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The Volume Two of The Impact Hour Newsletter attempts to lay

down the stories of inspiring women across all ages. The first

issue narrates the endeavours of Indian leaders, their

contribution during the colonial period, and how they paved the

way for women emancipation. 

The second issue tells the enigmatic stories of inspiring women in

the Vedic age. These women set the cornerstone for education

and spirituality in an era deemed to be overly conservative,

religious, and backward. This newsletter addresses the position

of women in the Vedic age, the inequalities and privilege in place,

and how their lives set historical precedence for women across all

ages. The third issue narrates the lives of wilful women in the pre

and post-independence era. 

This newsletter recounts the gradual shift towards women’s

position in society from the late 19th century to India’s pre-

independence era. It further establishes the rise of Indian

feminism in the 1970s and peruses through women-centric laws

and judgements set in place post-independence. Discover the

women whose resolve to gain rights, garner excellence, and fight

for our country and environment championed our cause in the

contemporary age and became emblematic of women

empowerment.

Vol.2

Issue 3



Having grown up with stories of people who stood up against

repressive forces and established norms, women leaders since time

immemorial have paved the way for change. From Gargi, an expert in

Vedic studies, to Savitribai Phule, a fighter for women rights in the 19th

century, women throughout history have struggled to break free from

the shackles of oppression. These pioneers led exemplary lives to

inspire people like us and continue to do so in the contemporary world.

Women in the pre-Independence era faced numerous obstacles

before establishing themselves as a fierce force.  Although

progressive reforms like the abolishment of Sati and increased access

to education saw the light of the day in the 19th century, the

implementation remained restricted to few states along with a

hunchback mindset.

The Impact Hour Newsletter

Women in Pre & Post
Independence Era

""It has been our good fortune to meet Mrs Sarojini Naidu...a woman who combines
in the most remarkable way great intellectual power with charm, sweetness with

courageous energy, a wide culture with originality, and earnestness with humour. If
all Indian politicians are like Mrs Naidu, then the country is fortunate indeed."

- Aldous Huxley, English writer and philosopher
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While women mastered martial arts and fought for their rights

during this time, these practices remained most accessible to

women in places of privilege. Compared to their higher-class

counterparts, women from lower castes and socio-economically

backward sections of the society did not enjoy equal rights and

opportunities. They had to be dependent upon the male

members and follow strict codes of regulations set by the men in

their lives and society. Unlike the Vedic age, this period excluded

women from effectively contributing to the social, economic,

religious and political spheres. They were confined to households

with the sole duty to serve the family members. Traditions such as

child marriage, restraints upon widow remarriage, female

foeticide, female infanticide, purdah system, and sati remained

rampant. However, the 20th century ushered forth an era which

registered an increase in women participation in the struggle for

independence against the British rule. In 1920, the women’s

movement gained momentum, building on the 19th-century social

reform movement. The progression of the women’s movement

was observed during the period of high nationalism and struggle

for independence. Women joined the Salt March in large numbers, 
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participated in the Swadeshi movement, and were an
indispensable part of the Non-Cooperation Movement. The two
crucial rights in the political field sanctioned to women by the
Indian Constitution were female enfranchisement and eligibility
for the legislature. With the elections for a constitutional
assembly in 1946, the government elected prominent women
leaders like Sarojini Naidu, Hansa Mehta, Renuka Rai to represent
their faction. 
One of the most significant achievements made by India was the
constitutional guarantee of equal rights for women and universal
adult suffrage post-Independence. In the first general election
held in 1952, several women contested for the Lok Sabha. Since
India’s independence, the All India Women’s Conference
developed an interest in constructive work that led to the
enactment of essential legislative decisions for women. The
Suppression of Immoral Traffic in Women and Children Act 1954,
The Special Marriage Act 1954, The Guardianship Act 1956, The
Orphanage and Widow Home Act 1960, and the Dowry
Prohibition Act 1961 (Chapter II, n.d.), The Equal Remuneration
Act of 1976 - passed by the Government of India guaranteed
safe space for women against age-old conservative norms.
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Feminist activism in India gained momentum in the late 1970s.
The acquittal of police officers in the Mathura rape case led to
country-wide protests in 1979–1980, which forced the
Government to amend the Evidence Act, the Criminal Procedure
Code, and the Indian Penal Code; and create a new offence,
custodial rape. Women's groups became involved in various
campaigns and agitations; raising issues against female
infanticide, gender bias, women's health, women's safety, and
women's literacy. Women groups launched anti-liquor campaigns
in Andhra Pradesh, Himachal Pradesh, Haryana, Odisha, Madhya
Pradesh and other states. Several Indian Muslim women have
questioned the fundamental leaders' interpretation of women's
rights under the Shariat law and openly criticised the triple talaq
system.Mary Roy won a lawsuit in 1986, against the inheritance
legislation of her Keralite Syrian Christian community in the
Supreme Court. The judgement ensured equal rights for Syrian
Christian women with their male siblings in regards to their
ancestral property. In the 1990s, grants from foreign donor
agencies enabled the formation of new women-oriented NGOs.
Self-help groups and NGOs such as Self Employed Women's
Association (SEWA) have played a major role in the
advancement of women's rights in India. 
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Women have emerged as leaders of local movements. In 1991,

the Kerala High Court restricted entry of women above the age

of 10 and below the age of 50 from Sabarimala Shrine as they

were of the menstruating age. However, on 28 September

2018, the Supreme Court of India lifted the ban, deeming

discrimination against women on any grounds, even religious,

unconstitutional.

In 2001, The National Policy on the Empowerment of Women in

India was passed as an integral policy, which focused on

developing the socio-economic status of women. The Sexual

Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition

and Redressal) Act, 2013 passed as a legislative act in India

seeks to protect women from sexual harassment at their place

of work. The Criminal Law (Amendment) Act, 2013 introduced

changes to the Indian Penal Code, making sexual harassment an

expressed offence under Section 354 A, punishable up to three

years of imprisonment and or with fine. The Amendment also

introduced new sections - making acts like disrobing a woman

without consent, stalking and sexual acts by a person in

authority, an offence.
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SAROJINI NAIDU

Hence, women in post-independent India became aware about

their rights and responsibilities in the broader social order.

According to the Committee on the Status of Women in India’s

Report (1974), the number of female employees in

professional, technical, primary and middle school teachers saw

a gradual rise from 1960. The manifestation of this creative urge

in post-independent India was a direct result of the women who

played an integral role in the freedom movement. This

momentum has been carried forth by women in the post-

independence era and rightly passed onto the pioneers of

contemporary age.

Sarojini Naidu

Sarojini Chattopadhyay Naidu was a proponent of civil rights,

women's emancipation, and anti-imperialism. An important

figure in India's struggle for independence from colonial rule,

Naidu's work as a poet, earned her the title of the 'Nightingale

of India'. She was also called 'Bharat Kokila' by Rabindranath

Tagore.
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Naidu worked as a suffragist and was drawn towards the

struggle for India's independence. Her lectures on social

welfare, the emancipation of women, and nationalism from

1915-1918 were deemed way ahead of its time. She also helped

establish the Women's Indian Association (WIA) in 1917. Naidu

became one of the significant figures to have led the Civil

Disobedience Movement and the Quit India Movement.  She

faced repeated arrests by the British authorities, spending over

21 months in jail. Appointed as the President of the Indian

National Congress in 1925, Naidu later became the Governor of

the United Provinces in 1947; assuming the role of the first

woman governor of India.Naidu’s reformist ideas ranging from

marriage, education, women's empowerment, literature, and

nationalism shaped numerous social and political discourses

post-independence. Her resolve for women empowerment

covered politics - a region dominated by men; while

encouraging more involvement for women in the field of arts as

well. Besides, her inter-caste and inter-regional marriage paired

with her progressive opinions, started the conversation for

change in pre-independent India.
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BHIKAJI CAMA

Bhikaji Cama is an unsung name among the stalwarts of India

independence.  Influenced by the struggles of the Indian

nationalist movement, Bhikaji was drawn toward political issues

from an early age and became skilled in presenting her

country’s cause in different circles.  Married to a proponent of

British rule in India, Madam Cama led an unhappy married life

and spent most of her time in philanthropic and social work.  In

1986, when the Bubonic plague broke out in the Bombay

Presidency, Bhikaji immediately volunteered to help save the

plague victims. Catching the disease herself, she was to be

transported to Britain for medical care. Her return to India was

met with obstacles, but she persisted and refused to sign a

statement that stated, lest she return to India, her participation

in nationalist activities be deemed null. Banned in India and

Britain, Cama went into exile in Paris. Cama wrote, published,

distributed, and smuggled revolutionary literature that included

Bande Mataram (founded in response to the British ban on the

patriotic poem) and later Madan’s Talwar (in response to the 
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execution of Madan Lal Dhingra). She also helped

revolutionaries with money, material or ideas; much to the

chagrin of the British government and their dismal attempts to

catch her red-handed.

Bhikaji Cama vouched for gender equality in every sphere of

her life. Invited as a speaker in Cairo, Egypt, in 1910, Cama asked,

"I see here the representatives of only half the population of

Egypt. May I ask where the other half is? Sons of Egypt, where

are the daughters of Egypt? Where are your mothers and

sisters? Your wives and daughters? You must not forget that

the hands that rock cradles also build persons." On August 22,

1907, Cama became the first person to hoist the Indian flag on

foreign soil in Stuttgart in Germany. Her message was influential

in spreading the cause of Indian freedom struggle in the

international community while throwing light on the poverty-

ridden, oppressed state of India under the British Rule. Her

critical role in the formative years of the freedom struggle and

constant strides for gender equality shaped the future of the

country and women in a post-independent India.

Vol.2

Issue 3



The Impact Hour Newsletter

Page 13Shakuntala Devi

SHAKUNTALA DEVI

Shakuntala was a mathematical prodigy and writer. Despite

receiving no formal education, Devi was an inquisitive and

precocious child who could memorise numbers since the age

of five. Entirely self-taught, she demonstrated her skills on

national forums before progressing to the international

leagues. Here, she was tested by several people to decipher

the secret behind her arithmetic skills. While the mystery went

unresolved, Arthur Jensen, a professor of educational

psychology, found clues which explain how her visualisation of

numbers and “a motivational factor that sustains enormous

and prolonged interest and practice in a particular skill...”

played an integral role in her exceptional gift.  Furthermore,

her ‘peculiar ability’ was also described to be possessed by

only one in hundreds of millions. She also strove to simplify

numerical calculations for students.Popularly known as the

“Human-Computer”, Devi holds a record in the Guinness

Book for solving mathematical calculations before “one could

start the timer”.  
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Devi wrote books, novels, and texts on mathematics, puzzles,

and astrology. But her most significant contribution to the world

of literature came in 1977 when she published her pioneering

book, The World Of Homosexuals. Considered to be the first

study of homosexuality in India, her progressive attitude was

met with criticism upon release. Yet, Devi maintained her stand

and stood in support of the community in an age and country

where the topic was largely considered to be taboo.

MEDHA PATKAR

Medha Patkar is a social activist known for being the pioneer of

Narmada Bachao Andolan. An advocate of human rights, Patkar

founded her campaigns on two basic tenets in the Indian

constitution: the rights to life and livelihood.Through the NBA,

Patkar sought help for those rendered homeless and without

livelihoods due to the Narmada Valley Development Project

(NVDP), a large-scale dam development plan on the Narmada

River and its tributaries in the Indian states of Madhya Pradesh,

Gujarat, and Maharashtra. In 1990, Patkar led NBA members

and almost 3,000 people displaced by dam projects on a march 
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from northern Madhya Pradesh toward the Sardar Sarovar dam

site. After multiple protests and hunger strikes, the NBA and

Patkar‘s attempts achieved a breakthrough when the World

Bank withdrew from the NVDP in 1993.

Patkar was a commissioner on the World Commission on Dams,

which did thorough research on the environmental, social,

political and economic aspects and impacts of the

development of large dams globally and their alternatives. She

was the national coordinator, then convenor, and now an

advisor to NAPM. Under the banner of NAPM - an

agglomeration of progressive social bodies opposed to

globalisation policies - she participated in and supported mass

struggles against inequity, non-sustainability, displacement and

injustice. Her work challenges casteism, communalism and all

forms of discrimination. At a local community level, Patkar also

worked to develop alternatives for energy generation and

water harvesting. She also created a system of residential and

day schools in villages of Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, and

Gujarat and was lauded internationally for her work.Currently,

Patkar continues to lend her expertise in crucial political and
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economic issues raised by tribals, Dalits, farmers, labourers and

women in India.

Saalumarada Thimmakka is an environmental crusader from

Karnataka. With no formal education, she worked as a

labourer in a quarry. To dissolve the absence of children from

her life, Thimmakka, with the support of her husband, started

planting trees near their home, in the Ramanagara district.

Thimmakka has planted and tended to over 385 banyan

trees along a four-kilometre stretch of highway between

Hulikal and Kudur. She and her husband used to carry four

pails of water for a distance of 4 km to water the saplings.

Despite the hard work not bringing any respite to her

poverty-ridden status, Thimmakka’s attempts at growing

banyan in a dry region became a part of her daily routine. She

is also renowned for planting over 8,000 more trees over her

illustrious lifetime and is widely known as the “Mother of

Trees”. National and international media outlets recognised

Thimmakka’s work as the 105-year-old was included in BBC’s 
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100 most influential women in 2016. The Thimmakka’s

Resources for Environmental Education in the U.S has been

named after her. She was also granted the Padma Shri Award in

2019, Nadoja Award By Hampi University in 2010, National

Citizen's award in 1995 among dozens of other awards. Today,

Thimmakka remains involved in other social activities like

constructing a tank to store rainwater and harbours a dream of

building a hospital in her village in remembrance of her husband.

Despite her contribution to the environment and immense

recognition, the 105-year-old continues to reside in

impoverished conditions with a mere pension of 500/- per

month.

Often referred to as the “Iron Lady”, Irom Sharmila is a civil

rights and political activist from Manipur. She went on a nearly

sixteen-year hunger strike for repealing the Armed Forces

(Special Powers) Act or AFSPA. Sharmila helped document

cases of abuse through interviews of women who had survived

gang rapes, along with the parents and children of slain civilians 

IROM SHARMILA
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as a member of the Human Rights Alert, a human rights group in

Imphal. On 2nd November 2000, when the army shot ten

civilians by the 8th Assam Rifles, the brutality of the incident

triggered her to take up a peaceful protest against AFSPA, that

developed into a prolonged hunger strike; and the longest in

the world.Imprisoned in a government hospital for “trying to

commit suicide”, Sharmila persuaded her doctor to use a nasal

tube to feed her instead of force-feeding. For the next 16 years,

she was kept alive on a steady diet of nutrients and water that

was pumped through a three-feet tube between her nose and

stomach. While waiting for AFSPA to be repealed, Irom’s

presence in the state also ensured a stream of national and

international media outlets and human rights groups. Sharmila’s

undeterred will led her to become a natural leader. She soon

became a symbol of hope, of change in a place where people

had been affected by the presence of AFSPA. Yet, as the years

progressed, people became increasingly disillusioned with her

goal and lauded her with celebrity status without actually

hearing what she had to say. Her intentions were right; she

deemed it was the democracy that became crooked with 
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people supporting people based on caste, religion, and personal

benefits. Her appeals fell on deaf ears with neither the

government nor AFSPA, taking any action. Although she broke

her 16 year-long fast in 2016, Sharmila has continued her

struggle against AFSPA from Bangalore.

India has been fortunate enough to have hundreds of women

who inspire every generation across different spheres of life.

While it's impossible to cover the incredible lives of every single

one of them, we have collated a further list of women who

fought numerous battles and pioneered plethora of fields.

Durgawati Deviwas was a well known Indian revolutionary and

spy who once helped Bhagat Singh escape the British police

by posing herself as his wife during a train journey.

Kamala Kaul Nehru was at the forefront of the Non-

Cooperation movement in 1921. She organised women

groups in Allahabad and picketing shops selling foreign cloth

and liquor. 
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Neerja Bhanot was a flight purser who died saving the

passengers on Pan Am Flight 73 hijacked by terrorists.

Posthumously, she became the youngest recipient of India's

highest peacetime gallantry, the Ashok Chakra Award, and

other accolades from the government of Pakistan and the

United States.

The Gulabi Gang are a group of women vigilantes that

emerged as a response to widespread domestic abuse and

oppression against women. Besides fighting for women

protection and human rights, the gang also offers

community service, pension to widows, and self-defence

training.

Known as the “Bandit Queen”, Phoolan Devi was a

revolutionary who sought revenge on her rapists and killed

them in cold blood. The gun-slinging criminal came to be

known as a Devi - an incarnation of the Goddess Durga who

terrified perpetrators of abuse and brought justice to

women.

Belonging from a native tribal family, Mayilamma was a social

activist and environmental warrior who fought against the 
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Tessy Thomas is an Indian scientist and Director General of

Aeronautical Systems and the former Project Director for

Agni-IV missile in Defence Research and Development

Organisation. Known as ‘India’s Missile Woman’, Tessy is the

first woman scientist to head a missile project in India.

Sindhutai Sapkalhas is a social worker and activist known for

dedicating her life to raising orphans. Known as the ‘Mother of

Orphans’, Sindhutai has also fought for proper rehabilitation

of tribal villagers and succeeded in permanently relocating

them to safe locations.

Known as ‘Magnificent Mary’, Mary Kom is a five-time World

Amateur Boxing champion. She is the only woman boxer to

have won a medal in all six world championships and the first

Indian woman boxer to win a Gold Medal in the Asian Games

(2014).

unrestrained extraction and water pollution by Coca-Cola in

Plachimada, Kerala. Her campaign was successful and

ultimately forced the Coca-Cola bottling plant to shut its

doors for good.
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Lakshmi Sahgal or ‘Captain Lakshami’ donned many hats

as a woman. She was a doctor, a revolutionary soldier, an

Indian National Army officer, a politician, social activist,

prisoner of war, and one of the founding members of ‘All

India Democratic Women’s Association’.
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FOR THE READERS

Book Recommendations!

Lifting The Veil by Ismat Chughtai
The Interpreter Of Maladies by Jhumpa Lahiri
Seeing Like A Feminist by Nivedita Menon
A Life Less Ordinary by Baby Halder
Writing Caste Writing Gender: Narrating Dalit Women's
Testimonios by Sharmila Rege
Fragrance of Peace by Irom Sharmila
Me Hijra, Me Laxmi by Laxmi Narayan Tripathi
Why Loiter? by Shilpa Phadke, Sameera Khan, and Shilpa
Ranade
We Also Made History by Meenakshi Moon and Urmila Pawar
Women in Indian Society by Neera Desai

Podcasts!

For the Readers

Fat. So? hosted by Ameya & Pallavi
The House of Nari hosted by Prabhjit Bains
The Vision-Nari hosted by Swati Rawat
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Movies!

Parched; dir. Leena Yadav
Shakuntala Devi; dir. Anu Menon
Elements Trilogy; dir. Deepa Mehta
Bandit Queen; dir. Shekhar Kapur
Neerja; dir. Ram Madhwani
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The Impact Hour Newsletter is a
comprehensive written edition of the
weekly live sessions hosted by Project
uP on Instagram. The Impact Hour
lives started as a talkshow with a
mission to spread awareness about
various social issues and create an
impact on its viewers. Its success
paved a path for further expansion
with the creation of the newsletter,
which aims at covering the most
significant issues under an umbrella
topic in each volume. Its aim is to
create an impact in the reader's mind
by providing a deeper insight to the
topic.
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