
 

Anusandhanvallari 

Vol 2025, No.1 

January 2025 

ISSN 2229-3388 

 

 

 

Available online at https://psvmkendra.com                                   1416 

 

Empowerment of Women in India: A Study of Jalpaiguri District 

of West Bengal 

 

Malay Sen1, Dr. Md. Tarique Anwer2 

1 Research Scholar, Department of Arts, (Political Science) , Mangalayatan University, Aligarh, U.P 

2 Associate Professor, Department of Arts, (Political Science), Mangalayatan University, Aligarh, U.P 

Abstract: 

Women’s empowerment is a central component of India’s socio-economic transformation and a key indicator of 

sustainable development. This study investigates the dynamics of women’s empowerment in the Jalpaiguri 

District of West Bengal, emphasizing the social, economic, and political dimensions of empowerment. 

Employing a qualitative research design, the study draws upon primary data obtained through in-depth 

interviews, focus group discussions, and case studies, supplemented by secondary data from government 

reports, academic literature, and NGO documentation. The findings indicate that initiatives such as self-help 

groups (SHGs), government welfare schemes, and non-governmental interventions have contributed 

significantly to enhancing women’s agency, decision-making capacity, and economic participation. However, 

persistent challenges including patriarchal social structures, limited access to education and financial resources, 

and cultural constraints—continue to impede comprehensive empowerment. The paper argues for a 

multidimensional policy framework integrating education, skill development, institutional support, and 

participatory governance to ensure sustainable empowerment outcomes. 

Keywords: Women Empowerment; Socio-Economic Development; Major challenges; Important Initiatives; 

Jalpaiguri District; West Bengal. 

1. Introduction: 

Women's empowerment in India, particularly in a rural district like Jalpaiguri in West Bengal, is a critical area of 

study. The empowerment of women is a multifaceted process that aims to give them control over their lives, 

both personally and in society. It involves enhancing their social, economic, political, and legal status. This case 

study of Jalpaiguri seeks to explore the challenges and successes of these initiatives in a specific geographic and 

cultural context. The Jalpaiguri district, located in the northern part of West Bengal, offers a unique lens through 

which to examine women's empowerment. Its economy is heavily dependent on agriculture, particularly tea 

plantations, which employ a large number of women. The region's unique demographics and socio-economic 

landscape, including a significant tribal population, present specific opportunities and obstacles. The study will 

investigate how factors like education, access to healthcare, microfinance, and political participation are 

impacting the lives of women in this district. 

 

2. Women Empowerment in the Indian Context: 

India has a history that described the position of women in the society,they were revered on the one hand and 

exploited on the other. The status of women in the post Vedic era had started declining due to several factors like 

child marriage,self immolation practice or Sati, polygamy, infanticide sati. In the mid eighteenth century, the 

practices like sati, child marriage were eliminated and banned with the help of the Britishers but the practices 

did not disappear from the society totally. In the nineteenth century, the status of women was not satisfactory 

due to lowest literacy rate, poverty, individuality, social status, economic status, initiative, freedom of 

movement, health etc. But even in the 20th century, women are victims of social problems like gender 

inequality, caste,creed,sex etc. Besides these they are facing some other problems,like economic 
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discrimination,deprivation of educational opportunities,emotional abuse,political obstacles and so on. But from 

the last few years the development has been growing in the sphere of politics, economic activities, decesion 

making process, household and so on. Women are now participated in election process, there are many elected 

women representatives at the three tier panchayati Raj system in  West bengal. Women are also involving in 

human development issues of child rearing, education, health, and gender parity. Many of them have gone into 

the making and marketing of a range of cottage products like pickles, tailoring, embroidery etc. Hence, the issue 

of overall empowerment of women is a paramount importance to political thinkers, social thinkers and 

reformers and the Government. 

 

3. Status of Women in West Bengal: 

Women in West Bengal have made notable progress in education, health, and political participation, yet socio-

economic and cultural disparities persist. The female literacy rate is improving, currently around 71–75%, but 

still lags behind male literacy. Women’s participation in the workforce remains limited, with many employed in 

informal sectors or agriculture, often facing wage gaps and job insecurity. Socially, issues such as early 

marriage, gender-based violence, and patriarchal norms continue to restrict full empowerment. On the positive 

side, government schemes, self-help groups, and NGO initiatives have enhanced women’s economic 

independence, skill development, and awareness of rights. Political representation has improved, with women 

actively participating in local governance through Panchayati Raj institutions. Overall, while West Bengal 

shows progress in female education and empowerment programs, achieving gender equality requires continued 

policy intervention and societal change. 

 

4. Profile of the Study Area: 

Jalpaiguri District, situated in the northern region of West Bengal, shares its borders with Bhutan as well as the 

districts of Cooch Behar and Alipurduar. The area encompasses both plains and hilly terrains, and tea cultivation 

serves as one of the primary sources of livelihood. As per the 2011 Census, the district had a population of about 

3.9 million, with women making up nearly half of the total. The literacy rate stands at around 79%, though 

female literacy trails behind male literacy by nearly 10%. The district’s economy is predominantly based on 

agriculture, complemented by tea plantations and small-scale industries. A significant number of women are 

engaged as daily wage earners in tea gardens or as members of self-help groups promoted under the National 

Rural Livelihood Mission (NRLM). Although notable progress has been achieved, deep-rooted patriarchal 

traditions and financial dependence continue to hinder the complete empowerment of women. 

 

5. Literature Review : 

i) Sobha rani,K.V.(2021) in her article defines women's empowerment as improving their economic, social, and 

political status and protecting them from violence. It notes that despite women making up half the world's 

population, India has a lower female population and gender discrimination still exists, unlike in Western 

societies. The paper will focus on the status of women in India. 

ii) Deka,N.(2019), stated in her article that Women's empowerment means giving women the same rights and 

decision-making power as men in all aspects of life. Introduced in 1985, the concept aims to give women 

control over resources like education and employment. However, the status of women in Assam is poor due to 

low levels of education, economic stability, and political awareness. Therefore, improving these areas is key to 

achieving women's empowerment in Assam. 

iii) Ponraj, P. & Gnanaguru, K.(2016), in their article stated that Women are crucial to society and the economy, 

but face poverty and low status. Empowering and educating them is essential for economic development and 



 

Anusandhanvallari 

Vol 2025, No.1 

January 2025 

ISSN 2229-3388 

 

 

 

Available online at https://psvmkendra.com                                   1418 

 

achieving inclusive growth. This paper will discuss the need for, importance of, and government efforts towards 

women's empowerment in India. 

iv) Singh,S. and Singh,A.,(2020),in this paper argues that despite constitutional and government efforts, women 

in India, a patriarchal society, still hold a secondary status. India ranks low globally in gender equality and needs 

to improve its programs to meet the UN's Sustainable Development Goal 5 by 2030. 

v) Md. Anwer,T. and Et al.(2023), analyzes in their article, the meaning and challenges of women's 

empowerment. It focuses on the specific privileges offered by the Delhi government, such as the Mukhyamantri 

Mahila Samman Yojana, but concludes that despite these efforts, India still ranks low in global gender equality 

and needs to improve its programs to meet its goals. 

 

6. Data Collection Method: 

The study relies on primary data collected directly from the respondents, through structured interviews and 

observation. Secondary data were collected from government reports, census data, scholarly articles, and NGO 

publications relevant to women’s empowerment in West Bengal and India. These sources provided a theoretical 

and contextual framework for interpreting the findings. 

 

7. Research Methodology: 

This study seeks to examine the current status of women’s empowerment in Jalpaiguri, identify the socio-

economic and cultural barriers they face, assess the effectiveness of existing empowerment programs, and 

provide recommendations for policy interventions. To achieve these objectives, a descriptive qualitative research 

design has been employed, facilitating a comprehensive understanding of the processes, experiences, and 

challenges associated with women’s empowerment in the district. 

 

8. Research Questions: 

I) What are the key indicators of women's empowerment in Jalpaiguri district? 

ii) What are the primary challenges to women's empowerment in the district? 

iii)What are the roles of government schemes, non-governmental organizations, and community-based 

initiatives in promoting women's empowerment in Jalpaiguri? 

iv)How have these initiatives impacted the lives of women in the district? 

 

9. Objectives of the study: 

9.1. To analyze the status of women's empowerment in Jalpaiguri. 

9.2. To identify the socio-economic and cultural barriers to empowerment. 

9.3. To evaluate the effectiveness of various empowerment programs. 

9.4. To provide recommendations for future policy interventions. 

 

10. Statement of the Problem: 

Despite various government initiatives, non-governmental interventions, and the growing discourse on gender 

equality, women in India particularly in rural areas continue to face multiple socio-economic, cultural, and 

political barriers that limit their empowerment. In states like West Bengal, and specifically in the Jalpaiguri 

district, women’s participation in economic, social, and political spheres has improved in recent years through 
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mechanisms such as Self Help Groups, microfinance programs, and local governance systems. However, the 

level of empowerment achieved remains uneven and constrained by persistent issues such as poverty, patriarchal 

norms, lack of education, inadequate access to resources, and limited decision-making power. 

The Jalpaiguri district, being predominantly rural and socio-economically diverse, presents a complex picture of 

women’s empowerment. While several developmental and welfare schemes have been introduced to uplift 

women, the actual impact of these initiatives on their economic independence, social mobility, and political 

participation has not been adequately assessed. Moreover, the intersection of gender with caste, class, and rural 

backwardness further influences the empowerment process. 

Thus, there exists a pressing need to study and evaluate the current status of women’s empowerment in 

Jalpaiguri district to identify the gaps between policy intent and actual outcomes, to understand the socio-

economic and institutional factors affecting empowerment, and to explore how far women have been able to 

exercise control over resources, make independent decisions, and participate in community development. This 

research seeks to fill this gap by providing an in-depth, context-specific understanding of the process and 

dimensions of women’s empowerment in the Jalpaiguri district of West Bengal. 

 

11. Scope of the Study:  

This case study will delve into several key aspects of women empowerment in Jalpaiguri district. It will analyze 

the role of self-help groups in fostering economic independence, and the effectiveness of government schemes 

and non-governmental organization initiatives. The study will also examine the challenges women face, such as 

gender-based violence, lack of access to resources, and deeply entrenched patriarchal norms. By focusing on 

Jalpaiguri, this research aims to provide a localized perspective on a global issue, highlighting the complexities 

and nuances of implementing women's empowerment strategies in diverse settings. 

 

12. Discussion on Research Questions 

i) Key Indicators of Women’s Empowerment in Jalpaiguri District: 

Women’s empowerment in Jalpaiguri can be assessed through multiple indicators encompassing social, 

economic, and political dimensions. Key indicators include literacy and educational attainment, participation in 

decision-making within households, involvement in income-generating activities, ownership of assets, 

awareness of legal rights, and engagement in community organizations such as self-help groups. Employment in 

formal and informal sectors, mobility, and access to health and financial services are also critical markers of 

empowerment. These indicators provide measurable insights into the degree of autonomy, agency, and social 

inclusion experienced by women in the district. 

ii) Primary Challenges to Women’s Empowerment: 

Despite progress, women in Jalpaiguri face significant barriers to empowerment. Socio-cultural norms and 

traditional gender roles often restrict women’s mobility and decision-making power. Economic constraints, 

limited access to education and vocational training, and high dependence on male family members further 

hinder empowerment. Other challenges include inadequate awareness of government schemes, low participation 

in political processes, and incidences of domestic violence and social discrimination. These barriers collectively 

constrain women’s opportunities for holistic development. 

iii) Roles of Government Schemes, NGOs, and Community-Based Initiatives: 

Government programs such as the National Rural Livelihood Mission, Mahila Shakti Kendra, and schemes 

promoting education, skill development, and financial inclusion play a pivotal role in empowering women in 

Jalpaiguri. Non-governmental organizations supplement these efforts through awareness campaigns, vocational 

training, and capacity-building programs. Community-based initiatives, particularly self-help groups, foster 
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social solidarity, economic independence, and leadership skills among women. Collectively, these interventions 

aim to enhance women’s access to resources, decision-making capacities, and social participation. 

iv) Impact of Initiatives on Women’s Lives: 

The combined efforts of government, NGOs, and community groups have positively influenced women’s lives 

in Jalpaiguri. Many women have experienced increased income, improved social status, and greater confidence 

in asserting their rights. Participation in self help groups and vocational training has facilitated skill 

development and financial literacy, enabling economic self-reliance. Moreover, awareness campaigns have 

enhanced knowledge of legal rights, health, and education. However, the effectiveness of these initiatives varies 

across socio-economic and cultural contexts, indicating the need for more targeted, context-sensitive 

interventions to ensure inclusive and sustainable empowerment. 

 

13. Discussion of Research Objectives: 

13.1 To Analyze the Status of Women’s Empowerment in Jalpaiguri: 

The first objective of this study seeks to examine the current status of women’s empowerment in the Jalpaiguri 

district of West Bengal. Women’s empowerment is a multidimensional concept encompassing economic 

independence, social participation, political representation, and psychological confidence (Kabeer, 1999; UNDP, 

2022). 

This objective emphasizes assessing these dimensions through indicators such as educational attainment, 

employment status, control over income and property, participation in Self Help Groups, and involvement in 

decision-making processes within households and community institutions. 

Given Jalpaiguri’s diverse demographic composition comprising rural, tribal, and tea garden populations—the 

level of empowerment among women varies significantly. By analyzing these variations, the study aims to 

reveal both the progress achieved and the persisting gaps that hinder gender equity in the district. This objective 

provides the empirical foundation for understanding the broader context of women’s development in the region. 

13.2 To Identify the Socio-Economic and Cultural Barriers to Empowerment: 

The second objective focuses on identifying the factors that impede women’s empowerment in the study area. 

Despite numerous policy initiatives, women in many parts of Jalpaiguri continue to face structural and cultural 

challenges that limit their opportunities (World Bank, 2021). 

Socio-economic barriers such as poverty, illiteracy, limited access to credit, and unemployment intersect with 

cultural norms including patriarchal family systems, gender stereotypes, and traditional expectations of women’s 

roles. In many rural and tribal communities, these restrictions are reinforced by customary practices and social 

taboos. 

This objective therefore aims to explore how such barriers collectively affect women’s ability to exercise 

autonomy, participate in local governance, and achieve economic independence. Understanding these challenges 

is critical to formulating context-specific strategies that address the root causes of gender inequality in 

Jalpaiguri. 

13.3 To Evaluate the Effectiveness of Various Empowerment Programs: 

The third objective assesses the impact and effectiveness of government and non-government initiatives that 

promote women’s empowerment. Over the past two decades, programs such as the National Rural Livelihood 

Mission, Mahila Samakhya, Beti Bachao Beti Padhao, and various Self-Help Group movements have been 

implemented to enhance women’s participation in economic and social activities (Ministry of Women and Child 

Development, 2020). 
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This study evaluates the extent to which these programs have succeeded in improving women’s literacy, income 

generation, leadership skills, and access to institutional resources. It also investigates the role of local 

governance structures particularly Panchayati Raj Institutions and non-governmental organizations in 

facilitating program implementation. 

Through this analysis, the study aims to measure the effectiveness of empowerment interventions in achieving 

tangible and sustainable outcomes for women in Jalpaiguri. 

13.4 To Provide Recommendations for Future Policy Interventions: 

The final objective seeks to formulate evidence-based recommendations for future policy and programmatic 

interventions. Drawing upon the findings from the preceding objectives, this section identifies strategies to 

strengthen women’s empowerment through education, financial inclusion, and leadership development. 

It emphasizes the need for gender-sensitive planning, improved implementation mechanisms, and enhanced 

monitoring of empowerment initiatives. Recommendations may include capacity-building programs for SHG 

members, increased access to microfinance, awareness campaigns on women’s rights, and the inclusion of 

marginalized groups in policy frameworks. 

By providing actionable insights, this objective aims to bridge the gap between academic research and policy 

formulation, ensuring that empowerment efforts are both sustainable and inclusive in the Jalpaiguri context. 

Collectively, these objectives establish a coherent framework for analyzing women’s empowerment in 

Jalpaiguri. They encompass an evaluation of the current status, structural barriers, program effectiveness, and 

future policy directions, thereby contributing to both scholarly understanding and developmental policymaking 

in the field of gender studies. 

 

14. Research Findings: 

The study found that women’s empowerment in Jalpaiguri district is progressing but remains uneven across 

social and economic groups. Participation in Self Help Groups has improved women’s financial independence 

and confidence, yet empowerment is more evident in urban and semi-urban areas than in rural and tea garden 

regions. 

Persistent barriers such as poverty, illiteracy, patriarchal norms, and limited access to institutional credit 

continue to restrict women’s autonomy. While government programs like the National Rural Livelihood Mission 

and Beti Bachao Beti Padhao have enhanced awareness and participation, their impact is often weakened by 

inadequate implementation and monitoring. 

Overall, the findings suggest that women in Jalpaiguri are more aware and active than before, but true 

empowerment requires deeper structural changes in education, economic opportunity, and cultural attitudes to 

achieve long-term gender equality. 

 

15. Historical and Contemporary Challenges: 

Women’s empowerment, understood as the process of ensuring women equal rights, opportunities, and 

autonomy over their own lives, has been a prolonged and complex struggle shaped by deeply entrenched 

patriarchal structures and traditional norms. Historically, these systems restricted women’s roles to the domestic 

sphere, while public, political, and economic domains were reserved for men. Consequently, women faced 

systemic exclusion from avenues of power, education, and economic independence. 

i) Historical Challenges: 

1)Legal and Political Disenfranchisement: For centuries, women were denied basic civil and political rights. In 

many societies, they lacked the legal capacity to own property, enter contracts, or seek divorce.  
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2)Restricted Access to Education: Historically, women were often excluded from formal education, with their 

instruction limited to domestic skills.  

3)Harmful Cultural Practices and Social Norms: Women’s lives were further constrained by harmful practices 

embedded within traditional systems. These included:Child Marriage, Sati and Jauhar, Purdah, Female 

Infanticide and Sex-Selective Abortion etc. 

4)Economic Exclusion: Women’s economic contributions were historically undervalued. They were 

systematically excluded from land ownership and wealth accumulation.  

5)Contemporary Social Challenges 

Despite considerable progress in legal and institutional frameworks, contemporary societies continue to confront 

social challenges that hinder the realization of full gender equality. 

6)Gender-Based Violence: Violence against women—including domestic abuse, sexual harassment, assault, and 

dowry-related crimes—remains a pervasive global issue.  

7)Occupational Segregation: wherein women are confined to specific professions and encounter barriers in 

male-dominated fields. 

8)Unpaid Domestic and Care Work: Globally, women continue to shoulder a disproportionate burden of unpaid 

domestic and caregiving responsibilities.  

9)Underrepresentation in Leadership and Governance: Women remain significantly underrepresented in 

positions of leadership within political, economic, and institutional structures.  

10)Healthcare Inequities: Women’s access to healthcare, particularly sexual and reproductive health services, 

remains inadequate in many regions. 

 

16. Role of Government Policies and NGOs: 

16.1. Role of Government Policies: 

a) Constitutional Provisions: 

The Indian Constitution guarantees gender equality through several articles: 

Article 14 – Equality before law. 

Article 15(3) – Permits special provisions for women and children. 

Article 39(a) – Equal right to adequate means of livelihood. 

Article 42 – Provision for just and humane conditions of work and maternity relief. 

These constitutional safeguards form the foundation for all subsequent government policies related to women’s 

empowerment. 

b) Five-Year Plans and Policy Frameworks: 

Since the Fifth Five-Year Plan (1974–79), the government has shifted focus from welfare to development and 

empowerment of women.  

c) Later plans emphasized: 

i) Skill development 

ii) Entrepreneurship promotion 

iii) Self-Help Groups (SHGs) 

iv) Education and health programs 

c) National Policies: 
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i)  National Policy for the Empowerment of Women (2001). 

ii) National Mission for Empowerment of Women (2010). 

iii) Beti Bachao Beti Padhao (2015). 

iv) Mahila Shakti Kendra Scheme. 

v) Digital India Initiatives for Women. 

d) Economic Empowerment Initiatives: 

i) National Rural Livelihood Mission (NRLM). 

ii) Pradhan Mantri MUDRA Yojana (PMMY). 

iii) Stand Up India Scheme. 

e) Legal Reforms: 

i) Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act (2005) 

ii) Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace Act (2013) 

iii) Equal Remuneration Act (1976) 

iv) Maternity Benefit (Amendment) Act (2017) 

These laws safeguard women’s rights and ensure equality in both professional and personal spheres. 

16.2. Role of NGOs in Women Empowerment: 

a) Capacity Building and Skill Development: 

b) Promoting Education and Awareness: 

c) Health and Social Welfare. 

d) Advocacy and Policy Influence: 

e) Microfinance and SHG Promotion. 

 

17. Programs and Policies of State Government: 

The West Bengal government has implemented a number of programs and policies focusing on financial 

assistance, education, social welfare, and health. The important program and policies are: 

1)Lakshmir Bhandar: This scheme provides financial assistance to women in the age group of 25-60 years.    

2)Kanyashree Prakalpa: This conditional cash transfer scheme is designed to improve the well-being of girls by 

incentivizing education and preventing child marriage. 

3)Rupashree Prakalpa: This scheme provides a one-time financial grant of ₹25,000 to families with an annual 

income of less than ₹1.5 lakh to help with the marriage expenses of their adult daughters.   

4)Swasthya Sathi: It is a family health insurance scheme. It is designed to empower women by issuing the smart 

card in the name of the woman of the household. 

5)Muktir Alo: A comprehensive scheme for the rehabilitation of sex workers and victims of sex trafficking. It 

provides them with alternative career opportunities, aiming to help them lead a life of dignity.   

6)Mahila Samridhi Yojana (MSY): This scheme provides financial assistance, including a subsidy and a term 

loan, to women both for individual and group-based initiatives. 

7)Swabalamban Scheme: This program offers training in various livelihood activities such as zari craft, 

handloom weaving, beautician courses, and garment-making to help women become self-sufficient. 
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8)Sabuj Sathi: Under this scheme, school children are given bicycles, and this has particularly benefited 

thousands of girl students in rural areas, enabling easier access to education.   

9)Sabala Scheme: This program focuses on empowering adolescent girls aged 11 to 18 by improving their 

nutritional and health status, and enhancing their life skills and vocational skills. 

10)Gender-specific policies: The state's startup policy offers special support to rural startups and those founded 

by women entrepreneurs through MSME Facilitation Centres.   

11)Maternity and Child Care Leave: The state government has extended the total period of maternity and child 

care leave for its female employees to two years. 

These programs of West Bengal government address various facets of women's empowerment, from financial 

independence and education to health, social security, and protection from violence. 

 

18. Future suggestions: 

18.1. Promote Education: 

Strengthen girls’ education and adult literacy programs, especially in rural and tribal areas. 

18.2. Skill Development: 

Introduce vocational and digital training to improve employability and entrepreneurship. 

18.3. Economic Empowerment: 

Expand access to microfinance, market linkages, and support for women-led enterprises. 

18.4. Institutional Coordination: 

Improve collaboration among government departments, NGOs, and Panchayati Raj Institutions. 

18.5. Cultural Awareness: 

Conduct gender sensitization and awareness campaigns to challenge patriarchal norms. 

18.6. Monitoring and Data Use: 

Implement regular impact evaluation and use gender-disaggregated data for better policy design. 

18.7. Focus on Marginalized Groups: 

Prioritize tribal, tea garden, and economically weaker women in empowerment programs. 

18.8. Future Research Scope: 

Study new dimensions such as digital inclusion, climate change, and migration impacts on women’s 

empowerment. 

 

19. Conclusion: 

The present study highlights that women’s empowerment in the Jalpaiguri district has entered a stage of 

measurable progress but uneven transformation. Economic participation through Self-Help Groups (SHGs) and 

livelihood programs has enhanced women’s confidence, income stability, and social visibility. Yet, 

empowerment remains fragmented, particularly among women in rural, tribal, and tea garden areas where 

literacy levels, economic independence, and political participation are comparatively low. 

The findings reveal that institutional efforts and grassroots initiatives have initiated change, but cultural norms 

and gendered power structures continue to limit the full realization of women’s potential. Empowerment, 

therefore, is not only an economic or political goal but a multi-dimensional process that requires altering societal 

attitudes, ensuring access to education, and enabling women to make autonomous choices. 
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Overall, the study concludes that women in Jalpaiguri are moving from dependency to participation, but 

achieving genuine empowerment will require sustained policy attention, inclusive implementation, and deeper 

structural reform. 
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