
Research Journal of English Language and Literature (RJELAL) 
A Peer Reviewed (Refereed) International Journal 
Impact Factor 6.8992 (ICI) http://www.rjelal.com;  

Email:editorrjelal@gmail.com; ISSN:2395-2636 (P); 2321-3108(O)  

Vol.13.Issue 2. 2025 
 (April-June) 

 

263 Gulshan Rifat Naseem et al., 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

The Evolution of Women's Property Rights: A Reflection in Rama Mehta's The 

Socio-Legal Status of Women in India and its Contemporary Relevance 

 

Gulshan Rifat Naseem1, Dr. Aruna Sharma2, Dr. Sarika Varshney3 
1,2,3Department of English, Mewar University, Gangrar,  

Chittorgarh, Rajasthan 

 

DOI: 10.33329/rjelal.13.2.263 
  

Abstract  

Rama Mehta's influential study, The Socio-Legal Status of Women in India, 

provides a critical historical analysis of the legal and social challenges faced 

by Indian women in the mid-20th century. This study intends to conduct a 

socio-legal analysis of the development of women's property rights in India, 

using Mehta's views as a significant historical reference point. This analysis 

will explore the legal framework before and after major legislative reforms, 

such as the Hindu Succession Act of 1956, and how Mehta's work highlights 

the disparity between statutory provisions and their practical application, 

influenced by deeply rooted patriarchal norms and customary practices. 

Additionally, the article will broaden its research to the post-2005 Hindu 

Succession Amendment Act period, evaluating the ongoing relevance of 

Mehta's original conclusions in relation to modern issues with women's 

knowledge, access, and effective control over inherited and acquired 

property. She addresses the distinctions in dower, inheritance portions, and 

other aspects under Muslim law and other personal laws. This study will 

highlight the persistent battle for substantive equality in property ownership 

for women in India by integrating Mehta's historical observations with 

contemporary legal advancements and social contexts. 

Keywords: Socio-Legal Status, Women's Property Rights, Muslim Law, 

Hindu Succession Act, 1956, Hindu Succession (Amendment) Act, 2005, 

Patriarchy, Customary Law, Inheritance, Gender Equality. 

Education as a Tool for Legal and Social 

Empowerment 

In India, education is essential for the 

legal and social empowerment of women. 

Legally, it promotes understanding of rights 

(e.g., against dowry, domestic abuse, and for 

property inheritance), empowering women to 

pursue justice and contest unfair practices. 

Acknowledgeable woman is more inclined to 

comprehend legal procedures, seek assistance, 
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and make informed choices reducing her 

susceptibility to exploitation. 

Education socially empowers women 

by augmenting self-esteem and confidence, 

subverting conventional gender norms, and 

fostering economic autonomy. It facilitates 

enhanced career opportunities, reduces 

financial reliance, and augments health and 

family planning options. Moreover, educated 

women emphasize their children's education, 

fostering a beneficial intergenerational effect. 

This systemic transformation progressively 

alters cultural perceptions, cultivating a more 

equal and progressive India in which women 

serve as active agents of development and 

possess a more robust and dignified socio-legal 

standing. 

The Intersection of Personal Law and Social 

Reality is a critical area of study 

Personal laws regulating marriage, 

divorce, inheritance, and guardianship are often 

based on religious and customary traditions. 

Although they strive to maintain cultural 

identities, their interaction with women's social 

realities sometimes results in considerable 

inequities and obstacles, especially in 

heterogeneous countries such as India. 

In several settings, these laws embody 

patriarchal practices that precede contemporary 

notions of gender equality. This may result in 

women possessing restricted rights regarding 

property inheritance, often obtaining a smaller 

portion than their male counterparts. Divorce 

processes governed by specific personal laws 

may exhibit prejudice, rendering women 

susceptible to unilateral divorce or insufficient 

support. Child custody battles may also be 

influenced by cultural prejudices that favor 

paternal figures. 

The social reality for women is 

exacerbated by the shame associated with 

divorce, single parenthood, and the defiance of 

established standards. Despite the existence of 

legislative protections for women's rights, 

cultural pressure and insufficient 

understanding often inhibit them from 

pursuing legal remedies. may lead to women 

being denied their proper shares, encountering 

financial instability, and suffering less 

autonomy in decision-making about their lives 

and bodies. 

The advocacy for a Uniform Civil Code 

in many countries underscores the persistent 

conflict between honoring varied personal laws 

and guaranteeing universal gender equity. The 

aim is to reconcile legal frameworks with lived 

realities, promoting a social reality in which 

women's rights to equality and dignity are 

firmly maintained, irrespective of their religious 

or communal affiliations. 

From Social Constraints to Legal Rights 

Societal standards such as Sati and child 

marriage, together, restricted access to 

education and property rights. The 

establishment of British control initiated several 

changes, with social reformers significantly 

influencing advocacy for change, resulting in 

legislation like the Sati Regulation of 1829 and 

the Hindu Widows' Remarriage Act of 1856. 

Following independence, the Indian 

Constitution guaranteed equality (Article 14), 

forbade discrimination based on gender (Article 

15), and provided for equal opportunity. This 

established the groundwork for substantial legal 

changes. Significant legislation included the 

Hindu Code Bills (1950s), which transformed 

personal laws for Hindus by establishing rights 

to divorce and property inheritance for women 

and forbidding bigamy. 

* Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961: Designed to 

eliminate the detrimental practice of dowry. 

* Maternity Benefit Act, 1961: Guaranteed 

compensated maternity leave. 

* Equal Remuneration Act, 1976: Required equal 

compensation for equivalent labor. 

* The Protection of Women from Domestic 

Violence Act, 2005: Offered extensive 

safeguards against domestic violence. 
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* Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace 

(Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 

2013: Pertains to the regulation of sexual 

harassment in the workplace. 

The Muslim Women (Protection of 

Rights on Marriage) Act, 2019, criminalized 

instantaneous triple talaq. 

Although these laws signify a 

significant transition from conventional 

limitations to legal entitlements, obstacles 

remain in their execution owing to entrenched 

patriarchal beliefs, insufficient legal 

understanding, and cultural prejudices. 

The Persistence of Patriarchal Norms and 

Their Impact on Women’s Legal Entitlements: 

Despite progressive legal frameworks, 

patriarchal attitudes persistently influence 

women's legal rights in India. These ingrained 

social views often compromise the integrity and 

efficacy of legislation intended to promote 

gender equality. 

For example, while the Hindu 

Succession Act of 2005 confers equal 

coparcenary rights to daughters in ancestral 

property, several households, swayed by 

patriarchal customs, continue to deny girls their 

full portion. Women may encounter significant 

societal pressure, ostracism, or even violence 

while asserting their property rights, prompting 

them to relinquish their privileges. 

Despite the existence of laws against 

domestic violence and dowry, women often 

refrain from reporting abuses or seeking legal 

recourse due to fear of social shame, insufficient 

familial support, and economic reliance on male 

relatives. The justice delivery system may 

sometimes be affected by patriarchal prejudices, 

resulting in postponed justice or insufficient 

recompense for victims. 

The desire for male heirs, the 

undervaluation of women's work, and the 

assumption that women primarily serve as 

caretakers persistently restrict their access to 

education, economic autonomy, and decision-

making authority, so obstructing their capacity 

to fully assert and execute their legal rights. 

Challenging these entrenched conventions is 

essential for converting legal rights into actual 

experiences for Indian women. 

Woman and the justice system: 

The journey of Indian women through 

the court system is intricate, characterized by 

both improved legal frameworks and enduring 

sociocultural obstacles. Although several laws 

are established to safeguard women's rights and 

combat gender-based violence, their effective 

enforcement is often obstructed by entrenched 

patriarchal practices and institutional 

challenges. 

A key obstacle is the unwillingness to 

report offenses. Fear of societal shame, victim-

blaming, insufficient familial support, and 

economic reliance on male relatives often 

dissuade women from seeking assistance from 

law enforcement or the judiciary, especially in 

instances of domestic abuse, sexual assault, or 

familial property disputes. This "culture of 

silence" permits injustices to persist 

unchallenged. 

Women often face insensitivity and 

prejudices within law enforcement and the 

court, even while pursuing justice. Law 

enforcement officials, particularly in rural 

regions, may downplay women's complaints, 

dissuade them from filing FIRs, or approach 

investigations with bias. The protracted and 

onerous legal procedure, marked by many 

postponements and delays, further depletes and 

aggravates victims, sometimes prompting them 

to retract their claims. 

Insufficient legal understanding and 

financial precariousness provide considerable 

obstacles. Numerous women, especially from 

underprivileged areas, are either uninformed 

about their legal rights or lack the financial 

resources to engage in extended legal disputes. 

Support mechanisms such as legal aid 
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programs, although there, often lack 

accessibility and efficacy. 

However, significant efforts are 

underway to address these challenges. There is 

an increasing focus on gender sensitization 

training for law enforcement and judicial 

personnel, intended to cultivate empathy and 

understanding of women's experiences. 

Initiatives such as women's help desks at police 

stations, specialized women's courts, and victim 

compensation programs aim to enhance the 

accessibility and responsiveness of the legal 

system. The growing participation of women in 

legal professions, while still inadequate, also 

fosters a more gender-sensitive attitude. 

Ultimately, while legislative changes 

have established a robust framework, the real 

challenge resides in altering society's views and 

guaranteeing that every woman may attain and 

feel justice devoid of fear or prejudice. 

Contemporary Implementation Gaps: 

Awareness: Numerous women, particularly in 

rural regions, are uninformed about their 

expanded rights. 

Social Pressure: Familial unity sometimes 

supersedes individual property rights. 

*Legal challenges: The complexities and 

expenses involved in enforcing property rights 

in judicial proceedings. 

Intersectionality: The impact of caste, class, 

geographic location (rural/urban), and other 

social variables on property rights. 

The role of social reform movements and legal 

activism in enhancing women’s socio-legal 

status: 

The evolution of women's socio-legal 

position in India is significantly attributed to the 

persistent endeavors of social reform 

movements and legal advocacy. These two 

factions have collaborated, advocating for both 

legislative reform and a change in public views. 

During the 19th and early 20th 

centuries, social reformers such as Raja Ram 

Mohan Roy, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, 

Jyotirao and Savitribai Phule, and Annie Besant 

advocated for the eradication of Sati, the 

encouragement of widow remarriage, and the 

education of females. Their unwavering 

activism confronted established patriarchal 

norms and established a foundation for 

subsequent legal actions. Although these 

movements were first dominated by males, they 

progressively saw the emergence of women 

reformers who contributed their influential 

voices to the call for change. 

Following independence, legal activism 

became prominent. Women's organizations, 

civil society entities, and legal practitioners have 

persistently advocated for and participated in 

the formulation of essential laws. Significant 

rulings by the Supreme Court, sometimes 

initiated by public interest litigations (PILs) 

from activists, have played a crucial role in 

interpreting constitutional provisions to 

enhance women's rights. The Vishaka 

guidelines addressing workplace sexual 

harassment and the Shayara Bano ruling on 

instant triple talaq are direct results of persistent 

legal advocacy. 

The collaboration between social 

movements that promote awareness and legal 

activism advocating for legislative and judicial 

changes has been essential. Social change 

transformed public discourse and contested 

repressive traditions, while legal action 

converted these ambitions into enforceable 

rights, progressively eliminating the legal and 

social limitations imposed on Indian women. 

Customary practices vs. formal law: A socio-

legal examination of women’s lives 

In India, women's lives are constantly 

influenced by the relationship between 

traditional customs and modern legislation. 

Although formal legislation, such as the Hindu 

Succession Act of 2005, seeks to provide equal 
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rights, many ancient norms often contravene or 

diminish these legal provisions. 

Customary practices are unwritten 

norms and customs that have developed within 

certain groups, regulating areas such as 

matrimonial ceremonies, inheritance 

procedures, and conflict resolution. These 

activities, intricately woven into the social 

fabric, often embody patriarchal standards that 

favor males. In several rural and tribal groups, 

women may continue to be deprived of their 

rightful portion of ancestral property, even with 

statutory rules that provide equal rights. Social 

pressure, community ostracism, or ignorance 

may compel women to relinquish their legal 

rights in favor of customary practices. 

Legislative measures established by the 

state aim for consistency and gender equity. The 

Indian Constitution ensures equality, and 

several laws have been enacted to safeguard 

women from discrimination, assault, and 

economic marginalization. Nonetheless, the 

disparity between "law in the books" and "law in 

action" persists markedly. Conventional 

methods may result in the underreporting of 

offenses such as domestic abuse, as victims often 

choose social judgment above legal 

consequences. 

This socio-legal analysis uncovers an 

ongoing conflict. Although legislative changes 

provide an essential foundation for women's 

empowerment, their real-life experiences are 

often influenced by the enduring presence of 

customary standards. Addressing this disparity 

requires enhanced legal enforcement and 

ongoing social transformation to confront 

patriarchal attitudes and guarantee that women 

may effectively use their legal rights. 

The depiction of legal awareness and access to 

justice for women is a significant issue. 

The depiction of legal knowledge and 

access to justice for women in India reveals a 

complex scenario. There is a growing 

acknowledgment of the need to equip women 

with an understanding of their rights. Entities 

such as the National Commission for Women 

(NCW) and several NGOs often implement 

legal awareness initiatives nationwide, with the 

objective of informing women on pertinent 

legislation concerning marriage, divorce, 

property rights, domestic abuse, and sexual 

harassment. Digital platforms and efforts are 

developing to streamline legal information and 

enhance accessibility. 

Nevertheless, the actuality of attaining 

justice continues to pose difficulties for many 

individuals. A major obstacle is insufficient 

legal literacy, especially among women in rural 

regions and underprivileged populations. 

Illiteracy, restricted access to information, and 

socio-economic difficulties result in many 

women being oblivious to their rights and the 

avenues for seeking remedy. They may fail to 

acknowledge when a legal injustice has been 

perpetrated on them. 

Moreover, despite knowing, traversing 

the court system might be formidable. Societal 

stigma and victim-blaming sometimes dissuade 

women from reporting crimes or seeking legal 

recourse. The judicial procedure may be 

protracted, costly, and emotionally taxing, 

characterized by many postponements and 

delays. Women may endure insensitivity or 

gender prejudice from law enforcement 

personnel and inside the court, resulting in 

unsatisfactory encounters. 

Notwithstanding these obstacles, there 

are ongoing endeavors to enhance accessibility. 

Legal assistance agencies, paralegal volunteers, 

and women's helplines are endeavoring to close 

the gap. Success narratives, although not 

consistently common, indicate the importance 

of continuous legal support and understanding 

in enabling women to assert their rights, 

especially with land ownership and protection 

against domestic violence. The pursuit of fair 

legal awareness and unimpeded access to justice 

for all women in India is ongoing, necessitating 

continuous emphasis on legislative change and 

social transformation. 
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Conclusion 

The property rights of women in India 

have seen considerable change, indicating a 

steady and ongoing enhancement of their socio-

legal standing. Historically, Hindu women, 

regulated by the Mitakshara and Dayabhaga 

legal frameworks, had restricted property 

rights. Under Mitakshara, a woman's property 

rights were mostly confined to stridhan (gifts 

acquired upon marriage), while joint family 

property predominantly remained under male 

dominion. Dayabhaga provided somewhat 

more acknowledgment, permitting a widow to 

inherit her husband's portion in the absence of 

male heirs; yet, her authority was often 

constrained. 

The socio-legal changes of the 20th 

century, especially the Hindu Succession Act of 

1956, were a pivotal period. This legislation 

conferred restricted estate for female 

beneficiaries and transforming existing limited 

estates into full ownership. Subsequent 

modifications, particularly in 2005, enhanced 

these rights by establishing females as 

coparceners by birth in ancestral property, equal 

to boys. This legal progression, from near 

exclusion to equal coparcenary rights, reflects a 

cultural transformation towards seeing women 

as autonomous economic agents entitled to 

inherit and manage property. 

Rama Mehta's "The Socio-Legal Status 

of Women in India" undoubtedly exemplifies 

this process, demonstrating how legal reforms 

have progressively undermined patriarchal 

frameworks that prohibited women from 

possessing autonomous property rights. The 

book will underscore the challenges and 

successes in attaining these rights, highlighting 

how augmented property ownership has 

empowered women, therefore boosting their 

autonomy, security, and negotiating leverage 

within families and society. Despite ongoing 

obstacles related to knowledge and execution, 

the legal system clearly indicates a gradual 

advancement toward gender equality in 

property rights. 
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