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Abstract 
The purpose of the thesis is to present how twelve women from different segments of society 

define democracy and how they experience democracy in their daily life. Through meetings 

and interviews I wanted to learn what these women consider democracy in India to be, how 

they recognise democracy and rights associated with democracy in their daily lives and how 

they reflect upon gender equality in relation to democracy.  

This thesis is the result of a two-month field study in Maharashtra and interviews with 

twelve women from different segments of society. The women have been divided into three 

different groups based on educational level, aiming to find patterns of similarities and 

differences in how democracy is defined and recognised.  

Women from the first group, illiterate or with only a few years in school, are aware of 

their right to vote in elections but not all of them have heard the word democracy. None of 

them are involved in any kind of organisation or self-help group, they either lack interest in 

politics or have relatives not allowing them to enter the public sphere. Democratic rights and 

gender equality are not recognised in their daily lives. Their opportunity to change their 

situation is limited.  

Women from the second group are active in either politics or in an organisation. They 

know the word democracy and their rights associated with the concept. All of these women 

have basic education and families supporting them in their political engagements. Family is 

very important in India, in all endeavours of a woman�s life; education, job and whom to 

marry.  

The third group includes women with higher education, a vocational degree. They are 

much aware of their democratic rights, but recognise difficulties for women to claim upon 

them in different stages and situations of their lives. The situation of women is complex, they 

have the possibility to enter the public sphere, but women with careers inevitably have two 

jobs: the employment and the responsibility over the household. Women can enter the public 

sphere earlier dominated by men, but men entering the private sphere and taking part in 

household chores seem not to be possible in the near future.  
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Sammanfattning 
Syftet med denna uppsats är att presentera hur tolv kvinnor från olika samhällsgrupper ser på 

demokrati och hur de upplever demokrati i sin vardag. Genom möten och intervjuer har jag 

studerat hur dessa kvinnor definierar demokrati, hur de upplever demokrati och associerade 

rättigheter i sin vardag samt hur de reflekterar kring jämställdhet i relation till demokrati.  

Denna uppsats är resultatet av ett två månaders fältarbete i Maharashtra och intervjuer 

med tolv kvinnor från olika samhällsgrupper. Kvinnorna är indelade i tre olika grupper, 

baserade på utbildningsnivå, för att finna likheter och skillnader i hur de definierar demokrati 

och hur de upplever demokrati i sin vardag.  

Kvinnorna i den första gruppen, illitterata eller med ett fåtal skolår, är medvetna om 

sin rätt att rösta i politiska val men alla känner inte till ordet demokrati. Ingen av dem är aktiv 

i någon organisation eller självhjälpgrupp, antingen på grund av att de saknar intresse eller av 

den anledning att familjen inte tillåter dem att äntra den offentliga sfären. Varken 

demokratiska rättigheter eller jämlikhet är närvarande i dessa kvinnors vardag. Deras 

möjlighet att förändra sin levnadssituation är begränsad.   

Kvinnorna i den andra gruppen är politiskt aktiva eller verksamma inom annan 

organisation. De känner till ordet demokrati och sina demokratiskt tillskrivna rättigheter. 

Dessa kvinnor har grundläggande utbildning och familjer som stödjer dem i deras politiska 

åtaganden. I Indien är familjen viktig i alla skeden och beslut i en kvinnas liv, i frågor rörande 

utbildning, arbete och blivande make.  

Den tredje gruppen inkluderar kvinnor med högre utbildning och yrkesarbetande 

kvinnor. De är väl medvetna om sina demokratiska rättigheter men ser svårigheter för kvinnor 

att åberopa dem i olika skeden och situationer i livet. Kvinnors situation är komplex, även om 

de har möjligheten att äntra den offentliga sfären så har karriärkvinnor oundvikligen två 

arbeten: yrkesarbetet och det fulla ansvaret för hemmet. Kvinnor kan äntra den offentliga 

sfären som dominerats av män. Men att män ska äntra den privata sfären, och vara delaktiga i 

hemmets arbete, verkar inte vara möjligt inom den närmsta framtiden.  
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Introduction 
 

India is not only the largest democracy in the world, it is also considered to be a strong one, 

characterised by a good relationship between the electors and the elected. Subrata Kumar 

Mitra explains India as a modern state with secure boundaries, sovereign control over 

domestic politics and with international recognition (1999: 406, 419). But India is also a quite 

new state; it became free from colonialists quite late in history, and is still carrying a colonial 

heritage, it wants to become more independent.  

India is a heterogeneous country with a well-known caste system. Hinduism is the 

religion with the largest numbers of devotees in the country. There are also large groups of 

Muslims, Buddhists and Christians. Although India has been a secular state since the 

independence, religion is still a part of the daily life of many. Religion is also present in the 

political arena and the cause of deep social and political conflicts. At the same time, India is 

the largest democracy in the world with the fastest growing economy (Regeringskansliet, UD, 

2005: 3).  

The economic situation in India is constantly improving and the middle class is 

growing. The illiteracy rate, though, is still high in India among the lower classes, and the 

people lacking basic education are mainly women. Undoubtedly, illiteracy and lack of 

education cause difficulties in obtaining information about the rights associated with a 

democracy. Hence, many women in India find themselves living under hard circumstances 

not having the time or ability to speak up for themselves. Poverty is another challenging 

problem which the government of India, with international help, is trying to fight. Up to one 

fourth of the poor in the world is estimated to live in India. Therefore reducing poverty in 

India is of highest interest. (URL 1) To strengthen women�s position, the poverty issue also 

has to be dealt with, for the reason that these kinds of problems in India, as elsewhere, are 

correlated. 

Gender equality is important in a democracy and women are taking on a more 

prominent role in the Indian society. Women are entering the public sphere, getting higher 

education and entering professions earlier only occupied by men. The fact that India has 

several women in leading positions looks fairly good in a general perspective of women�s 

influence. There are women in top positions and women leading grassroots organisations. Not 

to forget is Indira Gandhi, who was the prime minister of India, a woman and a leader, well- 

known internationally. But there is a contrasting picture here, of illiterate women in slum 
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areas, not being able to read a newspaper. The diversity in the situation of women, and the 

ongoing changes, make the life of women in India an interesting subject to study.  

I have studied social anthropology and political science both in Sweden and England 

and I am interested in democratic issues on global, national and local levels. The combination 

of anthropology and political science gives a valuable approach to studies of women and 

democracy, as it brings together several aspects influencing women and women�s situation. 

Political science contributes with an overarching picture of state related structures, and 

focuses on the relation between the government and the citizens. The anthropological 

approach presents how the political ideas are visible in daily lives of the citizens.  

Democracy and gender issues are two topics that have been under focus for some 

time, both independently and dependently of each other. My research will contribute to the 

area by presenting the narratives of some women in India, how they define democracy and in 

which way they consider democracy to be a part of their daily lives. This thesis is based on 

interviews conducted during two months of fieldwork in the state of Maharashtra, India. The 

women interviewed live in Pune, a city of four million residents, and in a village outside 

Pune, called Indapur.  

The purpose of the thesis is to present how twelve women from different segments of 

society define democracy and how they experience democracy in their daily life. Through 

meetings and interviews I wanted to learn what these women consider democracy in India to 

be, how they recognise democracy and rights associated with democracy, in their daily lives 

and how they reflect upon gender equality in relation to democracy.  
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Outline of Thesis 
 

The outline of the thesis will follow the structure of first presenting the methodological 

framework, which includes a presentation of the interviewees, as well as a discussion of the 

role of interpreters, participant observation and research ethics. These chapters explain the 

work behind the thesis, decisions concerning the field-study, interviewees and other 

components influencing the result. Theoretical reflections and earlier research follows, 

explaining the approach used to analyse the collected information as well as outlining earlier 

research focused on India in anthropology and political science concerning democracy and 

women.  

Democracy is not only about elections and a representative government. Democracy is 

also about equality, no matter religion, class or gender. Therefore the interviewees were asked 

about their everyday life to learn whether and how democracy is present, how the decisions 

and responsibilities are divided in their home, and how they explain women�s situation in 

their surroundings with focus on gender equality.  

The next part of the thesis is therefore divided by themes, with the purpose of 

presenting how the women define democracy and recognise it in their daily lives. First, the 

situation of women is described, focusing on their position in the family and how they view 

the impact of education. Secondly, how women define democracy and rights associated with 

democracy is presented, followed by their reflections of political participation. The third 

theme concerns gender equality, the focus lies within how or if the women experience 

equality in their homes, how they would want it to be, and what they expect of the future.  

The themes and chapters in the thesis follow a similar pattern of first presenting the 

chapter and the issues discussed, thereafter the narratives of interviewees, comments by me 

and discussion of theories are presented. The women and the interviews have been described 

in order to give the reader a vivid picture of my meetings with the Indian culture. Discussion 

and analysis of the chapters are found in the final part of the thesis.  
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Methodological Framework  
 

The fieldwork took place in India, a country with a multicultural society and structural 

subdivision of groups that generates several areas to explore. This research is based on semi- 

structured interviews conducted during a two month field-study in India, literature studies of 

Indian culture and society, and theories of democracy and of women�s situation.  

Choosing to study how women experience democracy in their daily lives is to presume 

that something special can be found, and there is; the role of Indian women is changing. 

Traditionally, women in India are bound to the private sphere and although they have begun 

to enter the public sphere of men, their obligations to the home still withstand. The situation 

of women widely differs and there are constant changes which make their ideas very 

interesting to study.   

Twelve women from different segments of society have been interviewed in order to 

present how some women in India experience democracy in their daily lives. Their narratives 

have been compared and contrasted in order to locate patterns in their attitudes towards 

democracy. The semi-structured interviews facilitated an open discussion (cf. Holme & 

Solvang, 1997: 100). Personal questions of age, education, work, living- and family situation 

were first asked. The interviewees were then asked if they knew the word �democracy� and 

what it included, according to them. The first thing most of the interviewees mentioned was 

the right to vote. The impact of voting was discussed, whether they vote or not, and what it 

meant to them. Other topics mentioned by the interviewees were different rights, such as 

freedom of speech and of religious belief.  

To get an insight into the lives of the interviewees, and how their rights as members in 

a democratic society can be recognised, they were asked questions about decision-making and 

responsibilities in their home, which brought the conversations to gender equality. They were 

asked to describe their own situation as well as the situation of women in their surroundings, 

and what they expected of the future. By discussing these matters, I was able to see if or how 

democracy is present in the women�s lives in any other ways than through regular elections. 

To speak your mind and to be equally treated, no matter gender, are rights entitled in a 

democratic system. 

The women are chosen from different segments of the society based on educational 

level and livelihood situation, in order to give a diversified picture. The women belong to 

different castes and have different religious beliefs (Hindus, Muslims and Christians), 
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variables of great importance to them but not in this thesis or in the division of groups. The 

differences in the women�s livelihood situations are prominent both when considering their 

economical, social and educational level. They do, however, have many things in common. 

They are all women and citizens of India, living in a multicultural society. They have the 

same rights and are equal under the law. But for them to look at each other as equals would be 

too much to ask, the differences in class and caste are too deep to overcome (cf. Brass, 1994: 

5). 

The interviewees live in Pune and in Indapur, in the federal state of Maharashtra. 

Maharashtra lies in the west of India. It is a rich region with Mumbai as the state capital city, 

a well-known city in the west of Maharashtra, although it is still often called by its colonial 

name, Bombay. Pune is a city of four million residents, quite close to Mumbai (three to four 

hours by train). Women in Pune were among the first in the country to organise for women�s 

issues, and the first meeting of the All-India Women�s Conference was held in Pune in 1927 

(Forbes, 2004: 78f). Indapur is a small town outside Pune. In Maharashtra, as in other states in 

India, there are substantial differences in people�s economical and social situation. 

The connection I had established with Hindustani Covenant Church (HCC) in Pune, 

was a great help, and determined the location of my fieldwork. By their recommendations 

some interviews were conducted in Indapur, where they said the political climate was 

interesting to study because of a high awareness of democracy among the inhabitants.  

The HCC is a quite large organisation with employees from different backgrounds and 

religions. They operate projects in different areas related to development, such as education 

for children in slum areas who do not attend school, ecological project such as sanitation and 

water pumps, and they also work to raise the awareness of human rights. The HCC cooperates 

with churches in different countries, for example the Mission Covenant Church in Sweden, to 

share experience and help each other.  

When presenting my research plan to employees at the HCC-organisation, I needed to 

explain the purpose of the thesis many times. I was first told that the women would not know 

what to answer and that they would want their husbands present at the interviews. After a 

thorough explanation they eventually understood the purpose of my field work and thesis. 

And, as it turned out, the women interviewed did not have any problems talking about 

democracy. In fact, it seemed like they were very interested in participating in my study and 

discussing topics of women�s life and democracy. Neither did it seem necessary for them to 

have their husbands present. 
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The interviews took place in different situations and locations. Some of the interviews 

took place in the home of the woman interviewed. One interview was conducted close to a 

heavily trafficked road, two of them in the church and some at the women�s workplaces. Most 

often, a big audience of friends and family were present, listening but not interfering with the 

interview. It was not possible to get privacy, as there were always people moving around, 

coming and going. Neither the interviewees nor the interpreters seemed to think of it as a 

problem. Therefore, I draw the conclusion that the presence of others would not interfere with 

the answers of the interviewees. It would probably have been more of a disturbance if I would 

have attempted to clear the area.  

To get the answers as accurate as possible most of the interviews were recorded. But, 

on some occasions there were too much surrounding noises to make the recording useable. 

Notes were taken throughout the interviews. Quotations have been used sparsely in the thesis 

because of the extent to which interpreters have been used. I find little value in quoting the 

words of an interpreter. This means that the reader should not take the statements of the 

interviewees as their direct words. 

 

 

The Interviewees  
The purpose of this thesis is to bring forward the views of some women from different 

segments of society, to present how they reflect upon democracy and how they recognise 

democracy in their daily lives. Studying women�s opinions is interesting since the every day 

opportunities and possibilities they face vary depending on their living situation.  

To give a broad perspective on how some women reflect upon democracy, the twelve 

women interviewed have been divided into three different groups based on educational level 

and livelihood situation. They belong to different castes and have different religious beliefs, 

but these differences are not systematically discussed in this thesis. In fact, I believe that 

although cast and religion are important in the lives of the interviewees, education, living 

conditions and gender are of more immediate importance in relation to democracy and its 

associated rights. Basing the groups on educational level turned out to be very functional 

since living situation, educational level and the interviewees� knowledge about democracy are 

correlated.  

Generalisation and division into groups are useful methods, in order to get an 

understanding of the differences in the Indian society. It is also in some degree necessary 
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when presenting an overview of women�s situation, and when analysing the women�s sayings. 

But generalisations should be used with cautions, not to claim viability for all Indian people 

or the Indian society. Hence, this study focuses on twelve women from different segments of 

the society in order to describe their views, and not to claim viability for all women in India. 

A short presentation of the interviewees follows.  

 

The first group includes three women; Mrs. Sharda Sudhakar Waghmare, Mrs. Sharmila 

Sopan Ingle and Mrs. Revati Anil Khaillare. They are illiterate or have no, or only a few, 

years in school, working in construction or not working at all. These women live in a slum 

area in Pune. I met them all in the home of a project leader working for the HCC. An 

interpreter was used in all of these interviews. There were some other people in the room. 

Everyone curiously watched the blond woman in Indian clothes, who probably looked quite 

uncomfortable sitting on the floor. One of them was a young woman, the sister of the project 

leader�s wife. The interpreter told me she had lived there for a while with her little daughter 

and an infant because of her husband�s abuse of alcohol and physical violence. It seems to be 

an established behaviour that a woman for a period of time goes to her family�s house, as a 

protest of her husband�s actions (cf. Larsson 2006: 126).  

Sharda was the first woman I interviewed. She is 30 years old and lives in a joint 

family household with her husband�s family and their four children. Sharda stays home during 

the days, doing household chores and taking care of the children. Maharati, the local language 

spoken in Maharashtra, is not Sharda�s first language. Therefore, the woman, who was 

temporarily living in the home of the project leader, assisted the interpreter when needed. 

Sharda has never been to school and said that therefore, she knows nothing about politics.  

Sharmila is also 30 years old and illiterate. She looks much older than Sharda, the 

extent of her responsibilities can be the cause of that. Sharmila is a widow and lives alone 

with her children, working every day with construction work to support her family.  

The last member of the first group is Revati. She is 20 years old, recently married and 

pregnant with her first child. She lives in a joint family household with her husband�s family.  

Her obligation is to assist with the household chores. Revati went to elementary school and is 

literate.  

 

The second group consists of four women with a high school degree; Mrs. Bina Vinod 

Hazare, Mrs Sushma Babasaheb Padale, Mrs. Meena Rajh Salvi and Mrs. Pooja Vijay. They 
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are engaged in politics and live in lower- or middle-class areas. All but one of the interviews 

took place in their homes, and an interpreter was used on all occasions.  

Bina is a 72-year-old woman living in a middle-class area in Pune with her son and his 

family. She has a high school degree and has been engaged in politics for several years. From 

1992-1993 Bina was the deputy Major in Pune.  

Sushma is 30 years old. She lives with her husband and their three children in a slum 

area in Pune. Sushma has a high school degree and has been engaged in politics for a couple 

of years and was recently elected as leader of the slum area. This interview took place 

outdoors, on the street.  

Meena is 33 years old and lives in Indapur with her husband and their two children in 

a stone cottage. They have a small farm. Meena has a high school degree and is engaged in 

the political life on a voluntary basis, informing women in Indapur about politics and their 

rights.  

Pooja is 47 years old and lives with her family in a big house in Indapur. They belong 

to the middle class. Pooja has a high school degree and has been involved in politics for the 

last 15 years. She was active in an ongoing local election campaign at the time of the 

interview.  

 

In the third group there are five women with higher education, a vocational degree, and 

belonging to the middle or upper-middleclass. Women in this group are Mrs. Bharti 

Khandagale, Mrs. Bhakti Sunil Lokhande, Miss. Anita Eknath Adhav, Miss. Tejas Avinash 

Mane and Dr. Mrs. Veena Ganesh Gawai. An interpreter was used in two of these interviews, 

in the interviews with Bharti and Bhakti.  

Bharti and Bhakti are both teachers working in a public school for girls in Pune. I met 

them in the teacher�s lounge and because of their meagre English skills my female interpreter 

was also present. I did get the impression, however, that Bharti and Bhakti well understood 

my questions in English but were for some reason unwilling to speak the language.  

Bharti is 52 years old. She lives in a joint family household in Pune with her husband, 

their son, and the son�s family. Bharti, just as her mother, chose to become a teacher, which is 

one of two traditional female occupations in India, nurse being the other one. Bharti teaches 

the local language, Maharati, and civics.  

Bhakti is 53 years old. Her situation resembles Bharti�s. Bhakti also lives in a joint 

family household in Pune with her husband, three sons and their families. She also chose her 

mother�s occupation and teaches in Maharati, civics and history.  
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Anita is 17 years old. She lives in Pune with her parents and two younger sisters. She 

studies science at a university in Pune. The interviews with Anita and Tejas took place in the 

church after the Sunday ceremony. Their English skills were very good and no interpreter was 

needed.  

Tejas is 27 years old and unmarried, which is uncommon in India for women of her 

age. Girls often get married in their early twenties, I was told. Tejas lives and works as a 

physical therapist in Pune, she also went to study at a university in Pune. She was born in the 

federal state of Karnataka, south of Maharashtra and then moved to Mumbai where she grew 

up.  

Veena is 66 years old, professor in sociology and holds master degrees in political 

science and economics. She is the principal of a college in a smaller town, and teaches 

students in education management. Veena worked for many years in Pune and today she and 

her husband live in both cities. The interview took place in their home in Pune and no 

interpreter was needed. 

I had three introductory meetings before getting started with the interviews, one with a 

woman working for a national non-governmental organisation. The organisation�s aspiration 

is to on a local level raise the level of knowledge and awareness of democracy. They also try 

to help tribal and marginalised groups who have few leaders and no one to plead their cause.  

The HCC had arranged for me to meet a man who is a reverend and professor in 

psychology and counselling at a private college in Pune. He also works for the HCC with 

their development projects. We discussed Indian culture and he explained to me his view of 

Indian family situations and different traditions affecting girls� position in the society. We met 

sporadically afterwards, always having interesting conversation about democracy and 

development in the world.  

The third introductory meeting was with a female principal of a governmentally 

financed school for girls in Pune. The conversation concerned public schools1, the pupils 

attending the school, and the school curricula. The public schools are free to attend but the 

pupils have to provide for their own school uniforms and for school supplies. Public schools 

were, among the people with whom I discussed the matter, considered to keep a low standard 

in tutoring especially in the English language. Most pupils at the public school live in slum 

areas, only a small percent come from middle-class homes.  

 

                                                
1 Public schools in India are financed by the government with the purpose of being accessible to all children. 
Private schools have tuition fees.  
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Using an Interpreter  
Using an interpreter often means that the narratives of the interviewees are not translated 

perfectly word-for-word. To overcome problems like this, I asked the women interviewed to 

clarify issues that I did not immediately understand. Using an interpreter also means that one 

gives up some of the control over the interview situation. (cf. Agar, 1996: 150f) 

Before going to India I assumed most people were able to communicate in English. 

But the English skills among the interviewees were meagre, so an interpreter was used in 

most of the interviews. Having an interpreter was inevitable when interviewing women from 

the first two groups. Communication in English was only doable with the women having an 

advanced college or university degree. I was told that Indian people are insecure about 

speaking English and therefore are ambivalent about using the language. When interviewing 

the teachers, they understood some of my questions in English but without exception 

answered in Maharati, the local language. 

With the help of two interpreters, a woman for the interviews in Pune and a man for 

the interviews in Indapur, I came in contact with the women interviewed in this thesis. When 

there were problems in indexicality2, the interpreters also functioned as my guides and were 

able to explain issues I did not understand (cf. Agar, 1996: 58).  

My main interpreter was a woman with a university degree, working for the HCC. It is 

her work-related responsibility to host guests, so she guided me, organised meetings and 

translated during interviews. She spends a lot of time with the HCC�s projects in the slum 

areas in Pune and had consequently established good relations with the people living there.  

The man who went with me to Indapur and translated interviews had the main 

responsibility for the HCC�s project in Indapur. I discussed the matter of a male interpreter 

with several persons and everyone assured me that it would not affect the women�s answering 

of questions. Since no one else could assist me I decided to give it a try. Some difficulties did 

appear. I do not know whether it was a consequence of having a male interpreter or not. I do 

believe, though, that the interpreter should be a woman when interviewing women, to 

facilitate an open discussion. By having a female interpreter the situation became hopefully 

more relaxed for the interviewees. My presence probably brought tension to the situation, 

which a female interpreter perhaps could defuse. (cf. Agar, 1996: 80)  

The male interpreter also complicated the situation in another way. It was not easy for 

me to have an open discussion with him before the interviews. Cultural differences probably 
                                                
2 �Indexicality refers to the amount of shared background knowledge necessary to understand a message.� (Agar, 
1996:58)  
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were one of the factors in this situation. There was no balance in how we were supposed to 

relate to each other, and he took more control over the interview situations than I wanted him 

to, by asking his own questions to the interviewees. His intention might have been only to 

assist me in the situation. There were also difficulties related to language, as we had some 

trouble understanding each other in English. 

 

 

Participant Observation  

Observation was carried out throughout the fieldwork, in all situations: on the train, in church 

and at social gatherings. I learned a lot about India just by walking around, watching people. I 

think I learned the most when spending time with a whole family, being in their home, eating 

together and being able to closely study the relationship between the family members.  

By being in India, in the society of the interviewees, I had the opportunity to study 

women�s behaviour and to see whether what I have learned through literature studies and 

interviews corresponded to what I saw. I usually wore Indian dress and tried to use customary 

greetings and manners. By walking around, meeting people and getting an insight in their 

daily life, my understanding of women�s situation was contextualised. Although, just as 

Michael H. Agar writes, the observation is secondary to the information collected through 

interviews. (1996: 9)  

I was particularly observant about how people reacted when they met me and when I 

explained my research. It was also interesting to see who were seeking contact, if there was a 

mutual interest in the situation of women (cf. Agar, 1996: 111). When there was time the 

interviewees were given the opportunity to ask me questions, both personal and thesis-related. 

The most common questions concerned my marital status and family situation. When 

showing pictures of my home town, Eksjö, everyone commented on how clean it is in 

Sweden. And they laughed at a picture taken outdoors in Sweden, a picture of me and my 

family, where I am wearing Western clothes. Unfortunately women were quite hard to get to 

know when meeting them for example in the church. Most people I spoke with showed 

interest in my work but many of them wondered what I was doing in India all by myself. 

Some did not seem to believe me when I said that I was not homesick. 
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Research Ethics 
During the first weeks in the field I established contacts within the organisation of the HCC. I 

presented myself and tried to be as clear as possible with the purpose of the study and whom I 

wanted to interview and why. I aspired to establish contacts based on liability and trust to 

facilitate open conversations (cf. Agar, 1996: 105, 111). 

The interviews were based on voluntary participation. Before the interviews the 

women were informed of the purpose of the thesis and that their identities would not be 

exposed to anyone. All names have consequently been changed. Anonymity can be crucial for 

the women interviewed, not all families or husbands were aware that the interviews took 

place and the women did not have the intention of telling them.  

The interpreters were also informed of the purpose of the thesis and the importance of 

explaining to the women interviewed that their identities by no circumstances would be 

revealed.  

 

 

 

Theoretical Reflections 
 

Fieldwork in India has been of interest to many anthropologists throughout the years. Many 

historical reviews of India have been written, concentrating on the impact of colonial policies, 

the nature of the caste system, women�s position, hegemony and hierarchy. Susan Bayly 

provides in Cast, Society and Politics in India (2001) an interesting theory of the caste 

system, how it is seen by Indian people, how the colonialists and other persons in ruling 

positions came to use it and how it fragmented the Indian people. The society in India and its 

diversity has many interesting areas to study in new combinations and with new approaches. 

The Indian society is constantly changing and therefore contemporary research is of great 

interest.  

Contemporary literature interesting to mention here, is literature on Indian women 

involved in politics who come together in grassroots organisations for a special cause, for 

example When Women Unite by Marie Larsson (2006), and the article �Engendering 

Grassroots Democracy: Research, Training, and Networking for Women in Local Self-

Governance in India� written by Joti Sekhon (2006). Women in Modern India, by Geraldine 

Forbes (2004), describes women�s role in the Indian society from the nineteenth century to 
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today. There is also literature on women in general and their relation to democracy, for 

example The Disorder of Women by Carol Pateman (2003). The literature that focuses on 

democracy, and on women�s situation, commonly deals with women�s historical position in 

order to explain their current situation.  

By widening the perspective of the concept studied, democracy, to not only include 

the citizens� right to vote, other rights associated with democracy can be recognised in the 

daily life of women. Grounded theory, both as a method and a theory, allows the 

understanding of democracy to develop through the result of the empirical information 

collected during the field study (cf. Agar 1996: 35). Michael H. Agar explains the value of 

grounded theory, also called abductive research, as:  

 

�The new concepts bring you closer to the world of the people you worked with 

than available theoretical concepts ever could have. That�s how abduction 

works.� (Agar, 1996: 40) 

 

Agar explains abduction research as a process of frames and rich points. Rich points are what 

Agar calls �the surprises� and are unavoidable when arriving at a new field. By analysing the 

rich points the researcher�s understanding of the frames, will develop. New rich points will 

then be produced, which generates new frames, new understanding, of the situation. (Agar, 

1996: 33f, 45)  

Through grounded theory the concept of democracy reached a new understanding for 

me. In this case, the interviewed women�s definition of democracy and how they recognise 

democracy in their daily life is discussed in new matters, not only concerning a certain kind of 

governmental system or the right to vote. (cf. Agar, 1996:39) Consequently, I have widened 

the concept of �democracy� to include also aspects as freedom of speech and opinion, one 

person -  one vote, and women's right to make their own decisions whether it concerns whom 

to marry, or make a career for oneself. 
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Women�s Position and Situation  
 

This chapter aims to bring an understanding of the life of the women interviewed, the 

problems they face, the abilities they possess and how they recognise democracy in their daily 

lives. Democracy does not only imply a specific ruling system or citizens� right to vote in 

elections. One can claim that a democratic system should also be recognised in the everyday 

life, in the choices people make and how they are treated by the government and by their 

fellow citizens.  

The situation and narratives of the women interviewed are diverse, as is women�s 

situation in India. By emphasising individual sayings of the women, this chapter illustrates the 

variety of challenges the interviewees face in different stages of their lives. Two aspects will 

be discussed in connection to democracy and democratic rights: women�s relation to the 

family and to education.  

 

 

Women and the Family 
In India, the family�s opinion is very important, regardless of the family�s situation: rich or 

poor, high caste or low caste. It is expected that parents take an active part in a daughter�s life, 

and a woman usually stays with her parents until she gets married. Whether or not this limits 

the freedom of a woman has to be considered in each individual case, dependent on the 

woman�s wish to have the parents involved in the decisions or not.  

Living under the same roof inevitably means that family members have an influence 

on each other. By tradition the woman moves to her husband�s family and their home after the 

wedding. Joint family households are common in Pune and Indapur. One reason can be that 

people in India like to have their family around and another reason can be the lack of 

accommodation. Although, some consider the joint family households custom obsolete. 

To show the different levels of democratic recognition in the daily life in the family, 

Revati is first presented. Revati belongs to the first group of women, that is the women with 

little or no education, and who live in poor conditions. I met her a late morning during my 

second week in India and my first visit to a slum area in Pune. The female interpreter and I 

met her in a house in the area where Revati lives, in the home of a HCC employee. The 

interpreter and I had been served chái tea and a piece of pastry. We all sat down on the floor 

and while the interpreter and I sat on a plastic carpet, found in many homes in India, Revati in 
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her colourful sari placed herself just outside the line of the carpet. It was a quite large plastic 

carpet so there was a lot of space between us. This behaviour was demonstrated by all the 

women from the first group. By this act they showed their respect to us, in addition to 

honouring us as guests, they emphasised our different positions in the society as non-equals. 

Revati is 20 years old and lives in a slum area in Pune. She has recently married and is 

expecting her first child. Getting married is the dream of Indian girls, Revati told me, and 

gave me a shy smile. After the wedding she moved into the house of her husband and his 

family, in their joint family household. Moving in with a new family can be problematic for a 

young woman. It is common that the husband and wife only see each other two or three times 

before the wedding, under the supervision of relatives. The husband�s family runs the 

household and it can take a long time before the new family member is treated in an equal and 

respectful manner. Revati�s young age, and her situation as newly married, gives her no 

privileges. As the time goes by, responsibilities will probably be delegated to her and she will 

participate in some of the decision-making in the household. One can say then, that Revati�s 

democratic rights will increase at the same time as her privileges and position in her family 

gets better. (cf. Stone, 2000: 94) 

Before getting married, Revati worked at a dental office and she wanted to continue 

working after getting married. When talking to her future husband, she got the impression that 

she could continue working, but it turned out that her in-laws did not approve and she had to 

quit her job. Revati hopes that one day her husband and her in-laws will allow her to take 

some courses so that she can work as a beautician.  

Revati lives the role of many other Indian women, a role that commonly is seen as 

traditional, and her situation is severely restricted. Her freedom is limited by her new family 

and by not knowing the rights she is entitled to. However, even if she were aware of her rights 

she would not be able to claim them. If she were to go against her new family, they can throw 

her out of the house and she would have nowhere to go. In this situation, women are entirely 

dependent upon their husbands; they have no property and no money, and if the husband 

wants to, he can leave his wife with nothing.  

When Bina was young and got married her situation was similar to Revati�s. But 

today, as an elderly woman she has a lot of influence over what happens in the home. Bina 

belongs to the second group of women, and is the head of her family. She is 72 years old, and 

lives in a joint family household with her son and his family. Their house is situated in a 

middle-class area in Pune, a two-floor residence and considered to be quite large. Her son and 
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his family share a bedroom on the first floor while Bina sleeps in the living room on the 

ground floor.  

When the female interpreter and I arrived, Bina was taking a catnap. The only pieces 

of furniture in the room were a bed and two padded couches. We sat down on the couches 

with Bina�s son and niece and waited. When Bina eventually woke up, she seemed glad to see 

us and was eager to discuss women�s situation in India. Bina told us that her own position in 

the family has changed during the years. Ever since she became a widow, there has been no 

man who tells her what to do. She decided to get involved in politics and in fact became the 

first female deputy major in Pune. She is still active in politics, working to improve women�s 

situation.  

People from different segments of society face very different situations in every day 

life, and the division of responsibilities between men and women is a point more prominent 

for some than others. According to Joop W. de Wit, women living in slum areas, especially 

illiterate women, are the ones who have the toughest time. De Wit calls these women socially 

handicapped: they have no assets, no connections or time to change their situation. (1996: 

259, 269) Indeed, they might not know the possibility of change, or want it. These women 

have no financial ground, no money. The dowry they bring to their new family is not for them 

to control (Stone, 2000: 231). They are dependent on their husbands and are afraid of what 

will happen to them and to their children if the husband for some reason leaves the family, by 

his own wish or if he passes away. It is the woman�s responsibility to care for the husband, 

and therefore she is often blamed for his possible misdeeds. This sort of view of responsibility 

is not prevalent in all women�s life, but the ones who believe in it, place their husbands on a 

pedestal, excusing behaviour, such as alcoholism and abuse. (cf. Forbes, 2004: 22, 33) The 

sense of responsibility for the home is strong among women, no matter their living situation, 

education level or career. They have little or no time to do anything else, and very limited 

options to renounce that responsibility in a respected way. 

For some women a career inevitably means having two jobs, the employed job and the 

house work (cf. Naipaul 2001:374). The sense of responsibility for the home was strong for 

Pooja, from the second group of women, those who have a high school degree and whose 

living circumstances were fairly comfortable. Pooja is an active politician in Indapur and was 

in the middle of an election campaign when I met her. She told me that she would get up early 

every morning to do household chores. It was her responsibility, she said, and being active in 

politics meant that she just had more things to do.  
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Veena, the professor from the third group, has a profoundly different situation 

compared to Pooja. Both of them have family and a career, but while Pooja carries all the 

responsibility of the home and find it hard to change her situation, Veena and her husband 

share the domestic responsibilities. While her husband stayed home and cared for their 

children when they were young, Veena continued with her studies. When Veena married at 

the age of 23 she had not yet completed her studies. However, she continued to study and 

made a career within the university. Now she is a principal and a professor. Veena feels that 

she has been very fortunate; she has been able to fulfil both the dream of being a mother and 

having a career.  

Veena has lived in a joint family household from time to time. She does not feel that 

the family has in any way limited her freedom or rights. Instead, the family has been 

supportive and a good company. When she got married she moved in with her husband�s 

family. Veena�s husband has three brothers, and all of them, their wives and children lived 

together at the parents� house. As the family grew the situation changed, the adults had their 

own jobs and no one had time to take care of the household. The situation with 25 people 

living together became unbearable and the joint family household was resolved. Today 

Veena�s children have their own homes and she lives alone with her husband in a big house 

with three bedrooms outside Pune. They also have a large apartment in Pune, where I met her 

for the interview. Veena told me that she misses her children and grandchildren and would 

very much like to have them living together so that she could talk to them daily, but because 

of their jobs they live elsewhere.  

When comparing the situations of Revati, Bina, Pooja and Veena, the differences in 

women�s situation and in their relation to the family become quite visible. The women I have 

interviewed do not have the same possibilities in making choices concerning education, 

career, marriage, and caring for children. And therefore their opportunities to claim upon the 

rights included in a democracy are different.  

One very important decision in a woman�s life is whom she is to marry; it is a topic 

the women interviewed found interesting to discuss with me. Marriage is an important part in 

a woman�s life and something they have dreamt about since they were young girls, Revati and 

other women told me. In contemporary India, there are basically two kinds of marriages: 

�arranged marriages� and �love marriages�. Arranged marriage is considered as a traditional 

kind of marriage. There are many things that have to match when a young couple are about to 

start their life together, and many believe that the decision is better taken by the parents, who 

know what is needed for a happy and successful marriage.  
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Generally speaking, letting the family have an important say in whom one is to marry 

is accepted by many Indians. In contrast, love marriages are seen as modern and not entirely 

in a positive sense. I got the impression when talking to young people, in their early twenties, 

that they believed that love marriage was preferable but if they were not able to find a future 

spouse, they would turn to their parents for help.  

Whom to marry is an important question, for women in all three groups, and there are 

many aspects to be considered, aspects that could limit the freedom of choice. Veena, from 

the third group of women, those with higher education, a vocational degree and belonging to 

middle or upper-middle class, is of Brahman caste, as is her husband. Their three children 

have also married within the caste. Veena frankly told me that caste still is dominant in the 

society, it can not be ignored, and when considering a marriage, most people search for a 

spouse belonging to the same caste. Marrying someone from another caste can cause 

problems and might not even be an option to some women, if they want to keep friends and 

family. Veena was the only interviewee who talked about caste. In fact, the only persons I met 

who mentioned caste were the ones belonging to the Brahman caste. The other women 

interviewed and other people I met only mentioned class.  

There are laws in India, which make discrimination according to caste illegal (Stone, 

2000: 86). But, caste is still present all over India, and even those who do not confess 

themselves to Hinduism do have caste, and caste has an impact on their choices in life, for 

example whom to marry. Caste is seen by many as a structural problem in India, undermining 

democracy by making the differences in economical and social situation deeper and harder to 

overcome. It divides people into different groups, and children are by birth categorised into 

the same caste as their parents (cf. Bayly 2001:54, 335). Thomas Hylland-Eriksen explains 

caste as a ranking order, where the groups have their specific places in the society, rules for 

whom to marry and established hierarchy between the groups (2004:151,159). In a more 

historical view, Bayly does not see the systematic ordering, and ranking of people into caste, 

as something that lies within the Indian culture, but rather as something that has been 

developed during the past 300 years (2001:94). Nevertheless, caste does affect the life of 

Indian people, in their every day lives, and it makes equal treatment difficult and easily 

undermines democratic values.  
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Women and Education 
In India, the level of education generally differs between classes of society. One out of three 

still lives in what is classified to be extreme poverty and many of them are illiterate women. 

But many things have changed over the past decade, the economical situation has improved 

and the middle class has grown (Regeringskansliet, UD, 2005: 3). Educating people is seen as 

the key to raising the standard of living, and strengthening the position of women. Educating 

women is a process to raise their voices so that they may become equal members of the 

society. Forbes outlines the process in the following way:  

  

�The first generation of educated women found a voice: they wrote about their 

lives and about the conditions of women. The second generation acted. They 

articulated the needs of women, critiqued their society and the foreign rulers, 

and developed their own institutions. /---/ � they understood their subordinate 

position very well.� (Forbes, 2004: 61) 

 

Given the fact, that more women than men are illiterate in India, men generally speaking have 

better access to written information. However, receiving sufficient information is not entirely 

dependent on literacy and education. Most people in India have access to television and radio. 

During the election campaigns politicians regularly visit people in their homes, as well as 

speak at political mass-rallies. Even illiterate people, therefore, have access to democratic 

information, although they may be excluded from direct access to written information.  

Nevertheless, it must also be remembered that people who are illiterate also face 

difficulties in dealing with bureaucratic institutions. The typical disrespectful treatment of 

illiterate people therefore tends to undermine their ability to make use of their democratic 

rights. This treatment confirms de Wit�s definition of illiterate women as �socially 

handicapped�, illiteracy restrains their situation in the society (cf. 1996: 259, 269). According 

to the World Bank, the literacy rate in 2004, of male adults over the age of 15 was 72 percent 

of the population. Among adult women the same year the literacy rate was 48 percent (URL 

2). What these numbers actually say about men�s and women�s abilities concerning written 

information can be discussed. But they do indicate that there are differences that limit 

women�s access to information compared to men. In the opinion of Leiserowitz, Kates and 

Parris, the difference between male and female literacy will decline only through increased 
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equality between men and women. Education is an important instrument to achieve this 

(2006: 20).   

Decisions have been taken on a national level to increase the literacy rate in the 

country. According to Indian law, elementary school is compulsory for all children. But to 

some people, sending their children to school might not even be an option, when the survival 

of the family is at stake and the children have to work. Sometimes the children provide for the 

whole family, consequently, preventing them from work causes the family not only to choose 

between starving or breaking the law, it also makes education appear as a threat to the 

family�s survival. If parents find it more profitable for their children to work and if they 

install this view in their children, the so called �poverty circle� will not be broken. (cf. 

Naipaul 2001:331) In order to bring about a change, their economical situation has to improve 

and parents need to appreciate what education can do for their children.  

Consequently, the fact that illiterate parents may not understand the value of education 

can be a problem. Anita, from the third group of the women I interviewed, said that changing 

people�s minds is difficult and it will take a long time until education for all girls is taken for 

granted. Indeed, the value, or advisability, of letting one�s daughter go to school is a debated 

question in India. In many peoples� opinion, paying for a daughter�s education is seen as 

investing in someone else�s family, in view of the fact that after getting married she moves to 

her husband�s family. However, this opinion is undergoing an alteration; daughters are more 

appreciated by parents now than previously and many girls are sent to school.  

But, according to Sushma, the leader of a slum area in Pune, there are still parents in 

her neighbourhood who are not interested in sending their children to school, and who do not 

understand the importance of education. Sushma believes that by talking to parents living in 

the area, she can make them change their minds, because they respect her as a leader. 

Nevertheless, she points out, it is also very important that the girls themselves are interested 

in education. I think that Sushma probably got the parents to listen to her, because it seemed 

like women in the area saw her as the leader they had elected. My interview with her took 

place outdoors, close to a heavily trafficked road in the outskirts of the slum area. There was a 

big audience of both men and women and we were frequently interrupted by women who 

wanted to discuss different types of personally related issues with her. 

The problems with getting girls to school generally relates to people from the lower 

class. Young women who belong to the middle class have a very different relation to 

education, studying after high school is almost required for them. Anita, 17 years old and a 
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college student, has always seen higher education as essential for a positive outlook of her 

future.  

 

�It is good to have an education when you get married, otherwise you will be 

dependent on your husband. And if something happens, you have nowhere to 

go. If you have an education you can earn your living and you will not be 

dependent on anybody� (Anita) 

 

Anita explains that education is a guarantee for independence. Her parents have always been 

keen on giving their three daughters a proper education so that they can stand up for 

themselves and be prepared for whatever the future brings. Similarly, if a woman is 

economical independent she is free to find her own interests outside the household, Linda 

Stone concludes (2000:185). With a proper education a woman will be able to get a good job 

and support herself, she will not be dependent on her husband and does not have to be in a 

subordinated position (cf. Naipaul 2001: 375).  

Geraldine Forbes sees the introduction of education for women as revolutionary for 

their role in society. Unfortunately, Forbes writes, the change was not possible until men 

placed education for women on the political agenda. Even though women were not the ones 

who took this first very important step, education created opportunities for women to more 

easily enter the public life. As a result, the liberation of women in the patriarchal society was 

begun, according to Forbes. (2004: 6, 22) 

Meena, from Indapur, believes that education has greatly affected her life. She told me 

that she was very shy when she got married and did not know that she had the right of an 

opinion in the house. But after a while, by talking with other people, she overcame her 

timidity, became confident and started to make some changes. Meena asked me to look at 

how we were sitting, the two of us and the interpreter on chairs while her husband and some 

other men were sitting on the floor. It was a very eloquent picture, showing the shift of 

balance in the household.  

Meena�s living situation has improved radically from when she grew up. Education, 

she said, gave her confidence to start her own farm with her husband. Today they have some 

animals and a motorbike, which is both a status symbol and a very useful vehicle in India, 

where there is a lot of traffic and it can be difficult to manoeuvre a car. Meena told me that 

she uses her knowledge in social issues to help others to improve their situation. In India, the 

idea is that if one in the family gets an education, the whole family and the neighbours will 
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benefit from it, she said. Bharti and Bhakti, the two teachers, similarly believe that education 

is important both for the individual and for other people around them, as well as for India. If 

the children get educated they can help themselves, their families and neighbours. A lack of 

education, on the other hand, can undermine democracy in India because its citizens would 

not be aware of their rights. 

Sharmila, one of the women living in a slum area, sees her lack of education as 

something devastating for her own situation. She has seven sisters, all of them illiterate. Their 

childhood was difficult in many ways. When Sharmila was two years old, she and her family 

moved from Solapur in the south of Maharashtra to Pune where her father got a construction 

job. Only a couple of years later he became mentally instable and was not able to continue his 

work. Her mother took a job at the market to support the family, it was a hard job and did not 

bring much income.   

Sharmila said that an education would have made her �somebody�. An education 

would have changed her living situation and her life. She got married when she was fourteen 

and she started working with construction work after her husband passed away a couple of 

years ago. Sharmila has four children, all with basic education, which she is very proud of. 

Education made a difference for her two daughters, by giving them a higher status and a 

better chance of getting �good� husbands. An educated woman will get a better man, as long 

as the parents can afford the dowry.  

Men want educated wives, but not more highly educated than themselves. The woman 

working for the NGO, who I had an introductory meeting with, told me about a friend of hers, 

who was so highly educated that she could not find a husband in India. A marriage where the 

wife obtains a higher education than the husband is possible, she explained, but it is not likely 

to be a happy marriage. This situation often occurs when the parents do not have enough 

money to get a well-educated husband for their daughter 

Girls usually get married from the age of eighteen up to the early twenties. If they get 

married while they are students they may or may not finish their studies. A marriage can limit 

a girl�s opportunity to finish her studies. It depends on how strongly the family feel about 

education for their daughter or daughter-in-law, Tejas from the third group said.  

The government is currently trying to improve literacy among women and Tejas 

thinks that it is as important to keep the positive trend with girls getting higher education, as it 

is a major step towards equality and strengthening of democracy. But, she adds, there are 

families who do not encourage this and put more energy into finding a suitable husband for 

their daughter than giving her an education and a career. Once again, the family has a great 
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influence over a woman�s life, whether she gets an education or not, and they also decide in 

what extent she can make her own decisions. Consequently, the family has influence over the 

democratic rights in a woman�s life.  

 

 

 

Women and Equality 

 

In a country like India, a segregated society with prominent differences in class and caste, 

equality can be discussed from several perspectives. In this thesis, gender equality is treated 

as a necessary component of a democratic system. Democracy and one person � one vote is 

not exclusive to political elections, a person living in a democracy also has the right to 

express his or her opinion and make his or her own decisions, and not be subordinated anyone 

else.  

In this chapter gender equality is discussed on the basis of how the women 

interviewed reflected upon gender equality in the society and in their homes, that is, roughly 

in the public and private spheres.  

 

 

Gender Equality 
Not all of the interviewees mentioned equality as important in a democracy and neither was 

equality between men and women seen as a possibility by everyone. Nevertheless, I argue in 

this thesis that equality is an essential element in a democracy and, therefore, it is interesting 

to discuss what the women interviewed thought about equality. In India, the role of women is 

changing. A commonly held opinion is that women traditionally are tied to the private sphere. 

Whether or not this is still the situation is an empirical question, Marie Larsson writes, and it 

has to be considered in each circumstance. Nevertheless, she does recognise a general division 

of spheres between men and women. (2006: 18).  

Sharda, one of the women living in a Pune slum area, does not believe in a future 

where men and women would share the same opportunities. She said that men have always 

dominated the society and therefore she could not see a reason why that fact would change.  

Sharmila and Revati, the other two women from the first group, have a more positive 

attitude towards the possibility of an equal society in the future. Both of them agree that 
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education is an essential element of equality. Sharmila said that she wants to see a future 

where men and women could meet in open discussion. As a widow and single mother, not 

living in a joint family household, Sharmila carries all the responsibilities of the home. She 

finds herself making as good decisions as any man would have done. Sharmila believes that it 

would improve women�s situation if they were more involved in the decision-making in the 

home.  

By cooperation to facilitate open discussion between men and women, Revati believes 

a more equal society in India could be reached. She would want women in the future to make 

more independent decisions, especially decisions concerning whether to get married or not. 

Revati has great expectations on the future, with herself working as a beautician and her 

husband taking part in the upbringing of their children. When I asked her if there were any 

other duties in the home her husband could be a part of, she looked a bit confused and said 

that there was no need, since there were so many women, cooking and cleaning, in their joint 

family household.  

Joop W. de Wit holds women partly responsible for inequalities in the Indian society.  

He claims that they confirm women�s subordinate position by not treating sons and daughters 

equally (1996:268). When different expectations of men and women and their roles in the 

Indian society are transmitted over the generations, the separated spheres of men and women 

remain prominent. The women I interviewed named education when they wanted to 

demonstrate how equality could be reached in the future. The other common answer was that 

equality could be reached when women are able to enter the sphere of men. But for a man to 

enter the sphere of women was preposterous to some of the interviewees. The private sphere, 

generally the sphere of women, is seen as subordinated to the public sphere, dominated by 

men. This division of spheres and hierarchal order has been present and fought against all 

over the world, in the struggle for equality, according to Pateman. (2003: 118, 125)  

Sekhon and Pateman both argue that a lack of education, economic self-sufficiency 

and traditional patriarchal institutions limit women�s participation in politics. Sekhon, who 

has conducted studies in India, has located the need for women to make independent and 

individual choices in politics and in their daily life. There are prominent spheres in India, 

dividing men and women that, according to Sekhon, need to be challenged in order to reach 

equality. (2006: 103) Measures have been taken on the national, state and local level, to 

facilitate for women to become engaged in politics through allocations of quotas. There have 

also been improvements in women�s rights. But, according to Sekhon, the goal has not been 
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reached, although many women have through increased education become independent and 

confident as leaders. (2006: 106f) 

Bharti and Bhakti, the two teachers at the Christian school for girls, thought of 

themselves as living in an equal society both at their work place and in their homes. They find 

women and men around them to be equal in several areas, such as in salary, for example. 

Responsibilities in the home are shared with their husbands, decisions are made together and 

their children have to help out at home, regardless of gender, according to them. Bharti and 

Bhakti share the same opinion that they are equal in comparison to men, but added that it is 

not a reality for everyone in India. Especially among illiterate people severe differences 

between men and women are still very present, they argued. Bharti said that illiterate people 

do not know what to do about their situation since they lack information and knowledge.  

Anita and Tejas, women from the third group, are both well-educated and from 

middle-class homes. Although the official norm is that equal treatment should be given to 

boys and girls, Anita said that it is not the reality and a great deal of these problems can be 

found in the slum areas. She believes that there is much to do before the society in India is 

equal, and the hardest thing to change is people�s minds. People, Anita said, are narrow-

minded about the future of their daughters, and because of this, parents only teach them 

traditional knowledge connected to the private sphere.  

According to Anita, a girl growing up in India has to fight for everything that for boys 

is a matter of fact. A girl has to fight in order to get an education, to get a job and approval 

from the family to work. After getting married a woman has to fight to continue working, if 

she so chooses, since it is not given that her in-laws will approve. But, education is not 

enough when striving for equality, building up girls� self-confidence is very important, 

according to Tejas. She said that: 

 

�� no matter how much you fight for me, no matter how much my husband 

fights for me, no matter how much my brother fights for me, no matter how 

much my father fights for me, no matter how much my mother fights for me, 

unless I have the will to fight for myself and to stand up for myself, I don�t think 

equality will ever be here.�  

 

Standing up for oneself is not possible for all women. Expectations on how to act as a �good 

woman�, daughter and wife, can be hard to challenge. Confronting the dichotomy between the 

roles of men and women takes a lot of courage, since it includes rules of how women should 
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behave, not only in the private sphere but also in the public sphere. (cf. Larsson 2006:121) 

But, it is important to emphasise, women living in the same area do experience gender 

equality in different ways, although they at first sight seem to live under similar 

circumstances. The role of women, their position in the family also changes through different 

stages of their lives. (cf. Kulick 2004:24) 

 

 

 

Women and Democracy  
 

In the previous chapter, the life of the women interviewed was discussed, to find out how and 

where democracy can be recognised. It focused on the recognition and visibility of democracy 

in the life of, for example, a young woman living in a slum area, for a female farmer and a 

female professor.  

In this chapter democracy is discussed as an active cause of action, for example 

through voting, joining a political party or a group�s coming together for a special cause. But 

first, I present how the women interviewed defined democracy and democratic rights.  

 

 

Women�s Definition of Democracy and Democratic Rights 
For a country to be democratic there should be a governmental system with elections on a 

regular basis, with the presumption: one person, one vote. But how democracy is put into 

practice, and in what way democracy is expressed and recognised in daily life depends on 

each country. There is not one single method to implement or make democracy function 

everywhere, and there is not one way in how democracy is experienced or defined by the 

people. In order to discuss who can partake in democratic rights, the concept of democracy 

has to be defined. Further, who decides what democratic rights are? The description of 

democracy differs depending on who you ask and where democracy is being studied. Julia 

Paley writes: 

 

�Different definitions of democracy can be identified not only in the meaning 

systems of cultural subgroups, but also in state discourses and national self-

understanding as well� (Paley, 2002: 475).  
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And she concludes that:  

 

�� democracies are usually characterized by formal equality for all citizens 

under the law.� (Paley, 2002: 481) 

 
Not all women interviewed knew the word �democracy�, but all of them were aware of their 

right to vote and emphasized the importance of it. Voting is their right as citizens of a 

democratic nation, and their opportunity to influence politics on a national, state and local 

level.3 

Sharda, the 30-year-old woman living in a slum area in Pune and the first woman I 

interviewed, had never heard the word �democracy�, but she knew that she had the right to 

vote, and for that reason she found it important for her to do so. We were in the home of a 

HCC project leader, in the same slum area in which Sharda lived. Sharda seemed very excited 

to meet me and discuss the importance of voting. Sharda looked very young for being a 30-

year-old mother of four. She was a bit nervous and fingered on her necklace, made of black- 

and gold-coloured beads, symbolising her status as a married woman. Sharda told me that she 

voted for the political party that promised employment for both women and men, and access 

to school for all children, but she did not want to talk about which political party she voted 

for. The right of not having to tell anyone who you have voted for, or are going to vote for, 

was something many of the women interviewed found very important. All women, except the 

ones involved in politics, were persistent in not talking about specific parties or their specific 

political preferences. They said that they did not discuss these issues with anyone, it was their 

secret. The right of not telling was to them an important element of democracy.  

When Pooja described democracy, she focused on power. Pooja has been active in 

politics for the last 15 years and said that the most important thing to remember is that the 

power lies in the hand of the citizens. The citizens elect the leaders, and they posses the power 

to discharge the ruling party in a coming election.  

Democracy, according to Carol Pateman, constitutes individuals being free and equal 

under the law. Voting, she defines as fundamental for a democracy; it is a way to give all 

citizens the chance to influence. But voting should be based on voluntarily participation, 

                                                
3 The first democratic election in India was held in 1952. All Indian citizens over the age of 18 have the right to 
vote according to the constitutional rights of democracy with freedom of speech and opinion, no matter race, 
religion, creed or gender. (URL 3)  
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according to Pateman. Political rights and obligations are strongly associated with the 

freedom of speech, opinion and choice. This requires that equal rights should not be limited 

by, for example, age, gender, profession or social status (2003: 60f, 66). There is an 

interesting dilemma here emphasised by Pateman: 

  

�� many citizens see their vote as a �duty� associated with citizenship and, 

again, the important question is how far, if at all, this leaves room for anything 

that could reasonably be called freely and deliberately given �consent�.� 

(Pateman 2003: 66) 

 

Although one can, of course, discharge one�s duties in a voluntary manner, the very term 

�duty� carries strong connotation of force, whether an inner or exterior force. Tejas, the 27-

year-old woman working as a physical therapist, also emphasized on the importance of taking 

part in the elections, but she had never voted herself. Tejas looked a bit embarrassed when 

revealing this, sitting in the church pews trying not to let her voice drown in the sounds of the 

church choir practicing � as usual very loudly. Because Tejas is from Mumbai, her election 

voter�s card is only valid there and she has never been in Mumbai during an election. She 

went to the university in Pune and is now living in Pune permanently.  

Tejas was different from the other women interviewed. She was not afraid to speak 

her mind and was not as shy or reserved as other women I met of her age. Tejas gave the 

impression of being confident and independent; she had chosen not to marry in her early 

twenties, unlike many women, and now lived by herself in Pune. When asked to describe the 

term democracy Tejas waited a moment before answering. Democracy, she said, is about 

equality: equal rights, freedom of speech and opinion. She continued by saying that freedom 

is experienced by living the kind of life one chooses, a socially accepted life, and by being 

able to express one�s views and thoughts.  

Democracy was explained by Meena as �by the people and for the people�. She added 

that elections should be clean from bribes, although that is not the situation in India. If bribes 

are allowed to influence elections, people are elected on false grounds, Meena argued. She 

seemed well-informed about the society she lives in and her rights as a citizen in a 

democracy. Because of her knowledge and education, she has been able to improve her 

family�s living situation, she told me.  

When discussing democracy in the Western, we often refer to liberal democracy. 

Liberal democracy is the political system which most Western countries claim to practice. It 
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is built on a mixture of two sets of values: traditional values of civil rights and natural rights. 

(Robertson, 2002: 281) Commonly, an advanced liberal democracy is described as a highly 

developed country where the above values are well established. According to Martin J. Bull 

and James L. Newell in Corruption in Contemporary Politics (2003), the Scandinavian 

countries, Great Britain and the U.S. are some countries that live up to the definition. 

Although political corruption, to different degrees, is present in those countries, they are also 

characterised by trust in politicians and bureaucrats. Hence, they function efficiently as liberal 

democracies. (2003: 174, passim) India is not fulfilling these qualities mentioned by A 

dictionary of Modern Politics. The democratic regime in India is considered to be young and 

with a quite high level of corruption4. The citizens� lack of trust in politicians and in the 

bureaucracy is also an important issue needed to be solved for democracy in India to be 

strengthened.  

If people are not allowed to decide by themselves who to vote for, one of the core 

values of democracy is undermined. In India, the people I spoke with seemed to distrust 

politicians. They believed that bribes are offered during election campaigns, which 

consequently cause the wrong people to be elected. There seemed to be a common view that 

poor people accept bribes during the elections. The difference in education and economical 

situation makes it hard to fight corruption if poor people sell their votes when the need for 

money outweighs the free choice of voting (Heller, 2000: 490). Moreover, regardless of 

whether bribes are given or taken during elections, whether the poor are victims or not, the 

very fact that there is a widely spread belief that politicians generally are corrupt, indicates a 

lack of trust in the political system.  

Dipesh Chakrabarty, a controversial thinker, in fact argues that the democratic 

structure in India is fragile as a consequence of the relatively easy way India became free and 

democratic. According to Chakrabarty democracy was implemented too soon after achieving 

postcolonial independence. When democracy was implemented from above, a gap was 

created between traditional and modern institutions, he argues. (2000: 9f)  Paul R. Brass 

                                                
4 India has got a president with executive power although his responsibilities are mainly representation. The 
power is exercised by the council of ministers, headed by the prime minister. The parliament consists of two 
chambers, Rajya Sahba and Lok Sahba. Elections are held indirectly to Rajya Sahba, the Council of States. 
Every fifth year there is an election to Lok Sahba the Lower House of Parliament, also called �House of the 
People�. (URL 4) 
 
The country is divided into 28 states and union territories with their own governments (URL 4). Issues not 
directly connected to states are handled by the federal government. The federal governments have one or two 
chambers and jurisdiction over police, public order, agriculture, education, public health and local governments 
(URL 5). 
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agrees with Chakrabarty, that the measures taken after the independence to modernise the 

country with a strong centralised power were too insistent. There was some major progress in 

the modernisation. But, instead of uniting people the division between groups became deeper. 

(1994: 12f) From a general point of view India is a strong democracy with a constant growing 

economy. At the same time India is a country with prominent differences between rich and 

poor.  

 

 

Women and Political Participation 
Besides compulsory school attendance and laws granting equal rights for sons and daughters, 

other measures have been put into practice to improve the situation and opportunities for 

women, and to raise their participation in the political life. A general opinion seems to be that 

only women can understand what is important for other women, and only they have the ability 

to fight for themselves. Allocation of quotas is a common method used to raise the number of 

participating women, for example, one third of the seats in parliament are set aside for 

women. Joti Sekhon writes in an article about women�s participation in politics that their 

participation has increased but there are still many obstacles that have to be overcome. (2006: 

101) Sekhon concludes that women in India are:  

 

�� limited by a variety of social, cultural, economic, and political factors, such 

as traditional gendered expectations of the role and position of women in the 

family and community, caste and class inequalities, lack of education, and lack 

of knowledge of the laws.� (Sekhon, 2006: 101)  

 

Bina, Sushma, Meena and Pooja from the second group of women I interviewed, are all 

involved in politics working with social issues. They have different backgrounds and different 

aspirations with their political engagement but they share the devotion to questions 

concerning women�s situation. 

Bina and Pooja come from middle-class homes and pursue political careers. Bina said 

to me that she has been interested in politics for many years and especially in social issues 

and women�s rights issues. When she became a widow, she saw her chance and started a 

political career and became a deputy major in Pune. She referred her success to knowledge in 
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what women want and what they need. Similarly, Pooja explained her success in politics as a 

result of understanding the needs of other women.  

Among the women interviewed, as well as generally in India, political participation 

differs radically. There are also prominent differences in economical, political and cultural 

status, and between class and caste, which mean that women do not share the same 

opportunities or have the same needs. These differences are important to notice. But even the 

politically active women from the second group spoke of women as sharing the same needs in 

life.  Judith Butler writes that it is common to generalise and describe women as one category 

on the basis of a few representatives, but they are not a homogenous unified group. 

Nevertheless, Butler sees a value in talking about women as one category and describes this 

complex situation as:  

 

�On the one hand, representation serves as the operative term within a political 

process that seeks to extend visibility and legitimacy to women as political 

subjects; on the other hand, representation is the normative function of a 

language which is said either to reveal or to distort what is assumed to be true 

about the category of women.� (Butler, 2006: 2) 

 

Joining the political arena may or may not be the choice of the woman. The family�s and the 

husband�s opinion is important for some of the women interviewed. Neither Sharmila nor 

Sharda, from the first group of interviewees, had any interest or time to engage in anything 

outside the home. Being a widow and sole supporter of her family, Sharmila finds that she has 

no time left for anything else. Sharda knows of women organised in self-help groups, but does 

not find it to be even an option for her to join. Her family would not allow it. On the other 

hand, she said, she is content with not having to take responsibility in other areas than in her 

home.  

Revati was the only woman from the first group who expressed an interest in politics. 

She wants to improve the situation of women and raise the standard of living. At home she 

discusses social and political issues with her husband, who is engaged in politics. But, she 

does not see it as a possibility for herself to join, because of her husband and his family.  

It was hard for me to understand how tied women like Sharda and Revati are to the 

home. None of them are allowed by their husbands or in-laws to participate in any kind of 

organisation. But when asked if their husbands knew of them meeting me for the interview, 
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both denied their spouse�s knowledge of the meeting. Sharda looked both happy and a bit 

guilty when admitting this.  

Carol Pateman argues that is has not been, and is not, a certainty for women to 

participate in the political life. The cause is, according to Pateman, the long history of being 

subordinate to men at home and/or in public life, a subordination manifested and caused by 

women�s limited opportunities to education, their lack of economic self-sufficiency and the 

male-dominated values of the culture they live in. (2003: 1, 37, 215).  

 

 

 

Concluding Discussion 

 

The purpose of the thesis is to present how twelve women from different segments of Indian 

society define democracy and how they experience democracy in their daily life. Through 

meetings and interviews I wanted to learn what these women consider democracy in India to 

be, how they recognise democracy and rights associated with democracy in their daily lives, 

and how they reflect upon gender equality in relation to democracy.  

The situation in India is complex, as it is elsewhere. There are women in top political 

positions and women running grassroots organisations. But there are also women who have 

no or little knowledge about their legal rights. No one can say that all women should be 

discontented with their situation of living and are obliged to involve themselves in political 

organisations or self-help groups. But it seems evident that they ought to be aware of their 

democratic rights and to be able to speak their mind without fear of consequences. There were 

substantial differences in how the women interviewed recognised democracy in their daily 

lives. By dividing the women into three different groups their statements can be analysed as 

representative for these three groups.  

In India, a woman�s position in life, her education, her ability to make independent 

choices and whom she is to marry are connected through her living situation, tradition and 

culture. Ideally, a woman�s living situation, class or caste should not have an impact on 

whether she is equally treated to men in the society, or not. But, during different stages in life, 

a woman has to fight to obtain a level of independence, as Anita said. Anita and Tejas are 

agitated over the subordinated position of women and especially with those women who do 
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not fight for themselves. Tejas sees equality as something to be claimed, as a matter of not 

accepting the situation.  

Expectations on women are deeply rooted: getting married, responsibility for the home 

and possibly a career. Political policies ensuring equal rights for sons and daughters and other 

measures have been taken by the Indian government. But there are still many women who feel 

that they are completely dependent on their husbands. There is consequently a need for 

women to be informed of their rights and possibilities, and to be able to use these without the 

threat of being excluded from their families. In many groups in the Indian society, the process 

has already begun with a positive result. The middle class is growing and more women are 

getting educated. As a result, in so far as education is correlated with higher degree of 

personal independence, equal rights put into practice are also improving.  

Education was a subject that women from all the groups found interesting to discuss. I 

did not have to explain anything further; everyone had something to say in the matter. I draw 

the conclusion that this is a subject people discuss quite often. Basic education and higher 

education seems to be non-optional for the women in the third group. According to their 

views, they have to get a higher education to ensure that they will not be subordinate or 

dependent upon anyone. Having their own careers was very important to them.  

For the first group of women, the ones living in a slum area in Pune having a few or 

even no years in school, education is of vital importance. Access to necessary information and 

enough information to make independent choices are what we expect to find in a democracy. 

With a large group in the society not being able to read or write, the Indian government has an 

important issue to deal with. Being illiterate restricts the life of a woman in many ways, for 

example in her ability to gather information and in the outlook of getting a �good� husband.  

Women in the second group are literate and have entered the public sphere through 

politics where they think of themselves as representing the voices of women. Women need 

other women in political positions to plead their cause. It is today possible for a woman to be 

leader of a slum area and after some time to reach a political position where she can have an 

even greater influence. The presumption that only a woman knows the needs of women is 

shared by many of the women I interviewed. But the needs women have, differ depending on 

their position in society. The women in the second group fight for issues such as those 

concerning clean water, sanitation, work possibilities, and education for everyone. In the 

election campaigns, they turn to voters who would fit into the first group of women, those 

living in slum areas, by promising to improve their situation and to meet their needs of, for 

example, clean water.  
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The support of husbands and families is of vital importance for most of the women in 

the second group. Both Sushma and Pooja have husbands involved in politics encouraging 

them. In contrast, Bina was not able to be politically active until her husband past away. She 

then took the place as the head of the household, an elderly woman in a respectable position. 

Her sons and their families living with her supported and respected her choice to become a 

politician.  

Generally speaking, women from the third group have no interest in joining a 

grassroots organisation or any other kind of organisation. The reason they gave was that they 

did not have the time or the interest. There is no acute situation making them worry about 

whether they will have money for food or water the next day. They do not lack compassion 

for those less fortunate, but rather, they find themselves in a completely different situation 

with different needs. Many of the questions on the political agenda concern basic needs, and 

this might be an explanation why they are not involved in any kind of organisation.  

Lack of possibility to bring about a change can be recognised among the first group of 

women. They do not have much choice and aside from the right to vote, democracy is not 

recognised in their lives. They can only hope for their husbands� families to allow them to 

express their wishes and be a part of a cooperative family. Sharda, from the first group, could 

not see equality between men and women in the future. She does not want to get involved in 

any kind of group or organisation and is happy about the division of spheres and 

responsibilities between men and women. Sharmila and Revati, on the other hand, are positive 

about women entering the sphere of men.  

Many things in the daily life of women are connected through the cultural context they 

live in. The traditions still live strong in many areas of India. The spheres of women and men 

are clearly separated although they are becoming more and more questioned and challenged. 

Those who challenge the spheres are the women from the second and third group, women 

who are politically active or have a higher education, that is, those with the ability to do so.  

The division of public and private sphere has to be explored in every case, as Larsson 

writes (2006: 18). There have been many changes in women�s position among certain groups 

of the Indian society, and no change at all in others. Women in the third group, those with 

higher education, are the ones who seem not to be bound to the home. In contrast, women in 

the first and second group, with lower or no education, have full responsibility for the 

household chores. Some of them expressed interest in bringing about a change, for example 

by being able to work or to get involved in the decision making in the home. However, one of 

the women, Sharda, is content with her current situation. She knows her responsibilities and 
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trusts her husband to take responsibility and solve problems he is in charge of. She is satisfied 

with the division of spheres and responsibilities.  

How the women look upon gender equality differ between the groups. Similarities are 

found in how they define equality and in some of the measures necessary to change women�s 

subordinate position to men. Meena who had realised that she did not have to be subordinate 

to her husband, decided to make a change. She improved the family�s standard of living and 

her position as a woman. Meena called upon her rights: freedom of speech, of opinion and 

equality and she rapidly changed the situation of her family.  

Democracy is not only a classification of government or regulating the voting system. 

Democracy includes rights that ought to be claimed in the everyday lives of the citizens. The 

function and visibility of democracy in a country can therefore be understood by letting the 

people speak about their lives and ambitions. Different groups do not share the same 

knowledge or the same view of democracy.  

Development of democracy comes hand in hand with development in other areas such 

as reduction of poverty, improving education and in striving for equality. Poverty has to be 

reduced in order to be able to send all children to school. Education can bring awareness and 

knowledge of the society, and the children will learn their rights. In a society where 

information is widely accessible to the people, democracy can be strengthened.  

I learned so many things by doing this fieldwork. It was interesting to meet women 

from a different culture and discuss matters of democracy, education, woman�s position in the 

family and gender equality. Many things are similar, for example in the way we talk about 

democratic rights. But on some occasions, in the realities they face every day, it felt like a 

different world to me.    

For further research, I find it to be of great interest to do a follow-up on the women I 

interviewed, in ten years time, to see if the changes some of the interviewees dreamt of have 

come true. For example, did Revati become a beautician? It will be interesting to find out if 

her role changes from being a newly married twenty-year-old woman with nothing to say in 

the household, to a career-woman and a family-member with influence in the household. 

India is constantly changing when new generations grow up. The minds and attitudes of the 

people will perhaps change and I would find it very interesting to learn if there will be a 

change in how people see the role of women, as it was what Anita and Tejas, two of the 

informants from the third group of women I interviewed, found most important in the striving 

for an equal society.  
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