India's Pioneering Diplomat and Leader- Vijay Lakshmi
Pandit

“The more we sweat in peace, the less we bleed in war.” — Vijay Lakshmi Pandit.

1. Vijay Lakshmi Pandit, a trailblazing figure in Indian politics and diplomacy,
was a prominent Indian diplomat, politician, and freedom fighter. Her
unique position as a woman in these fields, especially during the early 20th
century, is a testament to her pioneering spirit. She played a pivotal role in
India’s independence movement and its engagement in global diplomacy.
As the sister of Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s revered first Prime Minister, she
was part of the notable Nehru-Gandhifamily. Her impact extended from her
active engagement in the Indian freedom struggle to essential roles within
the Constituent Assembly and international diplomatic arenas.

2. Vijay Lakshmi Pandit, born Swarup Nehru on August 18, 1900, in Allahabad,
was the daughter of Motilal Nehru, a prominent barrister and leader in the
Indian National Congress. She was also the sister of Jawaharlal Nehru. After
receiving private tutoring, she studied in Europe and was introduced to
liberal and international ideals. In 1921, she married Ranijit Sitaram Pandit
and drew inspiration from Mahatma Gandhi, joining the Non-Cooperation
Movement and participating in the Civil Disobedience Movement.
Collaborating closely with leaders of the Indian National Congress, she
utilised her oratory skills to raise awareness domestically and
internationally. Her significant contributions to the Indian freedom struggle
resulted in multiple imprisonments from 1931 to 1933, in 1940, and again
from 1942 to 1943. Her husband was also arrested for his activism and died
in prison in 1944. Despite these hardships, she remained steadfast in her
commitment to the cause.

3. In 1937, she made history by becoming the first Indian woman to hold a
cabinet position in pre-independence India. She was elected to the
provincial legislature of the United Provinces, where she served as the
Minister of Local Self-Government and Public Health, reflecting her early
commitment to public welfare. Following her release from prison during the
Bengal famine of 1943, she dedicated herself to relentless efforts, acting as
president of the Save the Children Fund Committee. In 1944, she travelled
to the United States to raise awareness of Indian issues and combat anti-
Indian propaganda.
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In 1946, Vijay Lakshmi Pandit was elected to the Constituent Assembly for
the United Provinces. Despite being one of just 15 women members, her
contributions were crucial, given their scarcity. She championed Women'’s
political involvement and equal rights, requiring her continuous support for
laws that advance and protect women’s interests, such as equal pay and
property rights. Her work helped incorporate provisions regarding
fundamental rights, such as Article 15 of the Indian Constitution, which
prohibits discrimination based on gender. She advocated for social justice,
universal education, and public health, which were incorporated into the
Directive Principles of State Policy. Her commitment was instrumental in
promoting the inclusive nature of the Indian Constitution, particularly
regarding secularism and Democracy. Her international experience, gained
from her diplomatic roles, provided her with a global perspective during the
discussions, enlightening her and her audience about the complexities of
international affairs.

Her other notable contributions include being the first Indian Woman
Cabinet Minister (Provincial). In 1937, she was elected to the United
Provinces Legislative Assembly and became Minister for Local Self
Government and Public Health—the first Indian woman to hold a Cabinet
position. Post Independence, Pandit had an illustrious diplomatic career,
representing India with grace and dignity. In Key Diplomatic Roles, she



served as ambassador to the Soviet Union from 1947 to 1949, then to the
United States and Mexico from 1949 to 1951. She was also the ambassador
toIreland from 1955 to 1961, the High Commissioner to the United Kingdom
from 1955 to 1961, and the ambassador to Spain from 1956 to
1961. Notably, she became the first woman to hold the position of president
of the United Nations General Assembly. She passionately promoted
nuclear disarmament, peaceful co-existence, and the rights of colonised
nations. Her election marked a significant milestone, highlighting progress
for women and India's rising role in global diplomacy. In 1962, following her
brother's death, she was elected to the Lok Sabha from Phulpur, Uttar
Pradesh. She participated actively in debates on foreign policy and women’s
rights issues. As the Governor of Maharashtra, she was among the first
women to hold the office of governor in India. Her tenure was characterised
by efforts to promote education, welfare, and effective administration.
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Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit authored multiple books, including “So | Became a
Minister” (1939), “The Evolution of India” (1958), and her autobiography,
“The Scope of Happiness: A Personal Memoir” (1979). In her speeches and
writings, she emphasised the importance of education for achieving peace
and freedom and actively campaigned against poverty, discrimination, and
colonial rule. Vijay Lakshmi Pandit’s life exemplified her commitment to
India’s freedom, groundbreaking contributions to international diplomacy,



and unwavering dedication to social justice and women’s rights. She passed
away on December 1, 1990.

Vijay Lakshmi Pandit was a groundbreaking leader, not only for Indian
women but also for the entire diplomatic establishment of the newly
independent nation. While her role in the Constituent Assembly was
essential and supportive, it was not central to the drafting process.
Nonetheless, her impact on India’s freedom movement, nation-building
efforts, and international diplomacy remains significant. Today, she
exemplifies courage, composure under pressure, and visionary leadership in
national and global contexts.
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