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Article Info Abstract:
This paper undertakes a critical, decade-long appraisal of the legal reforms enacted in
Article History: India following the seminal Justice J.S. Verma Committee Report (JVC Report) of

2013, which was constituted in the wake of the brutal Nirbhaya gang rape. It argues
that while the post-2013 period witnessed an unprecedented flurry of legislative

Published:28 Feb 2026 activity aimed at bolstering legal protections for women, the translation of these
Publication Issue: statutory reforms into substantive, lived gender equality remains fraught with
Volume 3, Issue 2 systemic challenges and implementation deficits. The analysis moves beyond a mere
February-2026 cataloguing of amendments to interrogate the transformative potential and practical
Page Number: limitations of key legal instruments, primarily the Criminal Law (Amendment) Act,
480-487 2013, and subsequent laws on sexual harassment, trafficking, and maternity benefits.

. Employing a socio-legal methodology, the paper examines the interplay between
g:r;; leflf Z'ZZ:’Z;L; Author: legislative change, judicial interpretation, and institutional enforcement. It finds that

while the JVC Report successfully catalyzed a redefinition of crimes like rape
(expanding its definition and introducing new offenses) and entrenched the rights-
based language of bodily autonomy and dignity into legal discourse, significant gaps
persist. These include the inconsistent and often patriarchal application of laws by the
lower judiciary and police, the inadequate infrastructure for victim support, and the
limited reach of reforms in addressing intersectional vulnerabilities of caste, class,
and religion. The paper concludes that the decade following the Verma Committee
represents a pivotal yet incomplete chapter in India’s quest for gender justice. It calls
for a shift in focus from legislative symbolism to a rigorous implementation audit,
investment in institutional capacity and sensitivity, and legal strategies that address
the structural and socio-economic dimensions of gender inequality, beyond the
dominant framework of criminal law.
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1. Introduction: A Watershed Moment and Its Legal Legacy

The gang rape and murder of a young woman in Delhi in December 2012 (commonly referred to as the Nirbhaya
case) triggered a nationwide upheaval, manifesting in unprecedented street protests demanding systemic
accountability and legal reform. This public outrage compelled the government to constitute a three-member
committee chaired by former Chief Justice of India, Justice J.S. Verma, with the mandate to recommend
amendments to criminal law for quicker trial and enhanced punishment for sexual assaults. The resultant Justice
Verma Committee Report (JVC Report), submitted in January 2013, transcended its immediate remit. It was not
merely a set of legal recommendations but a profound jurisprudential document that grounded its analysis in the

constitutional principles of equality, dignity, and liberty, and in India’s international human rights obligations.
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The JVC Report critiqued the state’s failure to protect citizens and diagnosed systemic rot within law enforcement
and justice delivery institutions. Its 630-page report proposed sweeping reforms, advocating for a shift from a
punitive, carceral approach to a rights-based framework centered on women’s bodily autonomy, non-negotiable
consent, and state accountability. The government’s response was the hastily promulgated Criminal Law
(Amendment) Ordinance, 2013, later enacted as the Criminal Law (Amendment) Act, 2013 (hereafter CLA
2013). This act marked the beginning of a decade of legislative activity aimed at addressing gender-based

violence and discrimination.

This paper analyzes the legal landscape of gender equality in India from 2013 to 2023, using the JVC Report as
the foundational benchmark. Its central thesis is that the post-Verma decade represents a period of accelerated
legislative reform with transformative intent, yet characterized by a profound implementation gap that
limits its contribution to substantive gender equality. The paper proceeds in four parts. First, it outlines the
core philosophical and legal contributions of the JVC Report. Second, it maps and critically analyzes the key
legislative reforms enacted in its wake. Third, it evaluates the role of the judiciary in interpreting these new laws.
Finally, it identifies persistent structural and institutional barriers that hinder the realization of the Verma

Committee’s vision, concluding with recommendations for a more holistic and effective gender justice strategy.

2. Literature Review: Charting the Scholarly Discourse

The scholarly engagement with the JVC Report and its aftermath is rich and multidisciplinary. Early scholarship
(2013-2015) focused on textual analysis of the CLA 2013, comparing it with the JVC recommendations. Scholars
like Baxi (2014) and Agnes (2013) provided immediate critiques, noting the government’s selective adoption of
recommendations—embracing enhanced punishments but sidestepping crucial ones on marital rape, armed forces
immunity, and police reform. This body of work established the narrative of a “missed opportunity” and “political

compromise.”

Subsequent literature (2016-2020) shifted towards empirical and implementation studies. Works
by Chakraborty (2018) and Burra (2019) examined the “justice journey” of survivors, documenting persistent
barriers in accessing the reformed legal system, including hostile police responses, judicial delays, and victim-
blaming attitudes. This socio-legal scholarship highlighted the chasm between “law on the books™” and “law in

action,” emphasizing how patriarchal socio-cultural norms mediate the application of progressive statutes.

A parallel strand of scholarship has focused on specific legislative offspring of the post-Verma momentum.
The Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 2013 has
been extensively analyzed. Scholars like Sarkar (2015) have examined its procedural efficacy, while others have
critiqued its exclusion of the informal sector. Research on the Maternity Benefit (Amendment) Act, 2017 has

debated its impact on women’s labor force participation, with some warning of potential employer bias.
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Judicial pronouncements have also been a key site of analysis. The Supreme Court’s judgments in cases
like Independent Thought v. Union of India (2017) [on exception to marital rape for minors] and Joseph Shine v.
Union of India (2018) [decriminalizing adultery] have been read as part of a broader, post-Verma constitutional
reinterpretation of gender relations, as argued by Bhuvania (2020). However, critiques by Menon (2022) point

to the inconsistency in lower courts and the continued use of regressive stereotypes.

While existing literature has ably dissected individual laws or implementation flaws, there is a need for a
consolidated, decade-long assessment that connects legislative reform, judicial interpretation, and institutional
performance. This paper aims to fill that gap, providing a holistic evaluation of whether the post-Verma legal

reforms have meaningfully advanced the constitutional project of gender equality.

3. The Verma Committee Report: A Foundational Blueprint for Reform
To assess the reforms, one must first understand the benchmark. The JVC Report was revolutionary in four key

aspects:

3.1. Philosophical Foundation: A Rights-Based Approach

The Report rooted its analysis firmly in Articles 14, 15, 19, and 21 of the Indian Constitution and international
law (CEDAW). It framed sexual violence not merely as a crime against society but as a violation of the
fundamental rights to life, dignity, personal liberty, and equality. This shifted the discourse from women as

passive victims needing state protection to rights-bearing citizens entitled to bodily autonomy and integrity.

3.2. Redefining Consent and Sexual Offences

The Committee proposed a robust, affirmative definition of consent as an “unequivocal voluntary agreement”
communicated through words, gestures, or conduct. It recommended expanding the definition of rape beyond
penile-vaginal penetration to include other non-consensual penetrative acts. It also proposed recognizing new

offenses like acid attacks, stalking, and voyeurism.

3.3. Institutional Accountability and Police Reform

Perhaps its most radical chapters dealt with accountability. It recommended making non-registration of FIRs a
punishable offence, creating an independent complaint authority to investigate police misconduct, and revising
protocols for medical examination and victim care. It argued that reform was meaningless without transforming

the first point of contact: the police station.

3.4. Recommendations Beyond Criminal Law
The Committee’s vision extended beyond the Indian Penal Code (IPC). It called for comprehensive reforms in

electoral law to disqualify candidates charged with sexual offenses, review of the Armed Forces Special Powers
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Act (AFSPA), and, most significantly, the explicit criminalization of marital rape, stating that the “relationship

between the accused and the victim is irrelevant.”

The government’s response through CLA 2013 incorporated many punitive suggestions (new offences, higher
sentences, death penalty) but critically omitted or diluted these core institutional and transformative

recommendations, setting the stage for the implementation challenges to follow.

4. Mapping the Legislative Reforms (2013-2023)
The post-2013 period saw significant legislative activity. Key enactments include:

4.1. The Criminal Law (Amendment) Act, 2013

This remains the centerpiece. Key changes:

Expanded Definition of Rape (IPC Sec. 375): Inclusion of penetration by objects, mouth, etc., and a

revised definition of consent.

o New Offences: Introduction of Sections 354A-D (sexual harassment, stalking, voyeurism) and 326A-B
(acid attacks).

e Procedural Changes: Stricter timelines for investigation and trial, restrictions on bail for repeat
offenders, and provision for in-camera trials.

e Omissions: Marital rape exception (Sec. 375 Exception 2) remained untouched. Recommendations on

police reform were not legislated.

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

Enacted to give legislative teeth to the Vishaka guidelines. It mandates the formation of Internal Complaints
Committees (ICCs) in all workplaces with 10+ employees and Local Complaints Committees (LCCs) at the
district level. While a landmark, critiques focus on its lack of coverage for the vast informal sector, power

imbalances within ICCs, and absence of penalties for non-compliance.

4.3. The Criminal Law (Amendment) Act, 2018 (on Child Sexual Abuse)
Introducing the death penalty for rape of girls below 12 years, this reactive amendment following the Kathua rape
case was widely criticized by child rights activists and the JVC members themselves for being populist,

potentially endangering child victims, and diverting from systemic issues.

4.4. The Trafficking of Persons (Prevention, Protection and Rehabilitation) Bill, 2018 & Later
Multiple drafts of an anti-trafficking law have been debated, aiming to create a unified legal framework. However,
critics argue recent versions over-emphasize criminalization and rescue, potentially harming consenting sex

workers and lacking a victim-centric, rights-based approach aligned with the JVC spirit.

IJWOS | Volume 3 Issue 2, February 2026 | https://ijjwos.com 483



International Journal of Web of Multidisciplinary Studies
E-ISSN: 3049-2424

4.5. Other Relevant Reforms

o Maternity Benefit (Amendment) Act, 2017: Increased paid maternity leave from 12 to 26 weeks.

e The Medical Termination of Pregnancy (Amendment) Act, 2021: Expanded access to abortion
services.

o Increase in the minimum age of marriage for women to 21 years (Proposed): Aims to address social

determinants of gender inequality.

This legislative map shows a pattern: rapid response to specific horrific incidents, leading to amendments often
focused on enhanced punishment, while slower, more structural reforms (on police, marital rape, comprehensive

trafficking law) remain stalled or diluted.

5. Judicial Interpretation: Advancing and Limiting the Reforms

The judiciary has played a dual role: acting as a progressive force in some instances and reflecting social biases

in others.

5.1. Progressive Expansions

e Independent Thought v. Union of India (2017): The Supreme Court read down Exception 2 to Sec. 375
IPC, holding that sexual intercourse with a wife aged between 15 and 18 constitutes rape. This was a
direct engagement with the JVC’s reasoning.

e Joseph Shine v. Union of India (2018): Decriminalizing adultery, the Court emphasized women’s sexual
autonomy and rejected the notion of women as male property.

e High Courts on Marital Rape: Several High Courts (e.g., Delhi, Gujarat, Chhattisgarh) have, in different
contexts, made observations questioning the marital rape exception, keeping the constitutional challenge

alive.

5.2. Reflecting and Reinforcing Stereotypes

Despite progressive statutes, lower and sometimes higher courts continue to use regressive language. Bail orders
have cited factors like the victim’s “habituated to sex” or the accused being a “family man” as mitigating
circumstances. The Supreme Court’s judgment in Mahmood Farooqui v. State (NCT of Delhi) (2017), which
spoke of “feeble no” in the context of consent between educated individuals, demonstrated a troubling departure

from the affirmative standard envisioned by the JVC.

5.3. On Implementation

Courts have also been forced to micromanage implementation, passing orders on setting up funds for victims,
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ensuring fast-track courts are functional, and mandating the establishment of CCTVs in police stations. This

judicial activism underscores executive and legislative failure in creating robust systems.

6. Persistent Challenges and the Implementation Gap
A decade later, several critical challenges impede the realization of gender equality:

6.1. The Marital Rape Impasse
The continued exemption of marital rape remains the most glaring defiance of the JVC recommendations and a
violation of India’s constitutional and international law commitments. It perpetuates the idea of conjugal rights

over bodily autonomy.

6.2. Institutional Resistance and Police Deficiencies
Police stations remain intimidating spaces for women. Training in gender-sensitive procedures is inadequate. The
conviction rate in rape cases, though slowly improving, remains low (around 39% as per NCRB 2021), pointing

to failures in investigation and prosecution.

6.3. Inadequate Victim Support Infrastructure
The promised One-Stop Crisis Centers (OSCCs) are unevenly distributed and under-resourced. Compensation

under victim compensation schemes is often delayed. Legal aid remains overburdened and of variable quality.

6.4. Intersectional Failures

The legal system fails most acutely women from marginalized communities—Dalit women, tribals, religious
minorities, and those from economically weaker sections. Their access to justice is compounded by caste and
class-based discrimination within institutions. The high incidence of atrocities against Dalit women underscores

this failure.

6.5. The Over-Reliance on Criminal Law
The post-Verma discourse has been overwhelmingly dominated by criminal law reform. While essential, this has
overshadowed the need for robust civil laws on property rights, equality in family law, and socio-economic

policies (education, employment, healthcare) that address the structural underpinnings of gender inequality.

7. Conclusion and Recommendations: Beyond Symbolic Reform

The decade following the Justice Verma Committee Report has irrevocably altered India’s legal text on gender-
based violence. It has expanded definitions, created new offenses, and placed issues of consent and workplace
harassment firmly on the statutory map. The JVC’s rights-based language has permeated judicial discourse,

leading to some landmark, autonomy-affirming judgments.
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However, this paper concludes thatlegal reform has outpaced institutional and social reform. The
transformative potential of the JVC Report has been contained by a state preference for symbolic, punitive
amendments over deep, accountability-driven institutional restructuring. The continued exclusion of marital rape
epitomizes this resistance. The implementation gap—manifest in poor policing, judicial delays, patriarchal

attitudes, and inadequate victim support—renders progressive laws partially ineffective.

To move forward, a new phase of action is required:

1. Prioritize Institutional Reform: Implement the JVC’s police reform recommendations in earnest.
Mandate continuous, evaluated gender-sensitivity training for all justice sector actors (police, prosecutors,
judges).

2. Close the Legal Gaps: Enact legislation to criminalize marital rape without exception. Pass a rights-
based, victim-centric anti-trafficking law.

3. Invest in Infrastructure: Universally establish and properly fund OSCCs, ensure timely victim
compensation, and strengthen the ecosystem of legal aid and psychosocial support.

4. Adopt an Intersectional Approach: Develop specific protocols and monitoring to ensure justice for
women from SC/ST and minority communities. Collect and disaggregate crime data by caste and religion.

5. Broaden the Agenda: Shift policy focus beyond criminal law to actively reform personal laws, ensure

equal property rights, and invest in women’s education and economic participation.

The legacy of the Verma Committee is not just in the laws it inspired, but in the unfinished constitutional project
it outlined. The next decade must be dedicated to building the institutions and fostering the social change

necessary to make its vision of substantive equality a reality for all Indian women.
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