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Abstract: This paper seeks to delve into the connotations of “gender equality” from the feminist 

perspective. The idea of women empowerment in the Indian context and its relativity with 

women’s education is explored. The contribution of feminist literature in creating a space of 

equality and significance for women through their specialized technique of “rewriting” is 

scrutinized. This study mentions about the process and the feminist cause involved within the act 

of “rewriting” literatures of past that has helped women attain equal spaces and empowerment. 

This paper also reveals the patriarchal stereotypes that tend to subjugate women into silence and 

suppression. Further, analysis of Volga’s The Liberation of Sita as a text is done.  Volga in her text 

depicts the process of “rewriting” as a source of empowerment for Sita in a way that it facilitates her 

to cross all the societal thresholds and attain her ultimate liberation. Theoretical dimensions of 

feminism that establish the need for women to write more about themselves as the only solution to 

the women related questions are studied and surveyed. The causal connections of patriarchal 

attitudes with women’s distress and regression are revealed which makes daily life a tribulation for 

women. Helene Cixous’ theoretical postulations that urge women to write are reflected upon. 

Ultimately this paper also studies the various forms of violence that hinder the possibility of gender 

equality. This paper also deals with the problematic and complexity in the writings of Dalit feminist 

literature that expresses the multiple struggles of Dalit women in their journey towards equality. 

Precisely, this paper vividly brings forth the various concepts on gender equality, women’s 

empowerment and the related feminist literatures that explicate the ways in which gender equality 

may be attained. The diverse reasons that have led to the marginalization of women are pondered 

upon. The search of the plausible ways of re-positioning women from the margin to centre is the 

focus of this paper.  
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Introduction: The implications of “gender equality” are multifaceted as socio-cultural thought 

systems impact ways in which the idea of gender is constructed and perpetuated. Gender is 

primarily an outcome of social conditioning. All societies are controlled around comparatively 

stable patterns that establish how social communications will be carried out. The concerns arise 

when these stable patterns of interactions within a society becomes sources of imbalance between 

genders. “Gender mainstreaming”, according to United Nations is a globally accepted approach for 

encouraging gender equality. Mainstreaming is considered as a strategy, an approach, a means to 
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achieve the goal of gender equality by United Nations. Mainstreaming is a process that engages in 

ensuring that gender standpoints and awareness to the goal of gender equality are at the axiom to 

all activities - policy advancements, explorations, discourses, legislation, resource allocation, and 

planning, achievements and monitoring of objectives of various projects globally. The United 

Nations clarifies its ideological stand on “gender equality” and “gender” as follows: 

· Gender Equality: “refers to the equal rights, responsibilities and opportunities of women and 

men and girls and boys. Equality does not mean that women and men will become the same but 

that women’s and men’s rights, responsibilities and opportunities will not depend on whether 

they are born male or female. Gender equality implies that the interests, needs and priorities of 

both women and men are taken into consideration, recognizing the diversity of different groups 

of women and men…Equality between women and men is seen both as a human rights issue and 

as a precondition for, and indicator of, sustainable people-centered development”. 

· Gender: “refers to the social attributes and opportunities associated with being male and female 

and the relationships between women and men and girls and boys, as well as the relations 

between women and those between men. These attributes, opportunities and relationships are 

socially constructed and are learned through socialization processes. They are context/ time-

specific and changeable. Gender determines what is expected, allowed and valued in a women 

or a man in a given context.” 

 

In societies often stereotypes are developed that dictate the specific ways the men and women are 

treated. Stereotypes being the oversimplified approved conceptions tend to naturalize and 

legitimize the power equations between male and female. More often these stereotypes tend to 

have exploitative tactics within a matrix of domination and control which create gender imbalance. 

Patriarchal stereotypes are traced as the core reason that subjugates women which is a barrier 

towards gender equality. Patriarchal notions also create sexism which is a belief that the status of 

female is inferior to the status of male. Females are more prone to experiencing suppression within 

a society because they are often subject to stigmatization and could be even ostracized from the 

dominant patriarchal social framework for attempting to go beyond stereotypes that are 

superimposed on them. Feminist Simone De Beauvoir stated in The Second Sex (1949): “One is not 

born, but rather becomes, a woman.” It is the social distinctiveness that contributes to the ways in 

which women are influenced to behave and think. Mostly it is the stereotypes that tend to be 

prescriptive towards women which cause the male gaze to view them as inferior leading to their 

further inhibition in power relations in contrast to men. Thus gender inequality is perpetuated by 

the systems of patriarchy which is a male dominated social arrangement culminating in the 

oppression of women. This is also identified as androcentrism which refers to the male centered 

norms and ideologies operating throughout all social institutions that become customized and 

followed by maximal population. Feminist perspective attempts at dismantling such patriarchal 

power structures that compel women into submissiveness which creates hindrance towards gender 

balance. 

 

The predominantly recognized manner in which Indian society and also other global societies are 

aiming towards gender balance is through women’s education and women’s studies. In India, Raja 

Rammohan Roy wrote in 1818: “When did you ever test the intelligence of women that you can 

easily designate them as foolish creatures?... You withheld education and knowledge from them, so 

how do you decide that they are incapable of learning?” It has thus been recognized since 
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nineteenth century that women have been denied their right to knowledge which had further 

contributed to the gap in gender power relations. Much later in 1986, National Policy on Education 

for Women’s Equality formally set forward the parameters of the way in which women’s 

empowerment may be achieved. It stated that “women become empowered through collective 

reflection and decision and making. The parameters of empowerment are: building a positive self-

image and self-confidence; developing ability to think critically; building up group cohesion and 

fostering decision making and action; ensuring equal participation in the process of bringing about 

social change; encouraging group action in order to bring about change in society; providing the 

wherewithal for economic independence.”  Women studies within India are encouraged in four 

dimensions to achieve gender equality. These dimensions are: “teaching, research, training and 

extension”.  

 

This process of inducing empowerment in the lives of Indian women is an ongoing process. In our 

contemporary times many new initiatives have been taken. The Government of India has 

introduced Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao (BBBP) programme. The Census (2011) data showed a major 

declining trend in the Child Sex Ratio (CSR), calculated as number of girls for every 1000 boys 

between age group of 0-6 years, with an all time low of 918 in 2011 from 976 in 1961. The overall goal 

of the Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao(BBBP) Scheme is to celebrate the girl child and enable her 

education. The objectives of the scheme are: prevent gender biased sex selective elimination/ensure 

survival/protection of the girl child/ensure education of the girl child. 

 

Thus, empowerment of women is intensely connected to their thinking and activity patterns which 

determine the quality of the lives in feminine way of survival. The only possibility is through 

restructuring of the female mindsets through education and knowledge that facilitate them to 

move beyond the thresholds of patriarchy. Instilling self recognition and realization that female 

liberation is possible by participation in the world affairs and valuing individual worth in the grand 

paradigm of life is the primary pathway of empowering women. Feminist act of “rewriting” is a way 

of creating a position of power to retell the histories from a perspective that advantages women. 

The needed alterations and modifications by feminist writers are done to emphasize on the 

feminine ability of liberating themselves from patriarchal moulds. Feminist rewritings attempt to 

deconstruct the patriarchal bias prevalent in society and sensitize that women need to move 

beyond the stereotypical notions and predicaments to emancipate and recreate themselves. The 

feminist approach of retelling/ rewriting through reconstructing the past is used as suitable way of 

giving voice to unspoken words and accompanied emotions. The feminist authors are not only 

delving into the past to observe what was but to rather bring to life the feminine figures with 

renewed authority by asking new questions to old texts. The Liberation of Sita by Volga decodes the 

feminine dilemmas, grief and struggles during the journey of Sita from exclusively Sita’s 

perspective.  

 

The traditional Valmiki’s Ramayana is the narrative of Rama’s exile and arrival to Ayodhya, a 

glorious king who will always be just to his subjects. In Volga’s retelling, it is Sita who, after being 

forsaken by Purushottam Rama, begins two simultaneous journeys: inward and outward. Sita 

manifests her liberation in multiple dimensions through the rewriting of Volga. The parallel 

pathways have tough inward and outward voyages to self-realization and deep reflective 

conversations with other women protagonists respectively.  Along the way, she meets women of 
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power and strength who have shattered the patriarchal stereotypes that had tried to suppress them. 

The characters of Surpanakha, Renuka, Urmila and Ahalya – maneuver Sita towards an 

unanticipated comprehension about liberation that she seeks. Ramayana does not tell us the 

anguishes of these women but Volga does it enchantingly narrating what had been silenced in the 

traditional Ramayana texts. One of the facets of this book is that it has promoted the idea of 

sisterhood. The sororal discourses become the source of emancipation and empowerment for Sita. 

She realizes that her life need not be bound to Rama only as she has the ability to move beyond the 

bindings of society. Volga through her rewriting shatters the stereotypical patriarchal notions and 

she gives full liberation to her female readers with the statement which Ahalya says: “Whatever 

gives you peace of mind, that alone is the truth, Sita”. Volga empowers the women to identify their 

own individual truth that gives peace. Instead of being mere recipients of truth from the patriarchal 

world Sita had to devise ways of generating her own truth. This is a standpoint of feminist power 

and a confirmed departure from a space of passivity and marginality. This is how women’s 

rewriting empowers female psyche and invalidates patriarchal stereotypes thereby assisting in 

achieving gender balance. Ahalya in conversation with Sita says to her to comprehend that there is 

“something more in you”, the fact that Sita is not just wife of Rama but that she is something in her 

own might and authority to the individual core of her existence. The Liberation of Sita creates new 

feminist spaces within the conversations, enabling women to evaluate their lives and situated 

experiences again and rewrite their own stories from the margin to centre. Hélène Cixous first 

coined écritureféminine in her essay, The Laugh of the Medusa (1975), where she asserts that women 

must write about herself and must write about women and bring women to writing, from which 

they have been displaced as violently as from their bodies because their ambitions and desires has 

been repressed and denied expression. As translated by Keith and Paula Cohen, Cixous says: “She 

must write her self, because this is the invention of a new insurgent writing which, when the 

moment of her liberation has come, will allow her to carry out the indispensable ruptures and 

transformations in her history”. So, the ability to write and re-write is one of the most empowering 

methods for women to assert and express herself. In this way it is possible to build a positive social 

environment of gender equality and also to bring women to a central space from where their voices 

are heard. 

 

Another vital aspect that has to be taken into account while comprehending the issues of gender 

equality is the caste distinctions that are prevalent within India. The Dalit women within India 

experience dual marginalization. In terms of caste hierarchy as they belong to a lower caste 

standard according to socio-cultural perceptions and that they are women, the challenges they 

have in terms of gender equality is far more complex. Bama in Sangati: Events gives an insight to 

their strength as the narrator says: “It was always like this in our streets. Although both men and 

women came in after a hard day’s work in the fields, the men went off straight away to the bazaar 

or the chavadi to while away their time, coming home only for their meal. But as for the women, 

from the minute they returned home they washed vessels, cleaned the house, collected water, 

gathered firewood, went to the shops to buy rice and other provisions, boiled some rice, made a 

kuzhambu or a kanji, fed husband and children before they could eat what was left over and go to 

bed.” Bama notes a very significant experiential and behavioral distinction between the women of 

higher caste and the Dalit women as: “Thinking about it, I have to say that even if all women are 

slaves to men, our women really are the worst sufferers. It is not the same for women of other caste 

and communities. Our women cannot bear the torment of upper-caste masters in the fields, and at 
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home they cannot bear the violence of their husbands. Besides all this, upper-caste women show us 

no pity or kindness either, if only as women to women, but treat us with contempt, as if we are 

creatures of different species, who have no sense of honour or self-respect. They themselves lead 

lives shut up inside their houses, eating, gossiping, and doing their husbands’ bidding, and then 

they treat us like this. God knows how they stay shut up within four walls, all twenty four hours of 

the day.” Hence, there is no sororal connection amidst the hierarchies of caste relationships. The 

women of caste distinctions fail to bond together for a parallel discourse to counter patriarchy as 

their realities of immediate life experiences of oppression and subordination vary. This is the 

reason why the facet of caste distinction also has to be taken into account along with other factors 

of androcentrism that resist gender equality. It is indeed intriguing that the caste hierarchies 

complicate the process of achieving gender equality due to the fact that certain groups of women 

are more marginalized than others. 

 

Women’s lives have been encircled with manifold complex issues that have experienced stress and 

subjugation. There have always been concerns regarding violence towards women. The presence of 

violence, whether overt or covert, physical or non-physical, has engulfed the space of feminine 

expression. This has created lacunae in the status of gender equality. Violence towards women can 

be in many forms ranging from domestic violence to various exploitative stances at work place from 

employers or co-workers. In such a scenario wherein women are susceptible to patriarchal 

aggression the plausible elucidation in the complexities of gender equality is through awareness. 

Women have to strive for the individual space of autonomy in relations of hegemony within a 

social matrix. Collective efforts at macro level to unite women as singular group is liberating yet in 

this process the subjectivity, self-expression and individuality of any woman at the micro level 

shouldn’t be suppressed. So, the voyage of gender equality is possible when women are empowered 

not only as a group but also as an individual in juxtaposition with her environment, society, family 

and partners. There are thus multiple dimensions to the theme of gender equality. The process of 

perpetuating gender balance is wide-ranging. Women’s education, rewriting, self-realization and 

economic independence in the variant layers of human life contribute to empowering women 

which is essential for gender equality. In a futuristic vision, it may be stated that women’s quest can 

even move onto unchartered territories as human accomplishments are limitless but firstly for that 

women need to move beyond the prescriptive norms of patriarchal dominance so as to liberate 

their thinking and actions with dignity. 
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