
A
shy, unassuming scientist
and former civil servant,
Rachel Carson seemed an
unlikely candidate to
become one of the most

influential women in modern
America. But Carson had two
lifelong passions—a love of
nature and a love of writing—
that compelled her in 1962 to
publish Silent Spring, the book
that awakened environmental
consciousness in the American
public and led to an unprecedent-
ed national effort to safeguard the
natural world from chemical
destruction.

As a trained scientist, Carson
meticulously documented her
conclusions about the long-term
dangers of pesticides; as a skilled
writer, she communicated those
dangers in language the average
reader could understand.

Carson was born 100 years ago
in a small town in western
Pennsylvania. Although she grew
up far from the seacoast, she
recalled that even as a child she
felt “absolute fascination for
everything related to the ocean.”
She also was determined that one
day she would be a writer.

As a student at Pennsylvania
College for Women, she majored
in English until her junior year,
when she switched to biology—a
bold move at a time when few
women entered the sciences. She
went on to graduate cum laude
from Johns Hopkins University
with a master’s degree in marine

T he Indian Republic started its journey with the
ideals of liberty, equality and justice that made
Indian women feel secure with promises of sur-

vival, equal treatment and opportunity. Their dream
of being equal citizens, however, remains unful-
filled even today. The progressive vision of the
Constitution has proved inadequate in addressing
the complexities of gender discrimination. 

There is a growing consciousness to recognize
women’s autonomy, and their capacity to act as full
citizens. Political participation, representation and a
share in decision-making bodies are significant
indicators of the status of women in any society.  

In pre-independence India, women had demand-
ed voting rights as early as 1917, and they bravely
fought against colonialism as well as the patriar-
chal, traditional society. Voting rights came with
national independence. Constitutional provisions
and legislative securities subsequently led women
to enter elective and appointive public office in
unprecedented numbers. India has had a woman
Prime Minister and several state chief ministers. 

The celebration of the year of Empowerment of
Women, the reservation of 33 percent of panchayat
seats for women and a proposal for a similar reserva-
tion in Parliament are all steps in the right direction. 

In general, however, the involvement of women
in politics has been low key. They have acted as
volunteers in civic and social community efforts, in
electoral politics as political wives, party loyalists
and voters. But in political decision-making their
status has been subordinate to that of men. Only a
small section of women belonging to or supported
by affluent and influential families have managed to
enter the political mainstream. 

One hindrance is that, in India, politics has been
associated with unhealthy competition, display of
physical strength, greed and struggle for the exer-
cise of authority. Women have been socialized to
believe that politics is a male domain, a dirty game
and have stayed on the sidelines. But it is not sim-
ply their choice. Indian culture assigns women the
responsibilities of primarily parenting and nurtur-
ing, so they develop an according psychology and
choose the role of care-giver and confinement to
the private sphere, i.e. home. 

The family in India has an important influence on
the life of women, whose identity and course in life are
considered to be determined by their fathers, brothers

or husbands. Women’s limited political training and
socialization takes place within the family and home. 

Practices such as female seclusion and sex seg-
regation, the relative rigidity of the division of labor,
and the notion of the “naturalness” of males’ and
females’ work, and many subtle aspects of gender
relations all contribute to the shaping of ideology
and practices that marginalize women.

Even in the area of politics there is a gender gap,
not only in choice of candidates but in voting. This
is mainly related to illiteracy. It is exacerbated, how-
ever, by inadequate vote registry campaigns and
carelessness of those whose duty it is to help
women, even illiterate ones, complete the formali-
ties through which they can exercise their constitu-
tional right to cast a ballot and choose their leaders.

Patriarchy should not be regarded as an insur-
mountable obstacle, but must be fought. Education,
development of scientific outlook, legal safeguards,
enlightenment of men and awareness of their own
potential by women are the effective forces in this
direction. By strengthening women’s leadership,
building up their self-confidence and morale and
equipping them with information the situation can
be changed. It is not just the numbers that count.
Success lies in the way women leaders perceive the
problems and effectively resolve the issues.

To strengthen the position of women in society,
equal participation of men and women is required.
This is not only a demand for simple justice or
democracy, but a necessary condition for human
existence. The entry of women into politics and
decision-making structures can change the poli-
cies, vision and structure of institutions. They could
redefine political priorities, and place new items on
the political agenda to address gender specific
concerns and provide a new perspective on main-
stream political issues. Development can only take
place when women are given decision-making
roles. Education combined with this opportunity
can overcome social, cultural and economic barri-
ers and lead toward self-determination.

Manuka Khanna is a reader in the Department
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Please share your views on this article. 
Write to editorspan@state.gov

Political Equality:
Need of the Hour
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