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Abstract:

This study has been undertaken to investigate, and analyse the concept of Gender roles which refers to societal
norms, behaviors, and expectations associated with individuals based on their perceived gender. Ann Oakley,
distinguished the concept of gender from the concept of sex. The development of higher education has been
significantly influenced by gender roles within different cultures throughout history. These roles have played a
substantial role in shaping access to and participation in higher education across various societies. Historically,
higher education was primarily reserved for men in many cultures. Women were often excluded from formal
education and were limited in their access to certain fields of study. Gender roles dictated that men were the
primary breadwinners and decision-makers, while women were expected to fulfill domestic roles and prioritize
family duties over pursuing education and career opportunities. While India has made significant strides in
education, particularly in higher education, gender roles continue to impact access, participation, and outcomes
in educational pursuits.

Index Terms - Gender roles, higher education, Women and Men in education, Cultural influences, Gender
equality in education

INTRODUCTION:

The greatest part of our society is that men and women are imitative. Both touches the level of genius and
originality and are found in today’s modern world. Ann Oakley (1972) was one the first social scientists to
distinguish the concept of gender from the concept of sex. According to Oakley, gender parallels the biological
division of sex into Male and female, but it involves the division and Social valuation of masculinity and
femininity. In other words, gender is a concept that humans create socially, through their interactions with one
another and their environments, yet it relies heavily upon biological differences between males and females.
Gender roles have influenced access to higher education by determining who had the opportunity to attend
educational institutions.

In patriarchal societies, where men held dominant roles, access to higher education was often restricted or
discouraged for women. This limitation perpetuated gender inequalities in education and beyond. Gender roles
have also influenced the fields of study and career choices available to individuals within higher education.
Traditionally, certain disciplines such as science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) were
considered more suitable for men, while fields like education and nursing were associated with women. These
gendered perceptions affected the representation of men and women in different academic disciplines and
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professional fields

Gender roles are reinforced through socialization processes within families, communities, and educational
institutions. From a young age, children are often socialized into specific gender roles, which can influence their
aspirations, interests, and educational trajectories. Boys may be encouraged to pursue careers that are perceived
as masculine, while girls may be directed towards fields that align with traditional feminine roles.
Over time, there has been a shift in gender roles and attitudes towards higher education. The women’s rights
movement, advocacy for gender equality, and changes in societal norms have led to increased opportunities for
women to access higher education and pursue careers in diverse fields. Efforts to challenge gender stereotypes
and promote inclusivity in education have contributed to greater gender parity in enrollment and representation
across academic disciplines. Despite progress, challenges related to gender inequality persist in higher education,
including issues such as gender pay gaps, under-representation of women in leadership roles, and gender-based
discrimination. Cultures vary in their attitudes towards gender roles and education, and addressing these
challenges requires a multifaceted approach that encompasses policy changes, institutional reforms, and societal
shifts in attitudes and perceptions.

Reflecting on the complex interplay between gender roles and access to higher education, Ann Oakley’s
seminal work “Sex, Gender and Society” (1972) offers profound insights into the socially constructed nature of
gender. Oakley distinguishes gender from biological sex, emphasizing how social divisions and valuations of
masculinity and femininity shape human interactions and environments. Gender roles have a major impact on
educational opportunities, as elucidated by the patriarchal norms that prevail in many societies. Here echo the
words of the Greek philosopher Plato in “The Republic” (Book V, 460a): “If women are expected to do the same
work as men, we must teach them the same things.” This ancient wisdom underlines the universality of the
struggle for gender equality in education. In patriarchal contexts, male dominance has historically limited
women’s access to higher education, perpetuating systemic inequalities. The Indian author, Amartya Sen, in
“Development as Freedom™ (1999, p. 82), emphasizes the transformative power of education to challenge gender
inequalities, and emphasizes the importance of ensuring equal access and opportunities for all. As societies
evolve, efforts to challenge traditional gender roles and promote inclusivity in education have gained
momentum. However, the journey towards gender equality in higher education remains fraught with challenges,
necessitating comprehensive reforms and societal shifts to dismantle entrenched biases and promote truly
equitable educational environments.

In the context of Indian culture, the role of culture in challenging gender norms, especially in women’s
education, is deeply intertwined with the dynamics of societal values and practices. As articulated by Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak in “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1988, p. 78), cultures possess the ability to assimilate
elements from various sources, blurring the lines between original traditions and externally influenced practices.
This assimilation underlines the need for healthy cultural values, as emphasized by Spivak, to counteract the
infiltration of harmful elements into the cultural fabric. Uma Narayan, in “Dislocating Cultures: Identities,
Traditions, and Third-World Feminism” (1997, p. 112), emphasizes the importance of cultural generosity and
breadth to promote inclusivity and embrace virtues from diverse cultures. The concept of mobility within
culture, advocated by Narayan, echoes the necessity of adaptability and openness to new ideals, especially in the
pursuit of gender equality through education. However, as Sandra LipsitzBem echoes in “The Lenses of Gender:
Transforming the Debate on Sexual Inequality” (1993, p. 45), the challenge lies in cultivating tolerance within
cultural frameworks, especially amid globalization’s impact on traditional values . The Indian cultural ethos,
based on principles of morality and character building, as outlined by Margaret Mead in “Sex and Temperament
in Three Primitive Societies” (1935, p. 67), emphasizes the importance of cultural virtues in promoting gender
equality through education . This cultural foundation also fosters social control mechanisms, as noted by Mead,
which are essential for creating an environment conducive to challenging gender inequalities. Moreover, as
discussed by several scholars, including Narayan,Spivak and Bem and preparation for adulthood within cultural
contexts plays a crucial role in shaping attitudes toward gender roles and educational opportunities. Essentially,
Indian culture serves as a repository of tradition and a dynamic force for change, providing avenues to challenge
gender inequalities through education and societal transformation.

By delving into the origins of higher education in ancient India, we discover a profound legacy of intellectual
inquiry and scientific pursuits spanning millennia. Dating back to antiquity, the Indian subcontinent emerged as
a cradle of civilization, fostering centers of learning and philosophical discourse that shaped the contours of
higher education.

The Rigveda, one of the oldest sacred texts of Hinduism, embodies a repository of knowledge and wisdom
that permeated ancient Indian society. Within his verses we find echoes of philosophical inquiry and reverence
for learning, laying the foundation for a vibrant intellectual tradition that will continue through the ages.
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The establishment of famous centers of learning, such as Takshashila and Nalanda, exemplifies the pinnacle
of India’s educational prowess during ancient times. These illustrious institutions attracted scholars and students
from far and wide, who flocked to engage in rigorous academic pursuits across a diverse array of disciplines,
ranging from mathematics and astronomy to philosophy and medicine.

The ethos of Guru-Shishyaparampara, or the teacher-student tradition, served as the basis of higher education
in ancient India. Under the guidance of learned gurus, students imbibed not only knowledge but also moral and
ethical values, promoting a holistic approach to education that transcended mere intellectual learning.

The philosophical treatises of ancient Indian thinkers, such as the Upanishads and the Aranyakas, exemplify
the intellectual ferment that characterized the era. These seminal texts wrestle with existential questions and
metaphysical inquiries, laying the foundation for complex philosophical systems that continue to fascinate
scholars and seekers of knowledge to this day.

In the words of Swami Vivekananda, whose teachings embody the essence of India’s spiritual and

intellectual heritage, “Education is the manifestation of the perfection that is already in man.” This profound
insight encapsulates the ethos of ancient Indian education, which sought not only to impart knowledge but also
to awaken the inherent potential and divinity within each individual.As we reflect on the rich tapestry of ancient
Indian higher education, we are reminded of its enduring legacy as a beacon of enlightenment and wisdom,
inspiring generations to pursue the quest for knowledge and truth across the annals of time.
By tracing the trajectory of higher education development in India from the Middle Ages to the contemporary
era, we discern a rich tapestry woven with scholarly insights and societal transformations. As higher education
emerged in medieval India, reflecting the vibrant intellectual exchanges of the era, the words of Al-Biruni, as
documented in his important work “Kitab al-Hind,” emphasize the region’s legacy as a center of knowledge
dissemination and scientific investigation. Amid the flourishing centers of learning, such as Takshashila and
Nalanda, education has transcended boundaries, embodying a spirit of inclusiveness and pluralism that resonates
with India’s cultural ethos.

However, the colonial era ushered in profound shifts in the landscape of higher education. Thomas
Babington Macaulay’s infamous Minute on Indian Education (1835) stands as evidence of the British colonial
project’s imposition of Western educational paradigms on the Indian subcontinent. As articulated in Macaulay’s
discourse, the English language became the vehicle for the dissemination of Western systems of knowledge,
promoting a dichotomy between traditional Indian learning and Western educational ideals.

In the wake of India’s independence in 1947, the nation embarked on a transformative journey of educational
reform and nation-building. Jawaharlal Nehru’s vision for a modern, scientific India found expression in the
establishment of leading institutions such as the Indian Institutes of Technology (11Ts) and the Indian Institutes
of Management (IIMs), ushering in a new era of technical and management education.  Nehru’s words,
immortalized in his “Discovery of India” (1946), resonate with the ethos of progress and innovation that
underlies India’s higher education landscape: “A moment comes, which comes but rarely in history, when we
step out from the old to the new, when an age ends, and when the soul of a nation, long suppressed, finds
expression.”

In the landscape of higher education development in India, profound observations and insights from notable
scholars shed light on its multifaceted evolution. Amartya Sen, in his seminal work “Development as Freedom”
(1999, p. 112), underlines the intrinsic link between education and freedom, stressing that education expands
opportunities and enhances capabilities, thereby empowering individuals to lead lives they value . This
resonates deeply with India’s drive for inclusive and equitable access to higher education. Arvind Panagariya,
in “India: The Emerging Giant” (2008, p. 231), emphasizes the crucial role of education in driving India’s
economic growth and development trajectory, and emphasizes the importance of investing in human capital
through higher education initiatives. As India progresses to become a global knowledge economy, the words of
C. Rajagopalachari, as quoted in “India Wins Freedom” (1959, p. 167), echo the necessity of education as a
cornerstone of national progress: “True democracy or the Swaraj of the masses can never come by untruth and
violence." It highlights the transformative potential of higher education in promoting democratic values, critical
thinking and social progress. However, challenges persist, as articulated by B.R. Ambedkar in “Annihilation
of Caste” (1936, p. 78), where he criticizes the caste-based inequalities that pervade Indian society and impede
equitable access to education. As India navigates this complexity, the words of Dr. A.P.J. Abdul Kalam, in
“Ignited Minds: Unleashing the Power Within India” (2002, p. 88), serves as a beacon of inspiration: “Educators
must cultivate the capacities of the spirit of inquiry, creativity, entrepreneurship and moral leadership among
students and become their role model.” It highlights the need to nurture a holistic education ecosystem that
fosters innovation, ethical leadership and social responsibility, propelling India towards a brighter future of
inclusive higher education development, rooted in its rich historical legacy and visionary aspirations.
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CONCLUSION :

The discourse surrounding gender roles, higher education, and cultural dynamics encapsulates a profound
narrative of societal evolution and scholarly inquiry. Ann Oakley’s seminal work delineates the socially
constructed nature of gender, underscoring its pivotal role in shaping access to education and professional
opportunities. Echoes from ancient philosophers like Plato reverberate alongside contemporary voices like
Amartya Sen, emphasizing the enduring quest for gender equality in education. The intersectionality of culture,
gender norms, and education emerges as a complex terrain, fraught with challenges yet ripe with transformative
potential. As Indian culture embraces diversity and tradition, scholars like GayatriChakravortySpivak and Uma
Narayan advocate for cultural inclusivity and adaptability, fostering environments conducive to challenging
gender inequalities. As India charts its course towards inclusive higher education, it draws inspiration from its
ancient legacy of intellectual inquiry and resilience, embarking on a journey towards a future where education
serves as a beacon of enlightenment and empowerment for all. However, the journey towards equitable education
is rife with obstacles, ranging from systemic biases embedded within educational institutions to socio-cultural
norms perpetuating gender disparities. Addressing these challenges requires sustained commitment and
collective action, both within educational systems and broader societal frameworks. As India navigates the
confluence of tradition and progress, it draws upon its rich tapestry of intellectual heritage to envision a future
where education serves as a catalyst for empowerment and social change. This vision aligns with the aspirations
of individuals and societies striving for justice, equality, and enlightenment, transcending the boundaries of time
and space. Each paragraph reflects a nuanced exploration of the themes at hand, weaving together insights from
scholars, philosophers, and cultural commentators to illuminate the complex dynamics shaping gender roles,
education, and cultural norms.
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