
www.ijlra.com 

Volume 3 Issue 7 | Oct 2026 

 

ISSN: 2582-6433 

 

 

http://www.ijlra.com/


www.ijlra.com 

Volume 3 Issue 7 | Oct 2026 

 

ISSN: 2582-6433 

 

 

Page | 1213 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DISCLAIMER 

 

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, transmitted, or distributed in any form 

or by any means, whether electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, 

without prior written permission of the Managing Editor of the International Journal for Legal 

Research & Analysis (IJLRA). 

 

The views, opinions, interpretations, and conclusions expressed in the articles published in this 

journal are solely those of the respective authors. They do not necessarily reflect the views of 

the Editorial Board, Editors, Reviewers, Advisors, or the Publisher of IJLRA. 

 

Although every reasonable effort has been made to ensure the accuracy, authenticity, and 

proper citation of the content published in this journal, neither the Editorial Board nor IJLRA 

shall be held liable or responsible, in any manner whatsoever, for any loss, damage, or 

consequence arising from the use, reliance upon, or interpretation of the information contained 

in this publication. 

 

The content published herein is intended solely for academic and informational purposes and 

shall not be construed as legal advice or professional opinion. 

 

Copyright © International Journal for Legal Research & Analysis. 

All rights reserved. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.ijlra.com/


www.ijlra.com 

Volume 3 Issue 7 | Oct 2026 

 

ISSN: 2582-6433 

 

 

Page | 1214 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ABOUT US 

 

The International Journal for Legal Research & Analysis (IJLRA) (ISSN: 2582-6433) is a 

peer-reviewed, academic, online journal published on a monthly basis. The journal aims to 

provide a comprehensive and interactive platform for the publication of original and high-

quality legal research. 

 

IJLRA publishes Short Articles, Long Articles, Research Papers, Case Comments, Book 

Reviews, Essays, and interdisciplinary studies in the field of law and allied disciplines. The 

journal seeks to promote critical analysis and informed discourse on contemporary legal, 

social, and policy issues. 

 

The primary objective of IJLRA is to enhance academic engagement and scholarly dialogue 

among law students, researchers, academicians, legal professionals, and members of the Bar 

and Bench. The journal endeavours to establish itself as a credible and widely cited academic 

publication through the publication of original, well-researched, and analytically sound 

contributions. 

 

IJLRA welcomes submissions from all branches of law, provided the work is original, 

unpublished, and submitted in accordance with the prescribed submission guidelines. All 

manuscripts are subject to a rigorous peer-review process to ensure academic quality, 

originality, and relevance. 

 

Through its publications, the International Journal for Legal Research & Analysis aspires to 

contribute meaningfully to legal scholarship and the development of law as an instrument of 

justice and social progress. 

 

 

 

http://www.ijlra.com/


www.ijlra.com 

Volume 3 Issue 7 | Oct 2026 

 

ISSN: 2582-6433 

 

 

Page | 1215 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PUBLICATION ETHICS, COPYRIGHT & AUTHOR 

RESPONSIBILITY STATEMENT 

 

The International Journal for Legal Research and Analysis (IJLRA) is committed to upholding 

the highest standards of publication ethics and academic integrity. All manuscripts submitted 

to the journal must be original, unpublished, and free from plagiarism, data fabrication, 

falsification, or any form of unethical research or publication practice. Authors are solely 

responsible for the accuracy, originality, legality, and ethical compliance of their work and 

must ensure that all sources are properly cited and that necessary permissions for any third-

party copyrighted material have been duly obtained prior to submission. Copyright in all 

published articles vests with IJLRA, unless otherwise expressly stated, and authors grant the 

journal the irrevocable right to publish, reproduce, distribute, and archive their work in print 

and electronic formats. The views and opinions expressed in the articles are those of the authors 

alone and do not reflect the views of the Editors, Editorial Board, Reviewers, or Publisher. 

IJLRA shall not be liable for any loss, damage, claim, or legal consequence arising from the 

use, reliance upon, or interpretation of the content published. By submitting a manuscript, the 

author(s) agree to fully indemnify and hold harmless the journal, its Editor-in-Chief, Editors, 

Editorial Board, Reviewers, Advisors, Publisher, and Management against any claims, 

liabilities, or legal proceedings arising out of plagiarism, copyright infringement, defamation, 

breach of confidentiality, or violation of third-party rights. The journal reserves the absolute 

right to reject, withdraw, retract, or remove any manuscript or published article in case of 

ethical or legal violations, without incurring any liability. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.ijlra.com/


www.ijlra.com 

Volume 3 Issue 7 | Oct 2026 

 

ISSN: 2582-6433 

 

 

Page | 1216 
 

 

FROM SOCIAL CONTROL TO SOCIAL CHANGE: 

HOW LAW RESHAPES GENDER ROLES IN INDIAN 

SOCIETY. 
 

AUTHORED BY - CHAITALI SHRAVAN SINGH 

 

 

Abstract 

Law and society are closely connected because law not only regulates human behaviour but 

can also influence social relationships and bring about social change. This research paper, titled 

“From Social Control to Social Change: How Law Reshapes Gender Roles in Indian Society,” 

examines the role of law as an instrument of social engineering, with particular focus on the 

changing position and roles of women in Indian society. Gender roles have traditionally been 

influenced by family structures, cultural practices, customs, social expectations, and patriarchal 

attitudes. Although these factors continue to influence society, legal reforms have increasingly 

challenged discriminatory practices and created greater opportunities for equality, dignity, and 

individual autonomy. 

The study examines how constitutional principles, legislation, and judicial decisions have 

contributed to the transformation of traditional gender roles. The Constitution of India provides 

the foundation for gender equality through principles of equality, non-discrimination, liberty 

and dignity. Various laws relating to dowry, domestic violence, child marriage, workplace 

sexual harassment and women’s inheritance rights demonstrate the use of law to address social 

inequalities and protect women’s rights. The study also examines the contribution of landmark 

judicial decisions such as Vishaka v. State of Rajasthan, Shayara Bano v. Union of India, 

Joseph Shine v. Union of India and Vineeta Sharma v. Rakesh Sharma, which have 

strengthened constitutional principles and challenged discriminatory legal and social practices. 

The research further explores how changes in gender roles are reflected within the family, 

education, employment, economic independence, political participation, and public life. It also 

considers the influence of media, social media, legal awareness, and education in shaping 

contemporary attitudes towards gender equality. At the same time, the study recognizes that 

legal reform alone cannot immediately change deeply rooted social attitudes. The effectiveness 

of law depends upon proper implementation, access to justice, awareness of rights, and 

acceptance of constitutional values within society. The research concludes that law can 
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function both as an instrument of social control and as an instrument of social change. The 

transformation of gender roles is therefore a continuing process requiring cooperation between 

legal institutions and society. Meaningful gender equality can be achieved when legal rights 

are translated into everyday social practices and women are able to live with equality, dignity, 

autonomy and equal opportunity. 

 

Keywords: Social Engineering; Gender Roles; Gender Equality; Social Change, Constitutional 

Rights. 

 

INTRODUCTION: LAW, SOCIETY AND THE TRANSFORMATION 

OF GENDER ROLES. 

Law and society are closely connected institutions. Law is created within society, but at the 

same time, law also has the power to influence and transform society. Every society contains 

certain rules, customs, traditions, and expectations that regulate the behaviour of individuals. 

Some of these rules are formally recognized by the State, while others exist informally through 

family practices, cultural traditions, community expectations, and social pressure. 

Gender roles provide one of the clearest examples of this relationship between society and law. 

From childhood, individuals are often taught what society considers appropriate behaviour for 

men and women. Boys may be encouraged to be financially independent, strong and 

decisionmakers, while girls may be encouraged to be caring, obedient, and responsible for 

household duties. These expectations may appear ordinary because they are repeated across 

generations. However, from a sociological perspective, they represent forms of social control 

that influence individual behaviour.The development of gender equality demonstrates that 

social arrangements are not permanent. Practices that were once considered normal can 

gradually be questioned and legally regulated. The law therefore becomes an important 

instrument through which society can move from traditional patterns towards greater equality. 

The Constitution of India represents a major turning point in this process. The constitutional 

guarantee of equality before law, prohibition of discrimination and protection of personal 

liberty established a legal foundation for challenging discriminatory practices. Article 15 

specifically prohibits discrimination on grounds including sex while also permitting the State 

to make special provisions for women and children. 

The legal transformation of gender relations did not occur at one particular moment. It 

developed through a continuous process involving social reform movements, legislation, 
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constitutional interpretation, judicial decisions, and changing public attitudes. The relationship 

between law and social change can therefore be understood as a two-way process. Society 

influences law by identifying problems requiring legal regulation, while law influences society 

by establishing new standards of behaviour. 

 

PHILOSOPHICAL AND SOCIOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS OF 

SOCIAL CONTROL 

Before examining gender-related laws, it is important to understand the concept of social 

control. Social control refers to the mechanisms through which society encourages individuals 

to follow accepted norms and discourages behaviour considered unacceptable. Sociologists 

generally distinguish between formal and informal forms of social control. Formal social 

control is exercised through institutions such as courts, police, legislatures, and government 

authorities. 

Laws are the most important example of formal social control. Informal social control operates 

through family, community, customs, traditions, social approval, and disapproval. 

Gender roles have traditionally been maintained through both forms. A girl may not be legally 

prohibited from choosing a particular profession, but family pressure may discourage her from 

entering that profession. Similarly, a man may not be legally required to become the sole 

financial provider of a household, but social expectations may create such pressure. Therefore, 

social control can operate even when there is no formal legal rule. 

The sociological importance of gender roles lies in their ability to influence behaviour over 

long periods. When individuals repeatedly observe roles within their families and 

communities, those roles may appear natural rather than socially constructed. Law can 

challenge this process by formally recognizing equality and providing remedies against 

discriminatory practices. 

 

THE CONCEPT OF SOCIAL ENGINEERING THROUGH LAW 

The relationship between law and social change can be understood through the concept of 

social engineering. Roscoe Pound described law as an instrument of social control and 

developed the idea that law should attempt to balance competing interests in society. Social 

engineering, in the legal sense, does not mean controlling every aspect of human behaviour. 

Rather, it refers to the use of law to organize competing social interests and promote social 

welfare. Gender equality is an important example. 
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Society may contain competing interests between traditional customs and individual rights. For 

example, a traditional practice may be socially accepted while simultaneously affecting the 

dignity or equality of women. The role of law in such a situation is to balance social interests 

while protecting fundamental rights. Therefore, when law prohibits dowry, provides protection 

against domestic violence, regulates workplace harassment or recognizes women’s property 

rights, it is not merely creating technical legal rules. It is attempting to reshape social 

relationships. 

 

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF GENDER ROLES IN INDIAN 

SOCIETY 

The position of women in Indian society has never remained completely static. Different 

historical periods, communities, and regions have experienced different forms of gender 

relations. However, patriarchal structures became deeply connected with family, marriage, 

inheritance and social status in many parts of Indian society. The family traditionally 

functioned as one of the most important institutions through which gender roles were 

transmitted. Girls were often prepared for marriage and household responsibilities, while boys 

were expected to acquire education, employment, and economic independence. Such divisions 

created unequal opportunities and reinforced the belief that men and women naturally belonged 

to different social spheres. 

Colonial rule also affected gender relations in complex ways. Social reform movements during 

the nineteenth century challenged practices such as sati, child marriage, and restrictions on 

women’s education. Reformers recognized that social customs could not remain unquestioned 

merely because they had existed for generations. Legal reform therefore became connected 

with broader debates about social progress. After independence, the Constitution provided a 

fundamentally different legal framework. The constitutional vision was based on equality, 

liberty, dignity, and social justice. This created a legal foundation for challenging 

discriminatory social practices. 

 

1. PATRIARCHY AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF GENDER ROLES 

Patriarchy is one of the central concepts in the sociological study of gender. It describes a social 

structure in which authority and decision-making are disproportionately concentrated in the 

hands of men. Patriarchy may operate within families, workplaces, political institutions, and 

social organizations. One of the strongest effects of patriarchy is the division of responsibilities 
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between men and women. Household work and caregiving are often treated as women’s 

responsibilities even when women also participate in paid employment. At the same time, 

men’s participation in domestic work may be treated as optional rather than equally necessary. 

This division has economic consequences. Unpaid domestic work contributes significantly to 

the functioning of households, but it is generally not recognized in the same manner as paid 

employment. As a result, women who spend substantial time performing unpaid care work 

may become economically dependent on other family members. Patriarchal attitudes also 

influence decision-making. In some families, important decisions regarding education, 

marriage, employment and property may be controlled primarily by male members. This 

demonstrates that gender inequality is not limited to visible discrimination. It may also operate 

through everyday expectations and unequal access to decision-making. Law attempts to 

challenge such inequalities by recognizing women as independent rights-bearing individuals. 

However, legal recognition must be accompanied by social awareness so that women can 

exercise these rights. 

 

2. CONSTITUTIONAL FOUNDATION OF GENDER EQUALITY 

The Constitution of India provides the most important legal foundation for gender equality. 

Article 14 guarantees equality before law and equal protection of laws. This principle 

establishes that women cannot be treated as legally inferior merely because of their gender. 

Article 15 prohibits discrimination on grounds including sex. At the same time, Article 15(3) 

allows the State to make special provisions for women and children. This provision is 

particularly significant because substantive equality sometimes requires additional protection 

for historically disadvantaged groups. Treating everyone identically may not always result in 

genuine equality when existing social conditions are unequal. 

Article 16 guarantees equality of opportunity in matters of public employment. This provision 

is important because economic independence is closely connected with social status. Access 

to employment allows women to participate more equally in public life and reduces dependence 

on traditional family structures. Article 21 protects life and personal liberty. Judicial 

interpretation has expanded the meaning of this provision to include dignity, autonomy, and 

other aspects of a meaningful life. These principles have become increasingly important in 

cases concerning 

women’s personal choices, bodily autonomy, and individual freedom. 

Directive Principles of State Policy also reflect the constitutional commitment to social and 

economic justice. The constitutional framework therefore does not merely prohibit 
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discrimination; it creates a broader vision of a society in which equality and dignity are 

meaningful realities. 

 

Constitution Of India, arts. 14, 15, 16 and 21. 

 

3. LAW AS AN INSTRUMENT OF SOCIAL CHANGE 

The transformation of gender roles demonstrates how law can operate as an instrument of social 

change. When Parliament creates legislation addressing discrimination or violence against 

women, it establishes a formal statement that certain social practices are unacceptable.The 

Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961, is one example. Dowry has historically related to marriage 

arrangements and social expectations. Legal prohibition attempted to separate marriage from 

financial demands and to protect women and their families from economic exploitation. 

However, the existence of legislation does not automatically eliminate dowry. Social status, 

marriage expectations, family pressure, and economic considerations may continue to 

influence the practice. This demonstrates the difference between legal prohibition and social 

elimination. Law can prohibit conduct, but social transformation requires changes in attitudes 

and practices. The same principle applies to domestic violence. The Protection of Women from 

Domestic Violence Act, 2005, recognized that violence within a household cannot be dismissed 

simply as a private family matter. By providing legal remedies, the law brought the issue into 

the public and legal sphere. This represents an important transformation in the relationship 

between family and law. Earlier, many forms of domestic abuse were treated as matters that 

families should resolve internally. Modern legal approaches increasingly recognize that 

personal relationships cannot be used as a justification for violating fundamental rights and 

human dignity. 

 

4. CHILD MARRIAGE AND THE PROTECTION OF WOMEN’S FUTURE 

Child marriage is another example of a practice where law attempts to influence social 

behaviour. Marriage at an early age can affect education, health, economic independence, and 

personal development. The Prohibition of Child Marriage Act, 2006 provides a legal 

framework to address child marriage. The law reflects the understanding that childhood should 

not be sacrificed because of social customs or family expectations. From a sociological 

perspective, child marriage relates to poverty, lack of education, social insecurity, and 

traditional beliefs regarding family honor. Therefore, legal prohibition must be accompanied 

by education and economic development. 
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The protection of girls from early marriage also demonstrates that gender equality is connected 

with access to education. A girl who remains in school for a longer period may have greater 

opportunities to develop skills, obtain employment, and make independent decisions about her 

future. 

The importance of preventing child marriage goes beyond the marriage relationship itself. Early 

marriage may affect: 

• Education; 

• Employment opportunities; 

• Physical and psychological development; 

• Financial independence; 

• decision-making; 

• Future social mobility. 

Therefore, legal intervention against child marriage can contribute to wider social 

transformation. When girls remain in education and enter employment before marriage, 

traditional gender expectations can gradually change. 

 

Prohibition Of Child Marriage Act, 2006, Act No. 6 of 2007 (India). 

 

5. WOMEN’S EDUCATION AS AN INSTRUMENT OF SOCIAL CHANGE 

Education is one of the strongest instruments for changing gender roles. It increases 

knowledge, develops confidence, and creates opportunities for economic and social 

participation. When women receive education, the effects may extend beyond the individual. 

Educated women are often better placed to understand their legal rights, participate in 

employment and make informed decisions regarding marriage, family and changes the health, 

education, expectations of society. When girls enter professions traditionally dominated by 

men, they challenge assumptions regarding what women can or cannot do. In this sense, 

education operates as both an individual and collective instrument of social change. Law 

supports this transformation by promoting equal access to education and prohibiting 

discriminatory practices. However, social attitudes and economic conditions continue to affect 

educational opportunities in many communities. 

Education is one of the most powerful instruments of social transformation. A legally 

guaranteed right becomes more meaningful when individuals understand how to exercise it. 

Education can provide women with: 
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• Awareness of legal rights; 

• Employment opportunities; 

• Financial independence; 

• Confidence; 

• Political awareness; 

• Decision-making ability. 

Education also influences family attitudes. Parents who understand the importance of women’s 

education may be more likely to support daughters in pursuing professional careers. Therefore, 

education creates a link between legal equality and practical empowerment. 

 

6. DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AND THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE 

PRIVATE SPHERE 

Domestic violence is an important example of how law can transform the understanding of the 

family. Traditionally, family matters were often considered private, and outside intervention 

was discouraged. This approach could prevent women from seeking help when facing violence 

within the household. 

The Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005 represents a major legal 

development because it recognizes different forms of domestic abuse and provides remedies 

to affected women. The law demonstrates that the protection of dignity and safety cannot stop 

at the entrance of a private home. The sociological significance of this legislation lies in its 

challenge to the traditional separation between the public and private spheres. If violence 

occurs within a family, it does not become acceptable merely because the individuals are 

related. The law also changes the language through which society understands domestic 

relationships. Instead of viewing violence as a private family dispute, it recognizes it as a matter 

involving rights, dignity, and legal protection. 

 

Protection Of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005, Act No. 43 of 2005 (India). 

 

7. THE DOWRY SYSTEM AND LEGAL INTERVENTION 

The dowry system illustrates the complex relationship between social customs and legal 

reform. Dowry is not merely an economic transaction; it can reflect broader ideas about 

women’s social status, marriage, and family honour. 

The Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961 sought to prohibit the giving and taking of dowry. The law 

represents an attempt to change the social meaning of marriage by rejecting the idea that a 
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woman’s marriage should involve compulsory financial transfers. Despite legal prohibition, 

dowry-related practices continue in different forms. Families may sometimes describe demands 

as gifts or marriage expenses rather than dowry. This creates enforcement difficulties and 

demonstrates the ability of social practices to adapt to legal restrictions. 

From a sociological perspective, the problem cannot be solved only through punishment. 

Education, economic independence of women, awareness among families and social rejection 

of dowry are equally important. Legal enforcement must therefore be supported by social 

change. 

 

Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961, Act No. 28 of 1961 (India). 

 

8. SEXUAL HARASSMENT AND WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION IN PUBLIC LIFE 

Women’s increasing participation in education and employment has made workplace safety an 

important issue. Sexual harassment can discourage women from entering or remaining in 

professional spaces and can therefore indirectly restrict their economic independence. 

In Vishaka v. State of Rajasthan, the Supreme Court recognized sexual harassment at the 

workplace as a violation of women’s fundamental rights and laid down guidelines to address 

the problem. The decision demonstrated the judiciary’s role in responding to a social problem 

where specific legislation was not yet available. The Sexual Harassment of Women at 

Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 2013 subsequently provided a 

statutory framework for preventing and addressing workplace sexual harassment. 

The development from judicial guidelines to legislation demonstrates the interaction between 

courts, social concerns, and Parliament. It also shows how law can gradually establish new 

standards of acceptable behaviour in society. 

 

Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 2013, 

Act No. 14 of 2013 (India). 

 

9. ECONOMIC INDEPENDENCE AND CHANGING GENDER ROLES 

Economic independence has a major influence on women’s position within the family and 

society. A woman who has access to employment and income generally has greater capacity 

to participate in decision-making and exercise personal choices. Traditional gender roles often 

associate men with economic responsibility and women with unpaid domestic labor. As women 

enter professional, commercial and public occupations, this division becomes increasingly 
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difficult to maintain. 

Women’s participation in the workforce also changes the meaning of family responsibilities. 

When both partners work, household responsibilities increasingly need to be understood as 

shared responsibilities rather than exclusively women’s work. However, employment alone 

does not automatically produce equality. Women may face unequal pay, workplace 

discrimination, lack of childcare facilities, unsafe working environments and the additional 

burden of unpaid domestic work. However, employment does not automically result in 

equality. Women may continue to face unequal responsibilities at home, workplace 

discrimination and barriers to career advancement. Therefore, economic empowerment must 

include not only employment but also fair conditions of work. Economic independence is 

closely connected with social and personal autonomy. A woman who has independent income 

may have greater ability to participate in family decisions and make choices about her own 

life. Traditional gender roles often create economic dependency by assigning men the role of 

financial provider and women the role of unpaid caregiver. 

 

10. JUDICIAL ACTIVISM AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF GENDER 

RIGHTS 

The judiciary has played a significant role in developing gender equality through constitutional 

interpretation. Courts have interpreted equality, dignity, and liberty in a manner that responds 

to changing social realities. This is particularly important where existing laws contain outdated 

assumptions or where a new social problem requires constitutional attention. Judicial activism 

becomes particularly important when existing social practices conflict with constitutional 

values. Courts have increasingly examined whether laws and social arrangements are 

consistent with equality and individual dignity. 

This development is significant because social change may occur faster than legislative reform. 

Judicial decisions can therefore influence society even beyond the parties directly involved in 

a case. A judgment may establish a principle that changes the way institutions and society 

understand a particular right. 

 

11. Judicial Intervention and Landmark Cases in Promoting Gender Equality. 

o Vishaka v. STATE OF RAJASTHAN 

The Vishaka judgment is one of the most significant decisions concerning women’s rights in 

India. The case concerned sexual harassment of women at the workplace. At a time when there 

was no comprehensive legislation specifically dealing with workplace sexual harassment, the 
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Supreme Court formulated guidelines for prevention and redressal. The judgment connected 

workplace safety with fundamental rights. It recognized that sexual harassment could violate 

constitutional guarantees of equality and dignity. 

The importance of Vishaka therefore lies not only in the guidelines themselves but also in the 

Court’s recognition that women’s participation in public and professional life requires 

protection from discriminatory and hostile environments. The case demonstrates how 

constitutional interpretation can respond to social problems and influence subsequent 

legislative development. 

The importance of Vishaka can be understood through the following points: 

• It recognised workplace sexual harassment as a constitutional concern. 

• It provided guidelines for employers and institutions. 

• It strengthened women’s participation in public life. 

• It demonstrated the importance of judicial activism. 

• It contributed to the development of later legislation. 

The judgment therefore demonstrates how the judiciary can become an agent of social change. 

 

Vishaka & Ors. v. State of Rajasthan & Ors., (1997) 6 SCC 241; AIR 1997 SC 3011. 

 

o SHAYARA BANO AND THE QUESTION OF PERSONAL AUTONOMY 

The judgment in Shayara Bano v. Union of India is another important example of judicial 

intervention in matters affecting women’s equality and personal autonomy. The case 

concerned the practice of instant triple talaq, under which a Muslim husband could pronounce 

talaq immediately and unilaterally to end the marriage. The petitioner challenged the practice 

on the ground that it was discriminatory and violated constitutional rights. The case raised 

important questions concerning the relationship between personal laws, gender equality, 

individual dignity, and constitutional principles. 

The Supreme Court, by a majority, set aside the practice of instant triple talaq. The decision 

was significant because it addressed the impact of a personal law practice on women’s rights 

and dignity. 

The broader significance of the judgment can be understood through the following principles: 

• Individual dignity cannot be ignored in the name of social or customary practices; 

• Discriminatory practices affecting women can be examined through constitutional 

principles; 
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• Personal autonomy is an important component of individual freedom; 

• Marriage cannot be treated as a relationship in which one party possesses unlimited 

legal power over the other. 

The case demonstrates the difficult relationship between law, religion, tradition, and gender 

equality. It also shows how constitutional values can influence social practices that have 

historically been accepted as part of personal or community life. 

From the perspective of social change, Shayara Bano demonstrates that judicial decisions can 

question practices that create unequal power relationships within families. The judgment 

therefore represents an important movement towards recognizing women as independent 

rights-bearing individuals rather than merely as members of a family or community. 

 

Shayara Bano v. Union of India & Ors., (2017) 9 SCC 1; AIR 2017 SC 4609. 

 

o JOSEPH SHINE AND PATRIARCHAL LEGAL ASSUMPTIONS 

The decision in Joseph Shine v. Union of India represents another major step in challenging 

patriarchal assumptions present within Indian law. The case concerned Section 497 of the 

Indian Penal Code, which criminalized adultery in a manner that treated the wife as being under 

the control of her husband and did not treat the participants in the relationship equally. 

The Supreme Court struck down the provision as unconstitutional. The Court recognised that 

the law was based on outdated assumptions about marriage, women’s sexuality and the 

position of women within the marital relationship. The importance of judgment lies not only 

in the decriminalization of adultery but also in the constitutional reasoning behind it. 

The Court emphasized principles such as: 

• Individual autonomy; 

• Dignity; 

• Equality; 

• Privacy; 

• Freedom from patriarchal control; 

• Equal constitutional status of women. 

The judgment challenged the idea that a married woman could be treated as the property or 

possession of her husband. Such an approach was inconsistent with the constitutional 

understanding of women as autonomous individuals. The case is particularly relevant to the 

study of social engineering because it shows that laws themselves can sometimes reproduce 
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social inequalities. Social change, therefore, does not always require the creation of new laws. 

Sometimes it requires courts to identify and remove discriminatory legal provisions that reflect 

outdated social attitudes. 

 

Joseph Shine v. Union of India, (2019) 3 SCC 39; AIR 2018 SC 4898. 

 

o VINEETA SHARMA AND EQUALITY IN PROPERTY RIGHTS 

The judgment in Vineeta Sharma v. Rakesh Sharma significantly strengthened women’s 

property rights under Hindu law. The dispute concerned the rights of daughters in coparcenary 

property under the Hindu Succession Act, 1956. 

The Supreme Court clarified that a daughter has the same rights and liabilities as a son in 

coparcenary property. The judgment strengthened the principle that daughters should not be 

treated differently from sons merely because of their gender. The decision has considerable 

social importance because property ownership and economic independence are closely 

connected with women’s status within families. Traditionally, daughters were often expected 

to leave the parental home after marriage and were not always treated as equal claimants to 

family property. 

The judgment reinforces several important principles: 

• Daughters have equal coparcenary rights; 

• Gender cannot be used as a basis for denying property rights; 

• Economic rights strengthen women’s independence; 

• Equality within the family is an important part of gender justice. 

The social impact of this judgment goes beyond inheritance of disputes. When women have 

stronger property rights, they may have greater economic security and bargaining power within 

both their parental and marital families. Therefore, legal recognition of property rights can 

contribute to wider changes in family relationships and gender expectations. 

 

Vineeta Sharma v. Rakesh Sharma & Ors., (2020) 9 SCC 1; AIR 2020 SC 3717. 

 

12. LAW, FAMILY AND CHANGING SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS 

Family is one of the most important social institutions through which individuals learn values, 

responsibilities, relationships, and social expectations. Traditionally, Indian families were 

largely influenced by patriarchal structures in which men were generally considered the heads 

of households and women were expected to perform domestic responsibilities. Decisions 
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relating to education, employment, marriage, property and family finances were often 

influenced by male members. In such a structure, women’s roles were frequently defined in 

terms of wife, mother, and daughter rather than as independent individuals possessing their 

own legal and social identities. 

However, the relationship between law and family has gradually changed the traditional 

understanding of family roles. Law has increasingly recognised that family relationships cannot 

be based only on customs or traditional expectations. Members of a family are also individuals 

possessing constitutional rights, dignity, and legal protection. This development has been 

particularly important for women because many forms of inequality and discrimination 

historically occurred within the private sphere of the family. 

One of the most important changes has been the recognition of violence within the family as a 

matter of legal concern. Earlier, domestic violence was often treated as a private family matter, 

and outsiders, including authorities, were reluctant to interfere. The Protection of Women from 

Domestic Violence Act, 2005 changed this approach by recognizing different forms of 

domestic abuse and providing legal remedies to women facing violence within domestic 

relationships. 

This represents an important example of how law can transform social understanding by 

converting what was once considered a “private matter” into a matter of legal rights and 

protection. 

Major changes brought through law include: 

• Recognition of domestic violence is a legal issue. 

• Greater protection of women within marriage and domestic relationships. 

• Recognition of women’s property and inheritance rights. 

• Greater importance given to consent and individual autonomy. 

• Legal remedies against cruelty and abuse. 

• Recognition of women’s independent legal identity. 

Thus, law has acted as an important instrument for changing the structure and functioning of 

family relationships. It has attempted to move the family from a purely hierarchical institution 

towards a relationship based more strongly on equality, dignity, and mutual respect. 

 

13. CHANGING CONCEPT OF WOMEN’S WORK 

The concept of women’s work has changed significantly with developments in education, 

industrialisation, urbanization and economic growth. Traditionally, women’s contribution to 
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the family was largely associated with household activities such as cooking, cleaning, 

childcare, and caring for elderly family members. Although these activities were essential for 

the functioning of the household, they were often not considered “work” in the economic sense 

because they did not directly generate income. 

This traditional understanding created an important social distinction between productive work 

and domestic work. Men’s employment outside the home was generally recognised as 

economically valuable, while women’s unpaid household labour was often treated as a natural 

responsibility rather than as an economic contribution. This distinction strengthened the idea 

that men were providers while women were dependents. With increasing access to education 

and employment, women have entered different sectors of the economy. Women today 

participate in professions such as law, medicine, education, banking, business, technology, 

administration, journalism, politics and entrepreneurship. This has significantly challenged 

traditional gender 

roles and has created new expectations regarding women’s independence.The entry of women 

into paid employment has also changed the internal structure of families. When women earn 

an income, they may have greater financial independence and greater participation in family 

decision-making. Economic independence can also provide women with greater ability to make 

choices regarding education, marriage, career and personal development. 

However, employment outside the home has not always resulted in an equal distribution of 

domestic responsibilities. Many working women continue to perform a large proportion of 

household work after completing their professional responsibilities. This situation is commonly 

described as the “double burden” faced by women. 

The changing concept of women’s work can be understood through the following 

developments: 

• Increasing participation of women in paid employment. 

• Expansion of women into professional and technical fields. 

• Growth of women entrepreneurship. 

• Greater importance of financial independence. 

• Recognition of workplace rights. 

• Increasing discussion about unpaid domestic labour. 

• Greater need for equal sharing of household responsibilities. 

• Increasing participation of women in leadership positions. 

Therefore, women’s work should no longer be understood only through the traditional 
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distinction between the “home” and the “workplace.” Modern gender relations require 

recognition of both paid and unpaid contributions made by women. 

 

14. ROLE OF MEN IN SOCIAL CHANGE 

Gender equality cannot be achieved only through the empowerment of women. Men also have 

an important role in transforming social attitudes and gender relations. Traditional patriarchal 

structures place pressure on men as well by creating expectations that men must always act as 

providers, decision-makers and authority figures. Social change requires men to participate 

equally in domestic responsibilities and to support women’s education, employment and 

independent decision-making. Sharing household responsibilities can help challenge the 

traditional assumption that domestic work belongs exclusively to women. 

Men also have an important role in preventing gender-based violence and harassment. Social 

attitudes within families, educational institutions and workplaces can change significantly 

when men actively oppose discriminatory behaviour rather than remaining silent. The 

participation of men in gender equality should therefore not be understood merely as support 

for women. It also involves developing healthier and more equal relationships between all 

members of society. 

 

15. INTERSECTION OF GENDER WITH CLASS, CASTE AND ECONOMIC 

STATUS 

Gender inequality does not affect every woman in the same manner. A woman’s experience of 

discrimination can also be influenced by economic status, caste, education, geographical 

location, occupation, and access to resources. Therefore, understanding gender equality 

requires attention to these overlapping social factors. 

For example, a financially independent woman may have greater ability to access legal 

assistance than a woman who is economically dependent upon her family. Similarly, women 

living in rural or economically disadvantaged areas may face additional difficulties in 

accessing education, healthcare, employment and legal institutions. The intersection of gender 

with other forms of social inequality demonstrates that formal equality before law does not 

always produce equal outcomes in practice. A legal right may exist equally for everyone, but 

individuals may have different capacities to exercise that right. This makes access to justice 

particularly important. Legal aid, awareness programmes, educational opportunities and 

accessible institutions are necessary to ensure that legal rights become meaningful in everyday 

life. 
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16. LEGAL AWARENESS AS A BRIDGE BETWEEN LAW AND 

SOCIETY 

Legal awareness is essential for making social legislation effective. A person cannot exercise 

a right if they are unaware that such a right exists. Therefore, legal literacy acts as a bridge 

between the formal legal system and ordinary members of society. Women, particularly those 

who face social or economic disadvantages, may not always have sufficient knowledge about 

available legal remedies. Awareness programmes can help individuals understand laws 

relating to domestic violence, workplace harassment, marriage, maintenance, inheritance, and 

other areas affecting their daily lives. Educational institutions can play an important role in 

promoting legal awareness among young people. Law students can also contribute through 

legal aid activities, awareness campaigns, and community programmes. 

Legal awareness also strengthens democratic participation because citizens become more 

capable of questioning unlawful conduct and demanding accountability from institutions. 

Legal awareness can be promoted through: 

• College awareness programmes. 

• Legal aid clinics. 

• Community workshops. 

• Public information campaigns. 

• Simplified legal materials. 

• Digital awareness platforms. 

• School-level constitutional education. 

• Assistance from legal services authorities. 

Therefore, legal awareness is not merely an educational activity; it is an important mechanism 

through which law can produce meaningful social change. 

 

17. ROLE OF LEGISLATURE, JUDICIARY AND EXECUTIVE 

The process of social engineering through law requires cooperation between the three major 

organs of government. The legislature creates laws, the judiciary interprets them, and the 

executive implements them. Each institution therefore has a distinct but interconnected role in 

promoting social change. The legislature responds to changing social conditions by creating or 

amending laws. Laws relating to dowry, domestic violence, child marriage, workplace 

harassment and inheritance demonstrate how legislative action can address social problems. 

The judiciary plays an important role in interpreting legislation in accordance with 

http://www.ijlra.com/


www.ijlra.com 

Volume 3 Issue 7 | Oct 2026 

 

ISSN: 2582-6433 

 

 

Page | 1233 
 

 

constitutional principles. Through landmark decisions, courts have expanded the 

understanding of dignity, equality, autonomy, and non-discrimination. 

The executive is responsible for implementing laws through administrative institutions, police 

authorities, welfare schemes and other mechanisms. Even a well-drafted law may remain 

ineffective if institutions responsible for enforcement do not function properly. Therefore, 

successful social engineering requires all three organs to perform their constitutional 

responsibilities effectively. 

 

18. ROLE OF NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANISATIONS AND CIVIL 

SOCIETY 

Civil society organizations and non-governmental organisations have contributed significantly 

to social change. They often work directly with communities and therefore understand social 

problems at the grassroots level. Such organizations may provide legal assistance, counselling, 

awareness programmes, shelter, educational support, and advocacy. They can also bring 

attention to social problems that may not receive sufficient institutional attention. 

Civil society can also influence law-making by documenting social problems and demanding 

legislative reforms. Many social movements have historically contributed to changes in public 

attitudes and legal policy. 

The role of civil society therefore demonstrates that social engineering is not performed by the 

State alone. Social change is often the result of interaction between law, government 

institutions, communities, social movements, and ordinary citizens. 

 

19. CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES TO GENDER EQUALITY 

Despite significant legal and constitutional developments, gender equality continues to face 

several challenges. These include gender-based violence, workplace discrimination, unequal 

domestic responsibilities, economic inequality, online harassment and social stereotypes. 

One of the major challenges is that discrimination has become more complex. It may not 

always appear in openly discriminatory forms. It can exist through informal expectations, 

unequal opportunities, stereotypes, and institutional practices. Digital technology has created 

additional challenges, including cyber harassment, online abuse, and misuse of personal 

information. At the same time, digital platforms can also be used for awareness and 

empowerment. Therefore, contemporary gender equality requires a legal system that can 

respond to both traditional and emerging forms of discrimination. 
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20. Access to Justice and Gender Equality 

Legal rights become meaningful only when individuals can access justice. Access to justice 

includes not only the ability to approach a court but also access to legal information, legal aid, 

affordable representation, and effective institutional support. Women facing violence or 

discrimination may experience several barriers before reaching the legal system. These can 

include financial difficulties, family pressure, lack of awareness, and fear of social 

consequences. 

Legal aid institutions and awareness programmes therefore play an important role in reducing 

these barriers. The legal system must be accessible, understandable, and sensitive to the needs 

of individuals. Access to justice is consequently an essential part of social engineering. Without 

effective access, progressive laws may remain largely theoretical. 

 

COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE 

A comparative perspective helps in understanding how different legal systems address gender 

inequality. Different countries have adopted different approaches depending upon their 

constitutional structures, cultural conditions, and historical experiences. Some legal systems 

focus strongly on individual autonomy, while others place greater emphasis on family and 

community interests. India follows a constitutional model that attempts to balance individual 

rights with social realities. 

The comparative approach demonstrates that there is no single universal method of achieving 

gender equality. Legal reforms must consider the specific social and cultural conditions of each 

society. At the same time, comparative experiences can provide useful ideas regarding 

workplace equality, political representation, parental responsibilities, protection against 

discrimination, and access to justice. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The present study, “From Social Control to Social Change: How Law Reshapes Gender Roles 

in Indian Society,” examines law as an instrument of social engineering. Traditionally, law has 

been understood as a mechanism for maintaining social order and controlling behaviour. 

However, in a constitutional democracy, its function is broader. Law can address social 

inequalities, protect vulnerable groups, and support the development of a more just social 

order. In the context of gender, this transformative role becomes particularly important because 

many inequalities are deeply connected with long-established social customs and patriarchal 
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expectations. The Indian constitutional framework has provided an important foundation for 

this transformation. The principles of equality, dignity, liberty and non-discrimination have 

challenged the traditional understanding of women as dependent members of society. 

Constitutional guarantees have also influenced the development of legislation and judicial 

decisions concerning women’s rights. As a result, gender equality has gradually moved from 

being merely a social demand to becoming an important constitutional and legal principle. 

Legislative developments demonstrate the practical use of law as an instrument of social 

change. Laws dealing with dowry, domestic violence, child marriage, workplace sexual 

harassment and inheritance have attempted to address different forms of gender inequality. 

These laws are significant because they provide legal recognition to problems that were 

previously ignored, normalised or treated as private matters. In particular, the legal recognition 

of domestic violence demonstrates how the law can enter areas of family life where social 

intervention was traditionally considered inappropriate. Changes in property and inheritance 

law have also contributed to the changing position of women within the family. The 

recognition of daughters’ equal coparcenary rights under the Hindu Succession Act, 

particularly as clarified in Vineeta Sharma v. Rakesh Sharma, represents an important 

movement towards economic equality. 

Property rights have significance beyond ownership because economic security can influence 

a woman’s independence, decision-making ability, and position within the family. 

The judiciary has further contributed to this process through important constitutional decisions. 

Cases such as Vishaka v. State of Rajasthan, Shayara Bano v. Union of India, Joseph Shine v. 

Union of India and Vineeta Sharma v. Rakesh Sharma demonstrate how judicial interpretation 

can address discriminatory practices and reinforce constitutional values. These decisions show 

that the judiciary can play an important role in responding to changing social conditions while 

interpreting law in accordance with equality, dignity, and individual autonomy. The 

transformation of gender roles is also visible within the family. Women are increasingly 

participating in higher education, employment, professional activities and decision-making. 

The traditional assumption that men should be providers while women should remain primarily 

responsible for domestic work is gradually being questioned. However, this transformation 

remains incomplete because many working women continue to carry a disproportionate share 

of household and caregiving responsibilities. Therefore, equality within the family requires not 

only women’s participation in public and professional life but also greater sharing of domestic 

responsibilities. Economic independence is another important factor in changing gender 

relations. Education, employment and entrepreneurship can provide women with greater 
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control over their lives and improve their ability to exercise legal rights. At the same time, the 

benefits of legal and economic development are not experienced equally by all women. Caste, 

class, education, geographical location, and economic status can affect access to opportunities 

and justice. A meaningful understanding of gender equality must therefore consider these 

different social conditions. The study also highlights the importance of political participation, 

education, and media in the process of social change. Women’s participation in political 

institutions challenges the traditional belief that public decision-making is primarily a male 

sphere. 

Educational institutions can develop awareness of equality and constitutional values among 

younger generations. Similarly, media and social media can challenge stereotypes and provide 

greater visibility to women’s experiences, although they can also create new forms of 

discrimination and online harassment. 

These developments demonstrate that legal reform must be supported by social and institutional 

change. The existence of legal rights does not automatically ensure their effective enjoyment. 

Lack of awareness, social pressure, economic dependence, institutional weaknesses, and 

difficulties in accessing justice can prevent individuals from using available legal remedies. 

Therefore, the effectiveness of law depends not only upon its wording but also upon its 

implementation and accessibility. 

Another important finding of the study is that law has limitations as an instrument of social 

engineering. Deeply rooted attitudes cannot be changed immediately through legislation. 

Family traditions, cultural expectations, and social beliefs may continue even after legal 

reforms have been introduced. For this reason, legal measures must be supported by education, 

awareness, economic empowerment, and institutional reform. Social change becomes stronger 

when legal principles are gradually accepted as part of everyday social behaviour. The role of 

men, families, educational institutions, workplaces, government authorities and civil society is 

therefore important in achieving sustainable gender equality. Gender equality cannot be treated 

only as a matter concerning women. It requires changes in the behaviour and expectations of 

society as a whole. Equal participation in family responsibilities, respect for individual 

autonomy, and rejection of discriminatory practices are necessary for the legal principle of 

equality to become a social reality. 

The digital age has further expanded the meaning of gender equality. Online platforms have 

provided new opportunities for education, employment, expression, and social mobilization, 

but they have also created challenges such as cyber harassment, online abuse, and misuse of 

personal information. This demonstrates that social engineering through law is an ongoing 
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process. As society and technology change, legal institutions must continue to respond to new 

forms of inequality and harm. 

The study therefore establishes that the success of law as an instrument of social change cannot 

be measured simply by the number of laws enacted or judicial decisions delivered. Its real 

impact can be understood by examining whether individuals are able to exercise their rights in 

everyday life. Effective implementation, legal awareness, accessible justice and changes in 

social attitudes are essential for converting formal equality into substantive equality. 

Overall, the Indian experience shows a gradual movement from traditional forms of social 

control towards a more rights-based understanding of gender relations. Law has challenged 

several discriminatory practices and has provided women with greater legal recognition and 

protection. At the same time, the persistence of social and economic inequalities demonstrates 

that legal reform is only one part of the larger process of transformation. The ultimate objective 

of social engineering through law should therefore be to create conditions in which 

constitutional values become part of ordinary social life. Equality should be experienced within 

the family, educational institutions, workplaces, political institutions, and public spaces rather 

than remaining limited to legal texts. 

In conclusion, law has played and continues to play an important role in reshaping gender roles 

in Indian society, but its transformative potential depends upon its interaction with social 

institutions and public attitudes. The movement from social control to social change is 

therefore not a single legal event but a continuing process. Through effective legislation, 

progressive judicial interpretation, legal awareness, education, economic opportunities, and 

changing social attitudes, law can contribute to the development of a society based on equality, 

dignity, autonomy, and justice. The study ultimately demonstrates that the strongest form of 

social engineering occurs when legal reform and social transformation develop together. Law 

can provide the framework for equality, but society must give that framework practical 

meaning through everyday behaviour and institutional practices. Only then can the 

constitutional promise of gender equality move beyond formal recognition and become a 

meaningful reality in Indian society. 
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