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Abstract

The 21% century in India has been marked by a significant rhetorical and policy commitment to women's education as the primary catalyst for

empowerment. Grounded in frameworks like Amartya Sen's capability approach, this discourse posits education as a transformative tool for

enhancing agency, economic participation, and social status. However, this paper argues that the relationship between female education and

empowerment in contemporary India is neither linear nor guaranteed; it is a complex, non-linear process mediated by intersecting structures of

caste, class, region, and entrenched patriarchy. Through a critical analysis of national data sets (NFHS, NSSO), policy documents (NEP 2020,

Beti Bachao Beti Padhao), and sociological scholarship, this study identifies three central contradictions:

i). The paradox of rising enrollment with persistent patriarchal outcomes, where increased education does not automatically translate into labor
force participation or marital agency;

ii). The instrumentalization of education where female schooling is often promoted for its indirect benefits to family health and fertility ("social
reproduction") rather than for women's intrinsic individual autonomy; and

iii). The persistent digital and epistemic divide that threatens to create new forms of exclusion in an increasingly technologized educational
landscape.

The paper concludes that while education remains a necessary condition for empowerment, it is profoundly insufficient. A transformative model
requires moving beyond the "access-and-enrollment" paradigm to critically address the hidden curriculum of gender, ensure safe educational
ecosystems, link education meaningfully to economic opportunity, and recognize empowerment not as an individual outcome but as a collective
challenge to structural inequality.

Keywords: Women's Empowerment, Female Education, Gender Parity, Capability Approach, Patriarchy, Labor Force Participation, 21

Century India, NEP 2020.

1. Introduction

The Empowerment Imperative and Its Discontents

The opening decades of the 21* century in India have been
framed by a powerful normative consensus: educating girls
and women is the master key to national development and
gender justice. This consensus, echoing global development
agendas (UN SDG 4 & 9), is rooted in Amartya Sen’s (1999)
capability approach, which frames education as a fundamental
capability that expands individuals’ substantive freedoms and
agency. National policies from the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan
(SSA) to the Beti Bachao Beti Padhao (BBBP) campaign and
the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 explicitly link
female literacy and education to women’s empowerment,
defined broadly as increased decision-making power,
economic independence, and enhanced social status.
Empirically, the gains are notable. The gender parity index
(GPI) in gross enrollment ratios at primary and secondary
levels has improved significantly, nearing 1.0 (UDISE+,
2021-22). Female literacy rates have climbed from 53.67% in
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2001 to over 77% as per NFHS-5 (2019-21). More women are
accessing higher education than ever before. Yet, these
encouraging metrics obscure a more complex and
contradictory reality. As Naila Kabeer (2005) cautions,
empowerment is a process of change in power relations, not
merely an outcome of resource provision. From this critical
vantage point, the Indian experience reveals a significant
disjuncture between educational attainment and tangible
empowerment across life domains.

This paper posits that the dominant, often technocratic, policy
narrative of “educate to empower” in 21 century India
requires rigorous deconstruction. It asks: To what extent has
the expansion of educational access for women and girls in
21% century India translated into meaningful empowerment,
and what structural and sociological factors mediate this
relationship? Employing a feminist political economy lens,
this analysis moves beyond enrollment statistics to interrogate
the quality, content, and socio-economic context of education,
arguing that without confronting embedded patriarchal norms
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and segmented labor markets, education risks becoming a
vehicle for modernizing gender inequality rather than
dismantling it.

2. The Paradox of Progress: Enrollment vs.
Empowerment Outcomes

2.1. The Stalled Revolution: Education and Female Labor

Force Participation (FLFP): One of the most striking
contradictions of 21% century India is the U-shaped
relationship between women's education and workforce
participation. While FLFP rates are higher for illiterate
women (often in distress-driven agricultural labor), they
dip for those with secondary education and rise again
only for the small fraction with postgraduate and
professional degrees (Mehrotra & Parida, 2017). India’s
FLFP has, alarmingly, declined from 31.2% in 2011-12
to 24.5% in 2021-22 (PLFS data), even as female
educational attainment has risen. This phenomenon
challenges the simple human capital theory that more
education leads to more employment.
This paradox is explained by a confluence of factors.
First, patriarchal norms surrounding respectability and
“purdaah” (honor) often intensify with rising family
status and education. Educated women from middle-class
families may be withdrawn from the labor market to
signal the household’s economic security, a practice
termed "the income effect” of rising male wages
(Chatterjee et al., 2015). Second, there is a severe
mismatch between educated female aspirations and the
labor market. The growth of jobs has been predominantly
in sectors like construction and informal services, which
are deemed unsuitable for educated women, while
“suitable” white-collar jobs in education or healthcare
have not grown proportionately. Third, the triple burden
of domestic work, childcare, and elder care, unsupported
by state-provided infrastructure or equitable sharing
within households, makes sustained, formal employment
prohibitive for many educated women.

2.2. The Private Sphere Paradox: Education and Domestic

Agency: Empowerment within the household—control
over resources, mobility, and reproductive choices—is a
critical domain. NFHS-5 data shows positive correlations
between women’s education and indicators like say in
major household purchases, freedom of movement, and
lower tolerance for domestic violence. A woman with 12
or more years of schooling is significantly more likely to
have access to a bank account (77%) compared to a
woman with no schooling (38%) (NFHS-5).
However, correlation does not imply causation, nor does
it signify transformation. Higher education often leads to
delayed marriage and childbirth, but not necessarily to a
fundamental renegotiation of patriarchal authority.
Decisions regarding marriage partners, dowry, and post-
marital residence often remain under familial control.
Education can sometimes be leveraged to secure a
“better” (i.e., higher-income or higher-caste) groom, thus
reinforcing traditional kinship and patriarchal structures
rather than subverting them (Jeffrey & Jeffery, 2010).
Empowerment here is circumscribed, operating within
the boundaries of a persistently patrilocal and patrilineal
system.

3. The Instrumentalization of Female Education: Social
Reproduction vs. Individual Autonomy
A critical tension lies in the underlying motivation for
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promoting girls’ education. State policy and familial
investment are often driven by instrumental logic rather than a
commitment to intrinsic female autonomy. The NEP 2020,
while highlighting gender inclusion, does so within a
framework of national development: “The aim will be to
leverage the potential of young women... for the nation’s
overall economic and social development” (Government of
India, 2020, p. 10). This framing, though not invalid, can
subordinate the goal of individual empowerment to a
nationalist project.

At the household level, the “returns” on educating a daughter
are frequently calculated in terms of social reproduction. An
educated mother is valorized for her role in improving child
health, nutrition, and educational outcomes—a powerful
driver for policy and family alike. While this is a beneficial
externality, it centers womanhood on maternity. As noted by
Sen (2001), this “nutritional” model reduces women to
conduits for family welfare. The BBBP campaign’s very
title—"“Save the Daughter, Educate the Daughter”—carries a
salvational undertone, framing the girl child as in perpetual
need of rescue for the future benefit of the family and nation,
rather than as a rights-bearing individual.

This instrumentalization shapes educational trajectories.
Stream choices in higher secondary and tertiary education
reveal persistent gender stereotyping, with ~women
overrepresented in humanities, education, and nursing, and
underrepresented in  STEM  (Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Mathematics) fields, particularly in elite
engineering and technology institutes (AISHE, 2020). This
tracking channels women into lower-paying, “care-oriented”
sectors, reproducing the gendered division of labor in the
public sphere.

4. The Quality Question and the Hidden Curriculum
Empowerment requires not just schooling, but transformative
education. The focus on access has often overshadowed
critical issues of quality and the hidden curriculum—the tacit
socialization into gender norms that schools perpetuate.
Classrooms frequently reinforce gender stereotypes through
textbook representations, teacher interactions (e.g., praising
girls for neatness and boys for intellect), and the segregation
of sports and extracurricular activities (NCERT, 2021).
Furthermore, the educational environment itself can be a site
of disempowerment. Concerns about safety during the
commute and within school premises, lack of functional
separate toilets, and the threat of sexual harassment contribute
to dropout rates, especially at puberty. The capability to be
educated is fundamentally linked to the capability to be safe
and free from fear. An education acquired under threat or in
an environment that devalues one’s gender cannot be truly
empowering.

The NEP 2020’s emphasis on “gender sensitization” modules
and the creation of a “Gender Inclusion Fund” are
acknowledgments of these issues (Gol, 2020, p. 10).
However, their effectiveness hinges on implementation depth
and the willingness to confront, rather than gently sensitize,
deep-seated institutional sexism.

5. The New Frontier: Digital Divides and Epistemic
Empowerment

The 21% -century shift towards digital learning, accelerated by

the COVID-19 pandemic, has introduced a new axis of

inequality. The digital gender gap in India is significant:

women are 15% less likely to own a mobile phone and 33%

less likely to use mobile internet than men (GSMA, 2021).
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This gap is compounded by lower digital literacy and
restrictive social norms that limit women’s unsupervised use
of digital devices. The promise of online education for
empowerment thus risks excluding those already
marginalized.

True epistemic empowerment—the authority to produce and
validate knowledge—remains elusive. University curricula,
even in social sciences, often remain androcentric. While
Women’s Studies departments exist, their influence on
mainstream disciplinary knowledge is limited. Encouraging
women into STEM is vital, but equally critical is fostering
feminist perspectives in all fields to challenge the very
foundations of patriarchal knowledge systems.

6. Towards a Transformative Model: Reimagining
Education for Empowerment

Moving beyond the current impasse requires a paradigm shift

from an additive model (adding girls to schools) to a

transformative model that reshapes the educational ecosystem

and its link to society.

i). Integrate Critical Gender Pedagogy: Curriculum and
teacher training must explicitly deconstruct gender
norms, teach feminist history and thought, and develop
critical consciousness. Empowerment begins with the
ability to name and analyze one’s subordination.

ii). Ensure Safe and Enabling Ecosystems: This requires
massive investment in infrastructure (transport, toilets),
stringent enforcement of anti-sexual harassment policies
(POSH Act in educational institutions), and counseling
support. Safety is a non-negotiable foundation for
learning.

iii). Forge Robust Education-Work Linkages: Vocational
and higher education must be aligned with high-growth,
high-wage sectors, backed by career counseling,
placement cells, and internship opportunities specifically
targeting women. Schemes like stipends for female
students in non-traditional fields are essential.

iv). Address the Care Economy: State investment in
affordable, quality childcare (anganwadis, creches) and
policies promoting paternity leave are crucial to
redistribute  domestic labor and enable women’s
continuous workforce participation.

v). Leverage Technology Inclusively: Digital initiatives
must be accompanied by device access programs, digital
literacy camps for women and girls, and content designed
to be safe and relevant to their lives.

7. Conclusion

The journey of women’s education in 21% century India is one
of remarkable progress shadowed by persistent paradoxes.
Education has undoubtedly expanded horizons, delayed life
events, and provided tools for negotiation within existing
structures. However, it has not, on a societal scale, catalyzed
the transformative empowerment that dismantles the
architecture of patriarchy. The instrumental valorization of the
educated mother, the withdrawal of educated women from the
labor force, and the gendered tracking within education
systems reveal the limits of a technocratic, access-oriented
approach.

Empowerment is not an automatic byproduct of schooling; it
is the outcome of education that is critical in content, safe in
context, and linked to real economic and political opportunity.
The NEP 2020 provides openings, but its promise will remain
unfulfilled unless its gender inclusion rhetoric is
operationalized as a radical, redistributive project that
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confronts caste-class-patriarchy at its roots. As philosopher
Martha Nussbaum (2000) argues, education must develop the
capacity for critical examination and narrative imagination—
the ability to see oneself as a citizen, with equal worth and
voice. For 21% century India, the true measure of success will
not be gender parity in enrollment, but the emergence of a
generation of women who are not merely educated, but are
epistemologically confident, economically autonomous, and
politically assertive agents of their own destinies. The project,
therefore, must expand from empowering women through
education to empowering the very idea of education itself
from a feminist standpoint
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