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ABSTRACT 
 
“Gender equality and Women’s empowerment are widely recognized as the key 

components of the social and economic development of a country. Development of 

gender planning implies taking account of the fact that women and men play different 

roles especially in the third world and therefore have different needs and provide both 

the conceptual frame work and the methodological tools for incorporating gender into 

the planning of their socio-economic programmes. At the policy level in India the 

changes are visible with the advent of the United Nations decade for women (1975-

85). Greater stress is placed on the economic and social development of women and a 

greater understanding of the plight of low income women. With welfare oriented 

family centered programmes which assumed motherhood as the most important or 

rather the only role for women the shift is towards diversity approaches emphasizing 

the productive role of the women. In this paper an attempt has been made to analyses 

the attitude and actions towards empowerment of women by the government and non-

governmental organizations in India.    

 

KEYWORDS: NGO, MDG, SEWA, Gender ideology, Empowerment. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

  Gender equality and women’s empowerment are widely recognized as the key 

components of the social and economic development of a country. The United 

Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDG) promotes gender equality and 

empowerment of women as one of their seven goals. There is a broad consensus that 

the achievement of the MDG’s rests on the realization of the equitable society where 

women are empowered and enjoy equal rights. Acknowledging the significance of 

women empowerment, the Ministry of Rural Development of India (GOI) has stated 

that women’s empowerment is critical to ensuring the socio-economic development of 
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communities.  Non-governmental organizations are the non-profit voluntary groups 

established at local, national and international level.  

Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) are playing an important role in the 

promotion of gender equity and the empowerment of women in the society over the 

past few decades. The most salient role of NGO is to provide women with the 

opportunity to participate in the development process. NGO’s play an important role 

in mobilizing women through advocacy work, offering them counseling and training 

for capacity building and generating awareness about their rights and entitlements etc. 

catering to women’s basic needs of health, education and water and promoting their 

rights inorder to address the underlying causes of deprivations on their owns. NGO’s 

have proven to be effective in empowering women. For example, Self Employed 

Women’s Association (SEWA) in Gujarat contributed to promoting the livelihoods of 

poor women through various interventions in the areas of health care, child care, legal 

services, vocational and entrepreneurship training, insurance, housing among others. 

The Indian government also recognizes the effective functioning of NGO’s. The 

National policy for the empowerment of Women (2001) advocates the involvement of 

NGO’s in the formulation, implementation, monitoring and review of all policies and 

programmes affecting women.  

 

Voluntary Effort and Women Empowerment in India 

In serving the cause of poor and women, voluntary organizations are 

considered to be superior to the government for certain obvious reasons. The 

members of a voluntary organization are willing to spend time, energy and even 

money for an activity which they think is good. This motivation and commitment 

make them work more sincerely for the cause when compared to government 

officials. The above argument does not mean that all voluntary organizations are 

committed and sincere and all government departments are not so. There are 

exceptions in both. But by and large voluntary organizations are better placed when 

compared to the government in the dissemination of developmental efforts. The 

second advantage enjoyed by voluntary organizations is flexibility in operations. 

Revisions and modifications in the light of experience are possible. Thus there is 

feedback and learning through experience. The limited size of operations ensures 

efficiency and immediate accountability to the target group. Moreover a new society 

needs a new value system. The voluntary organizations are best suited to carry out 
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this task. The poor, the deprived and women who accept sufferings as their fate 

should be made to fight against exploitative forces and challenge the existing order. 

'Awareness building' or 'Conscientisation' as Paule Freire would call it becomes 

imperative. Since any change in the 'status quo' would invite retaliation from the rich 

only an impartial autonomous body could do it. Hence voluntary organizations are 

best suited for this task. 

International voluntary organizations normally have some common 

programmes which they may take up at national, state and local levels within their 

broad framework. Among the national voluntary organizations we have quite a bit of 

variety. While majority voluntary organizations concentrate on action oriented 

programmes, a few organize people and fight out issues without directly working for 

the welfare of the masses. Their strategies are slogan raising carrying out processions 

resorting to hunger strike and move the media government court etc to solve the issue 

at hand. There are certain organizations which merely train social workers or carry out 

research and training for meeting the personnel requirements of voluntary 

organizations. Some organizations are formed consisting of specialists from various 

branches of knowledge who organize seminars, workshops and help grass root 

workers academics administrators etc to come together to a common platform and 

share their experiences and sort out issues. Among the action oriented once again we 

find two groups viz those started and supported by enlightened outsiders (top down) 

and those started by the members of the target group themselves (grass root masses) 

to find solutions to their problems without any outside interference (bottom-up). In 

the case of certain organizations though initially leadership is provided by 'outsiders' 

they become 'insiders' in due course. 

Some NGOs keep the goal of achieving mobility i.e. they assist one particular 

target group and once the target group 'takes-off and becomes self reliant the 

voluntary organizations move on to other groups. Thus they are ever dynamic in 

socio-spatial terms. Some organizations are purely service oriented. But their number 

is coming down since many now-a-days concentrate on development programmes for 

the poor. But there are not many voluntary organizations which involve the target 

group in decision making. They are rather 'working for the poor' type than 'working 

with the poor' type. Voluntary organizations may or may not take up all kinds of 

activities such as activities which promote social welfare activities which induce 

social reform activities which provide economic self sufficiency and activities for the 
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promotion of social mobility. Whether each organization carries out all the above 

activities or specializes only on a few depends on factors such as the ideology and 

philosophy of the agency founder location of the agency availability of funds and its 

image among the public. 

Role of NGO’s in Women’s Empowerment 

 Opportunities for women to work outside the family system and greater 

aspirations in life consequent of the expansion of their mental horizon due to 

education have opened up a new vista for activities for women. This is in social and 

Community organizations of late, the number of women’s organizations has 

registered a sharp increase all over the country, partly due to the encouragement given 

by government though extension programmes but mostly out of women’s desire to 

give expression to their personality. Women’s organizations are working in a variety 

of fields like Balwadis, health care and nutrition, training and skill development and 

for availing government’s income generation and welfare programmes. These are 

indications not only of new opportunities available for women in modern times but 

also of women’s ability and willingness to play positive and creative roles in society. 

Mahila Mandals which were further to the preserves of women form affluent have 

now become mass and grass roots based. But their critical role in the development of 

women has not been properly understood. Their potential for the success of 

government’s mass oriented programmes also has not been fully tapped non fully 

appreciated. 

 In this context, the organization of the NGO Forum at the Beijing International 

Women’s Conference [November 1995] with participation by thousands of NGO’s 

from different parts of the world deserves to be specially mentioned and appreciated 

as this is a recognition by the United Nations Organization of the pivotal role that 

these organizations could play in the empowerment of women. Since Women’s 

organizations told out great promise for the empowerment of women and for 

enhancing their status, there is need for sincere efforts at organizing Mahila Mandals 

throughout the country. These efforts should come not only form government but also 

from Women who are dedicated to the cause of women. To organize women from 

heterogeneous background and low aspirations into purposeful, goal oriented and 

active group to maintain their unity and to sustain their motivation are no mean tasks.  

To convert them into aggressive agencies of gender equality and gender justice will 
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be no more herculean task. Because of the marginal status which is the lot of many of 

the existing women’s organizations the decisions taken by them will be also reduced 

to marginality by the surrounding forces. The task here is  not only to enable them to 

take critical decisions and to enlarge the area of decision making and improve the 

quality of the decisions but equally important to get these decisions accepted by those 

concerned. 

Functioning of NGOs: An Overview of Observations 

There are organizations which were started on a very small scale but grew up to 

unmanageable size taking up multiple activities to earn national level recognition and 

fame. Unfortunately many among them have failed to develop second line leadership 

and thus are slowly fading away. A few have failed to keep their size within 

manageable limits and hence have become inefficient units losing grip over their 

activities. It has been found from the history of voluntary organizations in India that 

any organization which functions on the basis of a specific ideological framework 

finds it difficult to promote second line leadership since the second and subsequent 

generation of leaders hardly agrees on the ideology of the pioneers. They feel that the 

ideology does not suit the changing times. 

Another weakness that afflicts many voluntary organizations in India is their 

inability to move from micro projects to macro projects. Many voluntary 

organizations are successful in carrying out small projects. As the needs of 

development of a local community cannot be compartmentalized and the growth of 

one unit depends on the presence and growth of other allied complementary units an 

integrated approach is a must which most voluntary organizations are unable to 

establish. Institution building is an important function in which many voluntary 

organizations have failed miserably. This refers to continuous articulation of the 

philosophy vision and mission of the organization among the members especially 

the volunteers. The rules and regulations and the system of functioning should be 

institutionalized. The democratic character of an institution can be kept up only by 

institutionalizing the execution strategies and programmes. 

It is also true that in the case of external interventionists (the educated elite 

working among the poor) the volunteers are unable to get rid of their paternalistic 

superior attitude. They always want the target group to lie dependent and 
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subservient. They fail to appreciate the point that the target group is capable of 

taking over the tasks and performing well. It is also felt that Paulo Freier's 

'conscientisation' has been more misunderstood than understood. Voluntary 

organizations simply fail to acknowledge that the target group has problem solving 

skills. They continue to supply pre packaged information on problem solving 

methods and behaviour (Krishnakumar and Ross Kidal 1981). Thus many voluntary 

organizations do not know when to enter how to enter why to enter and at what 

stage to withdraw. (Pandy & Siva Mohan 1990) 

Another important drawback which afflicts many voluntary organizations is lack 

of funds. For many the budgets are so small that there is no provision for technical 

personnel. Consultancy services are also out of reach for such voluntary organizations 

in view of their cost. In these days when voluntary service has become highly 

specialized there is a dire need for the creation of an appropriate agency to provide 

guidance, monitor the projects and provide counseling services and arrange financial 

and technical assistance to needy voluntary organizations which are groping in the 

dark.Some organizations which are starved of foreign funds face the problem of 

extinction with the tapering off of funds. This is mainly so because they have not 

allotted even a single rupee for projects which would generate funds for future 

existence and growth. They have also not taken adequate efforts to mobilize the 

required assets and finances locally. This lack of planning and long term vision has 

adversely affected the growth of many voluntary organizations. In the recent past 

unemployment has forced the youth to start voluntary organizations. Such 

organizations lack dedication and true spirit of volunteerism. Such organizations have 

hardly obtained public confidence. 

There is also a feeling that none of the voluntary organizations has a nationwide 

net work to reach out to every state block and village in the country Moreover 

majority voluntary organizations serve the urban poor and those who work in the rural 

area are not many. (Malcolm S . Adiseshiah).Voluntary organizations are deliberately 

staying away from the current socio political environment is another important 

criticism leveled against them. 'A major weakness of the voluntary groups in India is 

that they all live in the shell they have built around them cutting off all interactions 

with the socio political environment. I do not know whether that's an inherent 

weakness of the Volga’s or is deliberately done. But it's a fact that in so doing the 
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perspective is lost, the inter-connections and ramifications get blurred and the whole 

issue is obfuscated' (Bhattacharjee 1985) 

The extreme view on the functioning of voluntary organizations runs as follows. 

Voluntary agencies which manage without government funds and have built upon 

independent base of popular support manage to remain autonomous. But they are very 

few in number .Majority voluntary organizations are dependent on government funds 

and are nothing but extensions of government bureaucracy. Some are controlled by 

rural oligarchy and the local politicians the government funds funneled to them being 

misappropriated by them. A true voluntary sector does not exist. Another area in 

which many voluntary organizations have failed is with regard to transformation of 

the society. These voluntary organizations have to necessarily function within the 

politico-legal -patriarchal structure existing in the state. This limits the scope of their 

activity. Unable to antagonize the government they work out the programmes for the 

upliftment of the poor within the existing framework. The internal contradictions in a 

system especially the stronghold of the existing power groups are not confronted 

(Nitish De 1979). Thus to the extent they concentrate on 'soft tasks ' they do not on 

'hard tasks'. (1990) 

Gender Ideology and voluntary Action 

Gender sensitive approach implies that the triple burden of women and the 

absence of community support systems are kept in mind in employment planning for 

women. But unfortunately to the extent these organizations show interest in solving 

the practical needs of women to the same extent they do not evince interest in 

attending to their strategic interests. Practical needs are linked to women's condition. 

They are readily identified since they are related to food and water, the health and 

education of their children and increased income. Fulfilling such needs is a short term 

process but unfortunately these projects aimed at fulfilment of practical needs of 

women by and large preserve and reinforce traditional relations between men and 

women. Strategic interests for women on the other hand arise from their subordinate 

(disadvantaged) position in society. Strategic interests are long term oriented and 

related to improving women's position. They are less obvious and less readily 

identified by women. Even if identified and options are well known practical needs 

and family survival are always the first priorities. However strategic interests readily 
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find expression in women's gatherings and debated— a few examples of which are the 

desire for reduced vulnerability to violence and exploitation, more economic security, 

independence, options and opportunities, increased political power more humanistic 

and just development processes etc. The poverty alleviation programmes while 

readily identify the practical needs of women hardly understand and appreciate the 

strategic interests of women. 

But some of the noteworthy features which have really helped women to join the 

mainstream are as follows: 

 Acquisition of new confidence new skills new contacts managerial skills and 

team spirit; 

 Reduced vulnerability to violence and exploitation more economic security 

and collective strength experienced in group/co-operative undertakings; 

 Articulation of ideas and problems in Madar Sangam meetings. 

Thus even in the absence of deliberate policy planning women's strategic 

interests have been touched upon. Since money is an important indicator of status 

with more money women would also gain status is the underlying belief of income 

generation programmes. Thus a humble beginning has been made in the direction of 

economic empowerment of women. In spite of lack of clear cut gender ideology these 

organizations do have gender perception if not fully at least partially in their 

activities. 

 

CONCLUSION 

By way of conclusion it should be pointed out that the ultimate success of 

government and NGO action depends on how the changes introduced by them are 

internalized by the local community. If they can successfully change rural society's 

values and norms and make men to view women as equal partners in development 

then that should be regarded as the peak of success of NGO and government action. 
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