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Transformation 
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Abstract 

Mahatma Gandhi occupies a unique and often contested position in the history of feminist thought and gender 

discourse in India. As the leader of the Indian independence movement, Gandhi articulated a vision of women's role 

in society and politics that was simultaneously progressive for its time and constrained by certain traditional 

assumptions about femininity, domesticity, and moral purity. This paper examines Gandhi's thought on women across 

several dimensions: his theoretical writings on women's rights and capabilities, his practical mobilization of women 

in the nationalist movement, his views on marriage, sexuality, and celibacy, and the ways in which his philosophy of 

nonviolence (ahimsa) and civil disobedience (satyagraha) were deeply gendered concepts that elevated qualities he 

associated with women. The paper also engages critically with feminist scholarship that has both celebrated Gandhi's 

contributions to women's emancipation and challenged the limitations and contradictions within his framework, 

particularly regarding sexuality, bodily autonomy, and his idealization of women primarily through the lens of self-

sacrifice and suffering. Through this analysis, the paper argues that Gandhi's legacy regarding women remains deeply 

ambivalent: he was instrumental in bringing unprecedented numbers of women into public and political life, yet his 

vision of womanhood remained tethered to essentialist notions of female virtue that continue to be debated by scholars 

and activists today. 
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1. Introduction 

Mahatma Gandhi (1869–1948) remains one of the most influential political and moral figures of the twentieth century, 

renowned globally for his philosophy of nonviolent resistance and his leadership of India's independence movement 

against British colonial rule. Beyond his political strategy, Gandhi articulated an expansive moral and social 

philosophy that touched upon nearly every aspect of human life, including economics, religion, education, health, and 

importantly, the position of women in society. Gandhi's engagement with the "woman question" was neither peripheral 

nor incidental to his broader political project; rather, it was deeply integrated into his vision of swaraj (self-rule), 

which he understood not merely as political independence from Britain but as a comprehensive moral and social 

transformation of Indian society. 

This paper seeks to provide a comprehensive examination of Gandhi's thought regarding women, situating his ideas 

within the historical context of colonial India, the international suffrage and feminist movements of his time, and the 

specific cultural and religious traditions from which he drew inspiration. The analysis proceeds along several lines of 

inquiry. First, it examines Gandhi's explicit theoretical statements regarding women's capabilities, rights, and societal 

roles. Second, it considers his practical efforts to mobilize women into the nationalist movement, particularly through 

the satyagraha campaigns of the 1930s and 1940s. Third, it explores Gandhi's complex and often contradictory views 

on marriage, sexuality, celibacy (brahmacharya), and the body, which significantly shaped his vision of ideal 

womanhood. Fourth, the paper considers the gendered dimensions of Gandhi's philosophy of nonviolence itself, 

examining how he associated qualities of endurance, suffering, and moral strength with femininity. Finally, the paper 

engages with contemporary feminist critiques of Gandhi, which have raised important questions about the limitations 

of his framework, particularly regarding women's sexual autonomy and his sometimes paternalistic attitudes toward 

women's bodies and desires. 

This paper does not attempt to offer a singular verdict on whether Gandhi was a "feminist" in the modern sense of that 

term, recognizing that such an anachronistic framing risks obscuring more than it reveals. Instead, it seeks to present 

a nuanced and historically grounded account of Gandhi's thought on women, attentive to both its genuinely 

transformative elements and its significant limitations. 
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2. Historical and Cultural Context 

To understand Gandhi's views on women, it is essential to situate them within the broader social reform movements 

of nineteenth and early twentieth century India. Gandhi inherited a complex legacy of debates regarding women's 

status from earlier reformers such as Raja Ram Mohan Roy, who campaigned against sati (widow immolation); Ishwar 

Chandra Vidyasagar, who advocated for widow remarriage; and Jyotirao Phule, who challenged caste-based 

restrictions on women's education. These reformers had already established a discourse linking the "condition of 

women" to the broader moral and civilizational status of Indian society, often in direct response to colonial critiques 

that used the treatment of Indian women as justification for British civilizing rhetoric. 

Gandhi entered this discourse with a distinctive approach. Unlike many of his predecessors and contemporaries who 

framed women's emancipation primarily through the lens of legal reform or Western-style education, Gandhi grounded 

his vision of women's empowerment in a reinterpretation of Hindu religious and cultural traditions, drawing selectively 

upon figures such as Sita and Draupadi from Hindu epics, as well as upon his reading of the Bhagavad Gita, to 

construct an indigenous framework for women's strength and moral authority. This approach allowed Gandhi to 

advocate for women's expanded public role while presenting this expansion as a recovery of authentic Indian tradition 

rather than a Western import, a rhetorical strategy that proved politically effective in mobilizing women across class 

and caste lines. 

At the same time, Gandhi's thought was shaped by his own personal experiences, including his arranged marriage to 

Kasturba Gandhi at the age of thirteen, his time in South Africa where he encountered both Western suffragist ideas 

and the realities of indentured Indian women laborers, and his evolving practice of brahmacharya (celibacy), which 

he adopted later in life and which profoundly influenced his views on sexuality and gender relations. 

3. Gandhi's Theoretical Writings on Women 

Gandhi wrote extensively on the subject of women across numerous articles in his journals, including Young India, 

Harijan, and Navajivan, as well as in his autobiography and various speeches. Several consistent themes emerge from 

this body of work. 

3.1 Equality in Capability, Difference in Function 

Gandhi consistently argued that women were not inferior to men in terms of intellectual or moral capability. He 

explicitly rejected notions of female intellectual inferiority and insisted that women possessed equal capacity for 

courage, sacrifice, and moral reasoning. He famously argued that women were, if anything, morally superior to men 

in their capacity for endurance, self-sacrifice, and nonviolent resistance—qualities he considered essential to his 

political philosophy. 

However, Gandhi simultaneously maintained that men and women had different natural functions and spheres of 

activity, rooted in what he considered their distinct biological and psychological natures. He generally upheld the 

centrality of women's roles as wives and mothers, viewing the domestic sphere not as a site of oppression but as a 

domain of moral significance equal to, if different from, public political life. This formulation allowed Gandhi to 

advocate for women's expanded participation in public life without fundamentally challenging the gendered division 

of labor within the household. 

3.2 Critique of Patriarchal Practices 

Gandhi was vocal in his condemnation of specific patriarchal practices that he viewed as corruptions of authentic 

tradition rather than essential features of Indian culture. He campaigned against child marriage, arguing forcefully that 

it caused immense physical and psychological harm to young girls. He opposed the practice of purdah (seclusion of 

women), viewing it as a hindrance to women's full participation in national life. He was a strong advocate for widow 

remarriage and condemned the social ostracism faced by widows in Hindu society. He also criticized the dowry 

system, viewing it as a degrading commercial transaction that reduced women to commodities within the marriage 

market. 

3.3 Education and Economic Independence 

Gandhi advocated for women's education, though his vision of appropriate education for women differed somewhat 

from his vision for men, often emphasizing practical skills, moral education, and training that would prepare women 

for both domestic responsibilities and potential roles in the nationalist movement, such as spinning khadi (homespun 

cloth) as part of the swadeshi (self-reliance) movement. He viewed women's economic independence, particularly 

through cottage industries like spinning and weaving, as crucial both to the national struggle against British economic 

exploitation and to women's individual dignity and self-sufficiency within the household. 

4. Women in the Nationalist Movement 
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Perhaps Gandhi's most significant practical contribution to the position of women in Indian society was his deliberate 

and sustained effort to mobilize women into active participation in the independence movement. This mobilization 

occurred across several major satyagraha campaigns. 

4.1 The Salt Satyagraha and Civil Disobedience Movement 

During the Salt Satyagraha of 1930 and the broader Civil Disobedience Movement, Gandhi actively encouraged 

women to participate in picketing, the boycott of foreign cloth, and the production and sale of illegal salt. Prominent 

women leaders such as Sarojini Naidu, Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay, and Kasturba Gandhi herself took leadership roles 

in organizing women's participation. Thousands of women, including those from conservative and traditionally 

secluded households, stepped into public political activity for the first time, often facing arrest and imprisonment 

alongside their male counterparts. 

Gandhi's rationale for this mobilization was deeply connected to his philosophy of nonviolence. He argued that women 

possessed an innate capacity for suffering, endurance, and self-sacrifice that made them, in some respects, more suited 

to satyagraha than men, who Gandhi believed were more inclined toward violence and aggression. This framing, while 

empowering in the sense that it granted women a privileged moral status within the nonviolent struggle, also reinforced 

essentialist assumptions about gendered psychology that some scholars have critiqued as limiting rather than 

liberating. 

4.2 The Quit India Movement 

By the time of the Quit India Movement in 1942, women's participation in nationalist politics had become firmly 

established, with women serving as underground organizers, couriers, and even leaders of clandestine resistance 

networks following the mass arrest of male Congress leadership. Figures such as Aruna Asaf Ali, who famously 

hoisted the Indian flag at Gowalia Tank in Bombay, exemplified the degree to which Gandhi's earlier mobilization 

efforts had created space for women's autonomous political leadership, sometimes exceeding the boundaries Gandhi 

himself had originally envisioned for women's participation. 

4.3 Symbolic and Practical Significance 

The mass entry of women into the public political sphere under Gandhi's leadership had lasting consequences for 

Indian society. It normalized women's presence in political demonstrations, established precedents for women's 

leadership within nationalist organizations, and contributed to the eventual inclusion of women's suffrage and 

constitutional equality provisions in independent India's 1950 Constitution, achieved without the protracted suffrage 

struggles seen in many Western nations. 

5. Sexuality, Marriage, and Brahmacharya 

Gandhi's views on sexuality and marriage represent perhaps the most controversial and heavily scrutinized dimension 

of his thought regarding women. Gandhi's personal practice of brahmacharya, which he adopted around 1906 and 

maintained with varying degrees of strictness for the remainder of his life, profoundly shaped his broader philosophy 

regarding sexual relations between men and women. 

5.1 Gandhi's Views on Sexual Desire 

Gandhi viewed sexual desire, even within marriage, with considerable suspicion, regarding it as a manifestation of 

human weakness that needed to be transcended through self-discipline in pursuit of spiritual and political goals. He 

argued that married couples should ideally move toward a relationship characterized by companionship and mutual 

respect rather than physical intimacy, viewing sexual restraint as essential to the cultivation of moral and spiritual 

strength necessary for both individual self-realization and collective political struggle. 

This perspective had significant implications for his views on women. Gandhi frequently associated women with a 

natural capacity for sexual restraint and moral purity that he believed exceeded that of men, framing women as moral 

exemplars whose self-control men should emulate. While this framing granted women a certain moral authority, 

feminist scholars have noted that it simultaneously placed significant burdens on women to embody an idealized 

purity, often disregarding women's own sexual autonomy, desire, and agency. 

5.2 Controversial Practices and Critiques 

Gandhi's later-life practice of sleeping alongside young female relatives and followers, including his grandniece Manu 

Gandhi, as a test of his own brahmacharya discipline, has become one of the most contested aspects of his biography. 

While Gandhi maintained that these arrangements were entirely non-sexual and served his spiritual practice, 

contemporary scholars and biographers have raised serious questions about the appropriateness of these arrangements, 

the power dynamics involved given Gandhi's position of immense moral and political authority, and the extent to 

which the young women involved had genuine agency to refuse participation. These critiques have become an 
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important part of contemporary reassessments of Gandhi's legacy regarding women, complicating earlier hagiographic 

narratives. 

5.3 Views on Contraception and Reproductive Autonomy 

Gandhi opposed the use of artificial contraception, advocating instead for sexual abstinence as the appropriate method 

of family planning, a position that put him in direct conflict with contemporaries advocating for birth control as a 

means of women's liberation, such as Margaret Sanger, with whom Gandhi engaged in direct correspondence and 

debate. This position has been particularly criticized by feminist scholars as reflecting a broader pattern in Gandhi's 

thought wherein women's reproductive and sexual autonomy was subordinated to a moral framework that, while 

framed as elevating women, ultimately restricted their bodily self-determination. 

6. Gendering Nonviolence: Ahimsa as a Feminine Principle 

A particularly distinctive feature of Gandhi's thought is his explicit gendering of his core philosophical concept of 

ahimsa, or nonviolence. Gandhi consistently argued that the qualities necessary for successful nonviolent resistance—

patience, endurance, self-sacrifice, and the capacity to absorb suffering without retaliation—were qualities he 

associated primarily with women rather than men. 

This gendering served several functions within Gandhi's broader political philosophy. First, it provided a justification 

for women's central role in satyagraha campaigns, positioning women not merely as auxiliary participants but as 

exemplars of the very qualities the movement sought to cultivate. Second, it allowed Gandhi to critique what he viewed 

as the excessive masculinity and violence of both British colonialism and certain strands of Indian nationalist thought 

that advocated armed resistance, by counterposing these with a "feminine" alternative rooted in moral strength rather 

than physical force. 

However, this gendering of nonviolence has also drawn significant feminist critique. Scholars have argued that by 

associating nonviolence and suffering with femininity, Gandhi risked naturalizing women's subordination and self-

sacrifice as inherent virtues rather than as products of patriarchal socialization, potentially reinforcing rather than 

challenging the structural conditions that produced women's historical association with endurance and submission in 

the first place. 

7. Feminist Reassessments and Critiques 

Contemporary feminist scholarship on Gandhi presents a range of perspectives, from those who view him as a genuine, 

if imperfect, contributor to women's emancipation in India, to those who offer more pointed critiques of the limitations 

and contradictions within his framework. 

7.1 Positive Assessments 

Scholars sympathetic to Gandhi's contributions point to his concrete achievements: his consistent and vocal opposition 

to child marriage, dowry, and purdah; his successful mobilization of unprecedented numbers of women into public 

political life; his insistence on women's intellectual and moral equality with men; and his role in creating political 

space that later enabled more radical feminist movements in independent India to emerge and flourish. 

7.2 Critical Perspectives 

Critics, however, point to several significant limitations. Gandhi's vision of womanhood remained tethered to an 

idealized image of self-sacrificing maternal virtue that, while granting women moral authority, did little to challenge 

the underlying gendered division of labor or women's subordinate position within the family structure. His views on 

sexuality placed disproportionate burdens on women to embody purity while affording men's desires comparatively 

less scrutiny. His opposition to contraception disregarded women's reproductive autonomy. And his personal conduct 

regarding brahmacharya experiments has raised serious ethical questions that complicate any straightforward 

celebration of his legacy regarding women. 

Scholars such as Madhu Kishwar, while acknowledging Gandhi's significant contributions, have argued that his 

framework ultimately reformed rather than fundamentally transformed patriarchal structures, expanding women's 

permissible roles without dismantling the underlying assumptions about gendered difference that justified women's 

historical subordination. Other scholars have noted the class and caste limitations of Gandhi's vision, observing that 

his idealized image of Indian womanhood often reflected upper-caste, Hindu, and middle-class norms that did not 

necessarily speak to the lived realities of women from Dalit, Muslim, tribal, or working-class backgrounds. 

8. Gandhi's Legacy in Contemporary Indian Feminism 

Gandhi's complex legacy continues to inform contemporary Indian feminist discourse in multiple ways. His emphasis 

on women's moral strength and capacity for political resistance has been invoked by subsequent generations of Indian 
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women activists, from those involved in the Chipko movement for forest conservation to contemporary anti-violence 

and anti-corruption movements that draw upon satyagraha-inspired tactics of nonviolent civil resistance. 

At the same time, contemporary Indian feminist movements have moved decisively beyond Gandhi's framework in 

crucial respects, particularly regarding sexual autonomy, reproductive rights, and the rejection of self-sacrifice as the 

primary marker of women's virtue. The #MeToo movement in India, debates over marital rape law, and contemporary 

discourse on women's bodily autonomy represent significant departures from and challenges to aspects of Gandhi's 

original framework, even as activists continue to draw selectively upon his broader legacy of nonviolent resistance 

and moral courage. 

9. Conclusion 

Mahatma Gandhi's thought regarding women resists simple categorization. He was, by the standards of his time and 

context, a significant advocate for women's expanded participation in public and political life, consistently 

condemning specific patriarchal practices and insisting upon women's intellectual and moral equality with men. His 

mobilization of women into the nationalist movement had lasting transformative effects on Indian society, establishing 

precedents for women's political participation that significantly shaped post-independence India's constitutional 

commitments to gender equality. 

At the same time, Gandhi's framework remained constrained by essentialist assumptions about gendered nature, an 

idealization of feminine self-sacrifice that did not fundamentally challenge women's subordinate position within 

domestic life, and views on sexuality and reproduction that subordinated women's bodily autonomy to a broader moral 

and spiritual framework largely defined by Gandhi himself. His personal conduct in later-life brahmacharya 

experiments has further complicated contemporary assessments of his legacy. 

Ultimately, Gandhi's significance for the history of gender and women's rights in India lies not in any singular, 

internally consistent feminist philosophy, but in the complex and often contradictory ways his thought and practice 

opened new possibilities for women's public engagement while simultaneously reinforcing certain limitations on their 

full autonomy and self-determination. Understanding this complexity, rather than resolving it into a simple verdict of 

praise or condemnation, remains essential to any serious engagement with Gandhi's legacy regarding the women of 

India. 
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