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key female leaders influenced by him, and the long-term implications of his ideology on gender roles in 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Mahatma Gandhi’s ideology on women’s participation in nationalism was deeply rooted in his vision of an inclusive, 

nonviolent, and morally driven struggle for India’s independence. He firmly believed that women were not only equal 

to men but possessed unique qualities that made them indispensable in the national movement. Unlike many of his 

contemporaries, Gandhi did not view women as passive supporters of political change but as active participants whose 

moral strength and resilience could transform society. His vision of nationalism was not limited to mere political 

freedom but extended to the moral and social regeneration of the country, and he saw women as crucial agents of this 

transformation. By advocating for their participation in the freedom struggle, Gandhi effectively challenged traditional 

gender norms, empowering women to step beyond their domestic roles and take up responsibilities in public life. He 

encouraged them to join the Swadeshi movement, participate in protests, and become self-reliant by engaging in 

constructive activities such as spinning khadi. He viewed their involvement in these acts as not just political but deeply 

spiritual, believing that the self-discipline and sacrifice demanded by such efforts would purify the nation’s struggle 

and reinforce the principles of nonviolence and truth. 

Gandhi’s views on women’s participation in nationalism were shaped by his broader philosophy of Satyagraha, which 

emphasized the power of truth, nonviolence, and moral courage. He argued that women, by their very nature, were 

more suited to nonviolent resistance because of their innate capacity for suffering, patience, and endurance. Unlike the 

prevailing patriarchal belief that women were weak and dependent, Gandhi redefined their role as symbols of strength 

and moral authority. He often cited historical and mythological figures such as Sita, Draupadi, and Meerabai to 

highlight women’s ability to endure hardships and lead movements with devotion and righteousness. His 

reinterpretation of these figures aimed to inspire women to take an active role in the nationalist struggle while 

remaining rooted in their cultural and ethical traditions. By doing so, he was able to mobilize large sections of women 

from diverse backgrounds, bringing them into the political sphere without alienating conservative elements of society. 

His call for women’s participation was not merely symbolic; he actively encouraged them to picket foreign cloth and 

liquor shops, lead protest marches, and take on leadership roles in local movements. This inclusion of women in the 

national struggle was a significant departure from previous political movements, which had largely excluded them from 

direct participation. 

One of the most defining moments of Gandhi’s approach to women’s involvement in nationalism was the Salt March of 

1930. The participation of women in this movement was unprecedented, as thousands of them joined the protest against 
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British salt laws, symbolizing their defiance of colonial rule and their assertion of agency in public life. Women like 

Sarojini Naidu, Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay, and countless unnamed individuals took up the cause with remarkable 

courage, demonstrating their ability to stand shoulder to shoulder with men in the freedom struggle. Gandhi’s ability to 

inspire such participation was rooted in his emphasis on nonviolence, which provided a framework within which 

women could engage in political activism without resorting to aggression. By doing so, he redefined the nature of 

political resistance, making it accessible to all, regardless of gender or social standing. His insistence on moral purity 

and self-discipline further reinforced the idea that women’s involvement in the movement was not just a matter of 

political necessity but a moral imperative. This approach helped to erode the deeply entrenched patriarchal structures 

that had long confined women to the domestic sphere, allowing them to assert their independence and leadership in the 

nationalist movement. 

Gandhi’s impact on women’s participation in nationalism was also reflected in his emphasis on education and self-

reliance. He believed that women’s empowerment was inextricably linked to their ability to think independently and 

contribute meaningfully to society. As a result, he encouraged the establishment of ashrams and schools where women 

could receive education and training in self-sufficiency. He particularly emphasized the need for women to learn 

practical skills such as spinning, weaving, and nursing, arguing that these activities not only fostered economic 

independence but also contributed to the larger goal of national self-reliance. This focus on self-sufficiency was directly 

connected to his Swadeshi movement, which sought to reduce India’s dependence on British goods. By involving 

women in the production of khadi, Gandhi gave them a direct role in the economic aspect of the freedom struggle, 

making them stakeholders in the movement’s success. This practical engagement with nationalism allowed women to 

experience a sense of agency and empowerment that had previously been denied to them. It also reinforced the idea that 

the nationalist struggle was not just about political independence but about building a self-sufficient and morally strong 

society where men and women worked together as equals. 

Despite his progressive stance on women’s involvement in the nationalist movement, Gandhi’s views on gender roles 

were not entirely free from traditional influences. He continued to emphasize women’s role as nurturers and caregivers, 

arguing that their moral superiority stemmed from their ability to uphold values such as compassion, patience, and self-

sacrifice. While this perspective provided women with a new sense of moral authority, it also reinforced certain 

gendered expectations that confined them to specific roles within the movement. For instance, while Gandhi 

encouraged women to participate in protests and constructive work, he was less supportive of their involvement in 

direct political leadership. He preferred their activism to remain within the framework of nonviolent resistance and 

community service rather than seeking positions of political power. This limitation meant that while women were able 

to play a significant role in the nationalist struggle, their ability to translate this participation into long-term political 

representation remained constrained. However, despite these limitations, Gandhi’s movement provided an 

unprecedented platform for women’s voices to be heard and respected. His inclusive approach allowed women from 

different social backgrounds—including upper-caste reformers, working-class women, and even those from 

marginalized communities—to unite under a common cause. 

The legacy of Gandhi’s ideology on women’s participation in nationalism continued to influence the post-independence 

period. Many of the women who had been actively involved in the freedom struggle went on to play crucial roles in 

shaping independent India’s political and social landscape. Leaders such as Sarojini Naidu, Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, and 

Aruna Asaf Ali carried forward the ideals of nonviolence and social justice, advocating for women’s rights in the newly 

formed nation. Gandhi’s emphasis on self-reliance and moral strength also continued to inspire various women’s 

movements in independent India, particularly those focused on social reform, education, and economic empowerment. 

While his views on gender roles were at times rooted in traditionalist perspectives, his broader commitment to women’s 

participation in nationalism laid the foundation for their greater involvement in public life. The inclusion of women in 

the nationalist struggle under his leadership challenged the entrenched patriarchal norms of the time, demonstrating that 

political resistance and social transformation were not the exclusive domain of men. 

Gandhi’s ideology on women’s participation in nationalism was transformative in its ability to integrate women into the 

struggle for independence while maintaining a moral and ethical foundation. His emphasis on nonviolence, self-

reliance, and moral purity provided a framework within which women could assert themselves without facing outright 
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societal rejection. By encouraging their active participation in protests, constructive work, and economic self-

sufficiency, he not only mobilized a significant force for the nationalist cause but also laid the groundwork for future 

movements advocating for women’s rights. Despite certain limitations in his perspective on gender roles, his 

contributions to women’s empowerment were undeniable, as they provided Indian women with a new sense of agency, 

dignity, and political consciousness. His movement demonstrated that women were not just supporters of political 

change but were themselves capable of shaping the course of history. Gandhi’s legacy continues to inspire generations 

of women in India, reminding them that their voices, actions, and contributions are essential to the ongoing struggle for 

justice and equality. 

 

Gandhi’s Views on Women and Nationalism 

Gandhi believed that women possessed an innate strength suited for non-violent resistance. He emphasized their moral 

superiority in non-violent activism, sacrifice, and resilience. He advocated for the removal of social evils like child 

marriage, purdah, and the dowry system, which hindered women’s participation in public life. He argued that self-

reliance, education, and moral courage were the key instruments for women's empowerment. 

 

Women’s Involvement in Nationalist Movements 

 Non-Cooperation Movement (1920-22): Gandhi encouraged women to boycott foreign goods, spin khadi, 

and participate in protests, challenging British economic exploitation. 

 Civil Disobedience Movement (1930): Women like Sarojini Naidu and Kamala Nehru played key roles in the 

Salt March, symbolizing defiance against colonial rule. 

 Quit India Movement (1942): Women such as Aruna Asaf Ali, Usha Mehta, and Kasturba Gandhi actively 

took part, leading protests and underground resistance efforts. 

 

Key Women Influenced by Gandhi 

 Sarojini Naidu – Led women’s participation in protests and was later the first woman to become President of 

the Indian National Congress. 

 Kasturba Gandhi – Actively supported Gandhi’s campaigns and worked for women’s education and rights. 

 Aruna Asaf Ali – Played a leading role in the Quit India Movement and later became an advocate for socialist 

movements in India. 

 Usha Mehta – Established an underground radio station during the Quit India Movement to spread nationalist 

messages. 

 

Impact on Women’s Rights and Post-Independence Reforms 

Gandhi’s ideology led to increased recognition of women’s roles in the socio-political sphere. Post-independence, the 

Indian Constitution enshrined gender equality, voting rights, and access to education and employment, reflecting 

Gandhi’s vision for women’s empowerment. 

 

Criticism of Gandhi’s Views on Women 

Despite his progressive stance, some critics argue that Gandhi’s views reinforced women’s roles as sacrificial and 

moral beings, limiting their political autonomy. His emphasis on chastity, self-control, and duty over personal 

freedom has been debated in feminist circles. 

 

II. CONCLUSION 

Mahatma Gandhi’s ideology on women’s participation in nationalism played a crucial role in mobilizing women and 

redefining their societal roles. His emphasis on non-violence, self-sufficiency, and active engagement enabled 

women to emerge as key players in India’s struggle for independence. Though not without its criticisms, Gandhi’s 

vision laid the foundation for the continued evolution of women’s rights and political participation in post-colonial 

India. 
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