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Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel’s visionary ideas on women’s empowerment and gender justice, examining
their historical significance and contemporary relevance. Patel, a pivotal figure in India’s
independence movement, championed social reforms, opposing practices like Purdah and Sati,
advocating for women’s education, and supporting their political participation, as evidenced by his
opposition to discriminatory laws and his encouragement of women’s involvement in movements
like the Dandi March and Bardoli Satyagraha. The seminar explores how Patel’s principles can
address modern challenges in achieving gender equality across social, political, and economic

spheres. Through interdisciplinary discussions, it aims to analyse the evolution of women’s

empowerment, highlight the roles of governments and individuals, and propose solutions to persistent
Biplob Mondal gender disparities. By revisiting Patel’s legacy in his sesquicentennial year, the seminar underscores
the urgency of integrating his insights into current frameworks for gender justice.
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Introduction

Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel, fondly known as the “Iron Man of India,” played a pivotal role in shaping modern India through his
contributions to the freedom movement and nation-building. However, his commitment to social change, particularly women’s
empowerment, remains a less-explored facet of his legacy. Patel believed that true national progress was unattainable without
the active participation and upliftment of women, who constituted half of India’s population. His efforts to mobilize women
during the Bardoli Satyagraha, his critique of regressive social practices, and his advocacy for gender-inclusive policies reflect
a progressive vision rooted in equality and social justice. This article examines Patel’s ideas and insights on women’s
empowerment, highlighting his contributions to education, legislative reforms, and social transformation.

Mobilizing Women in the Freedom Struggle

One of Patel’s most significant contributions to women’s empowerment was his mobilization of women during the Bardoli
Satyagraha of 1928. Recognizing the potential of women as agents of change, Patel actively encouraged their participation in
this non-violent resistance against oppressive land revenue policies. He consulted with women to strategize the movement,
ensuring their voices were integral to its success. As noted in The Collective Works of Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel, Patel was
deeply impressed by the determination and devotion of the women of Bardoli, who joined the struggle in large numbers, defying
traditional gender roles (Chopra, 1995, Vol. 9, pp. 143-44).

Patel’s ability to inspire village women, many of whom were uneducated and bound by societal constraints, was remarkable. He
motivated them to shed symbols of oppression, such as heavy brass ornaments, which he viewed as “signs of slavery” that
hindered free movement and caused health issues. By linking personal liberation to the broader fight for national freedom, Patel
empowered women to see themselves as vital contributors to the independence movement. His speeches galvanized women to
join hands under his leadership, fostering a sense of agency and purpose.

Critique of Regressive Social Customs

Patel’s vision for women’s empowerment extended to challenging deeply entrenched social customs that subjugated women. He
was a vocal critic of the purdah system, which he saw as a symbol of cowardice and an obstacle to women’s freedom and societal
progress. Patel boldly advised women to reject such practices and even divorce partners who enforced purdah, emphasizing that
personal liberation was essential for national advancement (Chopra, 1995, Vol. 9, pp. 143-44). His critique was not merely
rhetorical; it was a call to action for women to break free from oppressive traditions and participate actively in public life.
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Additionally, Patel opposed the practice of wearing heavy brass ornaments, which he argued accumulated dirt, caused skin
diseases, and restricted mobility. By encouraging women to abandon these customs, Patel sought to liberate them from physical
and symbolic burdens, enabling them to engage more freely in social and political spheres. His approach was pragmatic yet
revolutionary, addressing both the practical and ideological barriers to women’s empowerment.

Legislative Reforms for Gender Equality

Patel’s commitment to gender equality was evident in his legislative efforts, particularly his role in removing “sexual
disqualification” from the District Municipal Act. As early as 1913, Patel argued in the Ahmedabad Municipality General Board
that barring women from contesting elections under Section 15(1)(c) was equivalent to excluding half of the urban population
from representation. His advocacy led to the abolition of this clause in 1926, marking a significant step toward gender-inclusive
governance (Economic Times, 2017).

Furthermore, Patel’s support for the Hindu Code Bill underscored his dedication to gender equality. When Dr. Rajendra Prasad,
President of the Constituent Assembly, urged caution in passing the bill, Patel advised against stalling it, recognizing its
importance in advancing women’s rights. The Hindu Code Bill aimed to reform personal laws to ensure gender equality,
particularly in matters of inheritance, marriage, and divorce. Patel’s endorsement of the bill reflected his belief that legal reforms
were essential for empowering women and fostering social progress (The CSR Journal, 2020).

Advocacy for Women’s Education

Patel’s vision for women’s empowerment was deeply rooted in education, which he saw as a cornerstone of societal progress.
He actively supported institutions like Vitthal Kanya Vidyalaya, ensuring their financial stability and promoting inclusive
education for girls. Patel emphasized that education should go beyond academics to instill values such as self-discipline,
cleanliness, and responsibility. He believed that educated women could uplift society by becoming cultured, confident
individuals capable of contributing to both domestic and public spheres (Alochana, 2022).

Patel rejected the notion that education corrupted women, arguing instead that it elevated their character and societal role. He
led by example, prioritizing the education of his daughter, Manibehen, and providing her with resources like a bicycle to facilitate
her studies. His advocacy for gender equality in education extended to both rural and urban India, as he believed that true Swaraj
(self-rule) was impossible without the upliftment of women. Patel’s speeches emphasized that societal progress depended on
empowering women through education, enabling them to become ideal citizens and capable homemakers (Alochana, 2022).

Patel’s Broader Vision for Social Change

Patel’s commitment to women’s empowerment was part of his broader vision for social change, which he considered more
challenging and valuable than political struggles. He famously stated, “Social change is more valuable and difficult than fighting
the government” (The CSR Journal, 2020). This belief guided his efforts to transform societal norms and promote inclusivity.
Patel’s democratic approach ensured that the voices of the masses, including women, were heard in the trajectory of development
and decision-making. He emphasized that the cost of social reforms should be evaluated in relation to their purpose, prioritizing
the empowerment of women and the welfare of children as essential to national growth (Chopra, 1995, p. 300).

Patel’s holistic vision recognized women and children as vital to the nation’s progress. He believed that a nation could not prosper
if its women were miserable, stating, “So long as women are not sufficiently educated and inculcated with national spirit, till
then there will be no prosperity” (The CSR Journal, 2020). His emphasis on education, legislative reforms, and social
transformation laid the foundation for a more inclusive and equitable society.

Conclusion

Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel’s contributions to women’s empowerment were multifaceted, encompassing mobilization during the
freedom struggle, critique of oppressive customs, legislative reforms, and advocacy for education. His efforts during the Bardoli
Satyagraha, his support for the Hindu Code Bill, and his role in abolishing sexual disqualification in elections highlight his
commitment to gender equality. Patel’s vision for an educated, empowered, and socially active female population was integral
to his broader goal of national progress. His legacy serves as an inspiration for contemporary efforts to achieve gender equality
and social justice, reminding us that true national prosperity is impossible without the empowerment of women.
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