without husband was to practice Sati as it was considered to be the highest expression of wifely devotion to a dead 

husband. 

Mahatma Gandhi had taken interest in revolting against this custom. He mentioned it in his speeches, letters 

and articles. Mahatma Gandhi wrote, “There is no gain saying the fact that a nation’s rise or fall depends upon its 

great men. The people who produce good men cannot but be influenced by them.”9 Gandhi was very much disturbed 

with the continuing tradition of sati. Gandhi disapproves sati on the ground that sati is not the way for a wife to show 

love and devotion to her husband. A woman should prove her satihood not by mounting to the funeral pyre, but by 

renunciation, sacrifice, self-abnegation and dedication to the service of her husband, family and the country. He 

extends the view that if the wife has to prove her devotion to her husband, so has the husband also to prove his 

allegiance and devotion to his wife. 

He believed that self- immolation on the pyre of the husband was a sign ‘not of enlightenment but of gross 

ignorance’. This purity is attained not by dying herself, but through constant concentration from day to day. Gandhi 

suggests women to prove their sati hood not by mounting the funeral pyre but ever strive to make her husband’s 

ideas and virtues live again in her actions and thereby win for him the crown of immortality.  
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Gandhi extended the test of loyalty to the husband also as he was aware of the double standard prevalent in 

society where no husband mounted the funeral pyre of his deceased wife. He affirmed that if the wife has to prove 

her devotion to her husband, so has the husband to prove his devotion to his wife.  He stated that the social practice 

of sati advocates different allegiance and measures for one and a different one for the other. Gandhi considered 

women as the incarnation of ahimsa but falling in the fire when the husband dies is utterly violence. Women die even 

in the younger age without fulfilling any individual dreams.  

7. Conclusion 

Gandhi was not paying lip service to the society. He stressed on the equality of status and opportunity, 

social, economic and political justice and the dignity of the individual. He fought for the equality of men and women. 

He firmly believed in the theory that the status of women in a society is the measuring rod of the civilisation present in 

that society. His constructive programmes included emancipation of men and women also. He was deeply conscious 

of the social evils from which Indian women had been suffering down the line of history.  

Gandhi fought against the social evils like female infanticide, female illiteracy, and the social system of 

dowry. In all these Gandhi made one thing very clear that all the human beings are equal. This is what the western 

society fought for. They fought for the equality of all human being. Gandhi said that men and women are of equal 

rank but they are not identical. They are a peerless pair being supplementary to one another. Each helps the other so 

that without one the existence of the other cannot be conceived. When Gandhi fought against female infanticide, he 

held that each and every human being has a soul. Therefore, men and women are equal. In the case of dowry 

system also Gandhi commented that there is no difference between male and female. Gandhi asserted that the wife 

is not a slave of her husband, but a comrade, his better half, colleague and friend. She is the life partner of her 

husband. The life partner must be respect like oneself. She is co-sharer with him of equal rights. He defined dowry 

marriages as 'heartless'. By means this, we can conclude that Gandhi fought for the equality of men and women. And 

also he fought for self-respect and dignity.  
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