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INTRODUCTION:

Women are the cradle of civilization. They occupy the prominent, vital place
in the society. Women constitute half of the population. They are the integral part of
the society. They are part and parcel of every family. It is presumed that the best
creation belongs to women. A man is not complete without woman. Their role in
shaping the family and moulding the society cannot be minimized or underestimated.
"There will never be a generation of great men until there has been a generation of
free women". Wrote Robert Ingersol. So the women should be protected and
honoured in the society.

The term "Women's Rights' is perhaps better referred to as 'the human rights of
women' to emphasize the universality and indivisibility of all human rights and their
full application to women as human beings. Women's rights are integral to human
rights. So it is essential to know what is meant by - Human Rights.

CONCEPT OF HUMAN RIGHTS:

Rights are those conditions of social life without which person cannot be at,
what is needful for the adequate development and expression of personality. Rights
are those opportunities the absence of which deprives the person of something
essential. A person without rights, absolutely dependent on the caprice of a superior
authority is a slave. All doctrines of freedom, therefore assume the existence of rights.
Rights means those conditions with the help of which a good moral life is possible for
the individual because they enable the individual to develop the personality to the
maximum extent.

Laski defined human rights as "those conditions of social life without which
nobody can seek, in general, to be at the best." According to Bosanquet - "A right is a
claim recognized by society and enforced by the state.” Barker opined - "Rights are
the external conditions, necessary for the greatest possible development of the
capacities of the personality.”

Article 7 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights says - "All are equal
before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to equal protection of law."
Equal protection of law is more positive concept implying equality of treatment in
equal circumstances. The General Assembly of the United Nations Organization
adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Right with the object of achieving the
mission of raising the standards of rights of human beings. The preamble of the
declaration states - Human Rights as a common standard of achievement for all
people and all nations to the end that every organ of the society. The year 1968 was
celebrated by the General Assembly as the International Year for Human Rights. In
1968, the first worldwide U.N. Conference of Human Rights was held in Tehran.

SOCIAL RIGHTS OF WOMEN:
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Rights are classified into civil, political, economic, social, legal and cultural
rights. Each and every individual is enjoying these rights without any discrimination
in the name of race, religion, colour, creed, sex and place of birth. Social rights
include right to social security, right relating to motherhood, right to adequate
standard of living, right to physical and mental health etc.

Today women are facing numerous problems at political, economic, social,
religious and educational levels. Some of the problems that are to be given top most
priority to be dealt with are the female infanticide, child marriage, compulsory
marriage, dowry deaths, sex harassment, raping, bonded labour, illiteracy,
ill-treatment, wage disparities, compulsory prostitution, bride burning, cursing the
widows, medical neglect, police atrocities, slavery, subordination at home and outside
and the like.

In the nineteenth century many thinkers in India rose against the evil practices
and customs of exploiting women. The wave of reformists initiated by Rajaram
Mohan Rai and followed by Ishwar Chanda Vidyasagar, Dayananda Saraswati,
Keshav Chandra Sen, Mahatma Phule and others led to a very significant legislative,
social and educational changes. Women fought for their rights throughout the 20"
century. Steps were taken to create a sort of awareness of women and providing equal
opportunities to them. Some notable ladies like Mrs. Annie Besant, Sarojini Naidu,
Durgabai Deshmukh, Kasturba Gandhi, Sister Nivedita became prominent in this
sphere.

The Indian liberals like Dadabhai Navroji, Gopala Krishna Gokhale,
Badruddin Tayabhji and other believed that complete freedom was unbelievable
without the freedom of equality of the women community. They considered that
emancipation of women was a necessity. They fought for women's rights so as to
enable them to lead a good and prosperous life. The following social rights are given
to the women.

1) Right of Inheritance
Hindu Women's Right to Property Act (1937) passed mainly due to the efforts
of Deshmukh. This act marked a new phase with history of women's struggle
for equality with men in Hindu society. The Hindu Succession Act (1956)
entitled the female children to share the property of their father along with
their brothers. The women have the right to use, sell, mortgage or dispose of
the inherited property in the way they like.

2) Right of Divorce
The Hindu Marriage Act of 1955 has recognized the right of a Hindu woman
to divorce her husband on a petition presented by, either the husband or the
wife on some grounds like conversion to another religion, venereal disease,
co-wife living, the husband is guilty of rape etc. Thus it is regarded as a
significant step in achieving emancipation and equality for our women.

3) Right of Remarriage
In 1856, the widow Remarriage Act was passed for legalizing the marriages of
widows. Widow houses were set up by social welfare agencies to ameliorate
their conditions and to offer them new opportunities for economic
independence. It is considered as one of the most important enactments to give
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better rights to women with regard remarriage.

4) Right of Education

Education today is as indispensable as food and water. In recognition of the
importance of education of girls and women in accelerating socio-economic
development the government has formulated a variety of measures from time
to time in this direction. Education is made free for the women upto higher
level. Thirty percent seats are reserved for them. As a result of these measures
there had been gradual but progressive increase in the involvement of girls
over the plan period and the gap in the enroliment of boys and girls appeared
to have been narrowing down during the last two decades. Due to the right of
education to women, we witness a far reaching change in the society in the
country.

5) Right of Employment
Women are given equal training and employment in every field. Thirty percent
seats are reserved for them in jobs. So now the women are working in
different fields like education, industry, administration, telephone, tourism,
business etc. Employment Exchanges set up by the Directorate - General of
Resettlement and Employment afford opportunities for women to seek
employment.

6) Right of Sex Equality
There are different characteristics of the National Policy on Education 1986.
Ten core elements in national curriculum is one of them. Sex equality is one of
the core elements. Through this core element women have given the same
status that the men have in their family, in society and everywhere. Mahatma
Gandhi said, "To call women the weaker sex is a libel, it is man's injustice to
women."

7) Right of Dowry Prohibition
Dowry deaths and problems are increasing day by day. So dowry prohibition
act was passed in 1961. This act prohibits giving dowry or taking dowry in
any form. This practice is considered as a social evil and a burning problem in
our society. The government of India felt the need for amending the criminal
law in 1986.

8) Right of Getting Back Stridhan
Property such as ornaments, jewellery, dresses, gifts, property obtained
inheritance, by self exertion, dowry and traditional presents given at the time
of marriage is called 'Stridhan'. It means woman's property. If the husband or
her in laws refuse to give it back to her, on her demand, they would be guilty
of criminal breach of trust.

9) Right of Sati Prevention
The Sati Prevention Act was passed in 1829 to prohibit the custom of burning
Hindu widow alive in the funeral pyre of her husband. But unfortunately the
practice is still in vogue among some orthodox Hindus. To put an end to this
crime, the commission of Sati Prevention Act was passed by the Government
of India in 1987.
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10)  Right of Justice
Article 38 of the Indian Constitution provides for the welfare of women in
matters relating to justice. This includes social, political and economic justice.
Avrticle 39 provides the men and women equally the right of livelihood. It also
provides for equal pay for equal work for both men and women.

The above list of rights of women is not adequate. In every field, every where the
women have the rights equal to men. Besides the above mentioned rights the women
have the economic rights, cultural rights, political rights, constitutional rights etc.

EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN:

Empowerment of women means give the women power to face the challenges
boldly and overcome the barriers in their own lives and environment. Government has
passed various acts to uplift the women. Non-government organisations like the
International Court of Justice, International Amnesty, UNICEF, UNESCO, UNO,
Asia Watch, America Watch etc. are contributing a lot to the promotion of women's
status. Movements for women were started in 19" and 20" centuries. The day, Eighth
March is celebrated as Women's day. Different projects for women are launched. But
until and unless women actively participate in the development process, a nation's
march towards progress and prosperity will remain a dream, its aspirations unfulfilled
and unrealized.

Women in India are not able to contribute their best to the development of the
society because women in India are still in darkness. They are backward in education,
social, economic and political spheres. Illiteracy among women constitutes as one of
the greatest barriers to their development. So the empowerment of women is very
needful for them to avail of the opportunities that are endowed them. An empowered
woman has a positive self image and takes an active part in decision making related to
herself, her family and outside. Empowerment emerges in the form of awareness in
the women. Empowerment helps the women to develop the ability to fight for their
rights, to save them from oppression and male domination.

The means of empowerment are education, health and nutrition, economic
independence, legal awareness, organizational support, intervention programmes etc.
Women represent half of the human capital of the nation and they should be given all
chances of equal representation in all fields.
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