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Abstract 

Women’s empowerment plays a vital role in advancing socio-economic 

development and promoting gender equality. In the Indian context, 

empowerment is shaped by factors such as educational attainment, economic 

participation, access to healthcare, and decision-making capacity. However, 

these determinants are unevenly distributed across regions, resulting in 

notable socio-spatial disparities. This study draws on data from the National 

Family Health Survey (NFHS-5, 2019–2021) to assess regional variations in 

women’s empowerment across three core dimensions: freedom of mobility, 

autonomy in household decision-making, and attitudes toward domestic 

violence. To quantify these dimensions, three composite measures—the 

Mobility Index, Household Autonomy Index, and Domestic Violence Attitude 

Index—were developed and applied across states. The analysis reveals 

distinct regional patterns. Southern states and several northeastern states 

exhibit relatively high levels of household autonomy, reflecting stronger 

educational and socio-economic conditions. However, mobility patterns 

within these regions show variability: states such as Manipur and 

Meghalaya display high levels of women’s movement outside the home, 

whereas some tribal-dominated areas demonstrate restricted mobility due to 

traditional norms and geographical constraints. Conversely, several 

northern states show limited mobility despite moderate household decision-

making autonomy, suggesting deeply rooted patriarchal structures that 

constrain women’s public presence. Attitudes toward domestic violence 

further highlight cultural differences, often diverging from patterns of 

autonomy or mobility. Acceptance of domestic violence remains 

comparatively higher in northern and central states, indicating persistent 

gender norms that hinder empowerment even when other indicators show 

improvement. Based on the composite indices, states were categorized into 

high, medium, and low empowerment levels. Kerala, Tamil Nadu, and Goa 

consistently ranked in the high category, reflecting comprehensive social 

development. Maharashtra and Gujarat demonstrated intermediate 

progress, while Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and Rajasthan remained in the low 

category. These spatial disparities reinforce the long-standing divide 

between the southern/northeastern states and the EAG/northern states, 

underscoring the need for region-specific policies that address structural 

inequalities, cultural barriers, and institutional gaps. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Women’s empowerment has emerged as a major 

development concern globally, particularly in 

developing countries where structural 

inequalities undermine women’s agency. 

Empowerment is generally understood as the 

process through which individuals or groups 

strengthen their capacity to make purposeful 

decisions and translate them into desired 

outcomes (Chakrabarti; Biswas, 2012). It 

encompasses greater control over material and 

intellectual resources, financial autonomy, 

health management, and participation in 

decision-making at household and community 

levels (Nayak; Mahanta, 2009). 

In India, women have long been revered as 

symbols of power and divinity, yet continue to 

face persistent discrimination and 

subordination, reflecting a deep paradox 

(Nayak; Mahanta, 2009). These contradictions 

underline that empowerment is a 

multidimensional, dynamic process rather than 

a single measurable condition (Batliwala, 2007; 

Kabeer, 1999). Women’s ability to make 

independent decisions, especially regarding 

reproductive health, remains a crucial 

dimension of empowerment, yet it is often 

constrained by restricted mobility and limited 

autonomy (Singh et al., 2020a). 

The patriarchal structure of Indian society 

reinforces gendered norms and values that 

sustain unequal power dynamics and 

intergenerational cycles of disadvantage 

(Kabeer, 2000). NFHS-5 data reveal marked 

spatial disparities—southern and western 

states show relatively higher empowerment 

compared to northern and central regions 

(Singh; Singh, 2024). Globally, the fifth 

Sustainable Development Goal (SDG-5) 

emphasizes eliminating gender inequality and 

ensuring women’s participation across all 

spheres as essential for human and societal 

progress. Despite constitutional guarantees and 

legislative efforts, gender hierarchies in India 

remain deeply entrenched, exposing the gap 

between policy intent and social reality (United 

Nations, 2015). 

Empirical evidence highlights that women 

with greater decision-making power have better 

access to healthcare and family planning, while 

limited autonomy leads to poorer reproductive 

outcomes (Bloom et al., 2001; Jejeebhoy; Sathar, 

2001; Mondal et al., 2020, Bansal et al., 2023; 

Devaraj et al., 2024; Shruthee et al., 2025). 

Similarly, women’s control over land and 

property has been linked to higher 

empowerment and improved child health 

outcomes (Allendorf, 2007). However, true 

empowerment must transcend legal reforms to 

challenge entrenched socio-cultural norms that 

restrict women’s agency (Goel; Ravishankar, 

2022; Sahni, 2024; Joseph; Madhuri, 2024; 

Raghuvanshi et al., 2025). 

Scholars have conceptualized empowerment 

through various lenses—status, autonomy, and 

gender equity—each reflecting its 

multidimensional nature (Mason; Smith, 2000; 

Jejeebhoy, 2000; Govindasamy; Malhotra, 1996; 

Kabeer, 1998). It extends beyond independence 

to recognize interdependence and contextual 

agency, encompassing economic opportunities, 

education, healthcare, freedom of movement, 

and resistance to violence (Kabeer, 1999; 

Khader, 2015; Howard-Hassmann, 2011; 

Banerjee et al., 2020; Ranganathan et al., 2021). 

Nevertheless, most studies in India have 

narrowly focused on education, employment, or 

health outcomes, overlooking intra-household 

autonomy and financial decision-making, and 

their regional interconnections. This study 

addresses that gap by adopting a 

multidimensional and socio-spatial approach, 

focusing on women’s decision-making and 

financial autonomy across Indian states using 

NFHS-5 data. It explores how socio-economic 

and cultural factors shape empowerment, 

offering evidence-based insights to address 

existing disparities. 

By situating empowerment within its 

regional and socio-cultural contexts, this 

research advances both empirical and 

conceptual understanding of gender equity. It 

underscores empowerment as a multifaceted, 

relational, and geographically rooted 

phenomenon—moving beyond traditional 

indicators to reveal the lived realities and 

uneven geographies of women’s agency in India. 
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DATA  

 

 

The present study utilised data from the fifth 

round of the National Family Health Survey 

(NFHS-5), a nationally representative, 

household-based survey conducted across 707 

districts in 28 states and 8 union territories of 

India during 2019–2021. The survey was carried 

out by the International Institute for Population 

Sciences (IIPS), Mumbai, under the aegis of the 

Ministry of Health and Family Welfare 

(MoHFW), Government of India. A total of 

636,699 households were successfully 

interviewed, and individual interviews were 

completed with 724,115 women aged 15–49 

years. 

NFHS-5 provides detailed information on 

health, fertility, nutrition, and socio-economic 

indicators, with special focus on gender 

dimensions such as women’s decision-making, 

autonomy, and attitudes toward domestic 

violence. This rich dataset allows the 

measurement of women’s empowerment at both 

national and state levels. 

 

 

METHOD 

 

 

This study evaluates women’s empowerment 

using composite indices derived from NFHS-5 

data to capture regional variations across India. 

Three indices were constructed: household 

autonomy, mobility, and attitudes toward wife-

beating were analysed as an indicator of 

women’s acceptance of gender inequality. 

Relevant variables were recoded into binary 

responses and aggregated to form composite 

indices as shown in Figure 1. 

 

Step I: Construction of The Index 

 

Indicators that reflect the autonomy of the 

household, particularly as it pertains to 

decision-making, mobility, and violence against 

women, were selected to construct a composite 

index of women's empowerment. Before 

constructing the indices, the data were 

standardized to eliminate the unit difference 

among variables. Normalization is important 

since indicators are expressed on different 

scales, and scale equivalence will guarantee a 

meaningful comparison among the states due to 

ignorance of quantitative variation in the value 

ranges. Based on the strategy of UNDP in the 

human development index, the dimension index 

(DI)method was used as follows: 

 

𝐷𝐼𝑖𝑘 =
𝑋𝑖𝑘−min( 𝑋𝑖𝑘 )

max ( 𝑋𝑘 )−𝑚𝑖𝑛( 𝑋𝑘 )
  

 

Where: 

• DIik = Normalized score (dimension 

index) of the i-th state for the k-th 

indicator  

• Xik = Actual value of indicator k for unit 

i 

• min (Xk) = Minimum observed value of 

indicator k across all units 

• max (Xk) = Maximum observed value of 

indicator k across all units 

 

The resulting values ranged between 0 and 1, 

with higher values reflecting greater 

empowerment. 

 

Step II: Aggregation of Indicators 

 

After normalization, the indicator-wise values 

were aggregated for each state. Principal 

Component Analysis (PCA) was employed to 

derive statistical weights for each indicator, 

ensuring that the most influential dimensions 

contributed proportionally to the index. The 

composite empowerment score for each state 

was then calculated as: 

 

𝐼𝑖 = ∑ 𝑤𝑗 ∙  𝐷𝐼𝑖𝑗

𝑛

𝑗=1

 

 

• Ii = empowerment index score of state i 

• wj = PCA-derived weight of indicator j 

• DIij = normalized value of indicator j for 

state i 

• n = total number of indicators 

 

Step III: Categorization of States 

 

The final index values were categorized into 

three classes of women’s empowerment using 

the Equal Interval method: (i) High, (ii) 

Moderate (iii) Low empowerment. This 

classification enabled the identification of 

spatial disparities across states. 
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Figure 1 - Methodology Framework 

 
Source: The authors (2025). 

 

FINDING AND DISCUSSION 

 

 

The examination of regional and socio-cultural 

variations in a few metrics of women's 

empowerment, as previously stated, is the 

primary emphasis of this essay. These metrics 

assess women's influence over a range of facets 

of their lives and surroundings, including their 

involvement in decision-making within the 

home, their financial independence and 

mobility, and their inclination toward gender-

based subjugation of women. The primary focus 

of this research is the study of regional and 

socio-cultural variations in a few indicators of 

women's empowerment, as previously 

mentioned. These metrics assess how well 

women manage several facets of their lives and 

surroundings, including their involvement in 

decision-making inside the home, their financial 

independence and mobility, and their attitudes 

about women's gender-based subordination. 

 

Household autonomy index 

 

Women’s participation in household decisions 

shown in Figure 2 such as healthcare, finances, 

and family matters—is a vital indicator of 

autonomy, reflecting their influence in everyday 

life. Studies show that in urban areas, many 

women actively contribute to decisions about 

finances, health, and domestic affairs, 

demonstrating growing empowerment within 

the household (Pandey et al., 2021). The state-

wise distribution of women with significant 

household autonomy in India, classified into 

Low (<59), Medium (59–79), and High (>79), 

highlights substantial regional variations 

shaped by socio-cultural, economic, and 

institutional factors (Figure 2). Southern states, 

particularly Kerala and Tamil Nadu, exhibit the 

highest autonomy, driven by exceptionally high 

female literacy rates (Kerala: 99.5%; Tamil 

Nadu: 91.2%), progressive state policies, gender-

sensitive legislation, and the influence of 

women’s self-help groups (IIPS; ICF, 2021; 

National Research Council, 2001). In these 

states, matrilineal systems and comprehensive 

welfare schemes further enable women to 

actively participate in family decision-making. 

Women’s autonomy is a key determinant of 

reproductive and health outcomes, influencing 

decision-making in healthcare and family 

planning (Tayal et al., 2024). Similarly, Goa 

demonstrates high autonomy due to high 

literacy (89%), economic independence 

supported by tourism, smaller family sizes, and 

targeted gender-prioritization policies such as 

Laadli Laxmi Yojana, alongside enhanced 

financial inclusion and resistance to marital 

coercion (Kumari; Siotra, 2023; Desouza, 2004; 

Vignitha et al., 2024). Urbanization in India has 

improved women’s labor market participation 

and mobility, but challenges remain in financial 

autonomy and health outcomes (Dhamij et al., 

2023). 

High household autonomy is also evident in 

northeastern states such as Manipur, Mizoram, 

and Nagaland, where tribal customs and 

matrilineal or matriarchal traditions 

historically accord women significant roles in 

community markets, local governance, and 

domestic decision-making, promoting active 

participation within households and broader 

society (Chakma; Pandey, 2022). In contrast, 

Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh, and Telangana 

display moderate autonomy, with decision-

making power and financial control closer to the 

national average, though economic productivity 

does not always translate into household 

empowerment (Gatha Cognition, 2023; Pandey 

et al., 2023). 
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Northern and central states, including Uttar 

Pradesh, Bihar, Rajasthan, and Madhya 

Pradesh, generally exhibit low to medium 

household autonomy, constrained by patriarchal 

norms, conservative traditions, and limited 

institutional support (Kumari; Siotra, 2023; 

Kabeer, 2016). Similarly, among tribal women, 

low autonomy and restricted access to education 

are strongly associated with poor health 

outcomes and reduced empowerment (Manna et 

al., 2022). Even where health indicators are 

comparatively better, as in West Bengal and 

Andhra Pradesh, male-dominated decision-

making persists, creating a gap between access 

to services and actual autonomy (Desai; Andrist, 

2010). States like Punjab and Haryana, despite 

higher per capita income, demonstrate 

moderate autonomy, reflecting entrenched 

gender discrimination (Desai; Andrist, 2010; 

Jejeebhoy; Sathar, 2001). Similarly, Himachal 

Pradesh shows persistent gendered domestic 

roles shaped by traditional hill society norms 

(Allendorf, 2007). Tribal regions in 

Chhattisgarh and Madhya Pradesh provide 

relatively higher gender equity and women’s 

decision-making authority, whereas caste-

dominated plains remain restrictive (Dyson; 

Moore, 1983). 

 

Figure 2 - Women with High Household Autonomy 

 
Source: The authors (2025). 
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Overall, southern and northeastern states, 

along with Goa, achieve higher household 

autonomy due to improvements in education, 

supportive cultural norms, and proactive policy 

measures, while northern and central states lag 

behind due to patriarchal structures, 

conservative traditions, and weaker socio-

economic foundations. These regional 

disparities underscore a pronounced spatial 

dichotomy in women’s domestic autonomy 

across India (Kumari; Siotra, 2023; Desai; 

Andrist, 2010; Kabeer, 2016; Desouza, 2004). 

 

Mobility Index 

 

The concept of mobility as used in the 

empowerment studies measures the freedom of 

women to move freely in their environment and 

participate in social, economic, and family 

subsistence. The Mobility Index shown in Figure 

3, which is based on the freedom of women to 

visit family, markets, or health facilities, has 

classified states into low (<43), medium (43071), 

and high (>71) mobility levels. Higher levels of 

women’s mobility are observed in states such as 

Tamil Nadu, Telangana, Andhra Pradesh, 

Chhattisgarh, Odisha, Manipur, Mizoram, and 

Goa. This pattern can be attributed to relatively 

liberal social norms, greater female 

participation in economic activities, and the 

catalytic role of the self-help group (SHG) 

 

 

movement, which has been shown to 

significantly enhance women’s income control, 

decision-making, and overall empowerment 

(Kumar et al., 2021). The case of Tamil Nadu is 

particularly noteworthy: according to the 

Annual Survey of Industries (2019–20), the 

state accounts for almost 43 percent of India’s 

female workforce in the formal manufacturing 

sector, a figure that underscores the positive 

association between industrial employment and 

higher levels of women’s mobility (Government 

of India, 2021). On the same note, Telangana 

reports one of the highest female labour force 

participation rates in India: as per the 

Telangana Socio Economic Outlook 2025 

(drawing from PLFS 2023–24), the state's LFPR 

stands at 52.7%, significantly above the national 

average of 45.2%, reflecting strong female 

engagement in the labour market (Telangana 

Socio Economic Outlook, 2025). In Kerala, 

elevated levels of female literacy, robust human 

development indicators, and historically more 

progressive social structures are linked with 

enhanced mobility and agency among women, 

though (Menon, 2020) cautions that structural 

impediments still limit full realization of this 

potential Women who are employed in the 

agricultural and trading sectors have a stronger 

representation in the community by being in the 

public sphere in Himachal Pradesh (Tripathi; 

Singh, 2021). 
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Figure 3 - Mobility of Women 

  
Source: The authors (2025). 

 

The matrilineal society and markets 

designed with women like the Ima Keithel in 

Manipur form the cultural settings that allow 

and justify female mobility (Singh, 2016). The 

mobility in Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Rajasthan, 

and Madhya Pradesh is least because of 

patriarchal culture, purdah, and gender 

restrictions imposed on women in their views in 

society (Agarwal, 2018; Sharma, 2019; Tripathi, 

Singh, 2021). Multiple socio-cultural and 

structural factors shape the extent of women’s 

mobility in India. In several states, mobility 

remains constrained due to safety concerns, 

early marriage, and persistent gendered 

expectations, despite gradual improvements in 

female education and workforce participation 

(UN Women, 2022). Goa presents a different 

scenario: its higher literacy rates, rapid 

urbanization, and the influence of tourism foster 

a socio-cultural environment that is 

comparatively more supportive of independent 

female agency (Desouza, 2004). Likewise, tribal 

communities in states such as Odisha, Manipur, 

and Mizoram have historically positioned 

women in market networks and local decision-

making processes, enabling relatively greater 

autonomy compared to patriarchal agrarian 

societies of northern India (Xaxa, 2004). States 

exhibiting intermediate mobility, such as Delhi, 

Maharashtra, Gujarat, Karnataka, and West 

Bengal, display mixed patterns: women in urban 

centers often enjoy reduced dependency and 

enhanced economic opportunities, whereas 

rural areas continue to impose cultural 

restrictions (IIPS, 2021; MoHFW, 2021; Kabeer, 

2016). Delhi presents a mixed pattern, where 
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improved urban infrastructure such as the 

Metro has expanded women’s mobility 

opportunities, yet persistent safety concerns, 

harassment in public spaces, and entrenched 

social expectations continue to restrict their 

independent movement (Kaur et al., 2021; 

Singh; Ahuja, 2025). According to Gujarat and 

Maharashtra, economic development is not a 

prior guarantee of breaking down the cultural 

shackles because there are still some bounds 

imposed on the independent mobility of women, 

especially in rural areas. In the case of other 

places, such as Jammu & Kashmir, Arunachal 

Pradesh, Sikkim, Nagaland, and Meghalaya, 

the level of mobility is classified as low since the 

geographical remoteness, lack of transport 

infrastructure, and traditionalism exist as 

inhibiting factors. Terrain and conservatism in 

cultures send a warning against women 

movement in Jammu & Kashmir and Himachal 

Pradesh (Tripathi; Singh, 2021). The limitations 

on autonomy caused by rural isolation and 

security concerns in matrilineal states of the 

Northeast prove that, like cultural norms, 

mobility is determined by location and 

infrastructure. 

 

Domestic Violence Index 

 

Domestic violence continues to be a serious 

barrier to women’s empowerment, as it weakens 

autonomy, dignity, and equality by reinforcing 

male control within the household (Jejeebhoy; 

Cook, 1997). Findings from NFHS-5 shown in 

Figure 4 highlight wide regional differences in 

the rejection of domestic violence, where states 

are divided into three categories: high (>67%), 

medium (44–67%), and low (<44%) rejection 

levels (IIPS, 2021; MoHFW, 2021). A paradox 

emerges in several southern states, such as 

Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, and 

Karnataka, where rejection levels are low 

despite progress in literacy and health. This 

indicates that education alone does not 

challenge patriarchal norms, as ideas of male 

authority and marital control remain culturally 

strong (Shreemoyee et al., 2025; IIPS, 2021; 

MoHFW, 2021). Similar contradictions are seen 

in Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh, where 

socio-economic development has not 

automatically translated into gender-equitable 

attitudes. 

In contrast, northern and central states such as 

Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Rajasthan, and Madhya 

Pradesh show higher rejection of domestic 

violence. This suggests that local campaigns, 

social movements, and awareness programs 

may play an important role in strengthening 

women’s resistance to abuse (Ministry of 

Women; Child Development, 2021). Himachal 

Pradesh, Punjab, and Uttarakhand also display 

strong rejection levels, supported by legal 

awareness drives and civil society initiatives. 

Northeastern states such as Meghalaya and 

Manipur demonstrate a different cultural 

context: matrilineal traditions and women’s 

active roles in markets and communities 

contribute to greater visibility and less tolerance 

of violence (Shreemoyee et al., 2025; Singh, 

2019). 

States such as Madhya Pradesh and 

Chhattisgarh present a mixed picture. Here, 

education and legal reforms coexist with strong 

patriarchal socialization. In tribal regions of 

Chhattisgarh, women’s participation in the 

economy is relatively high, but household 

structures still support male authority 

(Tripathi; Singh, 2021). 

At the same time, silence around violence 

persists in many regions due to stigma, fear of 

rejection, and lack of effective support, which 

prevents women from seeking help (Jejeebhoy; 

Cook, 1997). In southern states, cultural norms 

often justify violence as a way to maintain 

discipline or resolve disputes, reinforcing 

obedience as a wifely duty (Shreemoyee et al., 

2025; Agarwal, 2018). 
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Figure 4 - Women who do not Justify Domestic violence 

 
Source: The authors (2025). 

 

Rajasthan and Bihar highlight the 

multidimensional nature of empowerment: even 

though women’s mobility is restricted, rejection 

of violence is relatively high because of NGO 

outreach and rights-based campaigns (Ministry 

of Women; Child Development, 2021). On the 

other hand, in Tamil Nadu and Karnataka, 

family hierarchies continue to sustain 

acceptance of violence despite higher access to 

education. Maharashtra and Gujarat, which fall 

in the medium rejection category, show that 

urban growth has not completely weakened 

rural patriarchal practices (SINGH et al., 2022).  

Taken together, these patterns reveal that 

rejection of domestic violence is not determined 

by education alone but is shaped by cultural 

norms, community activism, social movements, 

and gender relations at the local level. Thus, 

reducing domestic violence and strengthening 

empowerment require more than improvements 

in literacy and health—they demand cultural 

change, awareness programs, and active gender 

sensitization efforts across regions (Menon; 

Allen, 2024; Biswas et al., 2020). 
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Chart 1 - Regional Patterns of Women’s Empowerment Across Key Indicators in India 

Indicator Category States 

Decision-Making Autonomy High Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Himachal Pradesh, Goa, 

Karnataka  
Medium Maharashtra, Gujarat, Punjab, Odisha, 

Telangana  
Low Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Rajasthan, Madhya 

Pradesh, Assam 

Mobility High Kerala, Sikkim, Mizoram, Tamil Nadu, Goa  
Medium Maharashtra, Chhattisgarh, West Bengal, 

Telangana  
Low Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, Haryana 

Education Levels High Kerala, Delhi, Himachal Pradesh, Goa, Tamil 

Nadu  
Medium Maharashtra, Gujarat, Karnataka, Uttarakhand, 

Punjab  
Low Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Jharkhand, Assam, 

Rajasthan 

Attitude Towards the Justified 

Domestic Violence 

High  Kerala, Mizoram, Tamil Nadu, Himachal 

Pradesh, Karnataka 

  Medium Maharashtra, Punjab, Odisha, Telangana, 

Gujarat  
Low Bihar, West Bengal, Madhya Pradesh, 

Chhattisgarh, Assam, Rajasthan 

Source: The authors (2025). 

 

The comparative assessment of household 

autonomy, mobility, education, and attitudes 

toward domestic violence reveals a clear spatial 

divide in women’s empowerment across India. 

The results are summarized in Chart 1, which 

presents the regional patterns of women’s 

empowerment across key indicators. Southern 

and western states generally exhibit stronger 

outcomes, supported by higher literacy rates, 

progressive policies, and more enabling cultural 

environments, while northern and central states 

continue to face deep-rooted patriarchal barriers 

that limit women’s agency (IIPS; ICF, 2021; 

Desai; Andrist, 2010; Kabeer, 2016). Meanwhile, 

states positioned in the middle range highlight 

the uneven progress of empowerment, with 

advances in education and health not always 

translating into greater autonomy or gender-

equitable attitudes (Singh et al., 2022). 

Taken together, these patterns suggest that 

women’s empowerment in India cannot be 

explained by single indicators such as education 

or income but must be understood through the 

interaction of socio-cultural norms, institutional 

support, and regional contexts (Kumari;  Siotra, 

2023). Addressing these disparities requires 

regionally tailored strategies that combine legal 

frameworks, awareness campaigns, and gender-

sensitive policies to dismantle structural 

inequalities and promote more inclusive forms 

of empowerment (Chakma; Pandey, 2022). 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 

Since independence, India has taken significant 

steps to improve the socio-economic position of 

women through education, health, and welfare 

policies. Yet, despite these efforts, women’s 

empowerment remains highly uneven, shaped 

by socio-spatial disparities, cultural traditions, 

and institutional variations across states. 

Drawing on NFHS-5 data, this study examined 

empowerment through three critical domains—

mobility, household autonomy, and rejection of 

domestic violence—providing fresh insights into 

the spatial patterns of women’s agency across 

India. 

The analysis highlights that empowerment is 

not uniform. Southern and northeastern states 

generally perform better, supported by stronger 

investments in social infrastructure and 

progressive cultural values, while central and 

northern states continue to face barriers linked 

to patriarchal norms, restricted opportunities, 

and social acceptance of inequality. Some states 

reflect unique contrasts: Kerala, despite its high 

literacy, does not consistently secure top 

positions in overall empowerment, whereas 

Chhattisgarh demonstrates higher levels of 

agency despite economic challenges. These 

findings suggest that empowerment is not solely 

dependent on economic or educational 

development but is equally shaped by social 
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norms, institutional support, and regional 

contexts. 

Interestingly, empowerment across domains 

does not always align. For instance, while 

women in several southern states report higher 

autonomy and mobility, their rejection of 

domestic violence remains comparatively lower, 

suggesting that empowerment in one dimension 

does not necessarily guarantee progress in 

another. However, education and employment 

by themselves do not automatically guarantee 

equal participation or equitable household 

dynamics, pointing to the need for simultaneous 

structural reforms and cultural change. The 

persistence of disparities calls for targeted 

interventions that acknowledge both diversity 

and common challenges. 

In conclusion, women’s empowerment in 

India is a multidimensional and regionally 

differentiated process. Achieving inclusive 

empowerment requires sustained investments 

in education, healthcare, and livelihoods, 

alongside efforts to transform restrictive gender 

norms. Women must be recognized not just as 

recipients of development but as key actors 

whose participation is central to building an 

equitable society. Ultimately, empowerment 

will be realized when every woman—

irrespective of region, class, or community—can 

claim dignity, autonomy, and equal 

opportunities in all spheres of life. 

Ultimately, the true measure of 

empowerment lies not in comparative statistics 

but in building a society where every woman, 

irrespective of region, class, or community, can 

claim dignity, autonomy, and full participation 

in social, economic, and political life. 
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