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COVER: Girls at a school run by AJWS grantee MBBCDS in rural West Bengal, India, learn to be confident, 
ambitious women equipped to resist early marriage and pursue their own goals. Photo by Jonathan Torgovnik 
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

WHY WE PROMOTE 
HUMAN RIGHTS IN INDIA
With 36 states and territories and 1.3 billion people, 
India is the world’s largest democracy and second most 
populous nation. It is also one of Asia’s leading economies, 
boasting a wealth of natural resources and well-established 
agriculture, industry and service sectors. In recent years, 
India’s booming economy has brought dramatic urban 
renewal to the streets of major cities and ushered in a 
new era of tech-sector jobs and rising wealth—changes 
encapsulated by the popular but controversial 2004 slogan, 
“India Shining.”

Yet despite its reputation as a long-standing democracy 
and regional economic powerhouse, India is also known for 
pervasive extreme poverty and widespread human rights 
violations against women, girls and minorities. Even as the 
country has modernized, traditional gender norms continue 
to define families and communities, yielding the highest 
incidence of early and child marriage worldwide. The rush 

to develop India’s land has displaced rural communities, 
endangering their survival. Widespread discrimination 
against minorities and people considered to be lower caste 
limits their access to jobs, education and other services—
contributing to an ever-widening gap between the very rich 
and the very poor. 

American Jewish World Service is supporting 80 Indian 
organizations working to address these challenges and 
achieve greater equality for all. Our work in India focuses on 
safeguarding the sexual health and rights of women, girls, 
LGBT people and sex workers; ending the harmful practice 
of early and child marriage; and defending the rights of rural 
communities to their land, food and water. By partnering 
with national and grassroots groups working in these three 
critical areas, we are helping build a more tolerant, just and 
open Indian society.

FROM ANCIENT TIMES TO THE ARRIVAL OF 
THE EUROPEANS
The Indian subcontinent is one of the oldest inhabited 
regions of the world, with evidence of human ancestor 
activity as far back as 250,000 years ago. The region’s 
first known civilization was the Indus Valley civilization, 
which thrived from 5,000 B.C.E. until around 1700 B.C.E., 
when a nomadic people known as the Aryans began 
migrating into the subcontinent. This migration coincided 
with the rise of a caste system that divided society into 
classes, including the Brahmana (priests and scholars), the 
Kshatriya (warriors), the Vaishya (farmers and merchants) 
and the Shudra (laborers). At the bottom of this system 
were the “untouchables,” now known as Dalits (which 
means “oppressed”). It appears caste was initially linked 
to a person’s occupation, but over time it became a fixed 
social status inherited at birth.1 

The period between 500 B.C.E. and 1500 C.E. saw waves 
of migration, largely from Central and Western Asia, and 

the rise and fall of various kingdoms and empires. During 
this time, Greeks, Persians, Arabs and Turks all introduced 
their unique cultures, religions and political systems to the 
region, laying the foundation for modern India’s cultural and 
religious diversity.

COLONIZATION, NATIONALIST MOVEMENTS 
AND INDIAN INDEPENDENCE
Among the first Europeans to set foot in India were 
Portuguese traders, who landed on the western shores in 
1498. Hungry for Indian spices, dyes, silks and fabrics, more 
Europeans followed—notably the British and the French.2 
The British took a particular interest in the subcontinent, 
establishing vast tea plantations on its fertile lands, typically 
with little regard for the people who were already living 
there. Indians that tried to rebel against this occupation 
were swiftly quashed by the British army, and by 1800, the 
British controlled most of the southern Indian peninsula.
In 1857, the people of India attempted to overthrow the 
British via a war of independence (which the British termed 

1 Mark, Joshua J. (2012, November 13). “India: Definition.” Ancient History Encyclopedia. 2 The National Archives of the United Kingdom. “India Before the Europeans.” 
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the “Mutiny”). After putting down this uprising, the British 
formally incorporated India into their growing empire. In 
the years that followed, the colonizers imposed their own 
system of governance, collected taxes from the population 
and, eventually, began passing various laws and acts 
that were applied to the local people—despite the fact 
that the people had no voting power or representation 
in the colonial government. Some of these laws remain 
in effect today. They also declared English the official 
language, changed the education system to mimic the 
British system and built railroads that crisscrossed the 
nation to consolidate their economic and political hold on 
their empire.

Throughout its rule, the colonial government fostered 
discrimination against local people and continued to 
plunder the nation’s vast natural resources. By the late 
1800s and early 1900s, a number of Indian nationalist 
movements arose in response to these trends. The most 
famous of the charismatic leaders leading the charge 
for reform was Mahatma Gandhi, who led a peaceful 
campaign of civil disobedience. These tireless efforts paid 
off in 1947, when the subcontinent won its independence 
from Great Britain and was partitioned into modern-day 
India and Pakistan.3 

MODERN-DAY INDIA:  
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AT THE 
EXPENSE OF EQUALITY
India’s history of ancient civilizations, foreign migrations, 
colonization and nationalist campaigns has given rise to 
a complex modern society characterized by unparalleled 
diversity. Unfortunately, it has also produced a country 
of deep social divisions and entrenched inequality. 
This inequality persists despite strong social justice 
movements and a number of post-independence laws and 
policies that promote the rights of marginalized groups—
at least on paper.

For example, India’s Constitution outlawed the caste 
system in 1950, yet many Indian people—and even 
government institutions—continue to discriminate on the 
basis of caste. Despite a strong women’s movement that 
has had massive impact in advancing women’s rights in 
recent generations—from enacting legislation that aims 
to protect women’s rights to bringing feminist ideas into 
public discourse—traditional norms about gender and 
sexuality persist. Sexual abuse and domestic violence 
against women occur at alarming rates, girls trail their male 
peers in access to education, and married women are often 
discouraged from pursuing careers outside the home.

The 2014 elections in India gave many people a glimmer 
of hope for change. The Hindu nationalist Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP) won a majority of seats in Parliament. 
BJP leader Narendra Modi became prime minister, and 
despite his party’s roots in the Hindu religious right-wing, 
he committed to addressing pressing social issues such 
as discrimination, violence against women, and lack of 
adequate access to health care and sanitation for the poor. 
Yet as of 2016, little progress has been made in these areas. 

India’s robust social movements and civil society groups 
are working to remedy the country’s lingering social and 
political problems. Through a combination of strategic 
grantmaking, research and advocacy, AJWS is standing with 
them in this struggle for equality and human rights.

A woman from Kislay, an AJWS grantee in Delhi, India, that 
supports the rights of low-income people living in slums. 
Photo by Jonathan Torgovnik
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COUNTRY SNAPSHOT
n  India’s diverse economy has grown at an average annual 

rate of 7 percent in the past five years,4 yet nearly 
22 percent of India’s 1.3 billion people5 live on less than 
$2.00 day.6 That’s 285 million men, women and children 
scraping by to afford their next meal.

n  Tens of thousands of rural communities in India 
have had their ancestral lands seized in the name 
of development.

n  Despite progressive laws and robust social movements, 
inequality persists in India. Women and girls, LGBT 
people, sex workers, tribal and religious minorities, and 
members of the so-called “untouchable” castes occupy 
the lowest rungs of India’s social ladder and experience 
high rates of discrimination, violence and abuse. Up 
to 47 percent of girls in India are married before their 

18th birthday, making India the country with the largest 
number of child brides in the world.7 The majority of these 
girls live in rural areas, come from poor or traditional 
families, and marry between the ages of 15 and 18.

n  Under a colonial-era law criminalizing same-sex relations, 
LGBT people in India can be arrested and prosecuted. The 
law has also fueled stigma and discrimination.

n  Viewed as “dirty” and “immoral” by many members 
society, Indian sex workers are routinely denied access 
to vital services, such as police protection, health care 
and legal aid. These human rights violations place an 
estimated 3 million people8 at heightened risk of physical 
violence, sexual assault and preventable illnesses, 
including HIV/AIDS.

Youth from AJWS grantee MASUM march through rural Maharashtra, India, to protest early marriage and promote gender equality. 
Photo by Jonathan Torgovnik
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AJWS grantees are committed to building a more just society in India. 
We focus on three key issues:

AJWS GRANTEES TAKE A STAND: 
CHALLENGES AND SOLUTIONS

Once they enter this profession, sex workers suffer 
pervasive discrimination and stigma. They are considered 
“immoral” or “dirty” and blamed for India’s growing HIV 
epidemic. They are often fined, detained and arrested; 
denied health care; and raped, beaten and robbed by 
clients and even the police. Religious groups, police officers 
and aid organizations routinely carry out raids on brothels, 
detaining or forcibly relocating the inhabitants under the 
guise of “rescue operations.” But these operations fail to 
make the important distinction between victimized women 
and children who are being trafficked and adults who work 
in the industry by choice. The laws on sex work in India 
intensify these problems because although buying and 
selling sex is not officially illegal, activities surrounding 
sex work are prohibited. For example, it is illegal to own 
a brothel, live off the wages of sex work, or to work as a 
pimp. Combined with the stigma and discrimination sex 
workers face, these laws have left sex workers with little 
legal protections, leaving them vulnerable to abuse.

Women, girls, LGBT people and sex workers all face barriers 
to accessing medical care and information about sexual 
and reproductive health—from outright discrimination 
by providers, to lack of services in their areas, to social 
norms that discourage discussing sexuality at all. The lack 
of health care allows a vicious cycle to continue: Segments 
of these populations are associated with heightened risk 
of contracting HIV (which afflicts an estimated 2.4 million 
people in India), yet they are denied access to the care and 
information that could help slow the virus’s spread. 

To address these problems, AJWS focuses our support on 
grassroots groups that seek to overturn social norms, laws 
and policies that enable the persecution and oppression 
of people based on their gender, gender identity or 
sexuality; foster greater safety and respect for sex workers; 
curb HIV/AIDS; and promote the sexual health and rights 
of women, girls and LGBT people. We channel much of 
our support to those populations most vulnerable to 
persecution, including lesbian, bisexual and transgender 
people as well as Muslims, Dalits and rural women and girls.

1) Safeguarding Sexual Health and Rights
Although respect for women’s rights has taken deeper root 
in Indian policy and public discourse in recent decades, 
conservative beliefs about gender and sexuality continue 
to dictate what is considered possible for many women 
and girls in India. For example, under the prevailing social 
norms, most families are patriarchal: the husband serves 
as the primary breadwinner and decisionmaker, while the 
wife maintains the home and raises the children but often 
holds less decision-making power. Sex is seen as appropriate 
only within the confines of marriage and any sexual activity 
outside marriage brings shame to the family unit, leading 
parents to closely monitor the sexuality of their children—
and especially their daughters.

In contexts where such conservative gender norms exist, 
there can be severe repercussions for unmarried women 
and girls who express their sexuality—from social isolation 
and ostracism to beatings or honor killings. 

LGBT people face persecution as well. A colonial-era law 
criminalizing same-sex relations has fueled discrimination, 
arrest and even physical attacks against LGBT people. 
However, the legal system does offer some protections 
for transgender people. In recent years, the Supreme 
Court has passed judgments that uphold the rights 
of transgender people, including the rights to identify 
as male, female or a third gender on all government 
documents and IDs; to be protected from discrimination, 
harassment and attacks based on their gender identity; and 
to enjoy full and equal protection under the law—including 
police protection. Unfortunately, these judgments—which 
were passed less than two years ago—are not always 
implemented, and many transgender people continue to 
face discrimination and abuse.

Poverty pushes thousands of people into sex work in India, 
where the profession is often the best available choice. 
Many sex workers are women who have few options 
for employment because of their class, gender or caste. 
Some are mothers with the difficult choice of working in 
dangerous sweat shops or doing backbreaking manual labor 
for pennies, or earning far more money doing sex work.



For example:

n  Alternative Law Forum (ALF) takes legal action to 
defend the rights of women, LGBT people, Dalits and 
religious minorities who experience discrimination or 
violence. The organization advocates for the passage 
of stronger laws and policies to protect these groups 
and presses for the repeal of existing legislation 
that oppresses them, such as the colonial-era law 
criminalizing same-sex relations. ALF recently embarked 
on an initiative to draft an anti-discrimination bill 
that would give LGBT people, women and girls, Dalits, 
religious minorities and other groups a solid legal basis 
with which to fight prejudice and abuse. 

n  Solidarity and Action Against the HIV Infection in India 
(SAATHII) works with LGBT people and sex workers to 
reduce their vulnerability to contracting HIV. It helps them 
fight the stigma that prevents them from accessing health 
services and government benefits to which they are 
entitled by law and helped spearhead the formation of the 
first local advocacy group for trans men and lesbian and 
bisexual women in Manipur. SAATHII also trained legal 
aid providers that are now helping enforce a landmark 
2014 ruling by the Indian Supreme Court that recognizes 
transgender people as a third gender and protects them 
from stigma and discrimination.

n  Sampada Grameen Mahila Sanstha (SANGRAM) has 
organized 5,000 sex workers from Maharashtra region to 
advocate for their rights and increase awareness about 
safe sex practices among their peers. Members distribute 
condoms; teach about preventing and getting treatment 
for HIV; protest violence against sex workers by the 
police and other groups; and advocate for new laws 
that would remove criminal repercussions for sex work, 
provide sex workers with legal protection from violence 
and create a safer work environment overall. UNAIDS 
credits SANGRAM for yielding a marked improvement in 
the availability of HIV treatment, care and support for sex 
workers in India, helping slow the spread of the disease 
among this vulnerable population.

2) Ending Early and Child Marriage
An important subset of our sexual health and rights portfolio is 
our work to end the practice of early and child marriage (ECM).

In India, 47 percent of all girls get married before their 18th 
birthday—most between the ages of 15 and 18. India’s young 
brides represent one third of the 15 million child brides who 
wed worldwide each year—that’s 28 every minute. 

The practice of ECM deprives girls of the freedom to 
make informed and independent choices about their lives, 

Meena Seshu, an activist for the rights of sex workers, speaking at a vigil with AJWS grantee SANGRAM. Photo courtesy of Sampada Grameen Mahila 
Sanstha (SANGRAM)
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relationships, education, employment and sexuality. The 
causes are complex: In many parts of the country, India’s 
social norms and values restrict girls’ choices about 
sexuality and marriage and put pressure on parents to 
ensure their daughters’ chastity. When combined with the 
added burden of poverty, many parents arrange marriages 
for their daughters in an effort to both protect them from 
becoming “unmarriageable” and ensure their financial 
well-being, because marriage is seen as an important way 
in which women get access to financial support, housing, 
food and a secure future. In traditional communities 
it’s also difficult for girls to imagine different futures for 
themselves. Despite progress made by India’s women’s 
movement, most people continue to value women 
primarily as wives, mothers and daughters—limiting girls’ 
aspirations to these roles.

Those girls who wish to finish high school, pursue higher 
education or start a career are often unable to do so 
because parents forbid it or their communities only offer 
these opportunities to boys and men. Under this intense 
societal and parental pressure and without the financial 
wherewithal to support themselves, many girls consent 
to—or are forced into—the arranged, early marriages their 
communities favor.

Recognizing the harmful consequences of this practice 
on girls, Indian legislators have tried to outlaw it for more 
than 140 years—most recently by passing the Prohibition 
of Child Marriage Act in 2006. Although these efforts have 
succeeded in raising the average age of marriage by a few 
years, they have failed to change the deeply entrenched 
social norms that hold women back in so many ways.

For this reason, AJWS is pioneering a new approach to 
ending child marriage. We have worked closely with our 
grantees in India to develop a comprehensive strategy 
to address the root causes and the multiple factors that 
exacerbate them. We support programs and policies that can 
help women and girls make choices for themselves; change 
the ways their families and communities perceive their 
roles and abilities; and give women and girls access to the 
information, resources and opportunities they need to live 
full lives as equal members of society.

Our approach combines grantmaking with strategic 
advocacy and research to advance four key concepts 
in the lives of girls: aspirations, agency, availability and 
access. Together, these “4 A’s” give girls the freedom 
to choose whether, when and whom to marry—and, 
ultimately, the power to transform their lives. Our grantees 
are implementing the 4 A’s throughout their work with 
girls, and are supporting girls’ families and communities 

to envision viable futures for young women without 
resorting to marriage as the only option for safety and 
security. Meanwhile, the research we support helps us 
better understand ECM and the effectiveness of efforts to 
stop it, including those of our grantees. And our advocacy 
leverages the learnings from our grantmaking and research 
to change how advocates and funders around the world 
understand ECM, respond to it and measure progress 
toward ending the practice.

For example:

n  Azad Foundation trains young women with limited 
education to become professional drivers so that 
they can gain economic independence in order to 
avoid or leave early marriages. Azad’s trainings were 
transformative for Sunita, a mother of three who was 
married when she was only 15 years old. Azad taught 
Sunita how to drive and then helped her report her 
husband’s abuse to the police and file for divorce. She 
now works as a full-time driver and is remarried to a man 
who is supportive of her freedom. “He said, ‘I would not 
stop you from doing anything,” Sunita said. “This is what 
I liked the most about him. There are very few people 
who actually support us and help us go forward in life.”

n  Feminist Approach to Technology (FAT) offers classes 
in computers, literacy, photography and filmmaking to 
adolescent girls and young women from impoverished 
neighborhoods in South Delhi. Combined with 
workshops on sexual health and rights, these classes 
build students’ self-confidence and provide them with 
skills to financially support themselves. FAT projects 
also aim to change how communities view the girls who 
design them: For example, a group of students is making 
a film about early and child marriage with the hope of 
prompting community dialogue around the issue.

n  Vanangana works to end violence against women in 
rural areas of Central India. The group has brought 
3,000 Dalit women together to form a collective fighting 
gender and caste discrimination, abuse and injustice; 
runs awareness programs to educate Muslim girls about 
their rights; and recently spearheaded the formation 
of an adolescent girls’ collective. Vanangana also runs 
a shelter and provides legal aid service to Dalit women 
and girls who have experienced domestic violence or 
who seek to run from early marriages. In the past year 
alone, they have helped over 200 women bring their 
abusers to court and prompted the local administration 
in at least one community to intervene to stop a forced 
child marriage.
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3) Defending Natural Resource Rights
Since the 1980s, India’s stated aims have been to develop 
the economy, resulting in policies that have yielded 
some of the highest growth rates in the world. But this 
development has led to the displacement of many rural 
communities—still the majority of India’s population—
and has harmed the traditional livelihoods of those who 
depend on the land for their survival, including small-scale 
farmers and fishers, agricultural workers, and communities 
that live in the forests. Many of these communities have 
been forced to migrate to urban slums in search of jobs.

The roots of India’s current rural crisis date back to the 
colonial era, when the British government passed laws 
that gave it enormous liberties when it came to claiming 
natural resources for public purposes. Since independence 
from the British, India has passed laws like the Right to 
Food Act and the Forest Rights Act, which aim to protect 
local people’s access to natural resources. Yet to date, 
these laws and others like it remain largely aspirational, as 
they’re often unenforced and the rights enshrined in them 
are not enacted in practice.

AJWS is supporting a number of grantees advocating 
for these laws to be implemented, in order to guarantee 
and protect the natural resource rights of the vulnerable 
populations that depend on the land. Our grantees are 
working to educate communities about their rights and 
build their capacity to govern and manage their natural 
resources; create viable options for livelihoods for poor 
rural communities whose land is at risk; and foster 

networks and alliances with other organizations to build 
a strong movement pursuing social change at the local, 
regional and national levels. 

For example:

n  Bindrai Institute for Research, Study & Action (BIRSA) 
is one of the leading Indian organizations helping Adivasi 
(indigenous) communities in Jharkhand state defend 
their natural resource rights. BIRSA has created one of 
the largest Adivasi movements in Jharkhand, with 36 
community-based organizations working in alliance. 
BIRSA educates Adivasi communities about the rights 
owed to them by law, trains them in leadership and 
other skills, and brings communities together to mount 
advocacy campaigns in defense of their land. In an 
impressive display of impact, the BIRSA alliance has 
saved over 75,000 hectares of indigenous land from being 
developed into coal mines and thermal power plants. In 
so doing, they have protected the livelihoods and cultures 
of tens of thousands of people who depend on the land 
to survive.

n  IDEAL Centre for Social Justice (CSJ) uses the law 
to defend land rights. It teaches indigenous people 
about their legal rights through grassroots awareness 
campaigns; trains young lawyers and paralegals to provide 
legal aid to indigenous people; helps communities 
mediate disputes over land and other matters with the 
government, companies or others; challenges unjust 
laws and policies governing natural resource rights; and 
advocates for amendments to improve existing laws.

Khushi Prajapati, 23, became a professional taxi driver thanks to training from Azad Foundation. Khushi is lifting her family out of poverty and has the 
financial independence and freedom to make her own choices about her future. Photo by Jonathan Torgovnik
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OUR COMMITMENT IN INDIA

Our grantees are:

n   Advocating for laws and policies that respect and 
protect human rights for all

n   Engaging with community members and key leaders to 
stop discrimination against women, LGBT people, sex 
workers and other vulnerable groups

n   Educating emerging leaders from the communities 
where our grantees work, so they can build a strong 
national movement to promote their human rights and 
live with dignity 

n    Equipping women and girls with the knowledge they 
need to make informed choices about their lives and 
bodies—including when, whom and if to marry

n    Providing trainings and workshops on livelihoods, 
education, and sexual health and rights to reduce 
the risk of early marriage for young girls, and to help 
young women who are already married have greater 
agency and live healthier lives

n   Creating spaces within which young girls can openly 
discuss marriage, sexuality and other issues that 
concern them, and can learn tactics to discuss these 
issues with their families in order to gain greater 
freedom over their futures

n   Empowering rural and indigenous communities to 
defend their rights to the land and livelihoods they 
depend on for survival 

AJWS is committed to supporting Indian activists to advocate for 
their sexual health and rights and protect the land and natural 
resources they depend on for survival.

AJWS grantee MBBCDS empowers girls to envision—and pursue—futures of their own choosing. Photo by Jonathan Torgovnik
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AJWS goes beyond grantmaking.  
To support movements, we:

n  Offer multi-year grants, because sustainable change takes time 

n  Invest in nascent organizations and help them grow bigger 
and stronger

n  Address the root causes of human rights abuses

n  Bring clusters of similar and complementary groups together, 
enabling them to learn from experts and each other and build 
strong, united movements

n  Promote our grantees in the media and foster their leadership on 
the international stage

n  Ensure that women, indigenous people, LGBT people, religious and 
ethnic minorities, and other groups remain at the center of all our 
social change efforts

n  Conduct research and share our findings with grantees and 
fellow funders, strengthening social movements that advocate for 
human rights

BEYOND GRANTMAKING: 
HOW DOES AJWS MAKE  
A DIFFERENCE?

INSIDE COVER: At just 22 years old, Shital Waikar speaks out in her community about the importance 
of stopping child marriage and domestic violence. She gained skills and courage for this work through 
trainings with AJWS grantee MASUM Foundation. Photo by Jonathan Torgovnik 

BACK COVER: Children at AJWS grantee KKPK visited on an AJWS Study Tour to India in 2014. 
Photo courtesy of Frederich Bloch
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