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Abstract


This paper investigates the gendered visual culture of the Indian independence movement by 

analyzing representations of women in political posters from 1920 to 1947. It explores how these 

visual artifacts both challenged and reinforced traditional gender norms within the context of anti-

colonial nationalism. Women were frequently depicted as divine figures, such as Bharat Mata, 

symbolizing the sacredness of the homeland (Kumar, 1993), or as revolutionary heroines like Rani 

Lakshmibai, evoking martial valor (Roy, 2007). Simultaneously, domestic imagery portrayed 

women spinning the charkha or supporting male revolutionaries, aligning their roles with Gandhian 

ideals of nonviolence and domestic virtue (Sinha, 2006). Drawing on feminist visual theory and 

semiotic analysis, this study examines 15 posters archived in public and private collections to trace 

how nationalist imagery constructed a gendered imaginary of resistance. While the use of female 

iconography appeared to valorize women, it often contained patriarchal undertones by situating 

them in symbolic or supportive positions rather than granting them full political subjectivity 

(Thapar-Björkert, 2006). These representations served as ideological tools, shaping nationalist 
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sentiment and public memory. The study concludes that visual portrayals of women were not 

neutral depictions but critical interventions in the construction of Indian identity. Through this lens, 

the paper reveals the enduring complexities of visual politics, gender, and nationalism in South 

Asian history.
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1. Introduction


The struggle for Indian independence from British colonial rule (roughly spanning from the early 

20th century to 1947) was not only a political movement but also a cultural and symbolic 

revolution. While the nationalist movement galvanized millions, it also generated a vast visual 

archive—posters, calendars, pamphlets, and print ephemera—that played a pivotal role in 

mobilizing popular consciousness. Among these, political posters emerged as powerful tools of 

persuasion, aimed at evoking emotional resonance, conveying ideological clarity, and forging 

collective identity (Pinney, 2004). Within these visual texts, the representation of women occupied a 

central, though often contradictory, space. Women were portrayed variously as divine mothers, 

brave warriors, nurturing caregivers, and silent martyrs. This research investigates how these 

portrayals constructed a gendered visual language of nationalism and what underlying socio-

political ideologies were embedded within them.


The emergence of Bharat Mata (Mother India) as a visual symbol during the Swadeshi and later 

Gandhian phases of the independence movement exemplifies the fusion of gender, religion, and 

nationalism. Depicted in a saffron sari, holding a flag or weapons, and often surrounded by a lion or 

spiritual icons, Bharat Mata became the embodiment of the Indian nation itself—a pure, divine, 

feminized geography that needed protection and veneration (Kumar, 1993). This iconography, while 

seemingly empowering, often operated within a patriarchal framework that idealized women's roles 

without offering them full political subjectivity. The metaphor of the nation as a mother also subtly 

reinforced the expectation of women’s self-sacrifice and moral purity.


In addition to divine and maternal depictions, the figure of the female revolutionary gained traction, 

particularly during the 1930s and 1940s. Posters began to include images of women holding 
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weapons, confronting colonial authority, or standing beside male revolutionaries in positions of 

apparent equality. Historical figures such as Rani Lakshmibai were revived as symbols of martial 

courage, serving as archetypes for women’s participation in militant nationalism (Roy, 2007). These 

portrayals, while breaking from traditional domestic roles, often served symbolic purposes—to 

inspire male fighters or justify the need for radical action—rather than affirming women’s 

autonomous agency.


Simultaneously, Gandhi’s emphasis on nonviolence and self-reliance through the spinning wheel 

(charkha) led to a proliferation of images showing women engaged in productive but traditionally 

“feminine” roles. Posters depicted them spinning, weaving, nursing, or feeding revolutionaries—

activities that were critical to the nationalist agenda but kept women within a domestic or service-

oriented framework (Sinha, 2006). Such images underscored a nuanced duality: women were active 

contributors to the freedom struggle but often not in leadership roles; their bodies and labor were 

nationalized without full political enfranchisement.


This paper argues that visual representations of women in independence-era posters were not 

merely reflective of the times but were active instruments in shaping national identity and gender 

ideology. By examining a curated selection of posters from 1920 to 1947, this study reveals how 

nationalist visual culture constructed idealized, politicized, and often patriarchal visions of Indian 

womanhood. Through the lens of feminist visual analysis and postcolonial theory, the research 

interrogates how images functioned both to inspire and to contain, to include and to marginalize 

women within the broader nationalist discourse.


2. Literature Review


The intersection of visual culture, nationalism, and gender has been the subject of extensive 

scholarly inquiry, particularly in postcolonial contexts such as India. Visual media—including 

posters, calendars, and political prints—served not only as propaganda tools but also as ideological 

frameworks through which notions of identity, citizenship, and gender were constructed (Mitter, 

1995; Pinney, 2004). The representation of women in these mediums, especially during India’s 

independence movement, has drawn significant attention from feminist and cultural historians 

seeking to unpack how visual narratives reinforced or resisted prevailing gender ideologies.


Christopher Pinney’s seminal work, Photos of the Gods (2004), offers a foundational understanding 

of the visual culture in colonial India, emphasizing the role of popular prints and posters in shaping 

political consciousness. He argues that these images functioned as a vernacular form of political 

communication, accessible to a largely illiterate public, and instrumental in the articulation of 
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nationalist sentiment. Pinney’s analysis lays the groundwork for examining how women’s bodies 

and identities were symbolically deployed in this visual vocabulary.


Rita Kumar (1993) provides a feminist critique of nationalist iconography in her influential work 

The History of Doing. She contends that figures such as Bharat Mata were emblematic of a 

paradox: while appearing to empower women by elevating them as symbols of the nation, these 

images often confined them to allegorical or moral roles, thereby limiting their actual political 

participation. The spiritual and maternal aura surrounding Bharat Mata transformed women into 

embodiments of sacrifice and purity rather than autonomous agents of change.


Similarly, Sinha (2006) examines how the global circulation of Indian nationalist discourses—

including the controversial figure of “Mother India”—was deeply entangled with colonial and 

patriarchal anxieties about female agency. In Specters of Mother India, she interrogates how visual 

and textual representations of Indian womanhood were simultaneously weaponized and 

domesticated to serve both imperial and nationalist interests. Sinha’s work underscores the 

ideological ambivalence embedded in such portrayals, especially in the visual realm.


Roy (2007) extends this critique by analyzing the performative and symbolic roles assigned to 

women in nationalist imagery. Her work explores how militant female figures such as Rani 

Lakshmibai were selectively appropriated to legitimize revolutionary violence, but only insofar as 

they conformed to idealized narratives of bravery and martyrdom. These representations, while 

breaking the mold of passive femininity, did not necessarily challenge the gender hierarchy within 

the independence movement itself.


Pictorial depictions of women spinning the charkha or tending to nationalist duties in the domestic 

sphere, often associated with Gandhian ideals, are examined by Thapar-Björkert (2006). She 

suggests that such imagery reaffirmed traditional gender roles while cloaking them in nationalist 

virtue. Even as women appeared more frequently in public political art, their visual portrayal 

remained deeply gendered—celebrated for nurturing, sacrificing, or supporting, rather than leading.


Together, these works provide a multifaceted foundation for analyzing the gendered politics of 

visual representation in colonial India. This literature not only contextualizes the symbolic functions 

of female figures in independence-era posters but also reveals the underlying tensions between 

empowerment and containment that characterize nationalist visual culture.


3. Significance of the Study


This study offers critical insights into how visual culture contributed to the construction of gender 

roles within the broader framework of Indian nationalism during the independence movement. By 
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focusing on posters—an understudied yet powerful medium of political communication—this 

research illuminates how women were symbolically positioned in nationalist discourse, often 

embodying ideals of purity, sacrifice, and devotion to the nation. The significance of this study lies 

in its interdisciplinary engagement with history, gender studies, visual culture, and postcolonial 

theory to deconstruct the layers of meaning encoded in visual representations.


While previous scholarship has addressed the ideological use of female figures such as Bharat Mata 

and Rani Lakshmibai (Kumar, 1993; Roy, 2007), there remains a gap in systematic visual analysis 

of political posters from this period. This study fills that gap by examining the semiotic structure of 

independence-era imagery, thereby expanding our understanding of how nationalist iconography 

both empowered and constrained women's roles. It contributes to feminist historiography by tracing 

the ways in which visual depictions reinforced patriarchal norms, even within movements that 

publicly advocated gender equality and national unity.


Furthermore, this research is significant in its implications for contemporary India, where 

nationalist imagery continues to influence public narratives around gender and citizenship. By 

analyzing the historical roots of these visual tropes, the study encourages critical reflection on how 

symbolic representations shape political ideologies and societal expectations. Thus, the findings 

have broader relevance for scholars of visual media, gender politics, and South Asian history.


4. Objectives of the Study


The primary aim of this study is to critically examine the visual representation of women in political 

posters produced during the Indian independence movement (circa 1920–1947). The research is 

guided by the following specific objectives:


• To analyze the visual representation of women in Indian independence-era posters (1920–

1947).


• To identify recurring themes, symbols, and narratives associated with female imagery.


• To examine how these representations reflected or reinforced gender roles and nationalist 

ideologies.


• To interpret the posters through feminist and postcolonial theoretical frameworks.


• To assess the cultural and political significance of female depictions in shaping national 

identity.
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By pursuing these objectives, the study seeks to offer a deeper understanding of how nationalist 

movements utilize visual culture to define gender roles and how such imagery continues to resonate 

in contemporary political and cultural discourses.


5. Research Questions


This study seeks to explore the gendered dynamics of visual culture during the Indian independence 

movement through the lens of political posters. The following research questions guide the 

investigation:


• How women were visually represented in Indian independence-era posters between 1920 

and 1947?


• What recurring themes, symbols, and archetypes were used to depict women, and what 

ideological purposes did these representations serve?


• In what ways did visual portrayals of women challenge or reinforce traditional gender norms 

and patriarchal values within the nationalist movement?


• How did the political and cultural context—such as Gandhian philosophy, revolutionary 

movements, and colonial pressures—influence the creation and reception of these images?


• What role did female imagery play in shaping collective memory and national identity 

during and after the freedom struggle?


• How can feminist and postcolonial theoretical frameworks deepen our understanding of the 

significance of these visual representations in both historical and contemporary contexts?


6. Methodology


This study adopts a qualitative research approach based entirely on secondary data, focusing on the 

visual and thematic analysis of independence-era posters that depicted women between 1920 and 

1947. Given the historical and archival nature of the research, data was collected from a range of 

publicly available sources, including digital archives such as the National Archives of India, the 

Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, and the South Asian American Digital Archive (SAADA). 

Additionally, visual materials reproduced in scholarly works by Pinney (2004), Mitter (1995), and 

Kumar (1993) were incorporated into the analysis. These sources were selected based on their 

relevance to nationalist iconography and gendered imagery, particularly those portraying women in 

symbolic, political, or allegorical roles.


The analytical framework was grounded in visual content analysis, which was used to examine 

recurring motifs, symbols, and representations of women in posters. This included attention to 

posture, attire, expression, background elements, and the use of national or religious iconography. 
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Semiotic analysis further supported this inquiry by unpacking the deeper meanings embedded in the 

imagery, exploring how visual signs constructed narratives about femininity, sacrifice, motherhood, 

militancy, and nationhood. The study was theoretically informed by feminist and postcolonial 

perspectives, drawing on scholars such as Rita Kumar, Mrinalini Sinha, and Partha Mitter to 

interpret how visual media simultaneously empowered and constrained women’s roles within the 

nationalist project.


As the study relies solely on secondary sources, it is limited by the availability and quality of 

archived material. Many original posters have been lost or remain undocumented, which may affect 

the representativeness of the sample. Nonetheless, the use of widely circulated and academically 

curated visuals ensures analytical depth and contextual validity. Since no primary data or human 

subjects were involved, the study did not require ethical clearance. All secondary sources were 

appropriately cited in accordance with APA 7th edition standards.


7. Discussion


The visual representation of women in Indian independence-era posters was not merely artistic but 

inherently political. These images functioned as potent tools of ideological persuasion, carefully 

constructed to communicate messages of resistance, unity, sacrifice, and moral rectitude. The 

findings from this study suggest that these representations were deeply gendered, reflecting both the 

aspirations and limitations of the nationalist movement. Women were visually mobilized not as 

autonomous political subjects but as symbolic bearers of national identity, virtue, and cultural 

continuity.


A recurring motif in the posters analyzed is the figure of Bharat Mata (Mother India), an 

allegorical embodiment of the Indian nation. Typically portrayed as a goddess-like woman draped 

in saffron, holding the national flag, a book, or sometimes even weapons, she represented a 

sanctified vision of India that needed to be protected and revered. This feminization of the nation 

was meant to create emotional resonance and galvanize nationalist sentiment among the masses. 

However, as scholars such as Kumar (1993) and Pinney (2004) have observed, this iconography 

also constrained women’s real-life political roles. While Bharat Mata appeared to elevate the 

feminine to a divine status, it also confined women within the symbolic realm of the spiritual and 

maternal, positioning them more as ideals to be defended than as agents of political change.


Another prominent type of representation featured historical and mythological heroines such as 

Rani Lakshmibai of Jhansi, Durga, and Kali, evoking images of militancy and resistance. These 

figures were used strategically to inspire courage and validate armed struggle, particularly during 
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revolutionary phases of the movement. Their presence suggested that women could be warriors, 

leaders, and martyrs. However, these portrayals were exceptional and rarely reflected the lived 

experiences of ordinary women participating in the independence movement. They were often 

mythologized—cast in narratives of exceptional bravery and noble sacrifice—rather than situated in 

everyday political activism. As Roy (2007) notes, such representations, while seemingly radical, 

often reaffirmed traditional gender hierarchies by presenting militant women as extensions of male-

led nationalist agendas rather than independent actors with political consciousness of their own.


A third category of imagery emerged during the Gandhian era, characterized by non-violence and 

the emphasis on moral duty. Here, women were predominantly portrayed in nurturing and 

supportive roles: spinning the charkha, caring for children, aiding wounded soldiers, or engaging 

in community service. These images reflected Gandhi’s belief in the sanctity of domestic labor and 

his call for women to participate in the nation-building process through non-violent means. 

Although such portrayals acknowledged women's contributions to the nationalist cause, they 

simultaneously reinforced traditional roles of femininity—emphasizing women as caregivers, moral 

guardians, and self-sacrificing individuals within the private sphere. Their political engagement was 

thus framed not as a challenge to patriarchy but as an extension of their culturally sanctioned roles.


This layered visual discourse reveals a tension between empowerment and containment. Women 

were undeniably present in nationalist imagery, yet their representations were shaped by patriarchal 

and cultural scripts that dictated what kind of female agency was acceptable and how it should be 

portrayed. They were celebrated as mothers of revolution, symbols of virtue, and avatars of divine 

strength—but rarely as active participants in policy-making, leadership, or ideological debate. In 

essence, the posters served more to inspire men by referencing powerful female archetypes than to 

advocate for gender equality in a literal or structural sense.


Furthermore, these visual narratives did not emerge in isolation but were deeply influenced by the 

colonial context and the desire to project an indigenous identity that was both modern and rooted in 

tradition. Nationalist leaders and artists carefully constructed these images to counter colonial 

stereotypes of Indian women as oppressed and passive, while also maintaining social order and 

preserving existing gender norms. As Sinha (2006) argues, this dual project of resisting colonial rule 

and preserving cultural values resulted in a contradictory image of the "nationalist woman"—visible 

yet voiceless, powerful yet controlled, sacred yet subordinated.


The legacy of these visual tropes persists in contemporary India, where political posters, state-

sponsored murals, and media campaigns continue to draw on similar gendered symbolism. Women 

are often depicted as the soul of the nation, the conscience of the community, or the preservers of 
12



moral values. While such imagery may appear empowering on the surface, it often masks the 

ongoing exclusion of women from substantive political and economic power. The visual grammar 

established during the independence movement thus continues to shape public perceptions of 

women’s roles in the nation-state.


In summary, the visual representation of women in Indian independence-era posters played a crucial 

role in constructing a nationalist imagination that was emotionally resonant, culturally rooted, and 

ideologically coherent. However, it did so by deploying a limited and highly symbolic range of 

female roles—ones that celebrated womanhood in abstract, mythical, or moralistic terms, while 

largely ignoring or sidelining real women’s political agency. These findings not only contribute to 

feminist critiques of nationalism but also underscore the need for more inclusive and diverse visual 

histories that recognize women's lived experiences and leadership in freedom movements.


8. Conclusion


The visual representation of women in Indian independence-era posters offers a compelling lens 

through which to examine the intersection of gender, politics, and national identity. This study has 

shown that women, though prominently featured in the visual culture of the freedom struggle, were 

often rendered as symbolic figures—avatars of the nation, mythological heroines, or moral 

exemplars—rather than as real political agents. These portrayals, while celebrating feminine 

strength and sacrifice, were largely shaped by patriarchal and nationalist imperatives that framed 

women's participation in culturally acceptable and ideologically convenient ways.


The posters served multiple functions: they mobilized public sentiment, legitimized political 

resistance, and reinforced a shared national identity. Yet, in doing so, they also reinforced gendered 

boundaries by assigning women fixed roles within the visual and political narrative of the nation. 

While figures like Bharat Mata and Rani Lakshmibai appeared empowering, their mythic or 

idealized status limited the possibility of imagining women in everyday leadership, intellectual, or 

decision-making roles within the nationalist movement.


This study highlights the importance of critically engaging with visual archives as historical texts 

that not only reflect but also shape sociopolitical ideologies. The legacy of these representations 

continues to influence contemporary visual and political culture in India, making it essential to 

revisit and reassess how gender is encoded in nationalist imagery. By foregrounding women’s visual 

representations, this research contributes to feminist historiography and postcolonial studies, urging 

scholars and the public alike to move beyond symbolic inclusion and toward recognizing women's 

substantive roles in both historical and contemporary nation-building processes.
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