
The Evolution of Cricket in India: The Role of Mithali Raj

Durgesh Mishra (Research Scholar)

Department of Physical Education Desh Bhagat University, Mandi Gobindgarh (Punjab), India

Dr. Parveen Kumar (HOD)

Department of Physical Education Desh Bhagat University, Mandi Gobindgarh (Punjab), India

Abstract

Cricket has evolved from a colonial sport into one of India's most influential cultural 

and sporting institutions. Although men's cricket traditionally received greater recognition and 

institutional support, women's cricket has experienced remarkable growth over the past three 

decades through policy reforms, improved infrastructure, increased media attention, and the 

dedication of outstanding players. Among them,  Mithali Raj stands out as one of the most 

influential figures in the history of Indian women's cricket.

This paper examines the evolution of women's cricket in India with particular emphasis 

on Mithali Raj's contribution to its development and professionalization. It explores her journey 

from an emerging cricketer to one of the world's most accomplished batters and captains,  

highlighting her leadership, consistency, and international achievements.

The  paper  argues  that  Mithali  Raj's  contribution  extends  beyond  her  records  and 

awards. Her leadership and performances significantly enhanced the visibility and credibility of 

women's  cricket,  inspiring  greater  participation  among  young  girls  and  encouraging 

institutional support. Her legacy has played a vital role in transforming women's cricket from a 

marginalized sport into an integral part of India's sporting landscape, while contributing to 

women's empowerment and gender equality.

Keywords: Mithali Raj; Women's Cricket; Indian Cricket; Leadership; Sports Development; Gender 
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Introduction

Cricket is India's most popular sport and an important part of the nation's cultural 

identity. Introduced during the British colonial period, it has evolved into a globally recognized 

sport  supported  by  strong  institutions,  commercial  investment,  and  widespread  public 
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enthusiasm. While men's cricket has traditionally dominated the sporting landscape, women's 

cricket has experienced remarkable growth over the past three decades through improved 

governance, media attention, and increased opportunities for female athletes.

The establishment  of  the  Women's  Cricket  Association  of  India  (WCAI) in  1973 

marked the beginning of organized women's cricket in the country. However, limited financial 

support, inadequate infrastructure, social stereotypes, and poor media coverage restricted its 

development for many years. A major turning point came in 2006 when the WCAI merged with 

the Board of Control for Cricket in India (BCCI), leading to better funding, coaching facilities, 

domestic competitions, and international exposure. These reforms significantly strengthened 

the foundation of women's cricket in India.

Among the pioneers who transformed the game, Mithali Raj stands out as one of the 

greatest figures in the history of Indian women's cricket. Making her international debut in 1999 

with an unbeaten century against Ireland, she went on to become the highest run-scorer in 

Women's One-Day Internationals and one of the most successful captains in international 

cricket. Under her leadership, India reached the finals of the ICC Women's Cricket World Cup 

in  2005  and  2017,  bringing  unprecedented  recognition  to  women's  cricket  and  inspiring 

millions of young girls to pursue the sport.

Mithali Raj's contribution extends beyond her remarkable records and achievements. 

Through her consistent performances, disciplined leadership, and commitment to excellence, 

she challenged gender stereotypes and enhanced the visibility and credibility of women's 

cricket in India. Her career coincided with significant institutional reforms and increasing 

commercialization of women's cricket, culminating in initiatives such as the Women's Premier 

League (WPL), which further accelerated the professional growth of the sport.

This paper examines the evolution of women's cricket in India by analyzing Mithali 

Raj's contribution to its development, professionalization, and growing popularity. It highlights 

her leadership, achievements, and lasting legacy while exploring how her career contributed to 

sports  development,  gender  equality,  and  women's  empowerment.  The  study  argues  that 

Mithali  Raj's  influence  extends  beyond  cricket,  making  her  one  of  the  most  significant 

architects of the modern era of Indian women's cricket.
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The Evolution of Cricket in India

Cricket  was  introduced to  India  by  the  British  during  the  eighteenth  century  and 

gradually  evolved from a  colonial  pastime into  the  nation's  most  popular  sport.  Initially 

confined to cities such as Bombay, Calcutta, and Madras, the game gained popularity among 

Indian communities, particularly the Parsis, who established the Oriental Cricket Club in 1848. 

By the early twentieth century, cricket had become an important symbol of national identity and 

social integration.

India  entered international  cricket  in  1932 by playing its  first  Test  match against 

England under the captaincy of C. K. Nayudu. After independence, the sport grew rapidly, with 

legendary players such as Sunil Gavaskar, Kapil Dev, Sachin Tendulkar, Rahul Dravid, Sourav 

Ganguly, and M.S. Dhoni elevating India's status in world cricket. The 1983 ICC Cricket World 

Cup victory under Kapil Dev transformed cricket into a national passion, while the launch of 

the Indian Premier League (IPL) in 2008 revolutionized the sport through commercialization, 

global participation, and increased media coverage.

In  contrast,  women's  cricket  developed  more  gradually.  The  establishment  of  the 

Women's Cricket Association of India (WCAI) in 1973 provided an organizational framework, 

but women players continued to face inadequate infrastructure, limited financial support, and 

minimal public recognition. A major breakthrough occurred in 2006 when the WCAI merged 

with the Board of Control for Cricket in India (BCCI). This integration improved coaching, 

domestic  competitions,  financial  assistance,  and  international  exposure,  significantly 

enhancing the professional environment for women cricketers.

The popularity  of  women's  cricket  further  increased through the  initiatives  of  the 

International Cricket Council (ICC) and the success of major tournaments. India's appearance 

in the finals of the ICC Women's Cricket World Cup in 2005 and 2017 under the captaincy of 

Mithali Raj attracted widespread media attention and inspired greater public interest in the 

women's  game.  These  achievements  encouraged  more  girls  to  participate  in  cricket  and 

strengthened institutional support for women's sports.

Another landmark was the launch of the  Women's Premier League (WPL) in 2023, 

which  provided  professional  contracts,  international  competition,  and  greater  commercial 
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opportunities for women cricketers. The league has accelerated the growth of women's cricket 

and established India as a major centre for the sport.

Overall, the evolution of cricket in India reflects a journey from colonial origins to 

global prominence. While institutional reforms and commercial investment played significant 

roles, the contributions of pioneering athletes were equally important. Among them, Mithali 

Raj emerged as  a  transformative figure  whose achievements  and leadership helped bring 

women's cricket into the mainstream, making her contribution an integral part of the evolution 

of Indian cricket.

Mithali Raj's Journey: Breaking Barriers and Inspiring Generations

Mithali Raj's journey is one of the most remarkable success stories in Indian sport. Born 

on 3 December 1982 in Jodhpur, Rajasthan, she developed an interest in cricket at an early age 

under the guidance of her father, Dorai Raj. Initially trained in Bharatanatyam, she shifted her 

focus to cricket after her exceptional talent was recognized by coach Jyoti Prasad at St. John's 

Cricket Academy in Hyderabad. Her disciplined training and determination quickly earned her 

a place in the Indian national team.

Mithali made an unforgettable international debut in  1999, scoring an unbeaten 114 

against Ireland in her first One-Day International (ODI). She further established herself as a 

world-class batter by scoring 214 runs against England in a Test match in 2002, setting the then-

record for the highest individual score in women's Test cricket. Her elegant batting style, 

consistency, and ability to perform under pressure made her one of the greatest batters in the 

history of women's cricket.

As  captain,  Mithali  Raj  transformed  Indian  women's  cricket  through  her  calm 

leadership,  strategic  thinking,  and  commitment  to  excellence.  She  led  India  to  the  ICC 

Women's Cricket World Cup finals in  2005 and  2017, significantly enhancing the team's 

international reputation. Her leadership emphasized discipline, teamwork, and professionalism, 

inspiring confidence among teammates and establishing a culture of high performance.

Despite challenges such as limited financial support, inadequate infrastructure, and 

lower media attention compared to men's cricket, Mithali remained committed to the sport. Her 

achievements challenged gender stereotypes and encouraged greater participation of women in 
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cricket.  She  also  inspired  a  new  generation  of  players,  including  Smriti  Mandhana, 

Harmanpreet Kaur, Jemimah Rodrigues, and Shafali Verma, who have continued to strengthen 

Indian women's cricket.

Mithali  Raj  retired from international  cricket  in  2022 as the  highest  run-scorer  in 

Women's One-Day Internationals, with over  7,800 ODI runs. Her career reflects resilience, 

leadership, and excellence, making her a pioneering figure whose legacy continues to shape the 

growth and professionalization of women's cricket in India.

Building Women's Cricket in India

The development of women's cricket in India has been one of the most significant 

achievements  in  the  country's  sporting  history.  For  many  years,  women  cricketers  faced 

inadequate infrastructure, limited financial support, and minimal media attention. Despite these 

challenges,  institutional  reforms  and  the  dedication  of  pioneering  players  gradually 

transformed women's cricket into a professionally recognized sport. Among these pioneers, 

Mithali  Raj played a  crucial  role  in  promoting the  game and enhancing its  national  and 

international reputation.

The establishment  of  the  Women's  Cricket  Association  of  India  (WCAI) in  1973 

provided an organized structure for women's cricket, although limited resources restricted its 

growth. A major turning point came in 2006, when the WCAI merged with the Board of Control 

for Cricket in India (BCCI). This integration improved funding, coaching facilities, domestic 

tournaments, sports science support, and international exposure, creating better opportunities 

for women cricketers.

Mithali  Raj  emerged as  the  face  of  Indian  women's  cricket  during this  period of 

transformation. Her consistent performances and effective leadership helped India compete 

successfully against leading cricketing nations. Under her captaincy, India reached the  ICC 

Women's Cricket World Cup finals in 2005 and 2017, significantly increasing public interest, 

media coverage, and institutional support for the women's game. These achievements inspired 

many young girls to take up cricket as a professional career.

Beyond  her  on-field  success,  Mithali  Raj  played  an  important  mentoring  role  by 

encouraging and guiding younger players such as Smriti Mandhana, Harmanpreet Kaur, Deepti 
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Sharma, Jemimah Rodrigues, and Shafali Verma. Her professionalism and commitment helped 

establish a culture of discipline and excellence within the Indian women's team.

The launch of the Women's Premier League (WPL) in 2023 marked another milestone 

in the professionalization of women's cricket. Although Mithali Raj had retired before the 

league's inaugural season, her contributions laid the foundation for its success. Today, women's 

cricket enjoys greater public recognition, commercial investment, and institutional support than 

ever before.

Overall, the growth of women's cricket in India reflects the combined impact of policy 

reforms, improved infrastructure,  and the remarkable contributions of pioneering athletes. 

Mithali Raj's leadership and achievements were instrumental in transforming women's cricket 

from a marginalized sport into an important part of India's sporting culture.

Achievements and Impact on Indian Cricket

Mithali Raj's career is defined by exceptional achievements and a lasting contribution to 

the growth of women's cricket in India.  During her international career (1999–2022), she 

established  herself  as  one  of  the  greatest  batters  in  women's  cricket  through  consistent 

performances,  strong leadership,  and remarkable  resilience.  Her  success  enhanced India's 

reputation in international cricket and significantly increased the visibility of women's cricket.

Mithali  made an impressive ODI debut  in  1999,  scoring an unbeaten  114 against 

Ireland. In 2002, she scored 214 runs against England, setting the then world record for the 

highest individual score in women's Test cricket. She later became the first woman to score 

over 7,000 ODI runs, finishing her career with 7,805 runs, the highest in Women's One-Day 

International history at the time of her retirement.

As captain, Mithali led India in more than 150 international matches and guided the 

team to the ICC Women's Cricket World Cup finals in 2005 and 2017. Although India finished 

as runners-up on both occasions, these performances transformed public interest in women's 

cricket  and  encouraged  greater  institutional  investment,  media  coverage,  and  corporate 

sponsorship.

Beyond her records, Mithali Raj played a vital role in promoting women's sports and 

gender equality. She inspired thousands of young girls to pursue cricket and became a role 
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model through her professionalism, discipline, and commitment to excellence. Her influence 

also helped strengthen domestic cricket and encouraged the emergence of talented players such 

as Smriti Mandhana, Harmanpreet Kaur, Deepti Sharma, and Shafali Verma.

Her  contribution  has  been  recognized  through  prestigious  honours,  including  the 

Arjuna Award (2003),  Padma Shri (2015), and the Major Dhyan Chand Khel Ratna Award 

(2021). Even after her retirement in 2022, her legacy continues through the rapid growth of 

women's  cricket,  the success of the  Women's Premier League (WPL), and the increasing 

participation of women in the sport.

Mithali  Raj's achievements extend beyond statistics. Her leadership and dedication 

transformed women's cricket from a marginalized sport into an integral part of India's sporting 

culture, making her one of the most influential figures in the history of Indian cricket.

Leadership Philosophy and Captaincy

Leadership in elite sport involves more than tactical decisions; it requires inspiration, 

discipline, resilience, and the ability to build a culture of excellence. Mithali Raj's leadership 

philosophy reflected these qualities, making her one of the most influential captains in Indian 

women's cricket.

A key feature of her leadership was her calmness and composure under pressure. She 

consistently demonstrated strategic thinking during challenging situations, which helped build 

confidence among teammates and improved India's performance in international competitions. 

Her ability to remain focused during high-pressure matches became a defining characteristic of 

her captaincy.

Mithali believed in leading by example rather than authority. Her dedication to training, 

fitness, technical improvement, and professionalism motivated younger players to maintain 

high standards. She promoted a team culture based on discipline, responsibility, and continuous 

learning.

Her  captaincy also  emphasized  team development  and mentorship.  She  supported 

emerging  players  and  encouraged  them  to  gain  confidence  at  the  international  level, 

contributing to the growth of future generations of Indian women cricketers.
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Mithali Raj demonstrated adaptability throughout her career by responding effectively 

to changes in women's cricket, including the growth of T20 cricket, professionalization, and 

increased  global  competition.  She  balanced  traditional  cricketing  values  with  modern 

approaches to maintain team competitiveness.

Beyond cricket, Mithali became an advocate for  women's empowerment and equal 

opportunities in sports. She highlighted the importance of better infrastructure, recognition, and 

support for female athletes. Her leadership extended beyond the cricket field by contributing to 

greater visibility and acceptance of women's cricket in India.

Mithali Raj's legacy proves that successful leadership is not measured only by records 

and victories but also by the ability to inspire others, develop future talent, and create lasting 

positive change in sports.

Conclusion

The journey of Indian cricket reflects the strong connection between sport, society, and 

national identity. Within this journey, the growth of women's cricket has been one of the most 

significant achievements, progressing from limited recognition and resources to professional 

excellence and international competitiveness.

Mithali Raj has played a crucial role in this transformation. Her remarkable batting 

records, consistent performances, and effective captaincy strengthened Indian women's cricket 

and increased public recognition of the women's game. Through more than two decades of 

international cricket, she demonstrated discipline, resilience, professionalism, and leadership, 

inspiring countless young athletes across the country.

Beyond her individual achievements, Mithali Raj contributed to changing perceptions 

about women in sports. Her success challenged gender stereotypes and proved that female 

athletes  could  achieve  excellence  at  the  highest  level.  Her  leadership  encouraged  the 

development of younger players and helped create a culture of confidence, dedication, and 

performance within the Indian women's cricket team.

The growth of women's cricket in India has been supported by improved governance, 

media visibility, financial investment, and professional platforms such as the Women's Premier 
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League. However, the foundation for this progress was strengthened by pioneers like Mithali 

Raj, whose achievements brought credibility and recognition to the women's game.

In conclusion, Mithali Raj's contribution extends far beyond cricketing records. She 

represents leadership, empowerment, and social change through sport. Her legacy continues to 

inspire  future  generations  of  women  cricketers  and  remains  an  important  chapter  in  the 

evolution of Indian women's cricket. Her journey demonstrates that exceptional leadership can 

transform not only a team but also an entire sporting culture.
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