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Abstract 

This research uses a feminist analytical approach to explore the intersectionality of caste 

and gender in the experiences of Dalit women, and women of other castes, in their roles as elected 

representatives in Panchayati Raj Institutions in two districts in rural Rajasthan, India. The study 

took place in November 2008 with 24 women of various castes, as well as NGO leaders, and NGO 

workers; research methods included semi-structured interviews, participant observation, and one 

focus group. The study found that the experiences of Dalit women, and women of other castes, are 

similar however with some important exceptions. For example, Dalit women are more likely to face 

gender and caste discrimination in their respective panchayats. Additionally, although all Dalit 

women in the study felt they were treated equally on their panchayat councils, compared to upper 

caste women, many expressed the reality that Dalits continue to face discrimination in society. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

1 

Introduction 

Strategies and action plans that facilitate gender equality and women's empowerment are 

significant factors driving the agenda of development in the twenty-first century. Moreover, the 

importance of women sharing equally in political power and decision-making for more viable 

solutions, and engaging in political action for their own empowerment, has continually been 

emphasized by United Nations (UN) agencies, women's groups, human rights groups, non

government organizations (NGOs), international aid agencies, academics, government bodies, and 

more. Additionally, the importance of decentralized, democratic, local self-government to ensure 

more responsiveness to local citizens is driving the development agenda of most countries these 

days. 

Given the importance of decentralized government and the need to promote gender 

equality, the Government of India passed two Acts which came into force as the Constitution 

(Seventy-third Amendment) Act, 1992, on April 24,1993, and the Constitution (Seventy-fourth 

Amendment) Act, 1992, on June 1,1993. These added two sections to the Constitution, that is, 

Part IX, entitled "The Panchayats" and Part IXA entitled "The Municipalities." The 73 rd Amendment 

addresses local governance for rural bodies, and the 74th Amendment for urban bodies. 

Specifically, the 73rd Amendment mandated that each state create institutions of local self-

government at the level of village (Gram Panchayat), intermediate (Block Panchayat), and district 

(Zilla Panchayat). Togetherthese are known as Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRI). 

These Acts were significant for women and for marginalized groups. To illustrate, leading 

historian and distinguished feminist Uma Chakravrti pointed out that India has the most "sharply 
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stratified society in the world . . . and Indian women are more systematically controlled and 

subordinated than women anywhere else on earth" (as cited in Kapadia12007, p. 785). 

Furthermore, in India's social hierarchy, Dalits (known officially as Scheduled Castes (SC)1 and 

previously known as Untouchables) have historically held the lowest status in Indian society, being 

placed outside the Chaturvarna framework of the four major Hindu caste divisions of Brahmin 

(priests), Kshatriya (warriors), Vaishya (merchants, traders, herders and tillers), and Shudra 

(servants and workers of low status). As a result, Dalit women have traditionally been placed lower 

on caste hierarchies than women of other castes. Furthermore, the group known as Scheduled 

Tribes (ST), who are specific indigenous peoples comprised of various tribes, also fall ouside of the 

four major Hindu caste divisions. Similar to SCs1 STs have also been at the edges of development, 

but have not been subjected to, as Thorat (1979) noted, the same "stigmatized ethnic identity" as 

SCs (as cited in Deshpande, 2007, p. 742). Thus, a goal of the Acts was to engage women, and 

marginalized groups such as Scheduled Castes, in local development and political decision-making 

thereby theoretically giving them an opportunity to take part in their own development. As a result, 

the Acts stipulated that not less than one-third of elected seats of local panchayat councils in 

villages must be reserved for women, as well as for the historically marginalized Scheduled Castes 

(also known as Dalit or Untouchable), and Scheduled Tribes groups, in proportion to their area 

population. 

Statement of the Problem 

With more than one million women, India-wide, now involved in grassroots governance, 

studies about the 73 r d Amendment's success in politically empowering women generally show both 

positive and negative results. However, many conclude that PRI is a forceful and significant 



beginning step in women's political empowerment, and has produced some strong, elected women 

representatives who can serve as role models (Joshi & Narwani, 2005). However, many inhibiting 

factors continue to exist, such as the entrenchment of elite power structures in villages, and the 

persistence of patriarchal mindsets (Joshi & Narwani, 2005). These include the reality that 

women's participation in governance may not be acceptable to the community, and the commonly 

reported excessive interference of male family members in the duties of many women panchayat 

members (Joshi & Narwani, 2005). Furthermore, while many studies by academics and the 

Government of India have examined the roles and performance of elected women as a 

homogenous group in PRI, very few have compared the experiences of Dalit women to women of 

other castes. For example, Buch's (2000) comprehensive study of 1,199 panchayat 

representatives, (including 843 elected women panchayat members, 176 men, 180 community 

members, and 60 case studies), in three northern states of Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Uttar 

Pradesh, provided solid evidence to "explode the myths," (p. 11) and stereotypes about supposed 

deficiencies in women's leadership. However, while Buch's study was important given its timing in 

reference to the enactment of the 73 r d Amendment, it did not compare the experiences of women 

of various castes on PRI to Dalit women. 

Background and Need 

This paper takes as its starting point that any discussion on Indian women must first be 

mediated by caste as there is no universal woman's experience. Assets such as education, a 

higher caste or class, and a favourable economic status produce advantages that tip the scales to 

influence the political process in various ways. For example, a liberal arts education develops 

capacities for critical thinking which can be enormously practical and beneficial because they 
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become resources to draw on for solving problems, for making decisions, and for continuous 

learning. A poor, illiterate, rural, Dalit woman, who has been denied opportunities for formal 

education, begins with a disadvantage, in addition to her gender, when compared to higher caste 

women who may have been given such educational advantages. 

To examine how caste and gender interact to produce inequality, an intersectional 

feminist framework provides a useful analytical tool. Roxanna Ng (1991) was one of Canada's first 

feminists to use an intersectional feminist framework to examine how numerous, intersecting 

factors interact to produce or reinforce inequality in Canadian society. According to the Canadian 

Research Institute for the Advancement of Women (CRIAW) (2006), the concept of the 

intersectionality of various types of oppression came forward in the 1970-80s. In the U.S. and 

Canada, it emerged out of "the inadequacies of the mainstream feminist movement to address the 

issues, concerns and struggles of racialized women" (CRIAW, 2006, p. 7). Similarly, Dalit women 

have critiqued the seeming invisibility of caste inequality in mainstream Indian feminism. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to critically engage with an intersectional feminist framework 

to explore how gender and caste interact to either produce or hinder opportunities for the truly 

equal, democratic participation of elected Dalitwomen representatives in PRI1 compared to women 

of other castes, specifically in two rural districts in Rajasthan, India. The rationale for this study 

was to explore whether or not the Indian Constitution's 73 r d Amendment Act has truly provided a 

platform to empower and advance the equal participation of Dalit women in grassroots political 

decision-making, compared to women of other castes and higher-caste men, especially if other key 

social and economic factors remain to be addressed. These factors include the reality of a 
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hierarchal caste system, historic caste discrimination against Dalits, and their marginalization in 

areas such as economics, education for Dalit females, violence against Dalit women, and low 

literacy rates for girls and women, especially Dalits. The caste-based discrimination Dalits face, 

and their treatment in Indian society, was reflected in tensions during the 1920s-1940s between 

Mohandas K. Gandhi, leader of India's independence movement, and Dr. Bhimrao Ramji 

Ambedkar, the militant leader of the Untouchables (now known as Dalits or Scheduled Castes). 

Gandhi supported the traditional Brahmanical varna ordering of society, but he believed all varnas 

were equal, while Ambedkar wanted to eradicate the caste system altogether (Zelliot, 1996). 

This study, therefore, recognizes that intersecting and diverse inequalities may impact 

women of various castes differently in their ability to be effective representatives. 

Research Questions 

There were seven overarching questions that guided the development of the study. These 

were: 1). Do the experiences of Dalit women and women of other castes, who have been elected 

to panchayat councils in at least five villages in the rural Tonk and Jaipur districts in the state of 

Rajasthan, India, differ or are they similar? (2). Have Dalit women panchayat council members 

advanced their democratic rights through participation in PRI? (3). Have women panchayat 

members received the training they need to effectively participate as equals in panchayat 

meetings? (4). Are there any barriers holding women council members back from equal 

participation on the panchayat council, especially Dalit women? (5). What factors influenced the 

decision to become a panchayat member? (6). Are women panchayat council members able to 

work independently from male influence and domination in carrying out their duties? In the case of 

Dalit women, are they able to carry out their duties without undue influence from upper caste 



members? (7). To determine to what degree women panchayat members are participating in key 

decision-making on their respective councils. 

Furthermore, the basis for comparing the experiences of Dalit women to women of other 

castes on PRI included such elements as: determining if Dalit women feel they have an equal 

voice, compared to women of other castes, and upper caste men, on their respective panchayat 

council; gauging if Dalit women feel they are treated equally on their respective panchayat council, 

compared to women of other castes; ascertaining whether or not Dalit women feel free to voice 

their opinion at panchayat meetings; examining whether or not Dalit women feel that upper caste 

women support them in their role on their respective panchayat council; exploring whether or not 

upper-caste men pose any particular problem for Dalit women as they undertake their elected 

representative role; ascertaining if elected women Dalit representatives are treated any differently 

on their respective panchayat council, compared to other members. Also, If Dalit women are 

treated differently, how are they treated differently? The questions also sought to compare how 

Dalit women, compared to women of other castes, rate the effectiveness of their respective 

panchayat councils, and whether women of all castes feel more respected in their families and 

villages as a result of their election. Questions also sought to compare if Dalit women and women 

of other castes are supported in their political roles by their families, and to compare the influence 

of male family members in the political role of Dalit women and women of other castes. 

Significance of the Study 

I contend that an analysis of the interconnections between caste and gender is a useful 

contribution to the debate about women's participation on PRI. In addition, one of the benefits of 

the study for the participants was what Kitzinger (2004) pointed to as a central tenant of feminist 



research, that is, "a reclaiming and validation of women's experience," (p. 113) through listening to 

their voices and validating their experiences. This was important since, throughout much of global 

history, women's stories have often not been heard. The study also supports the conclusion that 

even though a woman may be illiterate she may possess enough determination, creativity, strength 

of spirit, and assertiveness to overcome such obstacles as a lack of education, and caste or 

gender discrimination to become an effective panchayat representative, no matter her caste. 

However, caste and gender, when combined with other intersecting aspects such as illiteracy, lack 

of self-confidence, lack of knowledge, lack of supportive colleagues, and patriarchy appears to 

make some Dalit women more vulnerable to being blocked in effective political participation. 

Additionally, Dalit women, more than women of other castes, felt that their respective panchayat 

councils did not listen to, nor act upon, their requests. The study also confirms that the vexing 

question of caste discrimination remains part of the lived experience of rural Dalit women. 

Definitions 

Throughout this study, the terms Da//fs, Scheduled Castes, Untouchables, ex-

Untouchables, and Depressed Classes are used interchangeably; historically, these groups have 

also been considered the lowest point of the caste system. As mentioned earlier, Scheduled Tribes 

(ST) have also been at the edges of development, but do not have the same degree of stigmatized 

identity as SCs (Thorat, 1979, as cited in Deshpande, 2007). Next in the caste hierarchy are Other 

Backward Castes (OBC). Each state finalizes its own OBC lists, thus a particular caste may be 

considered an OBC in one state, but not in another. OBCs were previously non-Untouchable 

castes, to which affirmative action was extended to, and these were grouped together as OBCs; 

however, who is categorized as an OBC has been a highly contentious issue (Deshpande, 2007). 
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In Rajasthan, OBCs include castes (or jatis1) such as Gurjars and Jats. Next are the historically 

more advantaged castes, the Rajputs, and the Brahmans, considered Forward Castes, or General 

Castes, or informally known as upper castes. In this study, the word Iowercaste usually refers to 

people of the Dalit/SC caste, but also in some cases may mean those from the OBC group of 

castes, depending on who is speaking, and in what context. However, when the word higher caste 

is used it means those castes usually considered to be higher in the caste hierarchy, compared to 

Dalits, which includes OBCs, Rajputs, and Brahmins. When the word other castes is used it refers 

to all of the other castes excluding Dalits or Scheduled Castes. 

A cautionary note here, however, is that these castes are socially constructed categories 

reflecting the hierarchal, political, and religious views of certain groups, which are also disputed. 

For instance, scholars such as Dipankar Gupta (2000) have vigorously denied the dominant 

academic book view that there is a single caste hierarchy, universally acknowledged by everyone 

in the caste system. Instead, Gupta argued, there is no agreement over which caste should occupy 

what position in the caste hierarchy. Additionally, other intersecting factors such as class and 

economic status are often more important than caste, especially in urban areas. 

In the study, the word panachyat and Gram Panchayat are used interchangeably and refer 

to village level councils. The word panch is defined as a publicly elected ward representative of the 

Gram Panchayat, whereas a sarpanch is defined as the chairperson of a Gram Panchayat. 

i Jatis are self-governing, regionally-based birth/kinship groups. 
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Limitations 

The first limitation of the study was the sample size, which was very small and consisted of 

24 women representatives: 13 Dalit women, and 11 women of other castes. To achieve greater 

clarification and a deeper level of analysis, my research results are presented in a manner that 

reflects the responses of the Dalit women as a group, and the responses of the 11 women of other 

castes by their caste groupings, most notably in the results graphs that are presented in Chapter 

Five. This means that, in the graphs shown, the responses of the 11 women of other castes are 

divided into their respective caste groupings consisting of: seven OBC women, three General 

Caste women, and one ST woman. However, when discussing the results, I have usually 

compared the results of Dalit women, as a collective group, to women of other castes, as a 

collective group. This small sample size also has an impact on the external validity, making the 

results more difficult to generalize for women who are in the OBC, General Caste, and ST caste 

categories. 

Another limitation was the timing of the study, which was undertaken when elections were 

taking place for the next term of PRI, thus no panchayat meetings were taking place. Thus, I could 

not observe and verify how women of various castes, especially Dalit women, interacted with each 

other, and also with men, in panchayat meetings. This included observing when and which women 

spoke up to raise or discuss issues. A further limitation was that the setting, where some of the 

interviews took place, was less than conducive to transparency for those being interviewed. 

Ethical Considerations 

This research was conducted with an approved research protocol and using an informed 

consent process. This process is outlined in Chapter Four of this thesis. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

While India's Constitution (Seventy-third Amendment) Act, 1992, has generally been 

viewed as a progressive step for women and specifically for SC and ST groups, the reality is that 

many social justice issues remain to be addressed. These issues may impact the ability of women 

to participate as equals with men on panchayat councils, and for SC members to participate 

equally with other castes. Furthermore, women are not a homogenous group, and in India gender 

also combines with caste to potentially affect individual women's experiences as elected political 

representatives. Therefore, this study engages with an intersectional feminist framework to explore 

how caste and gender intersect to impact the experiences of Dalit women on panchayats, in 

comparison to women of other castes. The study asks whether the 73 r d Constitutional Amendment 

has truly provided a platform to advance the equal participation of Dalit women on panchayats, if 

other social justice issues remain to be addressed such as gender injustice, caste discrimination, 

and restrictive social norms for women. 

Therefore, this literature review will address six areas of research that can provide context 

related to the question of equal participation of Dalit women on panchayats: caste, gender, Gandhi 

and Ambedkar, Dalits, Dalit women versus women of other castes, and PRI. This section will focus 

on literature that provides the historical context for these subjects, as well as research studies 

about them. 

Caste 

Caste is one of the most complex and arguably contentious issues in India and theories 

about it have abounded and differ depending on the standpoint of the person speaking. Thus, 

presenting a balanced view on the theories of caste is particularly important because there have 



11 

been, and continue to be, very polarized debates about the subject, depending on the schools of 

thought that particular researchers and writers subscribe to. Axiological issues also enter in when 

examining the debates on caste because the subject-matter often raises ethical and moral issues 

that are not easy for the researcher to ignore. 

Definitions of caste 

The world caste originates from the Portuguese word Casta, defined as breed, race, or 

kind (G. R. Madan, 2004, p. 23). Indian sociologist G. R. Madan (2004) noted that, "Caste in its 

fullest sense as we know in this country is an exclusive Indian phenomenon. No comparable 

institution in any other country has anything like the complexity, elaboration and rigidity of the 

castes in India" (p. 23). Bayly (1999) observed that caste is one of the most multi-faceted issues of 

Indian society, and is equivalent to class in Britain, and race in the United States, as a subject of 

social, academic, and political debate. In fact, Indian sociologist Andre Beteille's (1991) comment 

on caste serves to frame the reason for much of this debate: "Like race in the United States, caste 

in India is perceived by millions of people today as a particularly rigid and oppressive form of 

inequality" (p. 17). Amongst Indians themselves, the word "caste" can either refer to jati, or to the 

larger pan-India social structure of the four varnas, which individual jatis fit into. Jatis are self-

governing, regionally-based, birth/kinship groups with different rituals, diets, behaviour patterns, 

and ideologies; jatis have also been the basis of social identification in India for thousands of years 

(A. Parmar, personal communication, September 16,2010). Thousands of jatis also exist 

throughout India today as part of the caste system. 

Descriptions of caste often refer to the Brahmanical concept of the four varna in which four 

kinds (varna) of persons occupy the universe, each springing from a different portion of the body of 
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Brahma, the Hindu god of creation, and, as Burghart (1996) noted, each having "a different 

function in the perpetuation of the cosmos" (p. 90). From Brahma's mouth emerged the Brahmins 

to give sacrifices; warriors emerged from Brahma's arms "to offer the oblation at the sacrifice;" 

herders and tillers emerged from Brahma's thighs "to provide the oblation;" and servants emerged 

from the feet "to serve the members of the superior three varna, that is, those entitled to enter the 

sacrificial arena" (Burghart, 1996, p. 91). Outside this varna system, and therefore supposedly 

polluted, were the Untouchables. Burghart explained that, "It is through each varna performing its 

allotted function that the universe, as a manifestation of Brahma, is perpetuated" (p. 91). This 

particular Brahmanical view of the origins of caste places Brahmins at the top of a hierarchal caste 

order, with other castes below, and this is where much of the contentious debate about caste 

begins. 

If we analyze this Brahmanical view, we can see that it is similar to one of the oldest 

analogies in the social sciences, specifically Herbert Spencer's organic analogy wherein he defined 

society as a living organism and advanced a systems model of society. This is a functionalist view, 

and in Spencer's theory society was made up of interdependent parts in which each part played a 

role in maintaining the whole, and the whole was greater than the sum of its parts (Hart, 1998, p. 

114). The Brahmanical model holds similarities to Spencer's theory because it portrays Indian 

society as a body, in this case Brahma's body, being made up of interdependent parts wherein 

each has a role to play in the functioning of the whole (in this case, the universe). Similarly, it can 

be assumed here that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. Anthropologists, such as 

Radcliffe-Brown, also looked at how the parts of society function in relation to each other and to the 

whole (Hart, 1998, p. 114), which again holds similarities to the Brahmanical concept of Indian 

society. 
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This organic analogy can also be seen in theorizing that views the original intent of varna 

as classifying society into certain functions, wherein each person had her or his traditional duties, 

and everyone worked together for the smooth and efficient ordering of society. Gandhi supported 

this traditional Brahmanical concept of the ordering of society, however he believed all varnas were 

equal and that an Untouchable should be treated as a Shudra but was created to serve the other 

three castes (Zelliot, 1996, p. 154). Some scholars also argued that the varna classification was 

not originally envisioned as a hierarchy but was simply a form of division of labour2 (A. Parmar, 

personal communication, September 16, 2010), whereby people were characterized by 

occupational segregation. In this understanding, the purpose of ordering society into varnas was to 

group individuals according to their nature, qualifications, and skills thereby enabling them to make 

the maximum contribution to society "and enhance their own fulfillment and liberation" (A. Parmar, 

personal communication, September 16, 2010). 

The development of caste as a major political issue 

Prior to Indian independence, some British civil servants, who were also outstanding 

scholars, attempted various theories to explain the origins of caste; these scholars included 

Nesfield, lbbetson, Risley, Blunt, Hutton and more (Béteille, 1992a, p. 14). However, Indian 

sociologist Andre Béteille (1992a) dismissed their theories as being "of little interest to 

anthropologists in the last forty to fifty years" (p. 14). 

British administrators were the first to undertake a census based on caste categories. In 

1872, census operations began for all of India and continued every ten years after 1881 (Béteille, 

2 Refer to A. R. Gupta's description of earliest caste structure and features further on in this paper. 
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1992a). From the end of the nineteenth century on, Beteille (1992a) reported, "census reports 

sought not only to present exhaustive lists of castes and subcastes, but to classify and rank them" 

(p. 14). This triggered claims and counterclaims of status by various groups with the result, Beteille 

emphasized, that "by 1931, the classification of the Indian population by caste and community had 

become a major political issue" (p. 14). 

However, schools of thought about the degree to which the British colonial government 

influenced the perpetuation of caste vary greatly (Lightstone, 2009, p. 7). In 1932, G. S. Ghurye 

proposed that the British colonial census had greatly influenced the caste system, and he was 

particularly critical of H. H. Risley, the first census commissioner to collect information on caste 

(Lightstone, 2009). Ghurye reported that "Risley himself stated that when asked for their caste, 

much of the population was baffled and confused" (as cited in Lightstone, 2009, p. 7). Ghurye thus 

believed that the collection of caste information for the census was very influential in "crystallizing" 

(Lightstone, 2009, p. 7) a social institution that had been relatively fluid before the British Raj. 

However, another school of thought, from the Cambridge School, disagrees that colonial 

documentation influenced the caste system (Lightstone, 2009). 

Nevertheless, contemporary Indian scholars such as Dipankar Gupta (2000) have pointed 

to the hierarchy inherent in the paradigm of today's caste system, and he places the blame for this 

on the influence of political and social power that ranks castes in a pecking order from high to low: 

"logically, these castes are separate and equal, but it is political power that decides which castes 

will be superior to which other castes" [emphasis added] (pp. 25-6). In some ways, these debates 

illuminate the hierarchy that appears to be endemic to the human condition whereby humans 

continuously attempt to rank and categorize the other, whether it is through race, class, caste, skin 

colour, and so forth. 
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Theoretical influences on caste 

The German sociologist, Max Weber, wrote essays in 1916 and 1917 on Hinduism and 

Buddhism in India, wherein he also discussed the structure of Indian society and the concept of 

varna. Béteille (1992a) has noted the importance that Weber placed on caste, whose roots he 

believed lay in the Hindu religion: "For Weber, one of the great comparative sociologists of all time. 

. . caste provided the Hindus-and Indians in general-with a distinct social ethic that differed 

radically from the Protestant ethic which gave modern western society its internal dynamism." (p. 

14). Béteille believed Weber's views on Hinduism were "remarkably acute," (1992a, p. 14) although 

he had to depend wholly on secondary sources because he was not familiar with any of India's 

modern or classical languages. Earlier, Kantowsky (1982) had noted that the subsequent 

translations of Weber's works received negative reactions in India because they were narrowly 

interpreted to mean "that a community dominated by inner forces such as Hinduism is unable to 

develop industrialism" (p. 141). However, Kantowsky argued, Weber's study of Hinduism and 

Buddhism "dealt only with the purely historical question of the absence of the spirit of capitalism" 

(1982, p. 163), and was not meant as a study on the social conditions of a specific region. 

In 1944, Indian sociologist M. N. Srinivas (1916-1999) completed his PhD dissertation at 

the University of Bombay on social organization among the Coorgs of Mysore and under the 

direction of his supervisor, G. S. Ghurye, who was the first Indian appointed in the 1920s as a 

professor of sociology (T. N. Madan, 2001). When Srinivas' dissertation was published, it 

straightforward established him as an important figure in Indian studies (T. N. Madan, 2001). 

Dipanker Gupta (2005) has further noted that, although functionalism was the dominant 
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sociological theory during Srinivas' time, he "reinvigorated the importance of fieldwork and village 

studies" (p. 2). 

Srinivas' research about the Coorgs of Mysore was a structural-functionalist study of a 

local community, and there were two important features of this study that would influence the work 

of later scholars (T. N. Madan, 2001). First, departing from the functionalist view of considering all 

communities as bounded units, Srinivas wrote about the Coorgs within a "civilizational matrix" (as 

cited in T. N. Madan, 2001, p. 116), and of their integration into the wider Hindu sociocultural order. 

In this aspect, Srinivas reported the " 'spread' " (as cited in T. N. Madan, 2001, p. 116) of Hinduism, 

and introduced the analytical concept of "local, regional, peninsular and all-India levels" (T. N. 

Madan, 2001, p. 117). Second, Srinivas observed that certain groups among the Coorgs had 

worked out a feasible relationship with the surrounding caste-based Hindu society by Sanskritizing 

their customs (T. N. Madan, 2001, p. 117). Theconceptof Sanskritization1 T. N. Madan argued, 

offered a theoretical framework for studying caste mobility, and was an "important breakthrough" 

(2001, p. 117), since the caste system before then had been considered static and unchanging in 

sociological literature. This process of Sanskritization, as defined by Srinivas, will be discussed in 

more detail further on. 

Srinivas was also well-known for his work on caste and the caste system and he defined 

nine features of caste that had prevailed throughout the centuries: "hierarchy; endogamy and 

hypergamy; occupational association; restriction on food, drink and smoking; distinction in custom, 

dress and speech; pollution; ritual and other privileges and disabilities; caste organization and 

caste mobility" (1979, p. 5). Additionally, Srinivas (1979) noted the relatively stable rankings at 

each end of the caste hierarchy, but its fluidity in the middle: 
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The popular Impression of the [caste] hierarchy is a clear-cut one, 
derived from the idea of varna, with Brahmins at the top and 
Harijans [Dalits] at the bottom. But, as a matter of fact, only the 
two opposite ends of the hierarchy are relatively fixed; in between, 
and especially in the middle regions, there is considerable room 
for debate regarding mutual position... The fact that mutual 
position is arguable, if not vague, over great areas of the 
hierarchy permits social mobility, (pp. 5-6) 

Srinivas (1979) also reported that there are considerable disputes regarding position at 

either extreme of the hierarchy wherein the claim to a higher caste is not acknowledged. 

Nonetheless, Shnivas emphasized, "all Caste Hindus regard Harijans [Dalits] as being at the 

bottom rung of the ladder" (p. 6). Furthermore, the idea of pollution was key to the notion of caste: 

The concept of pollution plays a crucial role in maintaining the 
required distance between castes. A high caste man may not 
touch a low caste man; let alone accept food and water from him. 
When the two castes involved belong to either extreme of the 
hierarchy, the lower caste man may be required to keep a 
minimum distance between him and the high caste man. The 
rules of pollution... were more clearly elaborated in South than in 
North India the breaking of pollution rules results in the higher 
castes becoming 'impure,' and the latter have to perform certain 
purifactory rites to regain their normal status. (Srinivas, 1979, pp 
11-12) 

Srinivas (1979) emphasized that higher and lower castes had different rites and lifestyles. 

Although the higher castes punished those who attempted to emulate them, this replication could 

not be stopped and Srinivas defined this process of castes moving upward through "the adoption of 

the symbols of higher status" as Sanskritization (p. 77). In his fieldwork, Srinivas observed that 

many castes had tried to Sanskritize their way of life, which meant that: 

Liquor and forbidden meals are given up. Sanskritic ritual is 
increasingly adopted and there is an increasing demand for the 
services of a Brahmin priest at wedding, birth, funeral rites and 
sraddha. On the other hand, the higher castes, especially those 
living in the bigger cities, are undergoing a process of 
Westernization, (p. 77) 



Although this theoretical concept was considered a breakthrough, some critics argued that 

Srinivas' Sanskritization theory was only partial in its theoretical scope. As T. N. Madan (2001) 

noted, Sanskritization "was . . . a limited, clinical concept... leaving out of consideration the 

phenomenon of the persistence of large masses of Hindus of low social status within the caste 

system" (p. 117). T. N. Madan made this observation because ethnographic field studies had 

shown that the gradual upward mobility of a lower caste through collectively adopting the ways and 

values of ritually clean upper castes, specifically the Brahmins, was of "no help to groups lying 

below the notional line of ritual pollution (see for example, Bailey, 1958)" (p. 117). For this reason, 

T.N. Madan noted: 

Srinivas's focus on the 'cohesive role of Sanskritization' (Srinivas, 
1967), envisioning the cultural unity of Hindu society in terms 
mainly of Brahmanical values was, therefore, of limited scope. He 
drew attention to the parallel process of status enhancement 
through westernization soon enough (Srinivas, 1956), but it was 
only much later that he recognized the potential for the 
revolutionary strategy of withdrawal from the Hindu social order 
and repudiation of upper-caste lifestyles as models for emulation 
by the socially deprived castes (see Srinivas, 1992), who now 
prefer to be known as the Dalit Bahujan, 'the oppressed majority.' 
(p. 117) 

Srinivas' focus on the conflicting relationship between those born to high status, and those 

born to less fortunate groups who seek to raise higher, recognized the possibility for "domination 

and even conflict" (T. N. Madan, 2001, p. 117). Srinivas conceptualized this in the notion of the 

'"dominant caste' " (as cited in T. N. Madan, 2001, p. 117) and this formula, as T. N. Madan 

(2001) noted, "combining ritual status with numerical preponderance (within a village), economic 

strength and organization ability, proved widely influential in social and political analyses for over 

two decades" (p. 117). Additionally, the dominant caste in a village could be a source of 

Sanskritization in a village, Srinivas noted, if they enjoyed high ritual status, or alternatively 
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prevented its spread if they did not enjoy high ritual status (as cited in T. N. Madan, 2001, pp. 117-

18). 

According to T. N. Madan (2001), at the time of Srinivas' death in 1999 he was viewed in 

India and abroad as the "doyen of Indian sociologists and social anthropologists," (p. 115) and a 

"towering figure" (p. 120) alongside Louis Dumont, in terms of the scope and quality of his 

contributions to the sociology of India. 

Indian sociologist Andre Béteille (1992a) believed the scholars with the most theoretical 

influence on caste have been German and French sociologists and social anthropologists: Max 

Weber, Celestin Bougletj and Louis Dumont (p.14). Although each scholar differed greatly in 

orientation and approach, they all found caste to be "the key to the understanding of Indian society 

and culture which they contrasted sharply with their own" (Béteille, 1992a, p. 14). 

Dumont's work on Indian society, which began in the 1950s, marked an important 

difference from the established fixation on "behavioural patterns and their explanation in the 

functionalist mode" (T. N. Madan, 1999, p. 475). Burghart (1996) reported that by 1978 social 

anthropologists had aligned themselves either with the theory of F. G. Bailey, a British 

anthropologist, or Louis Dumont, a French anthropologist, who was in most respects a structuralist. 

Both researchers tried to identify "the code3" (Burghart, 1996, p.35) for caste. Furthermore, in a 

memoir about Dumont, Indian scholar T.N. Madan (1999) argued Dumont's book, Homo 

Hierarchicus (in French 1966, in English, 1970), was the seminal work on caste being "the most 

widely discussed work on the subject" and "a recognized major classic translated into many 

languages" (p. 478). However, T. N. Madan also acknowledged that Dumont's approach had 
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encountered more critics than takers, although he noted, "virtually every serious scholar who has 

contributed to the sociology of India in the last forty years, including Dumont's severest critics, have 

acknowledged the seminal and abiding importance of his work" (p. 475). 

Nevertheless, upon reviewing Dumont's Homo Hierarchicus, scholars such as Indian 

anthropologist Veena Das and Jit Singh Uberai (1971) argued that "the success of the analysis and 

the validity of its framework are open to question, [and] in our view we should not accept Dumont's 

approach or his conclusions in uncritical haste" (p. 34). Andre Beteille (1991) also importantly 

noted that although Dumont's work had made "a great impact on European and American 

anthropologists of India" (p. 9), it had not altered the perceptions of Indian sociologists themselves 

on caste (emphasis added). 

Louis Dumont and F. G. Bailey 

Bailey argued caste was a system of ranks '"validated not only by ritual and social usage, 

but also by differential control over the productive resources' "(as cited in Burghart, 1996, p. 35). 

Each person performed certain economic, political or ritual roles, and Bailey found high alignment 

between " 'politico-economic rank and the ritual ranking of caste' " (as cited in Burghart, 1996, p. 

35). However, Bailey (1958) also noted that high ritual status was the least important variable in 

making a caste dominant: 

A high ritual status does not necessarily lead to political power. 
But the reverse tends to be true. Increased wealth leads to a 
desire for a greater say in the management of the community 
Their increased wealth makes them politically more effective, and 
this enables them to enhance their ritual standing as against other 

3 The "code" meaning that which differentiates and ranks Hindus into exclusive social groups, ranked in hierarchical 
relationships with each other (Burghart, 1996, p. 35). 
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caste groups in the village (Bailey, 1958:197). (as cited in 
Oommen, 1970, p. 74) 

On the other hand, Dumont (1970) wrote about the traditional hierarchy of the four varnas, 

ranking the Brahmins as the highest, the Kshatriyas below them, followed by the Vaishyas, and 

finally the Shudras whose lot was to serve, whereas, he notes, "the Brahmans-Kshatriyas have 

been given dominion over 'all creatures' " (p. 67). Outside of this classification, Dumont noted, were 

the Untouchables. According to Dumont, based on Brahmanical texts and ethnography: 

[T]he hierarchical caste system... is founded on two basic 
ideological principles: first, the opposition between ritual purity 
and pollution, which defines the hierarchical relationship between 
the pure Brahmans and the polluted Untouchables, and secondly 
the absolute separation of religious status, personified by the 
Brahmans1 from politico- economic power, which is ideally 
concentrated in the hands of Kshatriya kings. Consistent with this 
second principle, the Hindu king is a fundamentally secular figure 
whose power cannot challenge or undermine the religious status 
of the Brahmins, (as cited in Burghart11996, p. 8) 

Dumont believed that various aspects of the caste system, such as marriage rules, food 

regimes, and occupational roles originate from '"the necessary and hierarchical coexistence' of 

purity and its opposite, impurity" (as cited in T. N. Madan, 1999, p. 478). Additionally, Dumont 

believed that the appearance of inter-caste competitiveness in the twentieth century, rather than 

interdependence, was a "behavioural change" (as cited in T. N. Madan, 1979, p. 479). rather than a 

transformation of the whole system 

In spite of their varying opinions, Burghart (1996), an anthropologist in the post-structuralist 

tradition, noted Bailey and Dumont shared one underlying assumption: "that caste was the one 

hierarchy which was the exclusive and exhaustive order of social relations in the traditional Hindu 

social system" (p. 36). 
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Burghart (1996), Berrerman (1971), and Béteille (1991) all agreed that Dumont's theories 

were based on the structures of traditional Indian thought found in the Brahmanical scriptures, 

however these three academics varied in their degree of criticism of Dumont's theory. Béteille 

noted he was "more impressed than convinced by the body of Dumont's work" (p. 9) whereas 

Burghart criticized Dumont for allowing his Brahmin sources to entirely frame his representation of 

caste (p. 100). Similarly, Berrerman severely criticized Dumont for resting his argument solely on 

the Brahmanical view of caste: 

It is a view which conforms rather closely to the high-caste ideal 
of what the caste system of Hindu India ought to be like according 
to those who value it positively; it conforms well to the theory of 
caste purveyed in learned Brahmanical texts. But it bears little 
relationship to the experience of caste in the lives of the many 
millions who live in India The picture is not wholly false, but 
neither is it true: it is biased. In this case it amounts to a 
celebration of the rationale for a system of institutionalized 
inequality as advertised and endorsed by its architects and 
beneficiaries. It is not surprising that the system comes off well. 
Those who experience the system as oppression are hardly heard 
from in this book. Yet [their] view is pronounced loudly and clearly 
to anyone who takes the trouble to listen. It finds ample 
expression in contemporary social and political events as it has 
incidents and movements throughout India's history from 
Buddhism to Sikhism to Arya Samaj to neo-Buddhism, all of which 
relied for their appeal largely on a promise of freedom from the 
burden of caste. These expressions... are not communicated in 
Dumont's book.. .despite the fact that they are central to an 
understanding of caste in India, (p. 23) 

Indeed, Dumont's singular use of traditional Indian thought from the Brahmanical 

classical texts led Berrerman (1971) to conclude that Dumont had slid down the slippery slope from 

detached observer to actual native. As Berrerman noted: 

In the relatively isolated, traditional, mountain village in which I did 
my initial Indian field research, I recounted to low caste people an 
explanation of caste almost identical to that which Dumont has 
since conveyed in this book. They laughed, and one of them said, 
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'You have been talking with Brahmins.' And so I had. And so, it 
seems, has Professor Dumont. (p. 23) 

Also, for this reason Burghart (1996) characterized Dumont as a "European Brahmin" (p. 99). 

Das and Uberai (1971) similarly disagreed with the main assumptions and presuppositions of 

Dumont's theory on caste and argued "none of these propositions is properly established, and the 

whole theory is insufficiently supported by the relevant Sanskritic literature and ethnograpahic data" 

(p. 43). 

Furthermore, a perusal of some of the Western research on caste has also revealed that 

some researchers appear to have accepted rather uncritically Louis Dumont's Brahmanical theory 

on caste. For example, critiques such as Burghart's(1996), Berreman's (1971), and Das and 

Uberoi's (1971) about Dumont's seminal work are rarely captured by Western academics writing 

about caste. Many scholars mechanically repeat the Brahmanical concept of the four varna, or 

Dumont's theories, without seeming awareness that Dumont's ideas are contested. 

Buddhist texts and caste ideology 

Other scholars have also challenged the Brahmanical concept of the four varna. One 

particular scholar is Chakravarti (2006), who learned Pali and was able to access non-Brahmanical 

sources to provide important new scholarship and insights about social history from Buddhist texts, 

spanning over 500 years from the fifth century BCE, to the first century CE. The Buddhist texts4 are 

a valuable source since they are narrative in style and discuss people, events, and places, versus 

Brahmanical theoretical texts preoccupied with caste ideology (Chakravarti, 2006). These Buddhist 

4 Chakravarti said the regional spread of these texts is eastern Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and central India, plus she also 
referenced inscriptions which were placed throughout central and western India (2006, p. 60). 



24 

texts, Chakravarti emphasized, have been "inadequately used by historians and virtually ignored by 

sociologists" (p. 61). Chakravarti also noted that the fourfold Brahmanical varna scheme is mostly 

dismissed as "irrelevant" (p. 61) in these texts; the Brahmanical varna never occurs in discussion 

with the common people, and is used only in reporting Buddha's dialogues with Brahmanas, and 

occasionally with kings, and is most often used in dismissing varna as irrelevant. Chakravarti 

asserted the Buddha "emphatically" denied "the Brahmanical claim of superiority over all other 

social groups including the kshatriyas," and the Buddhists rejected the Brahmanical service 

hierarchy whereby "the low automatically serve the high" (p. 61). In fact, Chakravarti observed, the 

Brahmanical role for the Shudra—to serve the higher three varnas—"finds no parallel in the 

Buddhist texts" (p. 161). The Buddhist sources indicate no complex ranking system for that society, 

instead two strata with a basic opposition between high and low appeared in the context of "jati, 

kula5, kamma (work) and sippa (craft): "thus there are high and low jatis, high and low kamma, etc." 

(Chakravarti, 2006, p. 161). 

Many hierarchies, not just one 

Dipankar Gupta (2000) has also rigorously denied the dominant lay and academic notion 

that there is a single caste hierarchy, collectively acknowledged and accepted by everyone in the 

caste system (p. 1). Gupta provides ethnographic data from various regions in India, collected over 

a 20 year-period, to argue there are as many hierarchies as there are castes in India, and there is 

no agreement over which caste should occupy what position in the caste hierarchy. For instance, 

5 Clan, family. Chakravarti notes, "According to the Buddhist kula classification, the khattiyas, brahmanas and 
gahapatis are considered high, whereas other kulas such as the chandala, vena, ...are considered low. In one 
reference the high kulas are associated with white, while the low kulas are associated with black. Further, the high 
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Dipankar Gupta points to powerful Kshatriya or warrior castes who consider themselves as the 

most superior castes and "belittle both the Brahmin's status and occupation" (p. 35). While there is 

overall agreement that castes should be hierarchized, there are strong disputes about the 

positioning of jatis of the same status; for instance, Brahmins do not have a consensus on the 

status of various Brahmin castes (D. Gupta, 2001, p. 35). 

The purity pollution hierarchy is also a problem, Dipankar Gupta (2000) emphasized, 

because this scale is understood differently in different contexts, and there is no universal 

agreement between castes regarding who takes water and food from whom (p. 35). Usually this 

depends more on political power, and less on straight adherence to ideology (D. Gupta, 2000, p. 

36). When food or dining are not involved then what is invoked, Dipankar Gupta observed, is not 

the hierarchy of purity, but the notion between us and others, and these others are ranked in 

degree of distaste "from the point of view of the caste in question" (p. 36). Dipankar Gupta 

attributed this to India's closed stratification system (versus the United States, whose open 

stratification system accepts similarity) whereby "there is an enormous investment in keeping 

differences alive" ( p. 36). As Marriot and Inden (1977) noted, within the caste system some 

members justify caste stratification "on the ground that different castes are built of different natural 

substances (as cited in Dipankar Gupta, 2000, p. 19). However, Dipankar Gupta emphasized, no 

caste, no matter how lowly it is placed on the caste system, "accepts the reasons for its 

degradation," and Dalits of whatever jati "do not accept the upper-caste view that their bodies are 

made of impure substances" (p. 1). 

kulas are invariably associated with attributes that are evaluated as high, such as wealth, eminence and learning" 
(2006, p. 62). 
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Dipankar Gupta (2000) and lower castes have also rejected the theory, based on several 

Hindu texts, that imply one's inferior station in life is based on bad karma. For Dipankar Gupta, this 

notion enables upper-caste members to feel justified in enjoying the benefits of their caste status 

today as fair reward for their good deeds in their past lives. "That this book view has received 

tremendous ovation in literary circles is not surprising," Dipankar Gupta argued, "as the authors of 

these texts and their believers come from upper castes, where what they say and write quickly 

passes on to academic work" (p. 2). As evidence that "people do not take their low-caste status 

lying down . . . [and] that Brahmanical orthodoxy has only a few takers," Dipankar Gupta pointed to 

a history of caste revolts, and caste mobility, in India's history (p. 3). Nevertheless, he asserted, 

when caste is theorized, the book view is embedded so deep in academic circles "it really requires 

an empirical jolt to shake it loose" (p. 3). 

A theory about the fluidity and flexibility of the earlier caste system 

As mentioned earlier, other scholars have argued that during its early phase the caste 

system was flexible and non-hierarchical, and various tasks, or professions, were not associated 

with ritual purity and impurity. For example, A. R. Gupta (1984) argued that during the first period of 

caste history, which he estimated was before, and during, the period of Manu6 (the Hindu law

giver), caste was a fluid structure "with transition and mobility, vertical as well as horizontal" (p. 37). 

There was no rigidity in the caste system then, A. R. Gupta said, as individuals could and did 

change their caste based on their physical and intellectual capabilities, as well as other 

6 Patrick Olivelle published two volumes on the Laws of Manu in 2004, and generally dated them to probably the 
second to third centuries BCE, and also noted that their authorship is still undecided (as cited in Smith, 2008). 



27 

circumstances, and the occupational exclusiveness of the caste system was a later introduction. 

A. R. Gupta pointed to the Purushsukta hymn of the Rigveda that compares society with a giant 

organism symbolizing the Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas and Shudras as its head, arms, belly, 

and feet respectively. This signified, he noted, "that each part had a particular significance for the 

proper functioning of the whole organism and hence no part could justifiably claim an exclusive 

importance or superiority over the other" (emphasis added, p. 35). In the beginning, this 

classification of Hindu society according to a particular social function went well but, as duties and 

privileges of each caste later took on economic considerations, caste conflict arose (A. R. Gupta, 

1984). Thus, by the medieval period, Gupta claimed, the caste system had become "quite rigid and 

stereotyped" (p. 38). 

Caste and Hinduism 

Anantanand Rambachan (2008), a Trinidadian, Hindu-American scholar, with a focus on 

inter-religious dialogue, has noted that although Hindus might tend to apologetically explain away 

the caste system as a creation of foreigners, "The fact is that, by 400 CE, standard features of the 

caste system such as physical segregation and prohibitions on socializing and intermarriage were 

firmly in place" (para. 2). However, Rambachan also pointed to the theological vision at the heart of 

Hinduism "that invalidates the assumptions of inequality, impurity, and indignity that are the 

foundations of caste belief and practice" (para. 3). 

Rambachan (2008) emphasized that numerous Hindu prophetic voices, both modern and 

ancient, have protested the practice of caste "as a betrayal of Hinduism's highest teachings" (para. 

3). These included the Buddha (6th century BCE) and Mahavir (6th century BCE) who founded 

alternative religious traditions such as Buddhism and Jainism, and promoted communities free 
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from prejudice and caste injustice (Rambachan, 2008). Others included Tiruvalluvar (2nd century 

BCE), Tirumularib (6th century CE), Basaveshwars (12th century CE), Kabir (16th century CE), and 

Eknath (16th century CE), "who spoke of human brotherhood and the equality of all before God" 

(Rambachan, 2008, para. 3). 

Rambachan (2008) said the highest value in Hinduism is attributed to God and God enters 

into every created form thus "it is the presence of God that gives value and significance to the 

human being" (para. 4). Rambachan quoted the Bhagavad Gita (13:28) which states, "God exists 

equally in all beings." For this reason, he argued, "When the implications for human relationships 

are enunciated, they are done so in terms of equality" (para. 5). In conclusion, Rambachan called 

on Hindus to "respond to caste as an urgent problem, as fundamentally incompatible with its most 

profound teachings and necessitating a unanimous and unequivocal repudiation" (para. 7). 

Conclusion 

This discussion on some of the debates and theories surrounding the area of caste have 

been diverse, and serve to provide merely a birds-eye view of the various schools of thought 

impacting the issue of caste. These debates include the origins of the caste system; its structure, 

and fluidity; the role of political and social power in influencing caste rankings; and an awareness of 

the voices and sources that are often subjugated knowledges in the caste debate, such as the 

Buddhist texts. Another key debate centres on whether or not caste is intrinsic to Hinduism, and 

the theological vision that is at the heart of Hinduism. In their arguments, Gupta and Chakravarti 

both provide strong evidence that caste is a complex and contentious issue that scholars approach 

from various standpoints and theories. The most important point from their arguments, however, is 

that there are various schools of thought on caste, which are often overlooked in academic writing. 
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Both Gupta and Chakravarti agree the Brahmanical view of the caste system has dominated 

academic research, and needs a major paradigm shift in the way it is presented as a universally 

accepted hierarchy that everyone automatically adheres to. I also argue that the Brahmanical view 

has been central in defining the caste system in academic literature, and Western academics, 

especially, rarely mention that caste positions and caste hierarchy are highly contested sites. This 

is demonstrated in Western academics' oft-repeated Dumont view of the caste system. 

Additionally, Indian academics, usually being from the more privileged castes, often present the 

Brahmanical view as an uncontested site. In fact, because Indian university students are mainly 

from the more privileged castes and classes, Srinivas believed in teaching comparative sociology 

to them in order to open their minds to the diversity of other cultures and societies, including their 

own (Shah, 2000, p. 97). Srinivas said of his Indian sociology students: 

Coming as they do mainly from urban, upper-caste, upper-class 
backgrounds, exposure to social and cultural diversities around 
the world and in India would help blunt, if not remove, their 
ethnocentrism and create empathy for other cultures...Srinivas 
used to say, our minds should be exposed to other societies and 
cultures so that we see our own society in a more objective light. 
Similarly, we should be sensitive to the enormous diversities 
within India, (as cited in Shah, 2000, p. 97) 

Of course, much of Srinivas' argument could be replicated for students in Western countries, many 

of whom also come from privileged backgrounds, but there are also many who do not. I also argue 

that to understand the caste system, in all of its complexity, requires that it be understood from the 

standpoint of not only the more privileged groups, but also those who are generally viewed as 

being at the lowest echelons of the system. It is these subjected knowledges that this study also 

seeks to access, explore, and acknowledge, in order to present a more holistic view of caste. 
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Gender 

Official Indian government publications about the 73 r d Constitutional Amendment often 

claim it is an important step towards the development, welfare, and political empowerment of 

women and Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe groups (see, for example, the 2009-10 Annual 

Report of the Government of India, Ministry of Panchayati Raj). Yet, in an inherently patriarchal 

social system, with disparities between men and women, this claim arguably raises questions 

about how factors such as gender, caste, and power inequities shape women's efforts to achieve 

equal partnership in political decision-making. For example, feminist scholars such as Bina 

Agarwal (2010a and 2010b) have pointed to the gendered social norms and perceptions which can 

seriously constrain women in local governance systems. Such studies have emphasized how 

gender may impinge on women's successful political participation in various ways (see also Buch1 

2000). Yet, as Agarwal (2010a) argued, researchers such as economists studying collective action, 

as well as green governance, have paid scant attention to the impacts of gender. Furthermore, 

feminist scholars have asserted that male social science research has underestimated gender as a 

primary social division, and assigned gender a peripheral role compared to the importance given 

to, for example, class (Henn, Weinstein & Foard, 2006). Thus, analyzing gender's impact on 

women's political participation provides important insights that may otherwise be overlooked. 

Based on the literature reviewed, the purpose of this section is to introduce some key concepts, 

terminology and theoretical frameworks which have been argued by researchers concerning 

gender. 
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Gender definitions 

Many writers have defined gender as "a construct of evolving identities, expectations, 

social norms and power relations, [that] strongly shapes the opportunities available to women and 

men, and is widely acknowledged as an important dimension of women's political participation 

(Agarwal, 1997, CEDAW 2002; Commonwealth Secretariat 2000; Datta and Sinha 1997; Health 

Canada 2002; Sen et. al. 1994; Vissandjée et al., 2005; Walters 2003)" (as cited in Vissandjée, 

Abdool, Apale, & Dupéré, 2006, p. 426). Martha Nussbaum (2003) observed that the term gender 

"reflects . . . that societies construct elaborate ideas, both descriptive and normative, of what 

women and men are and what their proper place and function in society is" (Nussbaum, Basu1 

Tambiah1 & Jayal1 N., 2003, p. 2). Nussbaum further noted that these expectations and norms 

"shape a system of constraints and prohibitions, often invisible on account of their habitual nature, 

but profoundly important in shaping women's own self-conception, aspirations, and functionings" 

(Nussbaum et al., 2003, p. 2). This systematic shaping of women's lives can be better understood 

in relation to the corresponding molding of male lives, and the expectations of what men can be 

and do and the opportunities available to them (Nuslbaum et al., 2003). Health Canada (2009) 

policy papers have also explained that gender roles and characteristics are relational, that is they 

do not stand alone, but are defined in relationship to one another. 

Gender and development 

The First World Conference on Women, in Mexico City in 1975, was the catalyst for a new 

focus on global efforts to establish concrete commitments to the empowerment of women and 

gender equality (Hannan, 2004). From these efforts, Moser1 Tornqvist & Van Bronkhart (1999) 

identified two noteworthy issues concerning gender. First was the shift from a woman in 



development (WID) policy approach to a gender and development (GAD) approach (Moser et al., 

1999). Second were the extensive efforts to mainstream gender and development in development 

practice across government, non-government, bilateral, and multilateral organizations (Moser et al., 

1999). The paradigm shift, from WID to GAD, occurred as views about women's role in the 

development process were re-examined over time (Moser et al., 1999). In describing the 

differences between these two approaches, Moser et al. observed: 

While WID identifies women as a special, or separate, interest 
group, GAD identifies gender as an integral part of a development 
strategy. Under GAD the situation of women is no longer 
analyzed independently of, but rather in relation to, that of men. 
(p.8) 

Visvanathan (1997) additionally reported that the WID approach had accepted traditional 

social structures without questioning the sources of women's subordination and oppression, 

whereas GAD did not "exclusively emphasize female solidarity [but] welcomes contributions of 

sensitive men" (p. 18). 

Feminist scholar Kate Young (1997) has provided a coherent and insightful explanation of 

the ways in which a GAD approach differs from that of WID. As Young noted, GAD focuses on 

gender relations in a multiplicity of settings, and the intersection of gender relations with other 

relations based on aspects such as caste, gender, race, ethnicity, religion and class. A GAD 

approach views women as active agents, rather than passive recipients, of development and 

assumes that although women might be conscious of their subordinate situation, they may not 

understand its structural roots of subordination and discrimination (Young, 1997). This approach 

also recognizes that men may not be aware of the social bases of male dominance, and does not 

assume that all men actively promote male dominance (Young, 1997). GAD also places equal 

emphasis on the state to promote women's emancipation. This strategy meets face-on the reality 
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that women have weak political influence and bargaining power at national, regional, or even local 

levels (Young, 1997). GAD also recognizes the importance of the role of local communities in 

providing support for women, and since women are often impeded from organizing at this level is 

cognizant of the support base within families and kinship groups for women's emancipation 

(Young, 1997). In the family arena, contradictions between men and women are often not as 

crucial as those between generations (Young, 1997). 

Gender-based analyses 

Moser et al. (1999), analyzed the World Bank's underlying policy approach to gender and 

development in order to make recommendations for mainstreaming gender. In their study, Moser et 

al. identified gender analysis as the most critical tool in ensuring gender concerns are 

mainstreamed, and argued that a gender analysis, based on correct components, comprises the 

necessary framework for identifying gender-based differences and disparities in roles, restrictions, 

needs and opportunities (p. 28). They identified the components of a gender analysis as the 

completion of: a needs assessment; an activities profile (e.g. how flexible is the division of labour?); 

a resources, access and control profile; a gender analysis of institutions; intrahousehold dynamics 

and relations; and institutional constraints and opportunities (e.g. policies, laws, regulations from 

the national agency level to the community level) (p. 28). 

Feminist researchers such as Bina Agarwal (2010a and 2010b) have demonstrated the 

insights a gender-based analysis can provide, especially in governance situations. For instance, 

Agarwal's (2010a) study on gender and governance in Gujarat, India, and Nepal provided rich data 

and discussion on the impact of gender on women's participation in green governance, which could 

innovatively be extended to women's participation in other local institutions. Agarwal's (2010a) 
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study found that incorrect perceptions about women's abilities are reflected in men's reluctance to 

include women in community forest decision-making. Agarwal confirmed that generally women's 

capabilities and contributions to community forestry institutions "tend to be discounted not only by 

village men but also often by male forest officials" (p. 183). This finding corresponds with many of 

the earlier studies on women's participation in panchayats, and the views of village men and 

government officials on women's political abilities (see, for example, Bryld, 2001). Agarwal (2010a) 

noted that male community forestry governance members and forestry officers seldom consulted or 

involved women when formulating rules for forestry use, although women are responsible for 

collecting fuel and firewood in rural India. Furthermore, one village male in Orissa told Agarwal that 

"Women can't make any helpful suggestions," and another male villager commented "Women are 

illiterate. If they come to meetings, we men might as well stay at home" (p. 183). Agarwal was 

flabbergasted by the double standard these responses represented as she emphasized: "In some 

cases I asked the men who justified women's exclusion on the ground that women were illiterate, 

whether they themselves were literate. It turned out that many were not!" (p.183). Agarwal also 

made an important connection between people associating illiteracy mainly with women and 

women's internalization of " ' illiteracy as a disability,' " (Buch, 1999) [which] compounds their 

disadvantage" (p. 183). 

Agarwal (2010a) also pointed out that the gender constraints women face in community 

forest organizations are shared by women in other local institutions and across regions. Agarwal 

reported: "Studies of village councils, water user's associations and local development groups . . . 

find that women are restricted by conservative social norms and perceptions, and the double 

burden of domestic work" (p. 186). 
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A case study: How gender impacts rural Gujarati women's political participation 

Another gender-based analysis was Vissandjée et al.'s (2006) study of how gender 

impacts women's social mobility according to age, education, socio-economic status, and 

household dynamics in rural Gujarati women's political participation. In this study, women and men 

identically described women's roles, responsibilities, and status. According to participants, "adult 

women are perceived as lacking in certain faculties, which explains why women's roles are 

predominantly grounded in the domestic sphere, in turn maintaining male-dominated leadership 

and control in social affairs" (Vissandjée et al., 2006, p. 436). Women themselves also readily 

acknowledged their lack of communication skills, basic reading and writing skills, and exposure to 

alternative lifestyles as "strong inhibitors to public activity and political participation" (Vissandjée et 

al., 2006, p. 436). Furthermore, women participants also identified a lack of decision-making power 

within their assigned roles, and although they stated they were capable of many things, "the 

decision-making power lies in the hands of men" (Vissandjée et al., 2006, p. 436). 

In their study, Vissandjée et al. (2006) reported women's restricted social mobility as a key 

theme that emerged in relation to women's low political participation. The authors' findings 

demonstrated that females are more restricted in their social mobility than males, and younger 

women are more restricted in social mobility than older women. The study also found that women 

appear to have different household privileges depending on their location within the family unit, and 

mother-in-laws appear to have the most social privileges by far. Many female participants 

commented that women would need to ask permission before joining any community organization, 

and females explained this as showing respect to elders and the joint family system (Vissandjée et 

al., 2006). However, Vissandjée et al. noted that women's awareness of these social norms "tends 

to be supplemented by the desire for further freedoms" (p. 443). 



Amaryta Sen's (1999) insight into how women internalize their restricted mobility in some 

third world countries provides important linkages to Vissandjée et al.'s (2006) observations. Sen 

(1999) wrote that a major issue in many third world countries is the freedom of women to seek 

employment outside the family, and this freedom is systemically denied in many cultures, 

demonstrating a serious violation of women's liberty and gender equity (p. 115). Although there 

may not be a clear ban on women looking for employment, Sen noted, "yet women reared with 

traditional values may be quite afraid to break with the tradition and to shock others. The prevailing 

perceptions of 'normality' and 'appropriateness' are quite central to this question" (p. 116). Thus, 

Vissandjée et al.'s findings about women's mobility restrictions, and women's justification and 

internalization of these norms, confirms Amartya Sen's observation that such restrictions on 

women's mobility "work implicitly through the power of convention and conformity" (p. 115). 

Vissandjée et al. (2006) also noted that several female participants mentioned the support 

and encouragement they receive from other family members that enabled them to participate in 

political activities, even though they first had to ask permission ( p. 444). From this input, 

Vissandjée et al. observed that "Households that value mutual understanding, respect for elders, 

religion, well-raised children, education, money and material comfort, good social relations, health 

and free social interaction for women could help increase women's political participation" (p. 444). 

Bina Agarwal's study of gendered participation in community forest institutions 

Many have asserted that women's effectiveness in public forums will depend on their 

proportional strength, thus a higher proportion of women will increase their ability to influence 

public policy or political actions (Agarwal, 2010b). Globally, the figure of one-third as the critical 

mass for women's participation in public forums has gained strength when legislating for gender 
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quotas (i.e. the proportion of women to men), ranging from parliaments to village councils 

(Agarwal, 2010b). 

However, Agarwal (2010b) pointed to the lack of vigorous statistical testing in these 

discussions; furthermore that active participation such as attending meetings and speaking up is 

merely a necessary "intermediate step" (p. 98) for women to influence decisions. With U.S. women 

legislators, Thomas (1994) had found that the presence of supportive colleagues (other women) 

"encouraged female representatives to speak out" (as cited in Agarwal, 2010b, p. 99). The 

reassurance of numbers is even more important, Agarwal argued, in non-western cultures "where 

rural women, typically unused to public participation, often need the presence of other women to 

help them overcome restrictive social norms and personal reticence" (p. 99). 

To examine what difference increasing women's proportional strength can make, Agarwal 

(2010b) undertook an empirical study of gendered participation in 135 community forestry 

institutions (CFIs) in India and Nepal. Sixty-five of these were located in three districts of Gujarat in 

western India, and 70 were located in three Nepal districts in the middle hills. CFIs are groups 

which manage forest land owned by the government, but are given over to local communities and 

user groups to manage and protect. In both India and Nepal, CFIs have a two-tiered structure, 

consisting of a general body with members drawn from the whole village and an executive 

committee (EC) of 9 -15 members (Agarwal, 2010b). The EC is the core decision-making body, 

and in conjunction with the general body and the forestry department, determines the rules 

governing forest use and penalties for violations (Agarwal, 2010b). CFI's establish forest use rules 

that can range from allowing almost no extraction of forest products to varying degrees of permitted 

extraction of firewood, fodder, and so forth (Agarwal, 2010b). Since rural women are the main 

collectors of firewood, a total ban on firewood collection in the forest can have severe negative 
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impacts, in terms of the time and energy women must expend to find other fuel-sources, and 

negative health effects from switching to substandard smokier fuels (Agarwal, 2010b). Women of 

poor households are affected most and have the most at stake (Agarwal, 2010b). 

Gender related variables 

Agarwal (2010b) noted that some of the gender related variables that could affect women's 

participation were whether the EC women were literate, their economic status, such as whether or 

not their households owned land, and the frequency of problems related to women such as 

firewood shortage. Illiteracy, Agarwal observed, could be an obstacle for women, both in speaking 

up, because it reduced their self-confidence, and in holding office, because associated tasks might 

need literacy (p. 103). Age could also matter as older women face fewer social restrictions on both 

their mobility and in speaking up; also, the landless might be more motivated to attend as they 

have more at stake, but they might be less able to attend due to time and work constraints 

(Agarwal, 2010b). Furthermore, Agarwal also mentioned caste composition as a potential factor in 

women's participation, and speculated that greater social homogeneity would encourage women to 

attend meetings, whereas greater social heterogeneity might have the opposite effect. 

Results of study 

The results of Agarwal's (2010b) study found that women's proportional strength in the EC 

was consistently important in enhancing women's participation in governance. The more women 

representatives there were on the EC, the more they were likely to show up at meetings, speak up, 

and be office bearers (Agarwal, 2010b, p. 108). The critical mass for women, Agarwal argued, was 

somewhere between a quarter and a third: 
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The likelihood of at least some women speaking up, however, 
becomes significantly greater at a somewhat higher level of 
women's presence, namely among ECs with a third or more 
women members... although this critical mass lies in a 
somewhat wider range than simply one third - namely, between a 
quarter and a third - the range is fairly close to the popularly 
emphasized percentage, (p. 108) 

However, Agrawal noted, with two or less women they tended to feel intimidated but, "an older 

articulate woman who has leadership qualities can speak up and persuade men even in ECs with 

low female presence; in such cases other women might simply nod without saying anything 

themselves" (p. 108). Furthermore, Agarwal reported, if women had a personal stake in meetings, 

they were more likely to attend and to speak up. Agarwal found that in 78 per cent of the CFIs in 

Gujarat, and 85 per cent in Nepal, women maintained that the presence of other women was a 

great support in helping them to express their views, "and in the encouragement, support, and self-

confidence this provides" (p. 107). Importantly, Agarwal noted, and contrary to expectations, the 

presence of illiteracy amongst female EC members "has virtually no effect on the likelihood of them 

speaking up in either Gujarat or Nepal" (p. 107). ECs with a higher percentage of landless women 

also have higher female attendance, thus Agarwal argued: 

...being poor and female does not necessarily confine a person to 
the bottom of the pyramid. Landless women are less constrained 
by social norms and status considerations, and have more stake 
in forest access, compelling them to attend and speak up. This 
also alerts us to the importance of including disadvantaged 
women, and not simply any women, in community institutions of 
government, (pp. 108-9) 

Although there is an argument within the feminist debate that economic and social 

inequalities can impede women from participating in public discussion, Agarwal's (2010b) results 

and personal observations at grassroots women's meetings in South Asian villages do not support 

this. In contrast, Agarwal noted that her results: 
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suggest that prior equality is not necessary for women to assert 
themselves. In fact, women from disadvantaged households, 
especially if present in sufficient numbers or with prior exposure to 
women's empowerment programs, can be more outspoken in 
public forums than women from well-off households, since they 
have less to lose by way of social status, and much to gain if the 
decisions go in their favour, (p. 109) 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, these selected works demonstrate that analyzing the effectiveness of 

women's participation in Panchayati Raj through a GAD framework would provide advantages that 

a non-gendered approach could not. A GAD approach does not focus solely on women, but on 

gender relations and the intersection with other relations such as caste. A GAD approach also 

does not emphasize female solidarity, an important factor when comparing the experiences of Dalit 

women to women of other castes in Panchayati Raj. In addition, a GAD approach recognizes 

women as agents of change, rather than as submissive beneficiaries of development, and pays 

special attention to the oppression of women in the family, an arena often considered sacred in 

Indian culture. However, a GAD approach also recognizes the importance of family and kinship 

connections and support in empowering women, as Vissandjée et al. (2006) demonstrated. Thus, 

feminist scholars such as Bina Agarwal and Vissandjée et al. have provided important insights on 

how gender impacts women and men's perceived abilities, opportunities, and roles, as well as the 

poor in governance situations. In comparing the participation of higher caste women to landless 

women in forestry meetings, Agarwal's (2010b) observations have critical connections for 

panchayat studies, and the impact of the 73 rd Constitutional Amendment on women's effective 

participation. For instance, the finding that empowered women from disadvantaged households 

can be more outspoken than women from wealthier households, especially where their access to 
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the commons is threatened, provides important insight into caste relations between women. 

Additionally, Agarwal's (2010b) empirical study, confirming that a critical mass of between one-

quarter to one-third of women increases their ability to speak up and influence policy decisions in 

public forums, is crucial for understanding why women may or may not speak up in the Gram 

Sabha7, or on panchayat councils. Obviously, a similar empirical, gender-based, large-scale study 

by a feminist researcher such as Agarwal, comparing forestry governance and panchayat 

governance, would provide even more valuable and specific insights for Panchayati Raj analysis 

and action. 

We now turn to examine the historical debates about caste that were undertaken by two of 

India's greatest modern leaders, Ambedkar and Gandhi. 

Gandhi and Ambedkar 

Ambedkar scholar Eleanor Zelliot (1996) has shown much insight into a contentious 

debate by remarking that Mohandas K. Gandhi (1869 -1948) and Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar 

(1891 -1956) are both known as "Saviour of the Untouchables," (p. 150), butto different groups. 

Zelliot described Gandhi as a "dominant group leader working for a national goal who was 

concerned both from a moral standpoint and from a realization of the need for unity, about 

injustices to a low status group" (p. 151). On the other hand, Ambedkar was the "militant leader of 

a politically conscious segment of the same depressed group" (p. 151). Lined up on one side of this 

debate about Ambedkar and Gandhi are upper caste groups who revere Gandhi and believe he 

worked diligently to eliminate Untouchability. However, although Gandhi influenced educated 

7 A meeting of citizens whose names are on the electoral role of a panchayat. 



Indians to believe that Untouchability was wrong, he never advocated legal reforms to erase 

Untouchability (Zelliot, 1996). On the other side of the debate are many Dalits who consider 

Ambedkar to be a champion who lobbied for their political and legal rights, fought against Dalit 

discrimination and Untouchability, and worked tirelessly to raise their status in Indian society. 

Gandhi and Ambedkar were contemporaries whose lives extended across the most 

important phases of India's freedom movement from British rule. However, as Omvedt (2004) 

noted, Ambedkar's freedom fight also included the struggle to gain human rights for the most 

marginalized section of Indian society, namely the Dalits. Ambedkar's vision included a revitalized 

Indian society founded upon the principles that had started with the French Revolution, that is, 

liberty, equality, and fraternity, and were now sweeping the world (Omvedt, 2004, p. 157). It was 

this differing vision of what India could become that was at the heart of Gandhi's and Ambedkar's 

friction. As Omvedt noted of Ambedkar's struggle: 

This was a liberation movement wider and deeper than that of 
fighting colonialism, focussing on the kind of new nation that was 
to be built... The confrontation between Gandhi and Ambedkar 
was thus not simply a confrontation of two idiosyncratic leaders 
but of two deeply divergent conceptions of the Indian nation itself, 
(pp. 157,160) 

Both leaders had many goals in common however they often disagreed about political 

solutions for the Untouchables and the methods for eradicating Untouchability. Although 

Untouchability is now outlawed in India's constitution, it was a common practice during the time of 

Ambedkar and Gandhi. As a result, Untouchables, who had historically been at the bottom of the 

caste hierarchy, were mostly poor and uneducated, restricted from entering Hindu temples, 

prohibited from using common water sources and regulated to the most degrading jobs such as 

cleaning latrines, and removing dead animals. For this reason, Ambedkar's fight covered not only 
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political rights for Dalits, but also their right to drink water from public wells, to enter Hindu temples, 

and to be freed from the stigma of Untouchability, and from the hierarchy of the caste system. 

Dalits had earlier fought for the right to use public roads, transport and schools, and 

legislation had been passed by municipalities, but this was largely ignored (Omvedt, 2004, p. 158). 

Omvedt (2004) argued that Ambedkar's confrontation with orthodox caste Hindus about the right of 

Dalits to use public space thus became a cultural challenge wherein Ambedkar and his followers, 

including some upper-caste Hindus, burned the Manusmriti, "the ancient Brahmanic code that was 

the cultural-legal symbol of caste slavery." This challenge to Brahmanic tradition led Ambedkar, in 

spite of his own nationalism, into a confrontation with Mahatma Gandhi, the most famous figure in 

India's freedom movement (Omvedt, 2004). As a result, as Omvedt (2004) noted, "From the time of 

the Round Table Conference to Ambedkar's proclamation in 1935 that 'I will not die a Hindu', the 

politics of this confrontation resounded throughout India" (p. 158). 

Against this background, Ambedkar was the most highly educated8 Untouchable9 of his 

time in India, and played a "determining role" (Jaffrelot, 2005, p. 108) in forming India's constitution. 

He was a London-trained constitutional lawyer10 who founded a political party for the 

Untouchables, and was recognized by many Untouchables as their spokesperson/leader who tried 

to secure legal solutions to eradicate Untouchability. More importantly, Ambedkar worked tirelessly 

8 Ambedkar obtained a master of arts and doctorate in economics from Columbia University; a master of science 
and doctor of science in economics from the London School of Economics and Political Science; and a barrister-at-law 
from Grey's Inn, London (Omvedt, 2004, p. 1). 
9 In 1928, Ambedkar estimated the Untouchable population ("all of whom are considered impure") to be between 55 
and 60 million in India (from "Evidence of Dr. Ambedkar before the Indian Statutory Commission on 23rd October, 
1928") (Amedkar, 2005b, p. 460). 
1 0 On March 24,1933, during discussion in the Bombay Legislative Assembly, the assembly president described 
Ambedkar as a constitutional lawyer (Ambedkar, 2005b, p. 121). He entered the Bombay Legislative Council in 1927, 
was re-nominated in 1932, and in 1937, he returned to the Bombay Legislative Assembly in the general elections. In 
1939, the Assembly was prorogued due to WWII. 
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as a champion for the Untouchables to ensure their right to adequate11 representation in Indian 

government and their protection in India's new Constitution at independence12 from British rule. 

Zelliot (1996) listed the goals of Ambedkar's programs as being "to bring the Untouchable from a 

state of 'dehumanization' and 'slavery' into one of equality through the use of modern methods 

based on education and the exercise of legal and political rights" (p. 158). His goal was to awaken 

Untouchables to their degraded state and their need to unite, develop effective organizations, and 

undertake mass action (Zelliot, 1996, pp. 158-9). In 1924, Ambedkarconcluded that achieving 

political rights for Untouchables should be his main goal, but he emphasized social reform as much 

as political rights up until the early 1930s (Jaffrelot, 2005, p. 52). 

In contrast, Gandhi, who was also a London-trained lawyer, was the well-known and 

revered political and spiritual leader of the Indian independence movement. He was president of 

the Indian National Congress party, began the satyagraha13 movement, is honoured as "Father of 

the Nation" in India, was the most prominent caste Hindu to publicly oppose Untouchability, and 

campaigned rigorously against it (Zelliot, 1996, p. 151). Gandhi made caste Hindus personally 

responsible for the removal of Untouchability and, as Zelliot (1996) noted, kept the issue in the 

forefront of public awareness "with passionate oratory and vivid imagery" (p. 151). Gandhi wrote 

often about the curse of Untouchability, trying to raise the consciousness of caste Hindus. For 

example, in 1921 Gandhi said: 

I assure you that in Hinduism there is no sanction for treating a 
single human being as untouchable. In the estimation of a 
Brahmin, knowing and living his religion, a Shudra is as good as 
himself. The Bhagavad-Gita has nowhere taught that a 

1 1 Based on "Evidence of Dr. Ambedkar before the Indian Statutory Commission, on 23rd October, 1928," 
(Ambedkar, 2005b, p. 487). These were part of the Simon Commission proceedings. 
1 2 India became independent in 1947. 
1 3 The philosophy and practice of non-violent resistence. 
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Chandala14 is in any way inferior to a Brahman... We glibly 
charge the Englishmen with insolence and haughtiness. Let us, 
before we cast the stone at them, free ourselves from liability to 
reproach. Let us put our own house in order. (Gandhi, 1964, p. 9) 

As Omvedt (2004) noted, Gandhi's position within Congress, and his championing of work 

within Congress to uplift the cause of Dalits, "added to his stature as a national leader" (p. 52). 

However, as much well-intentioned as these efforts were, Omvedt categorized Gandhi's efforts 

towards Dalits as being more paternalistic than liberating: 

[Gandhi] made Harijan work a part of the Congress's programme, 
a commitment to reform that gave a certain benevolent aura that 
helped the Congress gain a base among Dalit voters. It also had 
important organizational results. Along with khadi15, it provided an 
action programme to occupy Congress volunteers in 'constructive 
work' when the waves of anti-British struggle were at a low; 
maintaining a national network of cadre. But Gandhi's entire 
approach was paternalistic; as was perhaps to be expected of 
caste Hindu reformism. He rejected Ambedkar's claim to 
represent untouchables as a separate group because he believed 
that they were an inseparable part of his main community, (p. 52) 

However, Gandhi's attempts to raise the consciousness of Hindus about the evils of 

Untouchability were not popular. As French social scientist Christophe Jaffrelot (2005) noted, 

Gandhi: 

was the first-and only-Indian politician to make the abolition of 
Untouchability central to swaraj16 and to act so single-mindedly in 
order to challenge it. As a result, he was detested by the orthodox 
Hindus who figured so largely in Congress, (p. 71) 

14 

15 

16 

A person of mixed caste: of a Sudra father and a Brahmin mother and whose presence is polluting. 
Khadi means cotton and is Indian handspun and hand-woven cloth, and is often associated with Gandhi. 
Self-governance or self-rule. 
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But Gandhi's focus was on the religious aspects of Untouchability,17 specifically the issue of temple 

access for Untouchables (Jaffrelot, 2005, p. 60). 

Gail Omvedt (2004) has also outlined some of the more challenging aspects of 

Ambedkar's struggles with Gandhi, given Gandhi's reputation as a reformer, although Gandhi 

continued to believe in the traditional ordering of society: 

[Ambedkar's] confrontation was not with an openly traditionalist 
leader of the Congress, but with someone who had the image of a 
reformist, someone who sought to identify with India's poor and to 
overcome the division between social reform and political reform 
that had existed up to then. Yet, as it turned out, Gandhi's 
reformism did not satisfy Dalit aspirations precisely because it 
was rooted in the framework of a Hinduism that did not challenge 
the roots of the vârnashrama dharma. Gandhi gained inspiration 
from the Vaishnavite Bhakti movement, but without the true 
burning for equality that had characterized the most radical Bhakti 
sants, people like Kabir, Ravidas and Tukaram, who had rejected 
priestly rituals and hierarchy as well as Muslim orthodoxy. 
Gandhi's Vaishnavism was rather the milder, orthodox form found 
in the Gujarati Vallabhaite movement. It meant that never until the 
end of his life did he denounce even the most extreme 
expressions of caste inequality found in the Brahmanic scriptures. 
He proclaimed his faith in a superficially modernized varnashrama 
dharma that included the affirmation of 'swardharma', the idea 
that children should follow the professions of their fathers. This he 
sought to qualify with the values that all occupations should be 
equally respected. This in turn was linked to his anti-industrialism 
and his romanticization of traditional village society and its social 
system as one of harmony and stability . . . Dalits of the modern 
world, following Ambedkar, were determined to leave their place, 
even to destroy it. (pp. 158-9) 

1 7 Jaffrelot (2005) noted that Gandhi's 1924 confrontation with the priests of Vaikam over temple entry for 
Untouchables, "eroded" his convictions because the Brahmins "believed so forcefully in their own traditions and 
considered they enjoyed a position based on the sacred texts" (p. 61). Thereafter, "Gandhi... continued to support 
Untouchable campaigns for access to temples because equality before God was in his eyes a priority, but... in a 
manner that would not upset the upper castes. Above all, he would refrain from demanding social equality for 
Untouchables" (p. 61). 
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Zelliot (2001) reported Gandhi's statements on the evils of Untouchability were explicit 

from the beginning, whereas his views "regarding other caste-based practices [i.e. interdrinking, 

interdining and intermarrying] changed and grew less orthodox with the years" (p. 153). 

Nonetheless, Zelliot argued, until the end Gandhi continued to support the traditional Brahmanical 

varna ordering of society, "for the preservation of harmony and the growth of the soul, and with it, 

traditional duties" (pp. 153-4). Gandhi believed an Untouchable should be treated as a Shudra, and 

was created to serve the higher castes, but that their work was honourable and all varnas were 

equal (Zelliot, 2001, p. 154). On the other hand, Ambedkar unequivocally wanted to eradicate the 

caste system and the practice of Untouchability. 

The Simon Commission, Round-Table Conferences, and the Poona Pact 

Omvedt (2004) has argued that one of the great failures of the nationalist movement was 

that it was so out of sync with what the Dalits and other oppressed castes asserted (p. 37). 

Ambedkar had begun with the hope that Gandhi's wish to combine political and social issues would 

provide some relief for the Untouchables (Omvedt, 2004). However, the Brahmanic Hindu 

framework that molded Gandhi's beliefs and actions created a "major clash" (Omvedt, 2004, p. 37) 

between Gandhi and Ambedkar. Additionally, Ambedkar's cynicism about Congress turned into 

bitterness during the events of 1930-32, "and at the centre of this was Mahatma Gandhi" (Omvedt, 

2004, p. 37-8). During this time, the Round Table Conferences took place, Gandhi opposed 

separate electorates for Untouchables, and he fasted in opposition to the Ramsey MacDonaId 

Award that had given separate electorates to Untouchables. 
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In 1928, Ambedkar submitted two memorandums18 to the Simon Commission,19 who were 

studying constitutional reform in India. In each, he asked for special representation for the 

Depressed20 classes, and, in one, for adult suffrage. Testifying before the commission in 1928, 

Ambedkar argued for Untouchables to be treated as a distinct and independent political minority, 

separate from the Hindu community, because, he said, they need "far greater political protection 

than any other minority in British India, for the simple reason that [they are] educationally very 

backward, ...economically poor, socially enslaved, and ...suffer from certain grave political 

disabilities, from which no other community suffers" (Ambedkar, 2005b, p. 465). He asked for an 

Untouchable seat quota (not a separate electorate21) of 222 2 elective seats in a potential 140 seat 

Bombay Legislative Assembly (the Untouchables currently held two appointed seats, one being 

Ambedkar's). However, Ambedkar (2005b) stipulated, if adult franchise was not granted, he 

wanted separate electorates (p. 466). Thus, Ambedkar viewed the Untouchable problem as 

basically a political problem (Ambedkar, 2003, p. xxi). 

The Congress Party had boycotted the Simon Commission but decided to prepare 

counter-proposals on the Constitution and thus consulted Muslim, Sikh, Christian, and other non-

Brahmin groups, but not the Untouchable groups (Jaffrelot, 2005, p. 56). Nehru was appointed 

head of this committee and his committee's final report "made no provisions, in the name of 

1 8 Ambedkar submitted a memorandum on behalf of the Depressed Classes Institute of Bombay, and a joint 
memorandum for the Depressed Indian Association, Bombay, and the Servants of Somavamshi Society ("Evidence of 
Dr. Ambedkar before the Indian Statutory Commission on 23 October, 1928") (Ambedkar, 2005b, p. 459). 
1 9 The Indian Constitution was to be reformed every 10 years, thus the British began to solicit the input of social and 
political groups. This task was charged to the Simon Commission, which began in 1927. 
2 0 Ambedkar used the term "Depressed Classes" and "Untouchables" interchangeably. Both terms were 
synonymous for him and meant those who were considered impure. 
2 1 Jaffrelot (2005) reported Ambedkar feared at this time that a separate electorate would "divide the Indian nation" 
and his case suggests he still harboured great hopes of the upper castes plus his nationalist "scruples" were halting 
him from "severing his links with the social and political mainstream" (p. 55). 
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national integration, for the protection of Untouchables and Muslims" (Jaffrelot, 2005, p. 56). 

However, the Simon Commission's23 final report granted reserved seats to the Depressed Classes, 

with the provision that candidates' competence be determined by provincial governors, which 

angered Ambedkar. However, these recommendations were not implemented, as Congress had 

not participated in drafting the report (Jaffrelot, 2005). 

The British government subsequently held three round table conferences between 1930— 

1932, on the subject of constitutional reform in India. To prepare for the first Round Table 

Conference, Ambedkar organized, on August, 8,1930, an All-India Depressed Classes 

Conference. As Omvedt (2004) reported, the resolutions of this conference "demanded immediate 

dominion status, rejected the Simon Commission report, and asked for adult suffrage with 

safeguards for untouchables that included representation in legislative councils (through reserved 

seats if there was adult suffrage) and reservations in public service" (p. 38). This request for 

reserved seats in a general electorate was in contrast to the demands of other Untouchable 

leaders for separate electorates for Untouchables (Omvedt, 2004). Ambedkar's presidential speech 

at this conference also shows him to be a nationalist; he attacked Britain for imperialism, for India's 

impoverishment and for Britain's inaction towards helping the burden of Untouchability, and for the 

exploitation of workers and peasants (Omvedt, 2004, p. 38). However, he also referred to 

Congress leaders as '"feudalists'" and referred to '"capitalists'" and "landlords,"' indicating his 

"socio-economic radicalism" (Omvedt, 2004, pp. 38-9). Ambedkar's speech also reflected his view 

that independence from Britain included an egalitarian and caste-free society, which was a 

2 2 Jaffrelot (2005) noted they would have been entitled to 15 seats under the demographic scheme (p. 55). 
2 3 The Simon Commission Report had been produced in 1930 and recommended that representative government 
be established in the provinces. 
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"modernist thrust," (Omvedt, 2004, p. 39) built on the democratic and rational values of the 

Enlightenment as embodied in the French Revolution slogan of liberty, fraternity, and equality 

(Omvedt, 2004). This contrasted with upper-caste elite themes of defending tradition and " 

'destruction of our culture,' " which held little appeal to those who had only faced oppression 

(Omvedt, 2004, p. 39). 

Subsequently, Ambedkar and M. N. Srinivasan of Madras (another Untouchable 

representative) left for the First Round Table Conference24 in London in 1930,25 with Ambedkar 

nominated as a British India delegate, however the Congress Party did not attend. In a speech of 

November 20,1930, Ambedkar pointed to the often cited viewpoint that because the problem of 

the Depressed26 Classes was a social one, its solution lay outside politics (Ambedkar, 2005b, p. 

506). Ambedkar refuted this and argued instead that " . . . the problem of the Depressed Classes 

will never be solved unless they get political power in their own hands" (Ambedkar, 2005b, p. 506). 

Although they tentatively agreed with Dominion status with safeguards, he noted, they had many 

concerns that Swaraj might merely lead to a reoccurrence of "the tyrannies, oppressions and 

injustices practised upon us in the past" (Ambedkar, 2005b, p. 506). Ambedkar conceded, 

however, they were prepared to take that risk if they received equal representation and an urgent 

solution to their issues (Ambedkar, 2005b). On Dec. 17,1930, Ambedkar wrote from London to his 

close associate Bhaurao Gaikwad27 to report he had completed a draft scheme for the protection of 

2 4 The Indian National Congress boycotted the Congress, but representatives of the Untouchables, Muslims, Sikhs, 
and Hindu Mahasabha participated, along with supporters of the British Liberals, and reps from the princely states 
(Jaffrelot, 2005, p. 56). 
2 5 The conference was held between November 1930 to January 1931. 
2 6 Ambedkar regarded "Depressed Classes" and "Untouchables" as synonymous terms (Ambedkar, 2005b, p. 463). 
2 7 Bhaurao Gaikwad worked with Ambedkar on the Kala Ram Temple satyagraha and was the chief organizer of the 
Yevala Conference where Ambedkar declared his conversion to Buddhism. He also played a role in running the 
Independent Labour Party and the Scheduled Caste Foundation (Ambedkar, 2006, p. xi). 
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the Depressed Classes in the future of a self-governing Constitution of India (Ambedkar, 2006, p. 

53). Ambedkar and Rao Bahadur R. Srinivasan presented this scheme of political safeguards and 

conditions to the Minorities Sub Committee. The first condition stated that, before placing 

themselves under majority rule in a self-governing India, the Depressed Classes must be 

emancipated from Untouchability28; the second condition argued for their full and equal rights of 

citizenship; the third, for protection against discrimination; and fourth, their adequate representation 

in the legislatures (including the right to elect their own representatives, by adult suffrage, and by 

separate electorates for the first ten years, and thereafter by reserved seats and joint electorates) 

(Ambedkar, 2005b, pp. 546-556). 

At the second Round Table Conference in London in 1931, which both Gandhi and 

Ambedkar attended, the place of Muslims and Untouchables in the new government systems the 

British were establishing was discussed. Gandhi disagreed with separate electorates for the 

Untouchables, maintaining they were Hindus, and Congress was their natural representative, and 

he disputed Ambedkar's claim to be the Untouchables' spokesperson (Jaffrelot, 2005, p. 57). 

However, Ambedkar and the Muslim, Anglo-Indian, and European Christian representatives 

together drafted a memo demanding a separate electorate with reserved seats for Untouchables, 

which Gandhi vehemently opposed (Jaffrelot, 2005). With no conclusion or compromise reached, 

the British government announced the Communal Award in 1932, which recognized the right of 

Untouchables to vote in general constituencies and to have a separate electorate with seventy-two 

constituencies. This, in fact, gave the Untouchables a fixed quota of seats in a separate electorate 

2 8 This condition called for imprisonment and possible fines for anyone undertaking social boycotts of Untouchables 
such as denying them the full use of inns, educational institutions, roads, paths, air or water, etc. (Ambedkar, 2005b, 
pp. 546-556). 



of Untouchables which was to be filled by Untouchables, and a double vote, one through the 

separate electorates, and one to be used In the general electorates (Ambedkar, 2003, p. 177). 

In response, Gandhi, who was in prison in Poona for civil disobedience, immediately 

began a fast unto death. Gandhi's response was due to concern that a separate electorate for 

Untouchables would create divisions among Hindus that might lead to bloodshed (Jaffrelot, 2005, 

p. 64). Omvedt reported Gandhi's fast provoked "a huge emotional outpouring throughout India" 

(as cited in Jaffrelot, 2005, p. 65). By then, Jaffrelot (2005) reported, the Mahatma "embodied a 

form of holiness and . . . he transcended caste and his discourse was therefore acceptable by the 

majority, including Untouchables" (p. 65). As a result, Ambedkarfaced tremendous pressure, 

based on Gandhi's fast, and he subsequently met with Gandhi to establish the Poona Pact, which 

gave a system of reserved seats in which 148 seats (versus 71 as the Communal Award has 

stipulated) were assigned to Untouchables in the Legislative Council. However, the agreement 

excluded a separate electorate for Untouchables, and it did not allow the Untouchables 

proportional demographic representation, according to their population (Jaffrelot, 2005, p. 71). It 

also took away the double vote given in the Communal Award, which Ambedkar argued was an 

invaluable political weapon, as the voting strength of the Untouchables was one to ten in each 

constituency, and arguably, no politician would have been able to neglect the vote of the 

Untouchables in his or her constituency (Ambedkar, 2003, p. 177). 

However, the Poona Pact was given recognition by both parties and was embodied in the 

Government of India Act 1935 (Ambedkar, 2003, pp. 177-8). As a result, the Untouchables were 

only granted seven seats out of 156 in the Council of State (the Upper House of Parliament, New 

Delhi), 19 out of 250 in the Lower House, and 151 out of 1,585 in the legislative assemblies of the 
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provinces (Jaffrelot, 2005). Jaffrelot (2005) reported that this meant effectively that Ambedkar's 

dream of transforming the Untouchables into a political force would not be realized: 

First, the reserved seats scheme did not allow Untouchables to 
benefit from political representation proportional to their 
demographic weight... Above all, reserved seats thwarted 
Ambedkar's desire to transform Untouchables into a political 
force. Given that they never found themselves in a majority in a 
constituency, an alliance... of the upper and intermediate castes 
could even elect an Untouchable of their choice for whom 
Untouchables themselves would not have voted. Ultimately, 
Congress was to become a past master in this kind of co-option, 
(p. 71) 

In the end, Ambedkar believed that Hindu orthodoxy would not change and so, in 1956 at 

Nagpur, along with five lakh of his followers, he converted from Hinduism to Buddhism. After the 

conversion, Ambedkar remarked: "I am overjoyed. I am exalted. I feel I have been liberated from 

hell" (Ambedkar, 2003, p. xx). Ambedkar had opted for Buddhism because it was built on "liberty, 

equality, fraternity, morality and professes [a] scientific, rational and humanistic outlook" 

(Ambedkar, p. xx). 

Contributions of Ambedkar and Gandhi 

Gandhi has reeived credit from Ambedkar and Dalit scholars for his work to eradicate 

Untouchability. Jaffrelot (2005) reported Ambedkarwas also attracted to Gandhi's non-violent 

philosophy and explicitly adopted his technique of Satyagraha (p. 63). As well, Jaffrelot noted, in 

1932 "agitations on behalf of Untouchables" (p. 67) became central for Gandhi and he toured 

promoting Untouchable interests. On the tour, Gandhi had to "face down the often violent 

opposition of orthodox Hindus" angrily waving black flags and shouting "Go back Gandhi" (Jaffrelot, 

2005, p. 67). Jaffrelot asserted these occurrences "mollified Ambedkar's hostility towards Gandhi" 
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(p. 68) and in 1932 he began to appreciate Gandhi's public announcements about Untouchability. 

However, the positions of Gandhi and Ambedkar were "irreconcilable" during debates about the 

legislative abolition of Untouchability, temple entry for Untouchables, and the role of the Anti-

Untouchability League (Jaffrelot, 2005, p. 68). By April 1934, Jaffrelot observed, Gandhi was facing 

more and more hostility from orthodox Hindus regarding his Untouchable views, and he grew more 

reticent about the issue (p. 71). The debates of 1932-33 about these issues had also eroded the 

small hope Ambedkar had left in Gandhi (Jaffrelot, 2005, p. 69). As Jaffrelot noted: "Gandhi had to 

make compromises with [orthodox Hindus], who thought he was going too fast. ForAmbedkar1 the 

Mahatma was going too slowly. He was deeply disappointed and dismayed by Gandhi's actions" 

(p. 71). 

The Constituent Assembly of independent India legally abolished Untouchability on 

November 29,1948, nine months after Gandhi's death. Zelliot (1996) reported that as the motion 

was approved, cries of "Mahatma Gandhi Ki Jai- victory to Mahatma Gandhi" rang out, in tribute to 

Gandhi's thirty-year endeavour to remove Untouchability (p. 150). Present at this session was Dr. 

Ambedkar, chairman of the drafting committee for the constitution, and Zelliot pointed to the irony 

of this scene. Although Gandhi never advocated legal measures to erase Untouchability, believing 

changes should come from the heart, Zelliot noted, "the viewpoints of Gandhi and Ambedkar were 

amalgamated in such as way that political and social measures which Ambedkarwould have 

approved are taken in the name of Gandhi" (p. 174). Yet, Gandhi's influence on educated Indians, 

at least, helped advance the view that Untouchability was wrong, and Untouchables should be 

uplifted to the level of others (Zelliot, 1996). Zelliot noted that although most of the basis for 

protective discrimination for the Scheduled Castes was developed in the 1930s-40s under British 
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rule, it was psychologically legitimated by the Gandhian campaigns of that time. Regarding 

Ambedkar's role, Zelliot added: 

During his lifetime, Ambedkar saw the representation of 
Untouchables in the Bombay provincial Legislative Council grow 
from one appointed member... to full-fledged elected 
representation based on a system of reserved seats. 
Achievements of this kind, founded on 'protective discrimination' 
...supported Ambedkar's contention that political power must be 
assured to the Untouchable minority even if separatism was 
fostered by the granting of such power. This view, coupled with 
Ambedkar's firm belief in the power of representative political 
bodies to correct social and economic injustice underlies many of 
the issues that arose between Ambedkar and Gandhi, (p. 159) 

Conclusion 

Ambedkar's and Gandhi's ideological differences distinguish these two great leaders from 

one another. Dalit and Ambedkar scholars such as Omvedt, Zelliot, and Jaffrelot agree that Gandhi 

continued to believe in the Brahmanical ordering of society, although with a romanticized ideal that 

all varnas were equal. I argue that Gandhi was short-sighted in not supporting legislation for the 

abolition of Untouchability, and that Gandhi showed naivete in believing that a change of heart was 

all that was required to change the views of orthodox Hindus on Untouchability. This was a naïve 

belief because, by Gandhi's time, the caste system had evolved into a rigid hierarchy that provided 

many benefits for elites. Many orthodox Hindus and Brahmin priests would not simply abandon 

their privileged positions, but rather justified the system based on their own interpretation of Hindu 

scriptures. On the other hand, Ambedkar's pugnacious debating style, and his radicalism, 

contributed to his friction with Gandhi and with the upper caste orthodox Hindus within the 

Congress Party. By Ambedkar's actions, such as burning the Manusmriti, speaking out against 

injustice, confronting Gandhi, and refusing to be silenced or co-opted, he earned the displeasure of 
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the Congress party. Ambedkar's greatest legacy, however, is in awakening the Dalit's self-respect 

through his egalitarian revolution and in the encouragement he gave them in fighting for their civic 

and human rights, human dignity, and equality. On the other hand, some of Gandhi's actions and 

words appear paternalistic and condescending towards the Dalits, rather than engendering the 

self-respect that Ambedkar encouraged. For example, when speaking out against the Christian 

missionaries who were trying to convert the Dalits, Gandhi said: "Where is the sense of talking of a 

sudden awakening of spiritual hunger among the 'untouchables' and then trying to exploit a 

particular situation? The poor Harijans have no mind, no intelligence, no sense of difference 

between God and no-God" (Gandhi, 1964, p. 22). 

As Jaffrelot (2005) has argued, Ambedkar "antagonised the Indian establishment in its 

entirety and in particular the Congress party not least because he refused to be co-opted. He 

remained committed to the Untouchables' cause and a sworn enemy of the status quo which the 

dominant party maintained so adroitly" (p. 159). As a result, "he was above all blacklisted by 

everyone; he was ignored and his ideas have been deliberately marginalized for years" (Jaffrelot, 

2005, p. 159). 

We now move on to the next section where we review the history of Dalits in India. 

Dalits 

According to India's 2001 census, the Scheduled Castes population was 166.6 million, 

representing approximately 16 per cent or one-sixth of India's population. Omvedt (2008) reported 

that Dalits perform "the most degrading tasks and still today [are] caught in the throes of poverty, 

discrimination and the remnants of untouchability" (p.1). To adjust for their historical 
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marginalization, the Indian Constitution reserves a proportional number of seats in both union and 

state assemblies for Scheduled Castes and in local panchayats and on municipal councils. 

Sfafus ofDalits 

Although the Indian Constitution has legally abolished Untouchability, it continues to be 

practiced, especially in rural areas. In a 1999 report, the U.N.'s Special Rapporteuron 

Contemporary Forms of Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance, 

observed that Untouchability was still very much alive in India's rural areas and Dalits were still the 

targets of segregation and discrimination: 

In the rural areas especially, the practice of untouchability is said 
to be very much alive and is reflected in segregated housing, with 
the Dalits forced to live at least Vi km from the rest of the villagers, 
and in the prohibition for them to use the wells, the shared water 
source. Segregation also reportedly exists in the schools, public 
services and public places (shops, hairdressers and public 
transport; in restaurants, dishes used by Dalits are sometimes 
separated from those used by the higher castes). (United Nations, 
1999, Item 19) 

Similarly, the authors of a 2006 study of 565 villages in 11 major states of India also unequivocally 

stated: "Our study resoundingly confirms that untouchability continues to be an important 

component of the experience of being Dalit in contemporary India, especially the countryside" 

(Shah, Mander, Thorat, Deshpande, & Bariskar, p. 16). 

Definitions of the term Dalit 

According to Omvedt (2008), Dalit, Scheduled Caste, Ex-Untouchable, Depressed 

Classes, and Harijan are some of the terms used to describe Untouchables (p.1). The term Dalit 

first appeared in the 1930s as a Marathi and Hindi translation of the British term Depressed 

Classes (Omvedt, 2008). The Untouchables have chosen the term Dalit, meaning ground down or 



58 

oppressed, to signify their rejection of the polluting label and their belief that the caste system has 

caused their situation (Zelliot, 2001, p. vii). The term Dalit also means "the proud, the defiant," 

Zelliot (2001) noted, and both realities, oppression and a "dynamic movement against repression" 

are valid (p. v). Moreover, the term Dalit is also associated with the Ambedkar movement and 

represents "all those subordinated by their religious, social and economic status" (Zelliot, 2001, p. 

vii). 

On the other hand, Gandhians and many high caste Indians use the term Harijan (a term 

popularized by Gandhi, meaning men of God), whereas Scheduled Castes is the legal term for 

Untouchables. But, Ambedkar and militant Dalits have considered the Harijan term to be 

demeaning and oppressive (Omvedt, 2008). Of all these terms, Omvedt noted, Dalit is the most 

widespread however it raises difficulties for many due to its "apparent militancy" (p. 1). 

A theoretical framework for Dalit protest movements 

In comparing the status of Dalits in India with African Americans in the United States, 

Singh (1999) placed their protest movements into a common theoretical framework of two types of 

ideology. The first ideology, he noted, is an "acquiescent ideology in which one accepts his/her low 

status or position and avoids any confrontation with others, but may request the dominant group 

(oppressor) to allow access to education, employment, etc. in order to serve them better" (p. 150). 

Such a person is submissive, Singh argued, and the dominant group grants them favours through 

generosity (p. 150). Under acquiescent ideology, self-esteem is not enhanced, nor self-image, 

honour, or dignity, as praise is received for being dutiful and submissive (Singh, 1999). In 

acquiescent ideology, the identifier accepts a servitude status, which according to Rao, merely 

"buttressed the superordinate-subordinate relationship" (As cited in Singh, 1999, p. 150). The other 
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popular ideology, Singh observed, is protest wherein the oppressed groups organize themselves to 

resist exploitation and oppression by dominant groups (p. 150). 

Singh (1999) concluded that both Dalits and African Americans have adopted a protest 

ideology that involves "resistance, opposition, confrontation and conflict with the dominant groups" 

(p. 150). This protest ideology thus empowers them because through it they achieve social 

equality, respect, and a "de-stigmatized social identity" (Singh, 1999, p. 150). The protest 

movements of the Dalits and African Americans also did not depend on patronage from the 

dominant group but pursued confrontation, which generated self-respect, dignity, and equity 

(Singh, 1999, p. 151). Such an observation might similarly be applied if we examined these 

theories through the lens of gender in India. 

History of Dalit political/protest movements 

Omvedt (2004) reported that Dalit protest movements have been taking place throughout 

India since the nineteenth century, as they fought for education, to gain wastelands for cultivation, 

for entry into temples, and for access to public space, including roads and public transport (p. 21). 

However, the 1920s saw the emergence of the Dalit movement as an organized force in India 

(Subramaniam, 2007). Omvedt noted this was particularly visible in what was then known as the 

Bombay Presidency, Nagpur (in central India), and in south India in Madras Presidency and 

Mysore (as cited in Subramaniam, 2007). Within this milieu, the Dalit leader, B. R. Ambedkar, 

"aimed for the liberation of Untouchables" and in the 1930s organized peasants and workers under 

his Independence Labour Party (Subramaniam, 2007). Ambedkar sought to build an anti-

Congress forum by appealing to non-Brahmins in Maharashtra not to join the Congress, and he 

also sought allies amongst independent peasant and non-Brahmin forces in Tamil Nadu and Bihar 



60 

(Subramaniam, 2007). According to Omvedt, in several parts of India forums took the part of 

political parties (as cited in Subramaniam, 2007). However, in spite of the work of Dalits and other 

non-Brahmins, the Congress Party continued to be controlled by upper-caste elites (Subramaniam, 

2007). 

Ambedkar's political legacy 

Zelliot (2001) characterized the nature of Ambedkar's three political parties, the 

Independent Labour Party of 1936, the Scheduled Castes Federation of 1942, and the Republican 

Party of 1956 as attempts to join the Untouchables either to larger groups or in a "solid mass" (p. 

70) to garner political power. Although the Independent Labour Party won 14 of the 18 seats it 

contested in the 1937 elections, its potential was limited with only fourteen legislators out of a 

political body of 100 (Zelliot, 2001). The Scheduled Castes Federation sought to gain separate 

electorates for Untouchables, thereby allowing Untouchables to enter political bodies without caste 

Hindu support (Zelliot, 2001). However, its election failure was nearly total, Zelliot reported, at least 

in Bombay and Madras province, due to the votes of caste Hindus. A third approach was tried with 

the Republican Party, "which was to unite all oppressed" (Zelliot, 2001, p. 70), but remained a 

Scheduled Caste party 

Zelliot's (2001) discussion about Ambedkar's leadership foreshadows later Dalit political 

alliances, as commonly seen in Indian politics today. However, in Zelliot's estimation, Ambedkar 

did not have the organizational skills to unite groups whose local leadership was not already 

committed to him or his policy, because "he was a statesman, not a party boss" (p. 71). As a result, 

Zelliot argued, Ambedkar's influence lay in politicizing groups: 
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[Ambedkar's] success, then, was to leave large groups thoroughly 
politicized. Their vote and their few elected representatives have 
protest value, and when the dominant party is weak... they have 
a massive committed vote to swing toward that party in return for 
recognition of their needs and some political favours, (p. 71) 

Political consciousness-raising amongst Dalit women 

More important insights into the process of Dalit political empowerment, through agitation 

and resistance, were gleaned from a study by two Dalit women, Meenakshi Moon and Urmila 

Pawar (1989). Moon and Pawar's interviews with approximately 60 Dalit women, most of them 

illiterate and involved in Dr. Ambedkar's political movement, provided important insights into Dalit 

women's empowerment from the early 1900s, through the ideology, rhetoric, social and political 

action of his movement. Moon and Pawar argued that Dr. Ambedkar's political movement helped 

Untouchable women make "great strides in achieving political consciousness" (p. 69). For example, 

in the 1920s, Ambedkar began organizing several simultaneous conferences for Untouchable men 

and women, however, by the 1930s women were conducting their own conferences and meetings 

independently (Moon & Pawar, 1989). Women conducted meetings to support separate electorates 

for the Untouchables, and one of the resolutions women passed in various conferences demanded 

that women be represented in state legislative assemblies and on local bodies (Moon & Pawar, 

1989, p. 69). In these conferences women leaders addressed women, and Untouchable women 

who took part in political agitations courted arrest, and underwent jail time during the Scheduled 

Caste Federations' 1947 satyagraha in the State Assemblies (Moon & Pawar, 1989, p. 69). 
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Jagjivan Ram 

Another important Dalit figure was Jagjivan Ram, known as Babuji (1908 -1986), an 

Untouchable, a social reformer, and an ally of Mohandas Gandhi in India's fight for independence. 

Jagjivan Ram's political career spanned 50 years; in 1946 he became India's first Labour Minister 

in Jawaharlal Nehru's government and was the youngest cabinet minister. Jagjivan Ram was 

instrumental in founding the All-India Depressed Classes League, which also worked to attain 

equality for Untouchables. Jagjivan Ram served as minister of various portfolios for 40 years in the 

Indian parliament, was aligned with the National Congress Party, and also served under Indira 

Gandhi. He was secretary of defence during the Indo-Pakistani War of 1971, which resulted in 

Bangladesh's independence from Pakistan. In 1977 he resigned from Indira Gandhi's ruling 

Congress Party over her emergency rule of two years. Jagjivan Ram was a member of India's 

lower house of parliament from 1952 until his death in 1986. He is also known for his life-long fight 

to end discrimination against Untouchables. 

Republican Party after Ambedkar 

Luce (2003) reported that once Ambedkar died in 1956, his Republican Party of India 

broke into "squabbling factions" (p. 113). Founded posthumously by Ambedkar, the Republican 

Party had limited success during the first decade of its existence (Jaffrelot, 2005). Although 

Maharastra remained a stronghold for the Republican Party in terms of votes, they received their 

first breakthrough in northern India in the 1960s, most notably in Uttar Pradesh (Jaffrelot, 2005). 

However, from the late 1950s on, disagreements about future direction and doctrine 

divided the party (Jaffrelot, 2005). Lined up on one side were the party's old guard, comprised of 

Ambedkar's former lieutenants, who were mainly from rural backgrounds with low levels of 
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education (Jaffrelot, 2005). Amongstthis group, B. K. Gaekwad (1902-71), a Maharwhom 

Ambedkar had entrusted with developing the Republican Party in rural Maharashtra, particularly 

disagreed with the party's new focus on socio-economic issues rather than on the specific 

problems of Untouchables (Jaffrelot, 2005). On the other side were the new generation of urban 

educated leaders, typified by B. C Kamble1 a Bombay lawyer; the conflict between Gaekwad and 

Kamble resulted in a split in 1959, with Kamble forming the Durushta Republican Party, which later 

joined Congress (Jaffrelot, 2005). This was to be the first of many such splits, and by the early 

1970s there were four Republican Party factions whose competition, Jaffrelot argued, led to the 

party's decline. 

Dalit Panthers 

Omvedt (2008) discussed the emergence in the 1970s of the Dalit Panthers in 

Maharashtra, the Dalit Sangharsh Samiti in Karnataka, and others. These groups resisted 

atrocities against Dalits which led them into periodic confrontational clashes with caste Hindus, and 

the word Dalit became popular in slum and village based groups at this time (Omvedt,2004). Its 

expression of militancy and "open proclamation of oppression," (Omvedt, 2004, p. 1) attracted 

youth who were restless about upper caste scorn. However, as Luce (2007) pointed out, although 

this group, inspired by Malcom X, still exists, "it never got very far" (p. 113). 

Political reality for Dalits and the Republican Party from the mid-1980s on 

Human Rights Watch (1999) and Mendelsohn and Vicziany (1994) both agreed that the 

rise of powerful interest groups and political parties amongst middle and low caste groups in the 

mid-1980s largely bypassed Dalits (as cited in Subramaniam, 2007). Additionally, Dalits are wooed 
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by all political parties, but once elections are over they are largely forgotten (Subramaniam, 2007, 

p. 56). 

The grandson of Ambedkar, Prakash, tried to reunite the various Dalit political leaders of 

the Republican Party, and in 1996 they converged to opt for a more flexible organizational structure 

with a collective leadership (Jaffrelot, 2005). Three months later, during general elections, they 

joined forces with the Janata Dal to form a third force in Maharashtra, between Congress and the 

Hindu nationalists (the Shiv Sena and BJP), however they did not gain a single seat. Yet, two years 

later in the general election, the Republican Party gained four seats, all in non-reserved 

constituencies, due to its alliance with Congress and the Samajwadi Party (a party formed from the 

split of the Janata Dal) (Jaffrelot, 2005). Nonetheless, the Republican Party remained a regional 

force confined to Maharastra, and in 1999, due to faction fighting, there were three Dalit parties 

again: one allied with the Nationalist Congress Party; another led by Prakash Ambedkar and 

associated with the Congress Party, and a third which remained a separate group (Jaffrelot, 2005). 

In 1999, the Republican Party factions gained a single seat, one seat in 2004, and none in 2009. 

Rise of the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP- Party of the Plebeian Masses) 

Of particular interest to today's political environment is Jaffrelot's (2005) discussion of the 

rise of the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) of the Untouchables. Jaffrelot noted that this party achieved 

considerable influence in North India in the 1990s, as did its founder Kanshi Ram, a Dalit (1934 -

2006). They appropriated the electoral icon of Ambedkar's parties, the elephant on a blue base, 

and their members greet each other with Jai Bhiml (Victory to Bhim, which is Ambekar's first name) 

(Jaffrelot, pp. 154-5). Kanshi Ram was initially involved with the Republican Party, but he left 

shortly thereafter "demoralized" by faction squabbling and the party's alliance with Congress 
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(Jaffrelot, p. 155). In 1971, Kanshi Ram launched the "Scheduled Castes and Tribes, Other 

Backward Classes and Minority Communities Employees' Association." He took Ambedkar's idea 

of an autonomous Dalit movement, coupled with attempted alliances of Dalits and Shudras (one 

level above Dalits), and added to this coalition the religious minorities of Muslims and Christians, to 

oppose the upper castes (Jaffrelot, 2005). Kanshi Ram concentrated on building caste alliances as 

he worked towards his goal of gaining political power (Jaffrelot, 2005; Sabramaniam12007). 

In 1984, Kanshi Ram formed the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP - Party of the Plebeian 

Masses) to gather together all groups forming India's lower castes. Subramaniam (2007) 

characterized the first members of the BSP as "bureaucrats who had benefited from affirmative 

action fordalits in government jobs and universities" (p. 56). In the 1990s, Subramaniam reported, 

"the BSP became the most successful of dalit based political parties in northern India to challenge 

the Congress Party as well as the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), the Hindu based party" (p. 55). 

Since then, the BSP has increased its ratings at the polls from 2.07 per cent of votes in the 1989 

general election, to 5.3 per cent in 2004, to 6.17 per cent in 2009. Its geographical stronghold is 

Uttar Pradesh where it grew from 12 MLA seats in 1989, to 66 in 1993, to 207 (out of 403) in 

200729. In 2001 Kanshi Ram publicly announced Kumari Mayawati as his successor, and with his 

death she now leads the BSP and is Chief Minister in Uttar Pradesh. 

The current situation 

The growing political power base of low-caste political parties, the election of low-caste 

ministers to state governments, and the appointment of a Dalit president in 1997 all point to the 

29 In July, 2010, Congress announced it will contest all 403 seats in the 2012 Uttar Pradesh assembly polls. 
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growing "prominence" (Subramaniam, 2007, p. 56) of Dalits in politics. The well-known rise of a 

Dalit woman, Mayawati, as head of the BSP and as Chief Minister of India's most populated state, 

Uttar Pradesh-home to 166 million people, is important in the Indian political landscape. This is 

because Mayawati and Kanshi Ram were able to mobilize the poor, something Ambedkar also 

tried to do. As Subramaniam (2007) stated, "Mayawati and the party's founder, her mentor, Kanshi 

Ram, have leveraged the sheet multitudes of India's poor" (p. 56). The Congress Party had ruled 

the state for 40 years but was toppled by regional caste-based parties, making unstable coalitions 

(Subramaniam, 2007, p. 56). Wisely, Mayawati's party now fields candidates from upper castes to 

broaden its voter base, and although she denounces the upper castes, she has formed a coalition 

three times with the largely upper caste BJP to become chief minister (Subramaniam, 2007). 

Omvedt has criticized the current state of Dalit politics, arguing it "has come under an 

eclipse. It is floundering without a vision (p. 144)" (As cited in Jodhka, 2002, p. 1256). Jodhka 

(2002) attributed this to later Dalit movements utilizing caste for mobilization, rather than trying to 

dismantle caste completely (pp. 1256-7). 

Keeping an eye on the past, but focussing on the future 

The conversion of Dr. Ambedkar to Buddhism in 1956, along with 500,000 of his followers, 

was significant for them as it meant "I am equal. I do not pollute" (Zelliot, 1996, p. 209). The 

significance of this remains apparent today with many Dalits, especially in Maharashtra. In his 

study of modern India, Edward Luce (2007) visited a Mahar Dalit caste in Maharastra1 many of 

whose members converted to Buddhism with Ambedkar in 1956. Meeting the present-day Mahars, 

Luce was struck by their self-confidence and their knowledge of their rights, as well as their 

success in gaining white and blue collar jobs, and in business. In conclusion, they told Luce "There 
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is still discrimination against us - we do not live in mixed communities and we go to our own 

schools. But we are free and we know our rights" (p. 113). 

Conclusion 

The Dalit politicized movement that came together under Ambedkar profited from his 

charisma and ability to create a vision that united Dalits, as well as other down-trodden groups, 

around a shared goal. However, as scholars throughout this section have argued, since 

Ambedkar's death this vision has floundered without a strong central leader, and local Dalit leaders 

focus more on short-terms gains than Ambedkar's primary goal of eradicating the caste system 

altogether. Since there is no major Dalit political movement or party of significance at a national all-

India level, the assessment of the scholars noted here are insightful and arguably ring true. 

Bickering and factionalism have also led to the decline of a united Dalit political force. Gail 

Omvedt's (2004) observation that Dalit politics are currently struggling without a vision is thus a 

particularly apt description. 

We now move on to the next section to discuss Dalit women and women of other castes. 

Dalit women and women of other castes 

The lives of women in India are as varied as the country is diverse. These differences are 

based on class, caste, religion, education, family structures, location, ethnicity, poverty, economic 

development, socio-cultural norms, relations within the family, gender bias and more. India also 

has a relatively low rate of urbanization, compared to most other Asian developing countries, with 

72.2 per cent of India's population being rural (Government of India, 2001 a). This lack of cultural, 

social, regional, and economic homogeneity, Subramaniam (2007) argues, presents difficulties in 
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generalizing about Indian women and "raises possibilities of contradictions in the portrayal of 

women" (p. 16). Another insight Subramaniam offers is that literature from the West has a 

tendency to portray Indian women as victims rather than as the catalysts for change they have 

been in many social protests throughout the country. As Subramaniam (2007) said: 

Women's writings on the [social] movement in India are rich and 
diverse and find expression in the numerous languages of the 
subcontinent (Subramaniam 2004). Despite this, literature on 
Indian women's activism has been overlooked and regulated to 
the periphery in the west. This is particularly because of the 
tendency, especially in the United States, to view women in India 
as victims rather than agents of change and/or consider women's 
issues in India as related to development, even when gender 
interests are intertwined with collective action or movement 
protests (Purkastha and Subramaniam 2004; Subramaniam, 
Gupte, and and Mitra 2003; Ray and Korteweg 1999). (p. 2) 

On the other hand, women in India, as women throughout the world, face many challenges 

in advancing their rights and in agitating for social change. This section on women in India will 

therefore explore, through the literature, some of the multi-faceted dimensions of the lives of Dalit 

women and women of other castes, the history of the women's movement, and differences that 

arise in women's lives, based on caste. 

The Constitution of India and women's rights 

India's constitution guarantees certain fundamental rights to women. These include 

equality before the law (Article 14), no discrimination based on religion, race, caste, or sex (Article 

15) , and equality of opportunity in matters relating to employment, or any state appointment (Article 

16) . Yet, as Sen (2000) has noted, in reality most Indian women are restricted by inequitable family 

norms, traditions, and community and religious rules "which completely contravene the rights 

assured to them by law" (as cited in Subramaniam, 2007, p. 16). Furthermore, as Desai and 



Thakkar (2001) have observed, women of all castes "are suffering under 
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patriarchal structures" 

History of the Indian Women's Movement 

During the pre-independence period, two movements that affected the position of women 

in India were the social reform movement of the 19th century and the nationalist movement of the 

20 th century (Jogdand, 1995). Rao (2003) reported that feminist historians have shown how caste 

was consistently excluded from the social reform agenda in India, and that, beginning in the 19th 

century, gender reform appears to address upper caste women only, making their experience 

normative. For example, Rao said, from the debates that began in 1829 about abolishing sati, to 

child marriage, the education of women, and the maintenance of widows "as domestic drudges," all 

focused on upper caste women (p. 15). At the same time, Rao pointed to two social reformers, 

Mahatma Jotirao Phule and Tarabai Shinde, who acknowledged that both upper and lower caste 

women suffered caste oppression, although they focussed on "the far greater burdens of chastity 

and caste purity that regulated upper-caste women" (p. 17). Moreover, as Rao noted, "The 'softer' 

forms of gendered domination that upper-caste women faced were no less oppressive than the 

expropriation of manual and sexual labour experienced by lower-caste women" (p.17). 

Paratha Chatterjee has reported that social reform issues came to an abrupt halt in the 

early twentieth century, and gender issues stopped being publicly debated and identified with 

India's civilization at the "precise moment" when nationalism became political and focused on state 

power (as cited in Rao, 2003, p. 20). Although Chatterjee's explanation would seem to suggest that 

both caste and gender issues were viewed as unimportant, Rao (2003) argued that in actual fact 

this was due to nationalism's own conservatism, "as it increasingly came to model itself on the 
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colonial state in the shift from an anti-colonial to a state-centric model " (p. 20)30. In contrast to 

Chatterjee, Rao claimed that this period was marked not by the invisibility of the women's question, 

but by the "saturation of discourses of gender in everyday life" (p. 20). In fact, during the precise 

period that social reform disappeared from the upper-caste nationalist agenda, it appeared on 

other agendas, notably in the activism of women themselves, or in debates about the women's 

question in anti-caste movements (Rao, 2003, p. 21). 

Ambedkar's influence in prompting Dalit women to be independent political thinkers was 

also impressive for its time, however his promotion for women's causes went beyond Dalit women 

to include women of all castes in India. This was demonstrated by his controversial efforts to pass 

the Hindi Code Bill, which, as Omvedt (2004) noted, "was in many ways a culmination of women's 

social reform efforts that had been going on since the colonial period" (p. 131). As Omvedt noted: 

Under traditional Brahmanic law as it was applied in British courts. 
. . women had no right to divorce, could be forced to live with their 
husbands and had very few rights of inheritance. They could not 
legally control money or open bank accounts under their own 
names." (p. 131) 

There had been legislative efforts to remedy this situation, and after many years of debate, study, 

and committees, a new bill was submitted to parliament on August 16,1948, however it was to 

face many difficulties (Omvedt, 2004, p. 132). Orthodox Hindus attacked it and proclaimed the 

sacredness of Hindu marriage, specifically that "dissolving a marriage would ruin a society that had 

endured for millennia" (Omvedt, 2004, p. 132). Women who supported the bill were accused of 

being too aggressive, wearing gaudy and gorgeous saris, and painting themselves (Omvedt, 2004, 

3 0 This may also have some connection with colonial discourses about not interfering in the personal realm, and 
that, as Rao (2003) noted, rather than "the reigning bourgeois conceptions of the private as the realm of freedom and 
interiority, the colonial state in India understood the private sphere of the colony as the space of a 'barbaric' tradition 
that required redemption" (p. 15). 



p. 132). Ambedkar, as minister of law, argued the new marriage system was based on the values 

of liberty, equality, and fraternity, as noted in the Constitution, however he was heavily attacked in 

the press for "insulting Hindu ideals, such as Ram and Sita" (Omvedt, 2004, p. 133). The failure of 

the bill to pass was the final straw among many for Ambedkar as he also accused the government 

of continuing neglect of the Scheduled Castes. He submitted his cabinet resignation to Nehru on 

September 27,1951, and addressed Parliament on October 10,1951. His words during that time 

still ring true today: 

To leave inequality between class and class, between sex and 
sex which is the soul of Hindu society untouched and to go on 
passing legislation relating to economic problems is to make a 
farce of our Constitution and to build a palace on a dung heap, 
(as cited in Omvedt, 2004, p. 135) 

Omvedt (2004) has clarified that Ambedkar's reference to class and class clearly meant a 

reference to caste, thus meaning that caste and patriarchy now constituted the foundation upon 

which Indian society was built. The Hindu Code Bill was later taken up by piecemeal legislations: 

the Hindu Marriage Act 1956; the Hindu Minority and Guardianship Act, 1956; and Hindu 

Succession Act, 1956 (Desai & Thakkar, 2001, p. 16). 

In the 1970s, the women's movement gained momentum as a new social movement in 

India; various issues were raised, first laying great emphasis on women's rights and later on 

women's autonomy and liberation (Jogdand, 1995). However, the plight of Dalit women did not 

surface either in women's studies nor in caste studies (Jogdand, 1995, p. xii). Although the Dalit 

movement addressed the issues of Dalit women such as rape, assault, and violence, Dalit women 

rarely occupied positions of power within the Dalit movement itself or within political parties 

(Subramaniam, 2007, p. 59). However, this does not mean that Dalit women did not organize for 
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for example, during the 1970s to change the oppressive marriage system (p. 59). 

By 1995 some scholars began to recognize that Dalit women had been pushed to the 

margins, and that gender combined with caste presented unique challenges to Dalit women. For 

instance, in 1995 Gopal Guru, a professor of political science at Pune University, drew attention to 

Dalit women's subjugation based on two forms of patriarchy: "a brahminical form of patriarchy that 

deeply stigmatized dalit women because of their caste status, as well as the intimate forms of 

control by dalit men over the sexual and economic labour of 'their' women" (as cited in Rao, 2003, 

p. 1). Mainstream Indian feminists also had insights that same year with the publication of an 

edited anthology, Dalit Women: Issues and Perspectives, which contained the proceedings from a 

1993 two-day seminar at Pune University (Rao, 2003). Rao (2003) noted the significance of this 

publication as it: 

signalled an awareness amongst feminists of emerging critiques 
by dalit and lower-caste women, who had begun to take Indian 
feminists to task for the seeming invisibility of caste inequality to 
mainstream Indian feminism. They argued this had led to an 
exclusive and partial constitution of Indian feminist politics, (pp. 1-
2) 

Factors affecting women by caste 

Rao (2003) asserted that the political empowerment of Dalit and lower-caste women "has 

posed a strong challenge to Indian feminism" (p. 2) and that Dalit women's organizations, such as 

the National Federation of Dalit Women, have lobbied for the inclusion of Dalit women's issues as 

feminist issues (p. 2). Similarly, Subramaniam (2007) observed that within the national Indian 

women's movement most analyses ignore the comparable Dalit movement, (excluding scholars 
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such as Gail Omvedt), and instead concentrate on the national Indian women's movement 

associated with more educated women in larger cities. Furthermore, the women's movement 

contains only token representation of women of lower castes, and although they developed a 

critique on gender and generated debates on class versus gender, they failed to address issues of 

caste (Subramaniam, 2007, p. 69). Moreover, the women's movement has not been able to 

effectively address issues of physical and sexual violence against Dalit women by upper castes 

and by state institutions such as the police (Subramaniam, 2007, p. 69). Human Rights Watch has 

also made similar observations about the failure of the Indian state to address sexual and physical 

violence against Dalit women by upper castes and by the police force (see Human Rights Watch, 

2007). Similarly, Dietrich (2005) observed that there was a tendency in women's movements to 

"play down the caste factor and to emphasize the unity among women as victims of violence" (p. 

57). 

In contrast, while Dalit movements are aware of women's oppression in general, they tend 

to emphasize that Dalit women face a unique violence, which is in its own category, and needs to 

be taken up as a caste issue (Dietrich, 2005, p. 57). On the other hand, Subramaniam (2007) has 

noted that although violence against women is prevalent across all castes and classes, dowry and 

family violence is more prevalent amongst upper castes. 

Although the caste system varies across regions and there is mobility within the system, 

Subramaniam (2007) and Chakravarti (2003) both report that social restrictions on the lives of 

women tend to be more inflexible the higher one moves up the caste hierarchy. Miller (1981) had 

noted that generally there is more seclusion of upper caste women than lower caste women (as 

cited in Subramaniam, 2007). For instance, upper caste women are denied the right to gainful 

employment, while there seems to be more freedom for lower caste women to take up employment 
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(Subramaniam, 2007). However, this is not due to Iowercaste communities being more liberal or 

permissive but merely due to economic conditions (Subramaniam, 2007). Furthermore, among 

lower caste communities, what is considered appropriate behaviour or work for a woman is closely 

tied to their position in the social hierarchy (Subramaniam, 2007). Omvedt (2005) also identified 

customs of purdah, which exist not only amongst Muslims but also Hindus in rural India, where 

women "in more traditional 'respectable caste' families must cover their faces before men, and 

avoid the presence of non-kin males" (p. 4747). Purdah behaviour, Omvedt noted, increases with 

religious fundamentalism, which overall is "inimical to women taking part in politics" (p. 4747). 

Chakravarti (2003) further reported that "the most stringent control over sexuality [is] 

reserved as a privilege for the highest castes" (p. 34). This control over upper caste women's 

sexuality, Chakravarti argued: 

incorporates both an ideology of chaste wives and pativrata31 

women who are valorized, and a structure of rules and institutions 
by which caste hierarchy and gender inequality are maintained 
through both the production of consent and the application of 
coercion, (p. 34) 

However, Chakavarti also importantly noted that although upper caste women may face gender 

oppression "they also gain the privileges of belonging to a higher caste and will defend those 

privileges" (p. xii). Additionally, the upper caste female is invariably better placed than the lower 

caste male in terms of education and employment, as she has "cultural capital" and a "more secure 

economic location" (Chakavarti, 2003, p. 141). 

Another important finding concerning women and caste differences was noted in a 2000 

World Bank Report that reviewed India's rural decentralization and attempted to analyze how 

3 1 The chaste, devoted and loyal wife. 



effective PRI is in representing the needs and interests of all citizens. The study investigated six 

districts of Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh, and the report authors observed a complex set of rules 

relating the behaviour of women to the social positioning of the household. This meant that high 

caste women generally encounter high social status outside the household but low status within the 

household itself. On the other hand, lower caste and tribal women experience the opposite effect 

(World Bank, 2000, p. 42). Although the report did not expand on the significance of this, these 

findings appear to suggest that lower caste women are more respected in their households than 

higher caste women are in theirs, while the reverse is true in the community. 

If we examine how poverty affects women of different castes, Kabeer's (2010) report on 

progress towards the Millennium Development Goals stated that although poverty had fallen 

between 1993 and 2004 in India for all social groups, it was systemically higher among Dalit and 

ST groups (Kabeer, 2010, p. 22). Additionally, SCs and STs are still the least literate groups in both 

urban and rural India (Kabeer, 2010). 

National Family Health Survey results: Factors impacting all Indian women 

Another important indicator for women is the Government of India's (2009) National Family 

Health Survey (NFHS-3) 2005-06, which focused on women's status to measure progress towards 

women's empowerment and gender equity. The statistics revealed that freedom of movement is 

severely curtailed for a large proportion of women in India, as only one-third of females aged 15-49 

can go alone to the market, the health centre, or outside the community without the permission of 

their family (Government of India, 2009, NFHS-3, p. 63). Freedom to go alone varies by age and 

marital status, with the young having the least amount of freedom; nonetheless, only about half of 

women in their forties are allowed to go alone to all three places (Government of India, NFHS-3, p. 
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64). Additionally, less than two in three married women participate in decisions about their own 

health care, large household purchases, or purchases for daily needs (p. 83). 

Education, literacy, and marriage age for women 

Education is also considered as key to women's empowerment for its ability to increase 

awareness and possibilities (UN Development Programme, 2010), however just over 50 per cent of 

Indian women are literate compared to 75 per cent of men.32 As Mason (1986) and the 

International Centre for Research on Women (2007) noted, early marriages are also an indicator of 

women's low societal status and, on an individual level, are related to lower empowerment (as 

cited in Government of India, 2009, NFHS-3, p. 34). In India, women enter marriages at much 

younger ages than men. The median age at marriage for women is 16.8 years for women aged 25-

49 versus 22.7 years for men in the same age group, however marriage before age 15 continues to 

be common for women in India (Governmnet of India, NFHS-3, p. 33). 

Women in parliamentary politics In India 

According to the Interparliamentary Union (2010a), as of January 31,2011, women in India 

held 10.8 per cent of the Lower House parliamentary seats. In contrast, women held 56.3 per cent 

of Lower House seats in Rwanda, 45.0 per cent in Sweden, 33.2 per cent in Nepal, 22.2 per cent in 

Pakistan, 22.1 per cent in Canada, 16.8 per cent in the United States, 5.3 per cent in Sri Lanka, 

and 0 per cent in a number of Arab states. In addition, Verma, a researcher with the New Delhi-

3 2 The 2001 female literacy rate in India is 53.7 per cent versus males at 75.3 per cent. The Interparliamentary 
Union emphasized that illiteracy remains a dire constraint for women, who account for nearly two-thirds of the 776 
million illiterate adults in the world. 
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based Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, has noted that "Women from upper-caste 

groups have always formed more than 50 percent of women elected to each Parliament, which is 

far out of proportion with their actual numbers in the electorate of 330 million registered women 

voters" (as cited in Devraj, 2010). 

On March 9, 2010, India's parliamentary Upper House took the historic step of passing a 

bill that would reserve one-third of seats for women in the Lower House and state assemblies. This 

Bill, which had been stalled for 14 years as some Parliament members demanded sub-quotas on a 

caste basis within women's reservations, must be passed by the Lower House of Parliament and 

ratified by 50 per cent of the states before it comes into effect. As Manasa (2000) noted, women's 

groups appear to agree about the need for women's reservations, but they seem divided over 

whether reservations should be caste-based (as cited in Subramaniam, 2007, p. 61). 

1998 convention against Untouchability and Dalit women's oppression 

Malik (2003) reported on the Convention against Untouchability and Dalit Women's 

Oppression, organized by the All India Democratic Women's Association33 in Delhi in 1998. Malik's 

observations were that even though Dalits in general are oppressed, Dalit women bear a 

disproportionately higher share of this situation. This is due to the division of labour within the 

household and the reality that women suffer more from the lack of access to water, fuel sources, 

and sanitation, which exposes them to violence and humiliation (Malak, 2003, p. 103). Malik further 

observed that upper caste women "are often the perpetrators of oppression" (p. 103), and argued 

that given the nature of oppression Dalit women face, a purely theoretical feminist argument about 

3 3 The All India Democratic Women's Association is the women's wing of the Communist Party of India. 
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the equality of women does not satisfactorily address the larger caste and class context in which 

the oppression and subordination of women is exercised. Dalitwomen face discrimination in their 

ability to lead a dignified life, to equal wages, to decision-making processes, to legal redress, and 

to government initiated welfare schemes targeted towards them (Malik, 2003). This marginalization 

is worsened by the practice of Untouchability (Malik, 2003, p. 104). 

Conclusion 

Scholars attuned to Dalit women's issues agree that the national Indian women's 

movement has neglected the topic of caste in many of its analyses, to the detriment of Dalit 

women. However, Dalit women's lives are also as varied as the lives of women of other castes. 

Although the vast majority of Dalit women face many of the hardships outlined by scholars in this 

section, an area that appears somewhat neglected in these debates is the combination of caste 

and class in reference to Dalit women, specifically within the so-called creamy layer within that 

group. There are undoubtedly some Dalit women who are well-educated, and come from wealthier 

families, however this aspect is rarely mentioned in any discussions about Dalit women as a whole. 

The discussion generated in the literature reviewed on this topic also demonstrates the diversity of 

women's lives, based upon caste. This discussion has also shown that women's lives in India, no 

matter what caste, face control by patriarchal forces and family and societal norms that can place 

stringent controls upon them. However, women of all castes have agitated against these controls 

both in the past and in the present. 

We now turn to a review of the literature on PRI. 
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Panchayati Raj Institutions 

The PRIs have been assigned 29 areas of responsibility to manage, ranging from 

agriculture, poverty reduction, forestry, family planning, health, education and more; furthermore, 

they also implement various developmental schemes that have been instigated by other layers of 

government (Mohanty, 2001). A critical review of academic research since the implementation of 

the 73 rd Constitutional Amendment reveals that many studies have examined whether political 

reservations through PRI have been effective in the provision of public goods or in generating the 

empowerment, equal participation, and influence of women and other marginalized groups in local 

political decision-making (see for example, Buch, 2000; Bryld, 2001; Chattopadhyay & Duflo12004; 

deSouza, 2003; lnbanathan, 2003; Jayal12006; Joshi & Narwani1 2005; Kudva12003; Kumar & 

Rai12006; Kudva & Misra12008; Mohanty, 2001; Singla, 2007). These studies have also asked if 

women are merely proxies for their husbands, or other male relatives, thus giving rise to a new 

creed of "Sarpanch-Pati34" and "Pradhan-Pati"35 (Joshi & Narwani1 2005, p. 175; Kudva, 2003, p. 

452; Bryld, 2001, p. 163). The answers to these questions are complex, contradictory, and not 

easily determined. Many studies report very definite success stories about how women are 

challenging the status quo, becoming independent leaders, and initiating important projects such 

as bringing drinking water and schools to their villages and communities. On the other hand, 

several concerns and issues have consistently been raised, pointing to barriers deeply rooted in 

patriarchal and societal norms. This section will therefore review three studies about PRI and some 

of the issues and stereotypes concerning women's participation. 

3 4 Sarpanch's husband, who rules by proxy. 
3 5 Pradham also refers to head of the panchayat, and pati is her husband. In a typical situation, he would make the 
decisions for his wife and conduct the business of the panchayat. 
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Buch's study on the emerging leadership of rural women In panchayats 

The purpose of Nirmala Buch's (2000) study was to investigate women's representation, 

participation, and impact in PRI, after the 73 rd Constitutional Amendment legislation. Buch selected 

1,199 respondents for interview, which included elected chairpersons and member representatives 

of village panchayats, district panchayats, and intermediate or block level panchayats. The survey 

group included 843 elected women panchayat members, 176 men, and 180 village community 

members; 60 case studies were also undertaken. This study was conducted over three years in the 

three northern states of Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Uttar Pradesh, which together accounted 

for 31 per cent of India's rural population at the time of the study (Buch, 2000). These states are 

low on indicators of gender and human development and contain one-third of India's population 

who live below the poverty line (Buch, 2000). 

Buch's (2000) study identified and questioned four myths about women's participation: 

first, women's so-called passivity and disinterest in political institutions; second, that only well-to-do 

upper strata women would be elected through reservations; third, that only privileged women 

related to powerful politicians would enter panchayats to retain their seats; and fourth, that women 

entering panchayats are only proxy members who do not participate. In reporting the results of the 

study, Buch unequivocally stated that a number of myths and simplistic generalizations about 

women's participation were disproved. Buch noted: 

The results are encouraging. A number of myths about these 
women are exploded which we hope can help us to avoid 
simplistic generalisations [sic] about rural women's dis-interest in 
politics, passivity, non participation in local political institutions, 
proxyism by their male kins and women's universal political 
connectivity and belonging only to well off sections if entering 
panchayats. (p. 7) 
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Buch (2000)'s study revealed the emerging leadership of rural women in PRI however she 

also acknowledged that some women fit within the patriarchal framework, which has generated 

these myths. Contrary to the first myth, Buch found that women were not passive participants in 

politics and that women sometimes contested elections on their own initiative, but mainly due to the 

promptings of family members, caste members, or local community members. This finding 

contradicted earlier studies that found family members and others did not support women in 

contesting elections. Buch opined that by mandating such reservations for women, the 

constitutional amendment had given legitimacy and respect to women participating, thus leading 

family members to encourage women to contest. 

Concerning the second myth, that only well-to-do upper strata women would win elections, 

Buch (2000) found that more than 41 per cent of the women elected fell below the poverty line for 

rural India (which was 11,000 rupees at the time of the study). This meant that a significant portion 

of the elected women were not well-to-do upper strata women. Similarly, contrary to the third myth 

that only women related to powerful politicians would stand for election to retain their seats, Buch 

found that the vast majority of women had no family members with any previous experience in 

panchayats, and that most women were first-time entrants. Most women representatives were also 

predominantly married and there was a high concentration of illiterate members (Buch, 2000). 

In reference to the fourth myth, that women entering panchayats are only proxy members 

who do not participate, Buch (2000) determined this was not true. Buch further pointed to the 

sweeping statements that were often made claiming that most women representatives were not 

attending panchayat meetings, nor were they interested in panchayat work. However, Buch's 

research found that two-thirds of elected women representatives were regularly attending 

meetings, and there were significant indicators that women representatives were helping 
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constituents solve problems (pp. 16-17). Buch noted that many women representatives also sought 

advice or made efforts to overcome panchayat difficulties by approaching government officials or 

tried to solve problems through their own efforts; some also asked their husbands for advice (p. 18-

19). Buch noted "these are not participation levels of women who are only ' " proxy,' 'namesake' " 

(p. 19) members. 

Furthermore, Buch (2000) pointed to the phenomenon of people ready and eager to 

believe in negative statements about women's panchayat performance, which had led to new 

descriptions of proxy, namesake members, sarpanch pati, and pradhan pati. However, Buch 

argued, there had been no allowance made for an initial training period for new entrants, which in 

turn led to all kinds of sweeping generalizations about the ability of women representatives. Buch 

said: 

The constitutional amendment has made the composition of 
panchayats wider within a broad framework of this amendment, 
but the social relations of gender are intertwined with local social, 
economic, and political institutions. We, therefore, need to see the 
challenge, women's response and impact and leadership in their 
specific context... In our study we ensure this contextualisation. 
We have noted that absence of such contextualisation leads to 
sweeping generalizations of emergence of sarpanch/pradhan pati 
(husbands of the village panchayat chairperson) doing their work, 
they being only proxies while in actual fact, it may really be part of 
women's search for new coping and support mechanisms when 
confronted with their own illiteracy, inexperience, ignorance, 
seclusion [and] strong feudal and patriarchal structures restricting 
their mobility (if unescorted) and interaction, and a question of 
safety, (p. 9) 

Buch's observations about the tendency of critics to make sweeping generalizations about the 

capabilities and performance of women representatives, the need for contextualization in analyzing 

situations, and the importance of giving inexperienced women representatives adequate time and 

space for learning new skills on the job are arguments not usually heard in other studies. Yet, 



Buch's observations demonstrate much insight from a feminist perspective and a many-nuanced 

understanding of various situations in a complex culture. 

However, Buch's (2001) study also found that important barriers to women's effective 

participation had continued to some degree. These included, as Buch noted, "gender division of 

labour, women's low levels of mobility, seclusion, lack of information and negotiation skills, 

internalised low self image, stereotypes and lack of confidence" (p. 8). Although such issues had 

not suddenly disappeared off the map, Buch argued, nevertheless reservations had given women 

the opportunity to enter a non-traditional space and thus begin to possibly erode traditional caste 

and gender roles (p. 8). Buch also pointed out that, because her study was only half-way into the 

decade since reservations had begun, too short a time had passed to have a major shift in 

patriarchal structures. However, the researchers had observed the beginnings of change in 

entrants' awareness and knowledge, confidence levels, perceptions of self, status, participation, 

and leadership in panchayats and outside. Buch concluded her study by noting that women 

representatives, as a result of their experiences, reported increased self-confidence, heightened 

awareness about the need for education, and more concern for village development (p. 20). Buch 

also identified large-scale training support for women as a critical need. 

Bryld's study in rural Karnataka 

In another post-Amendment study, Eric Bryld (2001), a Danish researcher, conducted a 

survey in the southern state of Karnataka, which, according to Bryld, "has one of the most 

impressive traditions of decentralization in India" (p. 155). Six main villages of different sizes and 

locations were chosen for the study; a total of 130 villagers were interviewed through focus group 

discussions, semi-structured interviews, and participant observation, and 17 per cent of the total 
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interviewees were women (Bryld, 2001, p. 156). A certain number of academics, bureaucrats, and 

NGO personnel were also included in the study. Because Bryld is a male researcher, he noted this 

made it "more complicated" (p. 156) to interview rural Indian women. 

In Bryld's (2001) estimation, the 73 rd Amendment had made only a small impact on women 

and SC/ST groups. As Bryld stated, "most respondents in the villages were of the opinion that 

panchayat work was primarily men's work" (p. 157). The public sphere was seen as the proper 

sphere for men whereas the private, domestic sphere was considered proper for women, and 

women who did not follow this tradition were considered "loose" (Bryld, 2001, p. 157). Bryld 

illustrated the difference in political knowledge between men and women by noting that 58 percent 

of women did not know the chairperson of the Gram Panchayat, compared to 12 per cent of men, 

and only one woman knew the Zila Panchayat chairperson because she was his relative (p. 157). 

More importantly, only one woman had ever attended a Gram Sabha meeting, compared to 63 per 

cent of the men (Bryld, 2001, p. 157). As a result, Bryld concluded that women were not interested 

in political matters by noting "[This] illustrates how little room there is for the political sphere in the 

life-worlds of women" (p. 157). Contrary to Bryld, I argue instead that these results serve to 

illustrate how cultural norms and practices effectively work to keep women from participating in the 

political process and in their own empowerment and development. For instance, if women are 

considered "loose" for attending political gatherings, and are thus encouraged by their male 

relatives and families not to attend the Gram Sabha meetings, nor to show an interest in political 

matters, they probably will not attend, and many women also need the permission of their families 

to do so. 

Bryld (2001) also observed that women were often more eager than men to deter other 

women from participating in the public sphere. This became clear when women villagers would 
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report that their mother-in-laws reprimanded them if they were too active outside the home, 

because their reputation could be affected (Bryld, 2001, pp. 157-8). Additionally, 47 per cent of the 

women felt they should not have more community decision-making power than they already had, 

and 85 per cent of women felt men should be treated with more respect than women, compared to 

65 per cent of the men (Bryld, 2001, p. 158). Bryld concluded, therefore, that women themselves 

were promoting their own subordination. Although this may be true, Bryld failed to make the 

connection between women deterring other women and the deeply-rooted patriarchal values, 

norms, and hegemony that most Indian women have internalized, which is where the desire for 

sons rather than daughters originates from and the devaluation of their own sex. Many women 

accept gender subordination because they have internalized gender subordination messages, aptly 

demonstrating Kabeer's (2005) argument that, "Subordinate groups are likely to accept, and even 

collude with their lot in society, if challenging this either does not appear possible, or carries heavy 

personal or social costs" (p. 14). 

Bryld (2001) further reported that although young men might not attend the Gram Sabha, 

because the eldest male relative [emphasis added] usually did as the family representative, "young 

men debate and discuss issues even though they do not attend Gram Sabha, and they are willing 

to comment on panchayat decisions, which was never the case among the women interviewed" (p. 

158). Bryld further noted that most women did not even know what was discussed at the Gram 

Sabha, nor did their husbands rarely ever discuss such issues with them, thus excluding them from 

even passive participation. I argue that Bryld's critical analysis of this situation does not go deeply 

or broadly enough into asking why this occurs. Bryld's observation, which implies that women are 

not interested in discussing matters debated in the Gram Sabha, brings to mind Mary 

Wollstonecraft's response in the eighteenth century to male criticisms that women were merely 
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interested in their homes, children, and frivolous things. As Candace Ward (1996) has noted about 

Wollstonecraft's famous 1792 treatise on women's rights, which addressed such complaints: 

Wollstonecraft argued that middle-class women's oppression was 
largely due to their deficient education. Men possessed no innate 
intellectual superiority over women, she insisted; the most critical 
difference between the sexes was the way they were taught-and 
female education in the eighteenth century tended to cultivate that 
'weak elegancy of mind, exquisite sensibility, and sweet docility of 
manners supposed to the sexual characteristics of the weaker 
vessel.' Such an education, Wollstonecraft contended, inhibited 
women's ability to think rationally and rendered them overly 
dependent on their emotions." (p. iv) 

Similarly, I argue that women's lack of education, together with societal norms, are major factors in 

their disempowerment in the political realm. Bryld, however, does make the passing observation 

that "there does seem to be a connection between the level of a woman's participation and her 

level of education" (p. 160). In contrast, I argue that, as each census in India continues to show, 

males in India are given much more opportunity for education, thus putting females at a great 

disadvantage, not only from an educational standpoint by not learning the basics of reading, 

writing, and mathematics, but also in their lack of opportunity and right to develop their minds to 

their full capacity, for debate, and critical thinking. Thus, the lack of educational opportunities, plus 

social norms and restrictions, keep many women locked within their domestic worlds. Nonetheless, 

many illiterate women have transcended these circumstances to prove themselves strong and 

capable leaders in their panchayat councils, as the studies of Buch and other researchers have 

verified. 

However, Bryld (2001) does notice the gendered space that women occupy due to societal 

norms. He comments that women were situated at the back of the room and rarely spoke up at 
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Gram Pancahyat meetings, and he subsequently acknowledges that part of the problem appears to 

lie in "the relatively little respect that male members have for the female members" (p. 159). 

Another observation, however, is more troubling, but speaks to the reality of a patriarchal 

society. After discussing examples of ineffective women representatives, Bryld (2001) makes the 

observation that: 

Had there not been any reservation for women, every section of 
the village would most likely be represented by a resourceful male 
member who could ensure that his section of the village was not 
overlooked in the development process. So, seen from the male 
point of view, democracy is impaired by the reservation system. 
However, such a scenario would presumably result in an 
exclusion of the weakest sections from the decision-making, 
including women. The problem is not the reservation itself, since 
reservation for women is necessary in a patriarchal society like 
rural India, if women are to have any influence at all. The problem 
is that in the current design, reservation is not empowering, (p. 
162) 

Bryld's terminology here, that women are the "weakest sections" of society, rather than using a 

word such as disadvantaged or marginalized, serves to frame woman as similar to children who 

need the protection of supposedly stronger, and more capable, males. While Bryld perhaps did not 

intend such a meaning, his particular use of language paints an image for the reader that this 

group, that is, women, do not quite make the grade or have the stamina for political work, as men 

arguably do. As for Bryld's statement that each section of the village would most likely be 

represented by a resourceful male, were it not for reservations, Bryld appears to be unaware that 

many studies have shown that there are many ineffective male representatives, and that increased 

representation of women is believed to reduce corruption (e.g. Kudva (2003), discusses various 

studies that have shown this result). For instance, in a study of all-women panchayats in 

Maharashtra, Datta reported that the complete absence of corruption is the most important feature 
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that distinguishes all-women panchayats from other panchayats (as cited in Kudva12003, p. 455). 

And finally, Bryld's comments about resourceful males brings to mind that although many dictators 

undoubtedly believed that were it not for "unfortunate" occurrences such as democratic revolutions, 

they too could have remained in power to make all of the decisions for their country's citizens. 

Kudva and Misra's research on the Indian experience 

Kudva and Misra's (2008) exploration of women's experiences in PRI is based on fieldwork 

ranging over the past decade, by both authors, at various times, in different Indian states. Kudva 

and Misra approached their exploration from a feminist perspective and also reviewed some of the 

PRI studies that have taken place. They noted that although much of the literature depicts women 

representatives as either inheriting political positions or as surrogates or proxies, they instead 

found women working hard to get things done for their constituents: 

Even in early work, and increasingly, as the [PRI] experiment 
remains in place, we find women being projected as pragmatic 
agents, often working against great odds, who reflect and act on 
some aspects of women's interests; mostly the immediate 
practical gender needs of shelter, childcare, education, and 
infrastructure that affect them and their families [Duflo and 
Chattopadhay 2004] and less so on longer-term strategic interests 
that could lead to lasting change in gender relations [Jayal 2006]. 
(pp. 55-6) 

The authors further noted that "gendered and casteist organizational practices that 

constrain the participation of elected women representatives are consistently noted [in the 

literature] but have only begun to be systematically analyzed" (Kudva & Misra, 2008, p. 56). The 

authors reported these practices included the kinds of language and writing used, the scheduling of 

meetings times when women could not attend, and the scheduling of meetings in upper-caste 

hamlets where lower-caste representatives hesitate to enter (p. 56). However, the authors 
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concluded that unless there is a severe backlash from those who are losing power, the consensus 

of most observers is that positive change will occur over time. The authors also point to a gap they 

see in the gender quota literature on one hand and in the feminist political activist literature on the 

other. This means that a singular focus on either the real, or perceived, lack of capacity of 

representatives as the main problem in reservation implementation is inadequate in the gender 

quota literature (Kudva & Misra, p. 61). Similarly, feminist activists' failure to link issues of 

redistribution, whereby representatives are limited in meeting their constituents' needs, because of 

the undercutting of local control of development funds, and recognition, as discussed in the gender 

quota literature, is "unfortunate" (Kudva & Misra, p. 61). 

Conclusion 

As these three studies have demonstrated, the literature on the implementation of PRI is 

varied, complex, and often contradictory, depending on the location of the research, the location of 

the researcher, the degree of entrenchment of patriarchal and caste power structures, and the 

women themselves. However, viewing each research study through a feminist lens provides a 

broader, deeper, and richer level of analysis that takes into account the context within which PRI 

women representatives have to operate. As a researcher, Bryld (2001) would have benefited from 

applying a feminist analysis that questioned the status quo and looked beyond the surface 

meaning of events to examine the underlying power structures that guided men's and women's 

behaviour and reactions to the introduction of political reservations. On the other hand, Buch's 

(2000) study took a feminist analytical approach and questioned the status quo, asking if the pre

conceived notions and stereotypes held about women were true. The result was a more effective, 



critical analysis that provided a deeper and more richly nuanced understanding of the issues at 

stake. We now move to the next section of the thesis, the theoretical framework. 



CHAPTER 3: METHODS 

Introduction 

The research question this study explores is whether India's 73 r d Constitutional 

Amendment has provided a platform to advance the equal participation of elected Dalit women 

representatives in political decision-making in Panchayati Raj in Rajasthan. To answer this 

question, research was undertaken to compare the experiences of elected Dalit women Panchayati 

Raj members, in two districts in rural Rajasthan, with those of elected women representatives of 

other castes. This chapter thus begins by defining the basic social research elements within which 

this research was conducted. From there, I move on to more specifically outline the methods, 

methodology, theoretical framework, and philosophical foundation underpinning this research. 

Further in this chapter, I list supporting research questions and explore this study's analytical 

framework in more depth. In Chapter Four, I will provide specific details concerning the research 

process such as the setting, participants, data collection process, and data analysis, and in 

Chapter Five I present the research results. 

Four Basic Research Elements 

My research was guided by Crotty's (1998) explanation of four basic research elements 

that are related but different, with each "informing the next" (p. 4). I believe it is important to take a 

moment and review these elements and their research terminology because I want to clearly 

specify my research assumptions and do so in a way that avoids what Crotty contends is a 

common occurrence in research studies, that "one frequently finds the same term used in a 

number of different, sometimes even contradictory ways" (p. 1). By this, Crotty means that "forms 

of these different process elements are sometimes thrown together in grab-bag style as if they 
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were all comparable terms . . . say symbolic interactionism, ethnography and constructionism 

simply set side by side as 'methodologies', 'approaches', 'perspectives' or something similar" (p. 3). 

Therefore, to guide the discussion about the methods and methodology chosen for my research, I 

will begin by outlining my research process in terms of these four elements, which will explain the 

theoretical assumptions at the foundation of my research. Crotty distinguished and defined the four 

research elements as: 

Methods: the techniques or procedures used to gather and 
analyse data related to some research question or hypothesis. 

Methodology: the strategy, plan of action, process or design lying 
behind the choice and use of particular methods and linking the 
choice and use of methods to the desired outcomes. 

Theoretical perspective: the philosophical stance informing the 
methodology and thus providing a context for the process and 
grounding its logic and criteria. 

Epistemology: the theory of knowledge embedded in the 
theoretical perspective and thereby in the methodology, (p.3) 

Epistemologyofthe Study: Constructionism 

Because this study draws on the observations and interpretations of many human 

individuals as participants who contributed to the meaning-making process, its epistemologica! 

stance comes from constructionism. Crotty (1998) observed that constructionism operates from 

the view that "meaning is . . . constructed. In this understanding of knowledge, it is clear that 

different people may construct meaning in different ways, even in relation to the same 

phenomenon" (p. 9). Since those participating in this study included not only the women political 

representatives themselves, but local NGO leaders and social workers, coupled with a local 

interpreter and translator, my own observations and interpretations, and those of my thesis 
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supervisor,361 believe such diverse sources of input into the meaning-making process, and into the 

qualitative interpretative work of this research, contributed to a richness of depth and nuance that 

fits well within a constructionist view. Constructionism is also the epistemology that most qualitative 

researchers "tend to invoke" (Crotty, p. 9). I also interject a cautionary note here, however, 

because some feminist researchers have claimed that "the realities of oppression and 

disadvantage are belittled by an approach to the social world that says all is a social construction, 

potentially to be swept away by some alternative construction" (Filmer, Jens, Seale, Thoburn & 

Walsh, 2004, p. 34). For this reason, I point out that the meaning-making constructionism produced 

in this study is not just some ivory tower abstract issue but involves real people with real issues of 

disadvantage. 

Theoretical perspective of the study: Feminism and Intersectionality 

The next element in the research process takes us to the study's theoretical perspective or 

philosophical stance that provides a context for the research process and criteria of the study. 

Crotty (1998) pointed to the theoretical perspective as "our view of the human world and social life 

within that world, wherein [study] assumptions are grounded" (p. 7). And importantly, as Pawson 

and Tilley (1997) reasoned, "evaluation research requires the application of theory in order to focus 

and prioritize inquiry" (as cited in Kelly, 2004, p. 469). Kelly (2004) also argued that researchers 

and their audiences must understand that even though theory plays an important role in influencing 

the collection of data and interpretation of results, we must not forget "there are [always] alternate 

ways of understanding the problem" which will lead to different solutions (p. 468). With these 

3 6 A South Asian, Indo-Canadian scholar, Dr. Aradhana Parmar, whose research expertise encompasses issues of 



considerations, the theoretical framework employed within this research study is intersectionality 

and feminism, both of which will be explored in greater detail later in this chapter. In other words, 

my study assumptions are grounded in intersectionality and feminism, which provide the lens 

through which I examine the political lives and social world of elected women representatives in 

two rural districts in Rajasthan. A feminist research approach was key to this study, specifically 

hearing women and validating their interpretations of their experiences. An intersectional approach 

was also chosen for this study because it presupposes that human lives are embedded within and 

uniquely affected by interlocking systems of inequality such as race, class, and gender (Pelak, 

2007). Furthermore, because my exploration in this study involves how caste and gender intersect 

to impact Dalit women and women of other castes in their roles as panchayat representatives, 

intersectionality is an apt framework. 

Methodology of the study: Ethnography 

Next is the methodology chosen for this study, which Crotty (1998) defines as 

being "our strategy or plan of action. This is the research design that shapes our choice and use of 

particular methods and links them to desired outcomes" (p. 7). Thus, the methodology chosen for 

this research design is ethnography, which has its roots in anthropology and sociology; in 

ethnographic study researchers study people in their natural surroundings with the aim of 

documenting the world as the people in these settings see and interpret it (Walsh, 2006). Walsh 

(2006) explains there are three distinguishing characteristics of ethnography; 

First...there are no distinct stages of theorizing, hypothesis 
construction, data gathering and hypothesis testing. Instead the 

development and women in Rajasthan, and in India. 
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research process is one of a constant interaction between 
problem formulation, data collection and data analysis. The 
analysis of data feeds into research design; data collection and 
theory come to be developed out of data analysis and all 
subsequent data collection is guided strategically by the emergent 
theory. 

Secondly, ethnography brings a variety of techniques of inquiry 
into play involving attempts to observe things that happen, listen 
to what people say and question people in the setting under 
investigation. 

...Thirdly, the observer is the primary research instrument, 
accessing the field, establishing field relations, conducting and 
structuring observation and interviews, writing field notes, using 
audio and visual recordings, reading documents, recording and 
transcribing and finally writing up the research, (p. 228) 

According to Junker (1960), there are a range of four observer roles within ethnographic 

work that a researcher can assume: complete participant, complete observer, participant as 

observer and observer as participant (as cited in Walsh, 2006). Walsh (2006) identifies a fifth, that 

of marginal native, which he argues is the best position for a researcher because "marginality is a 

poise between a strangeness that avoids over-rapport and a familiarity that grasps the 

perspectives of people in the situation" (p. 233). This means the researcher lives in two worlds 

simultaneously, as participant and as researcher (Walsh, 2006). Within this study, as researcher I 

took the role of marginal native in an attempt to try and understand the perspectives of the people 

we were interviewing and to get inside their world. 

Importance of impression management in field relations 

Walsh (2006) also lists one other important aspect of ethnography that is worth mentioning 

at this point, which is the importance in field relations of the researcher's impression management. 



By this is meant the necessity for an "impression that facilitates observation and avoids producing 

obstacles" (p. 232). For instance, this requires dress that is familiar to the setting participants and a 

deportment and speech that fit within the environment (Walsh, 2006). With this in mind, as a 

researcher in the field and in an attempt to blend in, although I was still very apparently a foreigner, 

I dressed in kalwar sameez, the traditional tunic and trouser combination a native Indian woman 

wears, albeit from an urban area. This resulted in a situation, in one interview setting at an NGO's 

field office in Tonk district, whereby a group of Rajasthani village women participants asked me if I 

ever wore their traditional costume at home, back in Canada. When I said no, they took great 

pleasure in directing me to sit in a chair in the middle of their circle. Once I had done so, they 

promptly dressed me in their own colourful veils and traditional jewellery, including an elaborate 

head ornament, so that they and I could see what I looked like dressed as a Rajasthani woman in 

customary clothing and jewellery. This small digression, and the laughter it entailed, served to 

break the ice with this group of women, and they appeared lively and relaxed throughout the 

interviews thereafter. 

Methodsofthe study 

Lastly, the fourth step in the research process is choosing the methods, or the 

techniques, to gather data (Crotty, 1998). Because ethnography is the methodology for this 

research, the methods employed to collect data were semi-structured interviews, a focus group, 

and some informal conversations and observations, with the primary goal of revealing the 

relationships on panchayat councils between Dalit women, women of other castes, and higher 

caste men, and its impact, if any, on the effective political action of women representatives. More 

specific details surrounding these methods will be discussed in Chapter Four. 
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To sum up, each category in the study's research process is noted in Table 3.1. 

Table 3.1:1: Research Categories for This Study 
Epistemology Theoretical 

perspective 
Methodology Methods 

- Constructionism - Feminism 
- Intersectionality 

- Ethnography -Semi-structured 
interviews 
- Focus group 

1- This table is based on Crotty's (1998) four-step research process table (p. 5). 

Next, I will list the overarching research questions driving this study, then move on to an in-

depth discussion of the study's theoretical framework, specifically the theories of feminism and 

intersectionality. 

Overarching Questions Guiding the Research 

For the research study, a research instrument was developed containing 49 questions to 

be asked of all participants and an additional 12 questions were developed specifically for Dalit 

participants. This research instrument appears as an attachment in Appendix A and will be 

discussed in greater detail in Chapter Four. In addition, there were seven overarching questions 

that guided the development of the 61 questions in the research instrument: (1). Do the 

experiences of Dalit and women of other castes, who have been elected to panchayat councils in 

at least five villages in the rural Tonk and Jaipur districts in the State of Rajasthan, India, differ or 

are they similar? (2). Have women Dalit panchyat council members advanced their democratic 

rights through participation in PRI? (3). Have women panchayat members received the training 

they need to effectively participate as equals in panchayat meetings? (4). Are there any barriers 
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holding women council members back from equal participation on the panchayat council, 

especially Dalit women? (5). What factors influenced the decision to become a panchayat 

member? (6). Are women panchayat council members able to work independently from male 

influence and domination in carrying out their duties? In the case of Dalit women, are they able to 

carry out their duties without undue influence from upper caste members? (7). To determine to 

what degree women panchayat members are participating in key decision-making on their 

respective councils. 

Now, we move on to the next section of this chapter where I will discuss the theoretical 

framework of this study, specifically intersectionality and feminism. 

Intersectionality 

Leslie McCaII (2005) defined intersectionality as "the relationships among multiple 

dimensions and modalities of social relations and subject formations" (p. 1771). McCaII suggests 

that feminists are possibly unique in the academy in the degree to which they have "embraced 

intersectionality...as a central category of analysis," and she refers to the development of 

intersectionality "as a major paradigm of research in women's studies and elsewhere" (p. 1771). In 

fact, McCaII argues that intersectionality may even be "the most important theoretical contribution" 

(p. 1772) that women's studies, in combination with other disciplines, has made to date. For 

sociologist Patricia Hill Collins (2000) intersectionality represents "particular forms of intersecting 

oppressions," (p. 18) such as intersections of race and gender. Intersectional paradigms, Hill 

Collins emphasized, serve to highlight the reality that one cannot reduce oppression to one primary 

type, but that oppressions "work together in producing injustice" (p. 18). For feminist researchers, 

the interest in intersectionality began to develop as critics contended that feminism was claiming to 



99 

speak collectively on behalf of all women (McCall, 2005). Since then, feminist researchers have 

been "acutely aware" (McCall, 2005, p. 1771) of the limits of using gender as a single category of 

analysis. Others such as Pelak (2007) have reported that intersectionality developed as a result of 

consensus emerging "from an evolving interdisciplinary body of theory and practice that 

emphasizes the simultaneity of oppressions, the interlocking systems of inequalities, and the 

multiplicity of gendered social locations" (p. 2395). Looking backward to its history, intersectionality 

has its roots in various disciplines such as race and ethnic studies and socialist and post-colonial 

feminisms (Pelak, 2007). Furthermore, it is central in many applications involving divergent origins 

and foci such as Black feminism, third world feminism, indigenous feminism, and multi-cultural 

feminism (Pelak, 2007). 

There are varying definitions of intersectionality, but all basically centre on how different 

sets of identity, or systems of power, intersect to impact how an individual experiences the world 

(Pelak, 2007; Association for Women's Rights in Development (AWID), 2004). Many definitions 

explain intersectionality in terms of how gender intersects with other identifies (e.g., AWID, 2004). 

To illustrate, Pelak's (2007) article about intersectionality begins by emphasizing that most gender 

scholars define intersectionality by how gender interacts with other system of power. However, 

intersectionality research is as varied as the concept of intersectionality is complex, and the 

theoretical framework of intersectionality recognizes multiple levels of analyses, which may or may 

not include gender, depending on what is being researched and the researcher's theoretical 

stance. 

Furthermore, it is the issue of complexity that defines research in this area because of the 

possible multiple dimensions of social life and categories of analysis (McCall, 2005). In fact, as a 

feminist researcher, McCall (2005) laments the lack of discussion on the methodology of 
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intersectionality, arguing that because intersectionality has introduced new methodological 

problems due to complexity it has also "limited the range of methodological approaches" (p. 1772). 

Not surprisingly, McCaII notes, researchers favour methodologies that "more naturally lend 

themselves to the study of complexity" (p. 1772) and tend to reject those they view as more 

simplistic. McCaII further believes that scholars writing on methodology have tended to focus on 

particular methodologies such as ethnography or deconstruction but have "failed to pinpoint the 

particular issue of complexity" (p. 1772) and thus calls for, and goes on to delineate, a wider range 

of methodological approaches "to the study of multiple, intersecting, and complex social relations" 

(p. 1773). In her article, McCaII describes three approaches to satisfy the demand for complexity, 

although space limitations here preclude further in-depth discussion of all three approaches. 

In describing the approach she prefers to use, McCaII (2005) provides an example of how 

she handled the issue of complexity in her research on various dimensions of wage inequalities 

across differing economic regions of the United States. McCaII first examined each of four 

dimensions of inequality: between men and women, between college-educated and non-educated, 

between Blacks/Whites/Asians and among intersections of these groups (p. 1789). She then 

created a configuration to demonstrate inequality as "a set of relationships among multiple forms of 

inequality, the underlying economic structure that fosters them, and the anti-equality policies that 

would make the most sense under such conditions" (p. 1789). From this analysis, she came up 

with four different configurations of inequality; her main finding was that racial, gender.and class 

inequality patterns were different across the configurations (p. 1789). For example, blue-collar, 

heavily unionized, recently de-industrialized cities such as Detroit exhibited lower class and racial 

wage inequality amongst employed men but higher gender wage inequality, as well as class 

inequality, amongst employed women (p. 1789). However, a post-industrial city such as Dallas 
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exhibited the opposite characteristics—lower gender inequality and more race and class inequality. 

McCall takes her analysis further to note, however, that if gender inequality is dissected by class, it 

is higher among the college educated and lower among the non-educated in Dallas and vice versa 

for Detroit. McCall uses such examples to demonstrate that "no single dimension of overall 

inequality can adequately describe the full structure of multiple, intersecting, and conflicting 

dimensions of inequality" (p. 1791). 

For this study, I have found AWID's definition of intersectionality very helpful to 

contextualize the research I have undertaken. AWID is an international grassroots feminist network 

of 5,000 members, including women, men, and some institutional members, with the majority of its 

membership based in the global South and Central and Eastern Europe. AWID draws its 

membership from researchers, academics, activists, students, educators, development 

practitioners, and others. AWID developed a background paper on intersectionality, which they 

note is a tool that can be used for analysis, advocacy, and policy development (2004, p. 1). 

However, here AWID also falls into the quagmire (that Crotty identified) of research terminology 

that is often confused. AWID refers to intersectionality as "a methodology for research" (p. 1) 

whereas it is instead a theoretical perspective. Nonetheless, because of AWID's grassroots 

approach to engaging advocates worldwide to advance women's rights, and their position in 

organizing the world's largest global women's rights conference every three years (AWID website), 

it bears noting their definition of intersectionality, which states: 

[Intersectionality] starts from the premise that people live multiple, 
layered identities derived from social relations, history and the 
operations of structures of power. People are members of more 
than one community at the same time, and can simultaneously 
experience oppression and privilege (e.g. a woman may be a 
respected medical professional yet suffer domestic violence in her 
home). Intersectional analysis aims to reveal multiple identities, 
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exposing the different types of discrimination and disadvantages 
that occur as a consequence of the combination of identities. It 
aims to address the manner in which racism, patriarchy, class 
oppression and other systems of discrimination create inequalities 
that structure the relative positions of women. It takes account of 
historical, social, political contexts and also recognizes unique 
individual experiences resulting from the coming together of 
different types of identity. For example, the experience of a black 
woman in Cape Town is qualitatively different from that of a white 
or indigenous woman in that same location, (p. 2) 

One distinct body of thought that has theorized the connections between race and gender 

and the importance of understanding oppressions as interlocking and multi-dimensional in nature is 

Black feminist thought, a term that is more prevalent in the United States (U.S.) and Britain.37 In the 

U.S., legal scholar Kimberle Crenshaw38 (1989) was among the first to use the term 

intersectionality to critique the failure of anti-discrimination laws, feminist theories, and anti-racist 

politics to comprehend the multidimensional nature of discrimination in the lives of Black women 

3 7 Enakshi Dua (1999), a Canadian scholar who theorizes in the area of anti-racist feminist thought, has provided 
some clarification on what constitutes Black feminist thought versus anti-racist thought, both of which attempt to 
theorize around the interconnections between race, class and gender. Since the framework of intersectionality 
discussed within this study draws upon much of the theory articulated in Black feminist thought, it is important to 
understand its historical context. Dua (1999) explains that defining what constitutes anti-racist thought is contentious, 
because while most of those who write on these issues are women of colour, there are others who "would narrow this 
body of work to the writings of'Black feminists' (for example, Hill Collins, 1990)" (p. 9). Forothers, as Dua noted, anti-
racist thought is a body of work that positions the experiences of women of colour as the starting point for feminist 
analysis. Others, as Stasiulis (1990) and Khayatt (1995) noted, view anti-racist thought as the body of work that 
examines the " 'multiplicity of experiences' " (as cited in Dua, 1999, p. 9). As a Canadian scholar, Dua prefers to use 
the term anti-racist, rather than the narrower term of Black feminist thought, because she believes it is more inclusive 
as "not all of those who write on the interconnections of race, class, and gender are women of colour" (p. 9). Dua also 
points to the "historic specificity of naming" (p. 9) that enters into this discussion, because "the term 'Black feminist 
thought' comes out of the United States or Britain, where such naming reflects very different histories" (p. 9), that are 
not applicable in Canada, or, of course, in India. Dua pointed out that: "In Canada...the term [Black feminist thought] 
has much less resonance (p.9). Dua further notes: "Theoretical and epistemologica! differences over how to integrate 
the study of race and gender, over the primacy of race, gender or class, and over the importance of. a standpoint 
epistemology [are] reduced to the 'race' of the writer. Given these concerns, I have defined anti-racist feminist thought 
as a body of writing that attempts to integrate the way race and gender function together in structuring social inequality" 
(p. 9). 



103 

and women of colour in the U.S. In her article, Crenshaw claimed these three groups could only 

understand discrimination along a single (versus multi-dimensional) categorical-axis framework for 

Black women and women of colour in the U.S. (Crenshaw, 1989; Hill Collins, 2000, p. 18; Graycar, 

2000, p. 200; Aylward, 2010, pp. 8-9; Pelak, 2007, p. 2395). In her article, Crenshaw analyzed 

three legal cases involving Black women in the United States and argued that the present structure 

of discrimination law could not comprehend "that Black women encounter combined race and sex 

discrimination" (p. 148). Furthermore, not only courts but also civil rights activists and feminist 

thinkers had failed to grasp the impact of Black women's intersectional experiences (Crenshaw, 

1989). These groups marginalized Black women through denying both the distinctive compounding 

of discriminations in Black women's lives and the central nature of their experiences to the larger 

classes of women and Blacks (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 150). Crenshaw also emphasized that the 

intersectional experience was more significant than merely adding two discriminations together, 

and that because anti-discrimination law was so limited, sex and race discrimination tended to be 

viewed in relation to the most privileged group members in each category, that is, White women 

and the most privileged Blacks. By merely focusing on these otherwise privileged groups, 

Crenshaw argued, a distorted analysis of sexism and racism was being presented because it was 

grounded in the experiences of those who represent merely a portion of a much more multifaceted 

occurrence. 

Canadian legal scholar Carol Aylward (2010) has argued that in Canada, despite 

theoretical debates since the 1980s about the intersection of race, class, and gender, as well as 

sexual orientation and disability, the Canadian judiciary, including the Supreme Court of Canada, 

has largely ignored scholarship on intersectionality theory (p. 8). Aylward also contented that much 

work remains to be done "to conceptualize a framework for analysing the intersections of race, 
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class, gender, sexual orientation, and disability that will assist the courts in developing 

intersectional equality jurisprudence" (p. 8). 

In 2001, the Ontario Human Rights Commission (OHRC) issued a Discussion Paper to 

stimulate debate about how to more formally operationalize an intersectional approach for multiple 

grounds of discrimination in human rights claims. I bring this report into our discussion because I 

believe it offers some pertinent, real-life, on-the-ground examples, in a Canadian context, of how 

an intersectional analysis can add nuances of insight to specific situations and cases. Such 

insights can be paralleled, I argue, in an Indian context when we consider the experiences of 

particular women, broken down by categories of caste, or economic situation, or any of a number 

of various categories or variables. In its report, the OHRC analyzed discrimination cases involving 

multiple grounds and compared cases in which an intersectional approach was used to those in 

which it was not. The OHRC reported on its failure to use an intersectional approach in many 

sexual discrimination and sexual harassment cases, where stereotypes on the part of the alleged 

harasser had often resulted in discriminatory treatment. In such cases, the OHRC noted that 

sexual harassment cases tended to proceed with the assumption that the race, ethnic origin, or 

ancestry of the alleged harasser and the complainant were not pertinent. However, the OHRC 

acknowledged that "there may be stereotypes about the sexuality of women based on their race, 

ethnic origin, ancestry or place of origin" (p. 9) that served to compound the tendency of an alleged 

harasser to act. In one such reported case of factory workers who were sexually harassed by their 

predatory supervisor, the OHRC acknowledged the sexual harassment was aggravated by the 

complainants' immigration status, ethnic characteristics, and place of origin: 

It is clear that Mr. DeFiIippis tried to intimidate and manipulate the 
female workers he desired sexually. He was in a position, as he 
knew, of being able to hire very dependent, immigrant female 
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workers (very much needing work, not speaking English and 
being relatively inarticulate, and who perhaps appeared from their 
cultural backgrounds to more likely subject themselves to male 
authority) who he could seek to take sexual advantage [of], (p. 9) 

However, as the report indicates, this was one of the instances where the board failed to take 

account of other discriminations. The OHRC pointed out that although the board had recognized 

that the complainants' experiences stemmed not only from their gender but for other reasons, it did 

not find any discrimination based on race, ancestry, place of origin or ethnicity, and did not take 

these factors into consideration when determining an appropriate remedy. In their report, the 

OHRC concluded that past approaches via a single ground of discrimination had resulted in 

inappropriate outcomes that served to erase the complexity of discrimination when multiple 

grounds are involved; thus they called for an intersectional approach to investigate all combinations 

of discrimination. 

By recognizing that systems of inequality do not operate in isolation from one another but 

are cross-cutting, intersectionality can also highlight differences among women (or differences 

among men), rather than merely between men and women (Pelak, 2007, p. 2395). Pelak (2007) 

emphasized that the tradition of intersectionality recognizes that oppression is grounded in 

relational power differentials whereby, for instance, men's domination is related to and dependent 

upon women's subordination and "the status of poor women of color is related to (and dependent 

upon) the status of affluent White women" (p. 2396). Hence an intersectionality framework can 

explain why women's shared gender is inadequate for mobilizing around gender inequalities 

(Pelak, 2007). 

Baca Zinn & Thornton Dill (1996) have identified five basic assertions that are common to 

intersectionality approaches (as cited in Pelak, 2007). These include conceptualizing gender and 
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race as structures, not individual traits; rejecting the assumption that women are a unified category; 

recognizing interlocking systems of inequality and oppression; recognizing the interaction of social 

structure and human agency; and the need for historically specific, local analyses in understanding 

interlocking discrimination (Pelak, 2007). 

Similarly, theories of intersectionality can be used as a template within an Indian context. Many 

of the arguments put forth by Black feminist thought scholars such as Crenshaw can be paralled, 

albeit with some modifications, for an Indian milieu, about the lived experiences of Dalit women and 

women of other castes in India. For example, scholars such as Rao (2003) have pointed to an 

emerging awareness among Indian feminists, from at least 1993, "of emerging critiques by dalit 

and lower-caste women, who had begun to take Indian feminists to task for the seeming invisibility 

of caste inequality to mainstream Indian feminism" (p. 2). Subramaniam (2007) also noted that 

most analyses of the Indian women's movement, with exceptions such as Gail Omvedt, tend to 

"overlook the parallel dalit movement, and tend to treat the Indian women's movement as purely 

the national movement occurring primarily in cities among the more educated" ( p. 49). In 

examining the emergence of the Dalit movement, Subramaniam further observed that while the 

Dalit movement has yet to fully integrate women into its planning activities, the women's movement 

has been slow to integrate and understand how various caste issues operate in the lives of Dalit 

women. 

Other scholars, such as Guru (1995), have discussed the significance of the formation of 

groups such as the National Federation of Dalit Women (NFDW) at Delhi in 1995 as a 

representative voice for Dalit women. Guru noted that the issue of who represents Dalit women, 

"both at the level of theory and politics, has erupted time and again in the discourse on Dalit 

women" (p. 2548), and Dalit women activists have lamented the lack of attention paid to the caste 
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factor in mainstream feminism. Guru also argued, similarly to Crenshaw's (1989) argument on 

behalf of Black women and women of colour in the U.S., that the complex reality of Dalit women's 

lives means that issues must be examined from a perspective that is not always recognized in the 

analysis of non-Dalit, urban, middle-class feminists. For example, Guru pointed to the issue of rape 

in India as an area that cannot be grasped merely by considering class or as an illustration of male 

violence. Guru argued: "The caste factor also has to be taken into account which makes sexual 

violence against Dalit or tribal women much more severe in terms of intensity and magnitude" (p. 

2548). 

Through this discussion we have seen that an intersectional analysis raises issues of 

complexity that can potentially heighten the level of analysis to an unintelligible level (McCall, 

2005). With this in mind, the study I have undertaken limits its comparison to how gender and caste 

intersect in the relationships between Dalit women and women of other castes and between Dalit 

women and upper caste men. We now move the discussion forward to examine the theoretical 

framework of feminism. 

Feminism 

In 1972 the United Nations declared 1975 to be...International 
Year of the Woman. Among the world's women...reaction was not 
all good. Was this...an admission that everything else was the 
Year of the Man? (Gloria Steinman, 1985, as cited in Evans, 
1995, p. 1). 

Feminist research 

Celia Kitzinger (2004) pointed out that a central tenant of feminism since the 1970s has 

been the "reclaiming and validation of women's experience" (p. 113) through listening to their 
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voices. It is this approach of listening, reclaiming, and validating women's voices, in all of their 

diversity, that has been the foundation of the research I have undertaken in this study. It was 

important for me, as a researcher assuming a feminist theoretical framework, to hear from women 

directly about their experiences so that they were understood in their own words and in their own 

voices, based on their own descriptions and perceptions about their experiences. This reclaiming 

and renaming of women's experiences is important, as feminist social scientists have noted, 

because for so much of women's history "men [have defined] reality on their own terms, to 

legitimate their experience, their own particular version of events, while women's experience, not 

fitting the male model, is trivialized, denied, or distorted" (Kitzinger, 2004, p. 113). The primary 

research model for recovering the lost voice of women, and their experiences, has thus been 

viewed as "listening to women and hearing what they had to say about their experience" (Kitzinger, 

2004, p. 113). Within the place of feminist social science research, qualitative data, specifically in 

the arena of in-depth interviews, has been a leading method for feminist researchers, together with 

focus groups (Kitzinger, 2004, p. 114). 

Feminism: As theory and as a social movement 

Marilyne Frye (2000) has defined feminism as both theory and a social movement: 

Feminism may be understood as theory-a systems of concepts, 
propositions and analysis that describe and explain women's 
situations and experiences and supports recommendations about 
how to improve them. Such theory is distinguished from non-
feminist thinking about women or gender by its general respect for 
women's own perspectives and authority, and its persistent 
attention to the workings of power structures which privilege men. 
Feminism may also be understood as a kind of social movement, 
one that may generate and be aided by theory. Both are 
concerned with women's flourishing-women controlling adequate 
resources, of all sorts, to live well. (p. 195) 
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Feminism's founding principle has generally been viewed as women's equality with men which, 

according to Nash (2000), has generally been interpreted as "women possessing the same 

essential capacities as men such that both sexes should enjoy access to the same opportunities 

and activities and be valued as of equal worth" (p. 174). 

Concerning feminist theory, there are many feminisms and many feminist theories (Frye, 

2000). In fact, Frye (2000) noted that the diversity of these theories makes it almost impossible to 

articulate "any principle, doctrine, method or vision common to them all" (p. 195). As an example, 

the following depicts one representation of the variety of feminist theories and their stand on the 

cause of women's oppression, which is shown in parenthesis: liberal feminism (sexism); radical 

feminism (patriarchy); cultural feminism (patriarchy); Marxist feminism (capitalism); socialist 

feminism (capitalist patriarchy); and postmodern/postcolonial feminism (PhaIIogocentrism) (R. 

Cochrane, personal communication, 2006). 

However, Frye (2000) also reported there are terms and assumptions that are generally 

recognized and interpreted by various feminisms; these include the concepts of "gender inequality, 

male dominance, sexism, patriarchy, phallocracy, the oppression of women, the suppression of 

women, sex discrimination, sex oppression, heterosexualism, hierarchical sex-gender system, 

systemic misogyny, the construction of women as an exploited class, patriarchy as a global 

religion, [and] male supremacism" (p. 196). These differences in terminology are important 

because they point to different ways of understanding situations and the various realities of living 

within various systems (Frye, 2000). These different terminologies and various ideas about 

concepts, such as power and resource distribution to women and men, gender roles, division of 

work, broad patterns that privilege men and subordinate women, and more, are systemic 

asymmetries that have been prevalent throughout history (Frye, 2000, p. 196). These asymmetries 
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also join together with various understandings of "the relations between it and constructions of 

race, economic classes, national identities, sex and sexuality, colonialism, and with different 

philosophical and ideological frameworks (such as liberalism, postcolonial theory, psychoanalytic 

theory, existentialism, postmodernism and so on)" (Frye, 2000, p. 196). However this asymmetry is 

named or interpreted, feminisms present it as "something not to be taken for granted and accepted, 

nor accommodated as inevitable or unchangeable, but as something to be critiqued and changed 

by ways and means which are conceived in the terms and frameworks provided by various 

feminisms" (Frye, 2000, p. 196). 

Feminism in the movement sense has meant that women have tended to rebel and resist 

when encountering social arrangements they find oppressive, and they have tried to creatively 

envision other possibilities for living (Frye, 2000). Feminism has also occurred in various eras, 

throughout different cultures, and as a movement its effects may be felt long after the initial "period 

of intense energy" (Frye, 2000, p. 196). For example, the nineteenth and twentieth centuries' 

feminist movement in North America opened higher education to women, gave them the franchise, 

and over the years opened many more possibilities for them. Similarly, within the Indian feminist 

movement, Sunder Rajasn (2003) has defined three waves that constitute the post-independence 

Indian Women's Movement (IWM): During the post-independence decades of the 1950s-1960s not 

much action happened due to "liberal faith in the institutions of the state" (as cited in Roy, 2009, p. 

354), however the 1970s and 1980s were a period of intense energy for the movement due to the 

activism of new autonomous women's groups, and the current time is one of "consolidation and 

retrospection" (as cited in Roy, 2009, p. 354). As Frey (2000) noted: 

Feminism, both theory and political action, is plural, mixed, and 
moving. Late twentieth-century feminism is rich with the constant 
blending and borrowing of themes and ideas among different 
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theories and theorists. No one need feel that she has to choose or 
identify with one feminism to the exclusion of all others, (p. 197). 

In the next section, I discuss two of the main feminist theories that have impacted 

feminism: liberal feminism and radical feminism, because of their parallels with the research I have 

chosen to undertake. 

Two feminist theories: Liberal feminism and radical feminism 

Liberal feminism advocates equal rights for women and, while it was primarily the 

dominant form of feminism in the nineteenth and earlier twentieth centuries, it has been an object 

of criticism of second-wave feminists, despite the fact that most of the gains in the western 

women's movement have been made in the form of liberal rights (Nash, 2000). For example, as 

Nash (2000) noted, some feminists have argued against liberal feminism's so-called gender-neutral 

individual, and social feminists have criticized the "empty formalism of rights which do not enable 

women to achieve substantive equality" (p. 303). Feminist theorists argue that liberal rights treat all 

individuals alike, even though women are, at the most basic, positioned differently than men 

because of the historic sexual division of labour (Nash, 2000). Thus, women find it hard in the 

labour force to compete with men on equal terms, even though they have equal rights to do so, 

since they historically bear the responsibility for home and childcare (Nash, 2000, p. 304). 

Therefore, equal rights in the law are viewed as inadequate to address social and economic 

inequalities (Nash, 2000). Furthermore, as Nash argues, they "mystify" inequalities "by creating the 

appearance of a meritocracy in which each individual succeeds or fails according to their own 

merits, while in fact women are disadvantaged relative to men" (p. 304). Similarly, within the Indian 

feminist movement, Srila Roy (2009) reported there is a: 
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critique of the feminist reliance on the law as a tool of radical 
social transformation. The question as to whether feminists 
should rely on the law and support of the state is one over which 
the Indian Women's Movement is deeply divided, leading some to 
suggest the beginnings of a 'generational gap, if not actual 
conflict' among feminists (Sunder Rajan, 2003:31). (p. 344) 

The issue of working women within an Indian context however has a different nuance, yet 

similar issues, from that of western feminism. Although my research study deals with rural, village 

women, whose lives are very different from urban, Indian women in terms of manual labour output, 

I want to mention a study that reflects on differences, and yet similarities, between the lives of 

urban women and the rural women who were included in this study, as they dealt with many of the 

same issues. Krishnara (1988) has noted that although women have always worked in India, and 

their earnings have been a significant contribution to family income, the entry of middle-class 

women into the workforce was largely a post-independence phenomenon (as cited in Vindhya, 

2007, p. 341). Since the 1950s in India, women of the upper classes who are educated and 

employed, and who were the leading beneficiaries of the modernization process, have also been 

the ones who are the subject of sociological studies in India (Vindhya, 2007). For this group, from 

studies done in the 1980s, the home was considered their natural, stress free environment, and 

stepping out of the private sphere, the home, into the public sphere of the workplace was assumed 

to cause a number of negative effects on the well-being of women and their families (Vindhya, 

2007, p. 342). Bharat (2001) noted that "the two domains of work and family have been largely 

described as causing a confliction of values for women" (as cited in Vindhya, 2007, p. 342). 

However, further research on this category of Indian women in the 1990s has determined 

that the two spheres of the work-family are highly interdependent and studies have found the 
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importance of taking into account many other factors such as "nature of work (Asha, 1994; Sharma 

et al., 2001 ; Trivenia and Aminabhavi, 2002), spousal support (Chandra et al, 1995; Misra, 1998), 

child-care arrangements (Sahoo and Bidyadhar, 1994), type of family structure (Asha, 1992; 

Mukherjee and Bakshi, 1996; Suppal et al,1996), perception of family environment (Asha, 1994), 

attitudes towards wife's employment (Sharma and Vohra, 1998), extent of involvement in work or 

family (Sahu and Rath, 2003) and their impact on mental health outcomes of employed women" 

(as cited in Vindhya, 2007, p. 342). Saho and Bidyadhar (1994) also found that, similarly to what 

western feminism cites as a source of conflict for working women, Indian women emphasized that 

lack of control to modify work schedules for family reasons, and vice versa, was a major predictor 

of conflict (as cited in Vindhay, 2007, p. 342). Vindhay (2007) also noted how this brought home 

the point that women are primarily responsible for the majority of household work and child care in 

India. These are also similar issues to what elected women pachchayat members face in their dual 

roles as elected political representatives and as family members. 

In examining radical feminism, Evans (1995) noted it is an equality feminism that rejects: 

rank and hierarchy, and...oppression in all its forms. Thus it tends 
utterly to reject the social, political, and economic systems we 
know now...feminist radicals also sought the eradication of 
discrimination by sex and race, and the simultaneous liberation of 
all the oppressed, (p. 62) 

Early radicalism was also egalitarian to the core in believing that all voices should be heard and 

that all should be given equal weight, and as Evans notes, it sees both men and women being 

harmed by society and by patriarchy, although women more so (p. 64). Feminists such as bell 

hooks (2000) have emphasized that radical feminism includes a vision of equality, not just in 

gender, but in all areas including class, colour, sexual preference, and more (p. 24). hooks also 

emphasized that within the feminist movement, most women, especially privileged White women, 
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stopped being aware of revolutionary feminist visions once they began to gain economic power 

within the existing patriarchal structure (p. 4). Many Dalit feminists in India would undoubtedly 

argue the same points in relation to feminism in India. 

Indian Women's Movement39 (IWM) 

Nivedita Menon (2004) argued that feminists in India have had anxiety for the past two 

decades over "the institutionalization of feminism in the form of governmental and non

governmental professionalization" (as cited in Roy, 2009, p. 343). The majority of autonomous 

women's groups that rose up during the 1970s, during the most active period of Indian feminism, 

have been transformed into government-funded or foreign-funded NGOs (Roy, 2009), and "it is 

these funded NGOs and not grassroots political organizations that often undertake important 

decisions on behalf of the entire women's movement, thereby significantly transforming the 

character of the IWM as a whole (Menon, 2004: 220)" (as cited in Roy, 2009, p. 343). Menon has 

argued this "professionalization of feminism" has enabled women with little or no political 

commitment to feminism to "practice feminism as a profession rather than as politics", and the 

need and "compulsion" to find funding sources has limited new and innovative thinking about what 

feminism is about (as cited in Roy, 2009, p. 343). Thus, Menon believes the original political 

agenda of the women's movement has been "' blunted by corporatization and careerism...nine to 

five feminists'" (as cited in Roy, p. 343). 

3 9 This refers to the mainstream IWM that is representative of Indian feminism "insofar as it has a national profile 
and presence but cannot be thought of and does not claim to represent all Indian women" (Roy, 2007, p. 353). 
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Patriarchy 

Along with the theoretical framework of feminism, it is important to understand the power of 

patriarchy as a social system, and how this system infuses all aspects of life. Allan Johnson (2005) 

contends that many men become defensive as soon as they encounter the word patriarchy, "which 

they regularly interpret as a code-word for 'men,'" but he is clear to distinguish that patriarchy does 

not refer to a group of men, or to a particular man, but is "a kind of society in which men and 

women participate" (pp. 4-5). Johnson's definition of patriarchy centres on maleness: 

A society is patriarchal to the degree that it promotes male 
privilege by being male-dominated, male identified, and male 
centered. It is also organized around an obsession with control 
and involves as one of its key aspects the oppression of 
women...patriarchy encourages men to accept male privilege and 
perpetuate women's oppression, if only through silence. And It 
encourages women to accept and adapt to their oppressed 
position even to the extent of undermining movements to bring 
about change, (pp. 5,19) 

Johnson also joins the word "privilege" (p. 5) to men, based on a definition developed by Peggy 

Mcintosh: 

Privilege refers to any unearned advantage that is available to 
members of a social category while begin systemically denied to 
others. In patriarchy, for example, what men say tends to have 
greater credibility than what women say, even when they're 
saying the same thing. Access to privilege depends on the 
prevailing definition of categories such as 'male' and 'female' and 
the advantages and disadvantages socially attached to them. It 
also depends on related characteristics-a man's access to male 
privilege...will vary according to other status characteristics such 
as race, sexual orientation, disability status, and social class, (as 
cited in Johnson, p. 5) 

Johnson (2005) argues there are four characteristics prevalent in a patriarchal society. The 

first is a society that is male-oriented, for example whereby the positions of authority are usually 

male, and if a woman occasionally finds herself in such a position, people ask themselves how she 
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will be able to perform, although they would rarely ask this about men. On the other hand, if men 

venture into domains usually reserved for women, such as caring for children, and say things such 

as "You know, I just can't change a diaper—I'm no good at that sort of thing so you do it," their not 

measuring up can be viewed as superiority and "a trained incapacity that actually protects their 

privileged status" (Johnson, 2005, p. 5). Johnson identifies the second characteristic of patriarchal 

societies as being male identified, so that men's lives are taken as the standard for what is 

considered normal; this affects areas such as the workplace where 60-hour work weeks assume 

that a worker has something akin to a wife at home who is looking after the house and children, 

doing the laundry, cooking the meals, and making the home a haven of comfort and pleasure for 

the worker when they return home (p. 7). A male-Identified society also regards highly male-

identified values such as control, power, strength, competitiveness, toughness, and so forth, and 

control over emotions while devaluing qualities such as co-operation, sharing, nurturing, 

compassion, emotional openness and expressiveness, associating these with females and 

femininity (Johnson, 2005). However, women are not completely devalued because "Women are 

often prized for their beauty as objects of male sexual desire, for example, but as such they are 

often possessed and controlled in ways that ultimately devalue them" (Johnson, 2005, p. 7). The 

third characteristic of patriarchy is male centeredness, which is being mainly interested in men and 

in their activities. Next, Johnson lists the fourth characteristic of patriarchy as an obsession with 

male control; those they control are seen "without the fullness and complexity that defines them as 

human beings" (p. 13). 

I now move forward to Chapter Four where I will provide specific details concerning the 

research process such as the setting, participants, data collection process, and data analysis, and 

in Chapter Five I present the research results. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH PROCESS 

This chapter presents the research study's setting, participants, measurement instruments, 

validity and reliability, and the data collection and analysis process. 

Setting 

This study took place in the northern state of Rajasthan, India, in village homes and in the 

field offices of two local NGOs in the districts of Jaipur and Tonk. Twenty-four women PRI 

representatives were interviewed in total; 12 of these women were from Tonk district, representing 

approximately 10 separate villages and seven Gram Panchayats in that district. The remaining 12 

participants were from Jaipur district, representing approximately nine separate villages and seven 

distinct Gram Pancahyats from that district. In total, 19 different villages and 14 distinct Gram 

Panchayats in Jaipur and Tonk districts were represented through the women interviewed. 

The success of my field visits depended on the assistance of three local NGOs who work 

with issues of women's development and capacity training in rural Rajasthan: Gram Vikas 

Navyuvak Mandai Laporiya (GVNML), The Hunger Project, and Cecoedecon. These three NGOs 

provided me with contacts, helped plan my itinerary, and took me to field sites, including field 

offices and participants' villages and homes. Local leaders from both GVNML and The Hunger 

Project were also interviewed, and a focus group was conducted with six development/social 

workers from Cecoedecon. Informal discussions were also held with some community members. 

For reasons of confidentiality, individual names, as well as village and Gram Panchayat names 
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have been changed and individuals quoted in this research are referred to only by their broad 

designation, except for the GVNML local leader. 

In relation to the women interviewed, The Hunger Project and Cecoedecon undertake 

development work in Jaipur district, and GVNML works in Tonk district. The Hunger Project is an 

international NGO that works in a number of countries, as well as various states in India, including 

Rajasthan. One of The Hunger Project's goals is to build self-reliance at the grassroots level 

through offering programs that facilitate empowering local women, including the development of 

women leaders in PRI. The Hunger Project specifically offers a three-day workshop in leadership 

training for PRI elected women representatives. The second NGO-Cecoedecon-focuses its work 

in four major sectors: institutional development (training other institutions on aspects such as 

leadership management and promoting village level institutions), child development, natural 

resource management and health. Since Cecoedecon works more locally in villages, The Hunger 

Project periodically engages Cecoedecon to implement some of The Hunger Project's programs at 

the grassroots level. The third NGO1 GVNML, undertakes its work mainly in the western and 

southern areas of Rajasthan and focuses on natural resource management, such as soil and water 

conservation activities, health issues, including maternal and child health, and women's 

empowerment. 

Of the 24 women representative participants, 15 were interviewed in the field offices of 

Cecoedecon and GVNML in Jaipur and Tonk districts respectively, and nine were interviewed 

either in their own or other representative's homes in various villages in Jaipur district. Both field 

offices of Cecoedecon and GVNML are located in rural areas and hold long rectangular tables at 

which the interviews were conducted. The women interviewed in the field offices arranged to travel 

from their villages to the field offices. Public transportation is limited in these areas and so 
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transportation to and from the interview locations had to be arranged, either by the respective NGO 

or via private arrangements the women made themselves. Many of the rural village women being 

interviewed in the field offices carried their own cell phones so they could be contacted if interviews 

were running late, and one woman representative drove a motorcycle to and from the interview in 

the field office. 

Many of the interviews in homes included not only the woman being interviewed but 

oftentimes other family members who would enter the room to listen, or children who would bang 

on the door to be let in. One woman was interviewed while she cooked japatis on the outside stove 

for her family's evening meal. During some of the interviews held at GVNML's field office, some of 

the women representatives being interviewed sat together at the same long rectangular table, while 

one after another was interviewed. Many of these women were from different castes but would 

encourage one another and comment on each other's answers. In another instance, a woman 

sarpanch was interviewed in her home while her husband and other family members sat in to 

listen; then a Dalit panch on the same panchayat was interviewed, with the sarpanch listening. The 

dynamics of the interviews could change thus, depending on who was present at the time. These 

qualifications therefore led to various limitations in data collection and have been considered when 

analyzing the interviews. 

The focus group with six development/social workers was held in Cecoedecon's field office 

where my interpreter and I were warmly welcome and offered chai (tea), indicating the hospitality of 

rural Rajasthani people who willingly share with visitors whatever they have. These 

development/social workers were working in the surrounding rural villages in Jaipur district and 

providing various development programs for villagers, especially women. The interview with a local 

Hunger Project leader was conducted via telephone, and many informal discussions were 
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conducted with her in her office in the city of Jaipur. Lastly, an interview with a local GVNML 

leader, Ramji Lal1 was conducted face-to-face in GVNML's field office in Tonk district. 

Sample/Participants 

The sampling procedure used for this study was non-random purposive sampling. The 

participants were restricted to those recruited by Cecoedecon and GVNML. These NGO's recruited 

study participants keeping in mind the required caste qualifications: at least half should be 

Scheduled Caste women, and the rest should be other castes. 

Measurement Instruments 

For the research, I utilized a research instrument in the form of an interview guide to collect 

data for the interviews with all women elected representatives (See Appendix A). A separate 

research instrument was used for the telephone interview with The Hunger Project leader (see 

Appendix B) and for the interview with the local GVNML leader. A local interpreter from Jaipur—a 

female PhD student familiar with the area of Panchayati Raj studies—was hired to accompany me 

into the field. Oral consent was obtained from participants before presenting the research 

instrument and tape-recording the interviews. Semi-structured interviews were conducted one-on-

one with selected women representatives, and most interviews lasted one hour. Interviews began 

with the explanation that the purpose of the research was to gain insights into the participation of 

both elected Dalit (Scheduled Caste) and other caste women on panchayat councils. Using the 

research instrument, the interpreter conducted the interviews in either the local Rajasthani dialect 

or Hindi, and she wrote the participants' answers while I observed and tape-recorded the interview 

for later verification. 
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A total of 49 questions were asked of all representatives, and an additional 12 questions 

were asked of the Dalit representatives. The purpose of the questions was to measure participants' 

self-evaluative reflections about their roles and experiences as panchayat representatives, both as 

women and in comparison to men on the council. The questions also measured participants' 

estimation of the effectiveness of their respective panchayat councils, the nature of the 

relationships that supported them in their roles (such as whether husbands or other male relatives 

accompanied them to meetings and told them what to say), whether they felt empowered to speak 

up in meetings and to identify issues on behalf of their wards, whether men and women raised 

different issues in panchayat meetings, and whether they felt more respected in their families and 

in the village as a result of their elected position. Dalit women were additionally asked about their 

experiences on the panchayat council with and compared to upper caste women and men. Some 

questions simply required yes or no answers; some asked the interviewee to give numbers and 

categories, and some were open-ended requiring the interviewees to reflect and provide detailed 

descriptions of their own experiences. The women often provided their answers with anecdotal 

information, from their own experience, to explain why they felt a certain way, or to demonstrate a 

situation. For instance, some women felt their sarpanches did not support them in their work and 

provided anecdotal evidence to demonstrate this. 

In general, people were willing to answer the questions and to be recorded, except for two 

women who did not want their interview recorded. One of these women did not give a reason, but 

indicated to the NGO worker that she did not want to be interviewed by foreigners (see further 

explanation below). The second woman said she did not feel comfortable with having her answers 

recorded. 
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All of the study participants responded positively to both the interpreter and I1 with the 

exception of the one participant mentioned above. Most participants who were interviewed in their 

homes warmly welcomed us and offered chai and/or water. Study participants who were 

interviewed in the two NGO field offices enthusiastically took part in their interviews and were often 

curious about both the interpreter and I1 asking personal questions about our lives. One of the 

women, who asked not to be recorded, was interviewed in the common area just outside her home. 

She told the interpreter that she had heard that foreigners were interviewing people in surrounding 

villages, and she did not want to be interviewed by a foreigner. Because of this, I sat a distance 

away and did not engage with the interpreter while the interview was taking place; instead I 

interacted with the inevitable numerous curious children who congregate when newcomers appear 

in the village. However, the interview ended on a positive note. At the end of this interview, through 

the interpreter, the study participant expressed regret to me because she felt she had been 

inhospitable and she gave me an apology and hugged me. Another woman, who was interviewed 

in the courtyard of her house while she cooked japatis on an outside stove for the evening meal, 

was reluctant at first to be interviewed. She indicated she was frightened of what we would do with 

the information she provided. However, after more explanations about the purpose of the research, 

the woman allowed herself to be interviewed but told the interpreter at the end that we had not 

come to her village for any concrete work, but had come with wasteful work that had killed her time 

also. However, as noted before, such incidents were few and far between. 

A principle vehicle to gain the perspective of NGO workers on issues related to elected 

women representatives, and capacity-building for, was through a focus group. Members of the 

focus group participated based on convenience sampling. The focus group participants consisted 

of those social and development workers who were available and accessible in the rural field office 
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of Cecoedecon at the time the interpreter and I visited. These workers were familiar with the 

culture, social norms, and some of the challenges elected women might face in the surrounding 

rural Jaipur villages. The goal of the focus group was to collect any pertinent insights these workers 

could offer, especially for SC women. 

Two one-on-one interviews were also conducted with local Rajasthan leaders of The 

Hunger Project and GVNML. With The Hunger Project local leader, a semi-structured interview via 

telephone was conducted during preliminary research in February, 2008, and a research 

instrument was utilized (see Appendix B). Questions centred on strategies The Hunger Project had 

undertaken to help build capacity in elected women panchayat representatives and whether those 

strategies had been effective in increasing the women's self-confidence, bargaining power, and 

understanding of their role in panchayats. This NGO leader spoke English as well as Hindi, thus I 

required no interpreter. The interview with Ramji Lai, the local GVNML leader, took place face-to-

face at a GVNML field office in Tonk district, and the interpreter was utilized. A semi-structured 

interview took place, a research instrument was utilized, and questions focussed on what 

workshops, if any, GVNML offered for women representatives. Additional questions centred on the 

nature of gender discrimination and caste discrimination in the surrounding villages, as well as any 

issues this leader might be aware of concerning panchayats and elected women representatives. 

Once all interviews were tape-recorded and completed, I worked with another local 

interpreter to translate and transcribe each interview. 

I had also planned to conduct participant observations at two panchayat meetings where 

representatives, who were both Dalit women and women of other castes, as well as males, would 

be present. I wanted to observe how women, especially Dalit women, actually participated in 

meetings compared to women of other castes, and compared to higher caste males. However, this 
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was not possible because, during the month I undertook my research, panchayat elections for the 

next term were taking place, and thus no panchayat meetings were being held that month. 

Validity and reliability 

The validity of the research instrument was reviewed by two experts, one an Indo-

Canadian professor who is an expert in the fields of South Asia and Development Studies, and 

whose research expertise included a three-year research study and field work in rural Rajasthan 

concerning the role of women and water resource management. The second expert was a 

Canadian professor who conducts graduate courses in research methods, and whose field of 

research is in Communication Studies. The research instrument was piloted with both professors 

who made suggestions for improvement, and such adjustments were made. 

To check the reliability of the research instrument and ensure it measured what it was 

intended to measure, some modifications were made after it was administered to the first few 

participants. These modifications allowed us to capture whether the elected women study 

participants had undertaken any leadership training, whether they intended to contest again, and 

the breakdown by caste and gender of each representative's respective panchayat council. 

The main research instrument was translated from English to Hindi, and I instructed the 

interpreter on how to use it and when to clarify or ask further questions. Additionally, the interpreter 

conducted all interviews in Rajasthani or Hindi. The process established was that once all 

questions had been asked for each interviewee, the interpreter passed the research instrument to 

me to review the responses, and the interpreter often verbally added some insights while this 

action was taking place. At this point, I could ask for clarification or further insight on any answers 

that were ambiguous or seemed to need more explanation and investigation. This process usually 
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meant that the interpreter probed the interview subject for additional information or explanation. 

Once the answers were relayed back to me, both the interpreter and I noted applicable additional 

descriptive and reflective comments concerning the answers. The interpreter noted her comments 

on the research instrument and I kept my notes in a field notebook. Then a discussion took place 

between the interpreter and I to compare our own observations as to whether the interviewee 

appeared self-confident in the interview, and whether we believed she was merely a figurehead 

panch or sarpanch, based on her responses, or an independent thinker with agency who made her 

own decisions and spoke up in meetings. Based on these discussions, and with input from the 

interpreter, I decided whether a woman was a figurehead panch who was controlled by her 

husband or another male relative, or an ineffective panch because she indicated that she not been 

able to undertake any positive changes for her ward, due to being blocked by the sarpanch or other 

council members. Women who indicated they had been able to deliver concrete goods and 

services to their wards, and who said they spoke up of their own accord to be heard in meetings, 

were considered effective and empowered representatives. 

Data Collection/Procedures 

The data was collected through interviews and the data collection process took place over 

a two-week period in November 2008. However, the telephone interview with The Hunger Project 

local leader took place in February, 2008, when the researcher and NGO leader were attending a 

Development Studies practitioner and academic conference in Jaipur. Interviews took place almost 

daily during the two-week period in November, 2008, for a time period of approximately one hour 

per interview. This resulted in 24 individual interviews with panchyat women representatives, one 

focus group with six development/social workers, and two interviews with local NGO leaders, as 
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well as ongoing conversations with a local Hunger Project leader about her work with women 

representatives. During the following two-week period, later in November, 2008, the transcription 

process took place in Jaipur. During that time, I met with another local translator who translated the 

interviews while I transcribed them, and we discussed and interpreted the interviews. 

Data Analysis 

The collected data was translated from Hindi and Rajasthani to English and transcribed, 

and data was validated between the researcher and the second translator. The second translator 

was local to the area and a retired business development officer with the Government of 

Rajasthan, who was familiar with the nature of PRI and village development issues. Both this 

interpreter and I actively participated in the interpretation of results during translation and 

transcription. 

To analyze the specific data, interview questions were matched to answer the seven 

overarching research questions concerning women representatives, and then interview data was 

organized into a limited number of themes and issues related to the interview questions. Content 

analysis, including thematic matrices differentiated by Dalit and all other castes, was performed on 

all questions. Demographic information about the women participants was reported in the form of 

bar graphs for comparison purposes, and quotations were selected from the interviews to clarify 

and explain certain topics. The interview with the leader from GVNML and the focus group with 

Cecoedecon's development/ social workers were also translated. The focus group and all NGO 

leader interviews were also transcribed and analyzed for themes and quotations selected to 

emphasize key findings. Content analysis was performed on all transcripts. 

I now move forward to Chapter Five where the research results are presented. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: STUDY RESULTS 

Formerly family members used to not cater to me, but after 
becoming the ward member they started considering me a human 
being. This sort of estimation was missing earlier. (Ragini, 45 
year-old, SC woman panch, Jaipur district) 

Introduction 

The results of this study unpack the complexities surrounding the participation of elected 

women representatives of various castes on village-level panchayat councils in rural Rajasthan. 

The results also contrast the experiences of Dalit women with those of women of other castes on 

these councils. This perspective is useful to help distinguish between two types of interlapping 

issues that cut across the categories above: 

• Issues that are common to all elected women representatives 

• Issues that are specific to Dalit elected women representatives 

With this in mind, this chapter presents the results of the study; in Chapter Six the implications of 

the study results are discussed, and I conclude my thesis. 

Findings from Research Questions 

An analysis of the data from the women representatives' questionnaires revealed findings 

within the areas of the research questions. In analyzing the results, women participants' responses 

were grouped according to the guiding research questions and then categorized for major themes, 

which are presented in this chapter. I begin by briefly portraying three women panchayat members 

who represent the diversity of the women we interviewed. Next, I present the demographic data of 
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participants and then follow with themes that emerged from the interviews. I conclude this chapter 

by presenting feedback from my interviews with NGO leaders and workers. 

Profiles of three study participants 

The women who participated in this study were characterized by diverse thought, 

expression (i.e. assertiveness or reticence), caste, economic situation, attitudes towards women's 

autonomy and much more. In this next section, I profile three women who reflect the diversity of the 

women we interviewed. Their names and some circumstances have been changed to protect their 

identities. 

Mukta 

Mukta is a 45 year-old, dynamic, OBC woman who cares for and economically supports 

her elderly, disabled mother. Her father is deceased and she owns a small business through which 

she earns 1,500 rupees40 a month. She attained some education, as an adult, through night school 

where she learned to read, write, and understand elementary mathematics. Mukta attends all 

panchayat meetings, is diligent about her ward responsibilities, and accompanies her ward 

members as she helps them problem-solve. Of her own volition, Mukta keeps an eye on the work 

of the sarpanch and his secretary to ensure transparency. She also monitors all panchayat funds 

received because the sarpanch and his secretary have misappropriated funds in the past. When 

this happened, she reported it and the sarpanch and his secretary had to refund the money and 

apologize before the whole panchayat. Mukta has worked hard to ease the water shortage problem 

4 0 At the time of writing, $1 USD is equivalent to 44 rupees and $1 CDN is equivalent to 45 rupees. 
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that particularly affects women in her village, and through her efforts a water tank is planned that 

will give every household a tap connection. Mukta is bold, has received training for her role, and 

believes women are "the backbone of Pancahyati Raj." She also believes that due to discrimination 

and without reservation for Dalit women, "the village people would never have permitted them to 

come forward." Mukta says: 

I was helping the villagers before when I was not a ward panch. 
After becoming a ward panch, I have earned some constitutional 
power also. So I think I can help my people in a better way. I do 
not hesitate to make use of even harsh words if some official 
seems to be lethargic, inactive or unwilling.. .Whatever I have to 
say I boldly say it in the plainest words... If sarpanch or even if the 
pradhan is there, they cannot mislead me or make me stray from 
the path. I don't care-if I feel something is right, I say so, even in 
the face of the block development officer. 

Java 

Jaya is an assertive, 40 year-old, SC woman who can sign her name but is otherwise 

illiterate. She is employed as an agricultural labourer outside her home and earns 70 to 100 rupees 

per day; her husband is a tractor driver who earns up to 125 rupees per day. Jaya has received 

leadership training through Cecoedecon. An improvement Jaya has lobbied her panchayat for is to 

upgrade her village school to secondary level, so that the girls of poor families, who cannot go to 

school in other villages, can attend. She has also tried to mobilize other women to attend or join the 

panchayat. Jaya said: 

[Since becoming a ward panch] I have acquired more strength. I 
express my opinion in strong words. I have more rights and I get 
my proposals approved by the panchayat, thus I have acquired a 
commanding position. Before becoming a ward member, I never 
attended any panchayat meeting or Gram Sabha. I was 
hesitant...but after becoming a ward member I have learnt about 
my duties as well as rights. The way I serve both I am praised 
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which tempts me to work better than earlier. I motivate the rest of 
the women of my ward to attend the panchayat meeting so that 
they too may have a chance of knowing more, learning more, 
working better for their family, community and village and even 
opt for the post of panchayat if the situation falls on them. 

Jaya asserted that panchayat members discriminate between men and women; they consider 

women to be meek, weak, and persons who cannot "put forth the work of their wards." Jaya, 

however, considers herself to be a strong woman who can persuasively assert her views. 

I consider myself to be a strong woman. If I am interrupted during 
the course of my deliberations I start speaking and show my 
concern about my work with all force. Ultimately the men folk give 
ears to what I say and most of the time the matter is decided in 
my favour in the ward. 

Chaaya 

Chaaya is an uneducated, 45 year-old, SC woman who is employed outside her home as 

a casual labourer earning 80 rupees a day; her husband is a casual labourer who earns 100 

rupees a day. Chaaya's seat is reserved for an SC woman, and her husband or son accompany 

her to most of her panchayat meetings. At the meetings, both Chaaya and her husband speak and 

they decide together how she should vote. Furthermore, Chaaya's panchayat has not implemented 

any of the proposals she has put forth. Chaaya explained this is because the panchayat 

undertakes the work of different wards in a systematic way and her turn has yet to come, although 

her ward has received a hand pump and a road was constructed. Also, Chaaya's panchayat has 

not assigned her any special work because, as Chaaya explained: "People know that I am illiterate 

and ignorant of so many facts." However, Chaaya believed her panchayat listened to her with 

patience and without discrimination, although she believed SC women would never have been 
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allowed to hold office, except for reservations. Chaaya received leadership training through 

Cecoedecon, but she does not always feel free to voice her opinion in panchayat meetings 

"because I am not very aware and I know less." She believed she could not do a good job by 

herself and therefore enlisted her husband to help her. However, Jaya said she is ready to contest 

again (perhaps because she knows the post will give her some power). 

Demographics 

Caste of study participants 

The 24 women study participants included all caste categories and were comprised of 13 

Scheduled Caste/Dalit (SC) women, and 11 women from other castes. In the graphs which follow, 

the women of other castes have been further divided into their specifc caste groupings of: one 

Scheduled Tribe (ST) woman, seven Other Backward Caste (OBC) women, and three General 

Caste (two Rajput, one Brahmin) women, for deeper analysis. The study participants were 

selected because they were current representatives on panchayat councils. Refer to Figure 5.1 for 

breakdown by caste of participants. 

Figure 5.1 : Castes of Study Participants 
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Age range of study participants 

At the time of the study, all participants had been panchayat representatives for 

approximately four years. Study participants ranged in age from 28 to 65. Of these, 41.67 per cent 

(10 participants) were between the ages of 40 to 49, and approximately 21 per cent (five 

participants) were between the ages of 60 to 65, while 16.67 per cent (four participants) were 

between the ages of 50 to 59 and 16.67 per cent (four participants) between the ages of 30 to 39. 

Only one participant, the ST woman, was younger than 30 years of age. Refer to Figure 5.2 for age 

ranges by caste of study participants. 

Figure 5.2: Age Range of Interviewed Women Representatives 

Educational level of study participants 

The educational levels of study participants ranged from illiterate up to the 10th grade primary 

level. A total of 58.3 per cent (14 out of 24) of the interviewees were illiterate. Amongst the SC 

participants, 53.8 per cent (seven out of 13) were illiterate, whereas 63.6 per cent (seven out of 11) 

of the other caste participants were illiterate. Refer to Figure 5.3 for educational levels by caste. 
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Figure 5.3: Educational Levels of Interviewed Women Representatives 
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Age at marriage for interviewed women representatives 

The interviewed women representatives were predominantly married. Ofthe total study 

participants, 58.3 per cent (13 out of 24) had been married between the ages of 5 to 14, and SC 

women were generally married at a younger age than women of other castes. However, even 

though the majority of these women had been married at young ages, Rajasthan is one of the 

northern states where the practice of gauna takes place. This means that although a child marriage 

has taken place, the sexual component is absent and girls continue to live with their parents until 

they have reached an older age. Thus, many of these women did not go to their in-laws' home until 

they reached puberty at approximately 13 or 14 years of age, and some went later, such as at age 

20. The stage where the bride is sent to the bridegroom's home is called gauna. See Table 5.1 for 

marriage age by caste. 
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Table 5.1 : Age at Marriage of Study Participants 

Ages SC OBC Gen ST Total 
0-4 1 1 2 
5-9 6 1 7 
10-14 3 3 1 7 
15-19 3 2 1 6 
20-24 1 1 
25-29 1 1 
Total 13 7 3 1 24 

Family income 

Family income of study participants, based on the combined income of husband and wife, 

ranged from 250 rupees per month to over 9,000 rupees per month. Unfortunately, five out of 

seven OBC participants could not provide an estimated monthly income because they stated their 

husbands were farmers. See Figure 5.4. 

Figure 5.4: Family Income1 of Study Participants 
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1- Family income is calculated in rupees and includes the combined income of husband and wife for elected 
women representatives, per month. Six (out of 13) SC study participants indicated they were casual labourers therefore their income 
was estimated at five working days in a month. Five out of seven OBC research participants gave their husband's occupation as 
farmer, but they could not provide the researcher with an estimated monthly income for the family. 
*45 rupees is equivalent to approximately $1 Canadian/$1 USD. 
Note: Per 1998 standards, a rural family of five, earning Rs.1650 or less per month, are considered below the poverty line. 
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Occupations of elected women representatives 

Next, if we examine the occupations of study participants, other than their roles as 

panches or sarpanches, 70.8 per cent of all women representatives worked solely at home, that is 

undertaking all of the chores of homemaking and child care, as applicable, including working at 

home as general labourers, agricultural workers and animal caretakers. Rural Indian women have 

especially rigorous manual workloads at home, since they are responsible for gathering and 

providing their family's domestic water and firewood. Many times, this means women must walk 

long distances with heavy pots of water on their head, and firewood on their back, and they also 

bear responsibility for domestic animal care, preparing and cooking meals, child care, housework, 

and rigorous manual washing of clothes at the local water source41 (Parmar, unpublished). In other 

words, women bear heavy burdens, both in the amount and duration of family domestic work they 

must undertake, and many fall into bed exhausted at the end of their day (Parmar, unpublished). 

Besides this, over half of the SC women (53.84 per cent or seven out of 13) also held external jobs 

(some of these as casual labourers), versus 9.1 percent (one out of 11) of the women of other 

castes. See Figure 5.5 for occupations by caste. 

In the next section I explore the themes that emerged from an analysis of the data, based 

on the seven guiding or overarching research questions which were outlined in Chapter Four. 

4 1 This information is based on Dr. Aradhana Parmar's three-year study on water and women in rural Rajasthan from 
2005-2008. Dr. Parmar presented her research results at a University of Oxford, U.K, seminar in 2008. 
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Themes 

Theme one: Equity and respect 

The purpose of overarching question one was to explore whether the experiences of Dalit 

women and women of other castes differ or are similar in their roles as elected representatives, 

and in their attitudes towards equity for women. Additionally, I sought to determine whether Dalit 

women believe they are treated equally and have an equal voice compared to upper-caste women 

and men on their panchayats. The questions that corresponded to this theme were questions 38, 

39,42,46,48,50, 51, and 52. 

The data revealed that the experiences of both Dalit and women of other castes, as 

panchayat representatives, are similar, however with some important exceptions. Dalit women are 

more likely to express the view that they face gender and caste discrimination in their respective 

panchayats, and that their respective panchayats do not listen to nor act upon their requests to 
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undertake improvements in their wards. Dalit woman are also more likely to express dissatisfaction 

with their sarpanch for a number of reasons, including that the sarpanch works only for his or her 

own village, or that the sarpanch does not support them, or that he or she does not do enough 

work for the district. Although all Dalit women in the study felt they were treated equally on their 

panchayat councils, compared to upper caste women, many expressed the lived reality of their 

lives that Dalits continue to face discrimination in society. For example, Aastha, a 38 year old, 

eighth-grade, educated, Dalit woman said, "Intermarriage is not possible and [the] upper caste do 

not eat at Dalits' place." Some Dalit women also felt that discrimination against them resided more 

in the older generation, and they envision society will gradually change as new generations arise. 

Many of the Dalit women we interviewed also expressed their view that Dalit women would never 

have been allowed the opportunity to contest elections and hold panchayat seats except for 

reservations. 

On the other hand, women of other castes were more likely to express gender 

discrimination, rather than caste discrimination. For example, Megha, a 50 year-old, uneducated, 

OBC, woman panch said, "[There is] no discrimination [between] upper and lower caste. At times, 

gender discrimination is there, but it varies from person to person. Educated persons do not think 

like the elders." However, almost double the percentage of SC women, compared to women of 

other castes, said they felt more respected in their families as a result of being elected to PRI. In 

contrast, more women of other castes felt more respected in their villages as a result of being 

elected. This compares to research results found in the World Bank (2000) study on India's 

decentralization via Panchayati Raj. Furthermore, a higher percentage of SC women felt women 

have more of a right than men to be panchayat representatives—15.4 per cent of the SC women 

plus the one ST woman respondent were the only research subjects who said that women had 
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more right than men to be elected reps whereas all other respondents believed women had an 

equal right with men to be elected reps. In fact, Aarti1 an SC woman, said the government had 

been discriminatory in giving women reservation for only one-third of the seats, rather than for one-

half of them. 

Unpacking this theme further, question 38 asked respondents if they felt more respected in 

their villages as a result of being elected to a panchayat council. Replies indicated that 61.5 per 

cent of SC women felt more respected in their villages after being elected, compared to 90.9 per 

cent of the women of other castes. However, it is important to note that two of the SC women who 

did not feel increased respect explained this was because they already felt respected in their 

villages before being elected, and their election did not change this. Figure 5.6 indicates responses 

by caste. 

Figure 5.6: (Q. 38) Do You Feel More Respected in Your Village After Being Elected? 
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Similarly, in question 39 participants were asked if they felt increased respect in their 

families after being elected to the panchayat. A study of six states by the Participatory Research in 

Asia had found that approximately 25 per cent of women enjoyed increased respect in their 

families after being elected to panchayats (as cited in Joshi and Narwani, 2005, p. 180). However, 
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our study found that 53.8 per cent of SC respondents said they felt more respected in their families 

after being elected, whereas 27.3 per cent of the women of other castes respondents said they felt 

more respected in their families. For those SC respondents who answered affirmatively, some 

indicated that their children, relatives, or in-laws felt proud as a result of their election. One SC 

woman said: 

Yes, there is an enhancement of my respect within the family. My 
children feel proud of me. To my mind, I feel my respect has 
doubled. Now my words are attended with more attention and if I 
assign any work to someone, he tries his most to get it executed 
as per my desire. 

Of the SC women who did not feel any increased respect in their families, one said that since she 

was an elder she was already respected, and another also felt respected already. Yet another SC 

woman, who did not feel increased respect from her family, attributed this to her lack of success in 

negotiating any work or upgrades within her ward. Figure 5.7 indicates responses by caste. 

Figure 5.7: (Q. 39) Do You Feel More Respected in Your Family After Being Elected? 
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In question 42 participants were asked if women should have an equal, less, or more right 

than men to be elected representatives. One hundred per cent of the General Caste and OBC 

women agreed that women should have equal rights to be elected representatives. Of the SC 



140 

respondents, 84.6 per cent (11 out of 13) felt women should have an equal right, however 15.38 

per cent (two out of 13) felt women had more of a right to be representatives. Mukta (profiled 

earlier), a 45-year old OBC panch, also commented: 

All are equal, men and women...in my village the rights are 
[evenly] given both to men and women...women in my village 
have gone ahead of men. Women are heard in worshiping God, in 
bearing the responsibility of livestock, of agriculture, and even in 
fulfilling the assigned work, whether of the village or the 
panchayat...[in my village] women are more forward than 
men...In my village, women have more say in the family...people 
have understood that [if] women are not encouraged to come 
forward their village will not remain prog ressi ve... the village in 
which women are active, the village is progressive...people have 
enjoyed progress so it is equally in their interest too that the 
women should come forward to take posting in public life. 
Nowadays women are heard more than men. Women are the 
backbone of the Panchayati Raj. They are heard better as they 
are more sincere and active. Hence they are pushed forward [to 
participate]. 

However, many other women of all castes noted that although women should have equal rights in 

their society, they did not. For example, a 65-year old, OBC (Jat) woman said, "It is a fact that it is 

a male-dominated society where women have no say whatsoever. She is to act as she is instructed 

by the male members of the family." Refer to Figure 5.8 for answers by caste. 

Figure 5.8: (Q.42) Do Women Have Equal, Less or More Right to be Elected Reps? 
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Question 46 asked participants if they felt treated as equals on their panchayat councils. 

For the women of other castes, 90.9 per cent (10 out of 11) answered affirmatively to this question, 

while 84.6 per cent (11 out of 13) of the SC respondents answered affirmatively. However, 15.4 per 

cent (two out of 13) of the SC respondents felt they were not treated equally, and the ST 

respondent, (who was also a sarpanch), felt she was treated equally only some of the time. Kamla, 

a 50 year-old, SC woman complained that because she is the only woman on her council who 

attends the meetings, no-one listens to her, and she is having trouble with higher caste males. 

Kamla said: 

Men discriminate for two reasons - one, I am a woman; two, I am 
from a lower caste. Upper caste men provoke the community 
against me, that I did not do development work. We have a 
woman sarpanch but she never comes, except [if] any officer 
visits. The husband comes in the meetings [instead]. 

Deepa, a 38 year-old, SC representative said: 

Initially when I attended the panchayat, I did feel something about 
discrimination but gradually things improved, making me realize 
that there is no discrimination. Old traditional conservative people 
cannot be changed. They still show some sort of discrimination 
while dealing with people of lower caste. The new generation 
does not show any sort of discrimination. Even the NGOs have 
also confirmed it that there [should] be no discrimination. We took 
our lunch, dinner, breakfast together in all the workshop meetings. 
When some people objected to [lower caste people serving the 
food], the NGO officials clearly told them, whether they take their 
food or not, it was up to them, but the service was to be made by 
the same lower caste persons. The NGO people were very clear 
that if anybody was discriminating, he or she should not attend 
the meetings. We have common source of food and water. We 
enjoy it without any untouchability. Of course a few of the villagers 
still adhere to the old norms but the new generation and even a 
few of the senior never do so. [However] Jat and Gujurs [OBCs] 
still adopt this policy. 

Asha1 a 45 year-old, SC woman said: 
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The panchayat people do not listen to us because at heart they 
feel that their positions have been replaced by the ward panch 
from the lower caste. [They think] if we give them proper hearing 
and they execute the work, [the villagers] will glorify [the lower 
castes] more that as a SC or ST woman, I have got this amount of 
work done. They do not want that such a credit should go to us. 
So far as equality is concerned, that is there because of law, while 
doing of the work is solely related to personal will. So [they think] 
why should these ward panches from the lower caste be allowed 
to take credit by undertaking development work in the village? 

And lastly, when Amanpreet, a 40 year old, OBC sarpanch was asked if there was any caste 

discrimination on her panchayat, she said: 

No, I have never noticed any such thing, at least in our 
panchayat. All are equal; they never show any sort of 
discrimination or differentiation, at least in our panchayat...How 
can they discriminate or differentiate? All are equal. Cut any 
finger, the blood will ooze out from all. 

Refer to Figure 5.9 for the breakdown by caste of responses. 

Figure 5.9: (Q.46) Are You Treated as an Equal on the Panchayat Council? 
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In question 48 respondents were asked whether women's opinions are respected on their 

panchayat councils. Of the SC women, 84.6 per cent (11 out of 13) answered affirmatively and 

90.9 per cent (10 out of 11) of the women of other castes answered affirmatively. In addition, an 

OBC respondent noted that at times gender discrimination was apparent on her council, but it 
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varied from person to person, and she stated "educated persons do not think like the elders in this 

matter," meaning that if a person is educated their consciousness tends to be raised more towards 

gender equality. On the other hand, Aishwarya, a Brahmin sarpanch, felt she received more 

respect because she was a woman, and because she was the first woman in her jati to receive the 

post of sarpanch. She also felt respected because she was educated (10th standard), from an 

upper caste, and her husband was well-known in the village. All of these factors worked together in 

a positive way to provide her with a sense of increased respect from others. However, she said, if 

men and the rest of the general community are not educated and aware, they will not support 

women being on council. 

Jaya (profiled earlier), a 40 year-old, SC woman said women's opinions are not respected 

on her panchayat council, but she attributed this to gender discrimination rather than caste 

discrimination: 

Women's opinions are not respected on the panchayat council. 
They [men] thought women were weak [because] they cover their 
face . . . But women are strong, and they start speaking in front of 
everyone . . . Now they bear the post. [Men] listen but they don't 
respect... We are covering our face but still we have something 
worthwhile to say. 

Although Jaya felt no caste discrimination in the panchayat, she pointed out that the upper castes 

still discriminated in the village. Nevertheless, Jaya presented herself as self-confident and bold 

and claimed that regardless of men's opinions, she was not daunted at meetings but spoke up to 

voice her opinions. After gaining her post, Jaya had attended many workshops and trainings. As 

Vissandjée et. al. (2006) reported In their research on women's political empowerment in rural 

Gujarat, knowledge is essential for women to be able to participate effectively in political activities 

(p. 440). Jaya aptly demonstrated how the workshops she had attended had given her knowledge 
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and an awareness through which she had gained self-confidence and learned that being a 

representative gave her power. See Figure 5.10 for responses via caste. 

Figure 5.10: (Q.48) Are Women's Opinions Respected on Your Panchayat Council? 
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Question 50, arguably one of the most critical questions in this study, asked Dalit women 

how upper-caste women are treated on their panchayat council compared to themselves. One 

hundred per cent of SC respondents responded they are treated equally on their panchayat 

councils, compared to upper caste women. Of the women of other castes, only four out of seven 

OBC respondents were also asked this question, and all of them responded that they are treated 

equally compared to upper caste women on their panchayat councils. A few of the OBC women 

said that although there was no caste discrimination in the panchayat, it still persists in the village. 

One said, "In society, they sit together but upper-caste don't eat or drink with lower caste." See 

Figure 5.11 for responses by caste. 
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Figure 5.11: (Q. 50) How Are Upper-Caste Women Treated Compared to You on Your 
Panchayat Council? 

15 -, 

10 • 

5 • 

O • 
i • IL , 

QSC 

BOBC 

DDGen 

• ST 

KJ 

Equally Not Equally Not Asked 
Question 

QSC 

BOBC 

DDGen 

• ST 

0 S C 13 

QSC 

BOBC 

DDGen 

• ST 
a OBC 4 3 

QSC 

BOBC 

DDGen 

• ST IlGen 3 

QSC 

BOBC 

DDGen 

• ST 
• ST 1 

QSC 

BOBC 

DDGen 

• ST 

In question 51, SC women were asked if they feel they have an equal voice on their 

panchayat council, compared to upper caste women. All 13 SC women (100 per cent) said they 

have an equal voice on their panchayat councils, compared with upper-caste women. Only four out 

of the 11 women of other castes were also asked this question, and all four (who were OBC 

women) also felt they have an equal voice with upper caste women on their panchayat councils. 

Deepa, a 35 year-old, SC woman said: 

I consider myself equal [and] behave accordingly. Without any 
hesitation or fear, I put my opinions, proposals openly whether 
there are men and women from upper caste present. Nobody 
discriminates. Similar blood flows in all human bodies, whether 
men or women. 

Nonetheless, some Dalits continued to feel discrimination generally. For example, Asha1 a 45 year-

old, educated (fourth grade), Dalit woman felt that upper caste women were not initially supportive 

of her as a Dalit obtaining the post, however on the panchayat she felt equally treated because she 

is a panch, but not in society as a Dalit woman. Asha said: 
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Had I not been a Dalit holding a post, people would never listen in 
the community or panchayat [to] a general Dalit woman and 
particularly when it is a question of gender, the Dalits are least 
heard... This is the mental frame of villagers, especially of the 
upper caste... Irrespective of being male or female, the voice of 
Dalits is not heard. They have become important simply because 
they have some reserved seats provided by the government. 

See Figure 5.12 for responses by caste. 

Figure 5.12: (Q.51) Do You Feel You Have an Equal Voice on the Panchayat Council, 
Compared to Upper-Caste Women? 
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In question 52, respondents were asked if they have an equal voice on their 

panchayat councils, compared to upper caste men. Of the SC women, 92.3 per cent (12 

out of 13) felt they have an equal voice compared with upper caste males on their panchayat 

councils. Jaya (profiled earlier), a 40-year old, SC respondent said: 

All are treated alike. We can freely exchange our views; we can 
freely share our food. No special attention is paid towards 
[uppercase women]. I also feel that I have an equal voice in 
panchayat meetings in comparison to male ward members, or the 
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women from the upper caste...They may have different kitchens 
and water sheds at their own residences, but so far as meetings 
or workshops are concerned, all have to share common water, 
common food and are served equally, whether it is men or any 
women from upper caste... All the elected members of 
panchayat get equal treatment in all the meetings without any 
discrimination... If some male member speaks or tries to speak 
[when I am speaking], he is silenced by the woman of the upper 
caste by telling him that the ward member must be first properly 
heard and understood. Nobody from the upper caste, irrespective 
of being man or woman, creates any hurdle in the performance of 
my responsibilities of panchayat. 

For the women of other castes, seven out of 11 were also asked this question. In this 

category, only Purva, a 65 year-old, traditionally-minded, Rajput42 woman did not feel she had an 

equal voice with upper caste males on her panchayat council. Purva was a very rigid, Rajput 

woman who only attended half of the panchayat meetings, always took a younger woman to speak 

for her in meetings, and practiced purda in the meetings by wearing a veil and not speaking up. 

Her brother-in-law also told her how to vote in panchayat meetings, as he was on the same 

panchayat council, and she believed women should stay home. Refer to Figure 5.13. 

4 2 Rajputs were a major ruling warrior clan in Rajasthan, and are considered a forward caste as part of the 
Kshatriyas. They are classified as a General Caste. 
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Figure 5.13: (Q.52) Do You Feel You Have an Equal Voice on the Panchayat Council, 
Compared to Upper Caste Men? 
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Theme two: Importance of capacity building for women panchayat members 

Training and education are critical components in long-term capacity building for women. 

Overarching question three sought to determine if women panchayat members have received the 

training they need to effectively participate as equals and as effective and empowered 

representatives in panchayat meetings. This study found that SC women had received less training 

for their panchayat roles than women of other castes. Of the SC women, 53.85 per cent (seven out 

of 13) had received panchayat leadership training, compared to 66.66 per cent (six out of nine of 

those asked) of the women of other castes. As well in the women of other castes category, two 

participants were not asked if they had received training. Thus the percentage of women of other 

castes who had received training may have been even higher, compared to SC women. 

Additionally, those study participants who had received training, either from Cecoedecon or The 

Hunger Project, were more likely to present themselves as more aware, assertive and self-

confident in their roles as panchayat representatives, compared to other interviewees, although this 
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was not always the case. For example, Aarti was a particularly self-confident, assertive, articulate, 

40 year-old, SC woman who was illiterate. However, she had received leadership training through 

Cecoedecon and attributed much of her self-confidence to the training she had received. Aarti was 

also the president of her sarpanch/panch association and had also been profiled as a case study in 

The Hunger Project's book of women leaders. On the other hand, Purva, the traditional, 65 year-

old, Rajput woman had also received leadership training, but said she sat quietly through her 

training because "I didn't understand a single thing there." 

Of the SC women who did not receive training, 50 per cent (three out of six) worked at 

outside jobs, indicating that outside employment probably poses a barrier in the ability of poor, SC 

women to attend training workshops. Of these women, two were widows making approximately 50 

rupees per day as labourers, and the third was a married woman who made 100 rupees per day as 

a casual labourer. Furthermore, the difficulties posed for poor women in missing work to attend 

panchayat training became evident in a discussion I had with The Hunger Project local leader. She 

recounted the story of a Dalit woman who had attended a one-day training workshop but had to 

forgo one day's wages as a labourer; as a result her family would not eat that day. The Dalit 

woman was visibly distraught at the workshop because, while she was being fed there, her family 

would be going hungry that day. Figure 5.14 outlines panchayat training status by caste. 

Figure 5.14: Have You Received Training for Your Panchayat Role? 
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Theme three: Women panchayat members depend on family support to successfully discharge  

their duties 

This study found that the two spheres of the panchayat and family are highly 

interdependent, and women very much depend on their families for support in freeing up their time 

for panchayat duties. Many women who have received support from their families have done 

excellent PRI work and accomplished much for their wards and villages. When asked in question 

27, "How do you find time for your panchayat duties?," most women advised they receive 

assistance from other family members, such as daughters-in-law, to relieve them of household 

duties so they may attend to panchayat needs. Some women free up their time by rising earlier in 

the day to complete household work, while a few others said they do not have many 

responsibilities at home. There was no distinction between Dalit woman and women of other 

castes in these responses, as both groups gave the same types of responses in answer to this 

question. When asked if their families support their panchayat work, 95.8 per cent (23 out of 24) 

said yes, with the exception of a Dalit woman who said her husband did not support her role (but 

her son did), as he thought it created quarrels between contestant neighbours. Aishwarya, the 

Brahmin sarpanch, expressed what many other women also told us: "When I contested the 

election, the decision was made by the agreement of whole of family. Without their support I could 

not have either contested or won the election." 

Theme four: Women's agency versus male influence 

The purpose of overarching research question six was to determine whether women 

panchayat council members are able to work independently of male influence in carrying out their 

duties. For Dalit women, this question also explored whether they are able to carry out their duties 
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without undue influence from upper-caste members. The questions that corresponded to this 

theme were questions 29, 30, 31, 32,33, and 34. According to this study's data, slightly more SC 

women than women of other castes indicated that a male relative or another male suggests to 

them, either some of the time or all of the time, how to vote at panchayat meetings. In question 29, 

interviewees were asked if their husband or another male relative accompanies them to their 

panchayat meetings. A higher percentage of women of other castes answered yes or sometimes: 

Of these women, 45.45 per cent said yes or sometimes and 54.55 per cent said no. Of the SC 

women, 23.1 per cent said yes or sometimes and 76.9 per cent responded no. The ST rep 

explained that her husband accompanied her sometimes due to transportation issues. Refer to 

Table 5.2 for responses by caste. 

Table 5.2: (Q.29) Does Your Husband or Someone Else Accompany You to Panchayat 
Meetings? 

Caste YES SOMETIMES NO TOTAL 

SC 2 1 10 13 
OBC 1 2 4 7 
Gen 1 2 3 
ST 1 1 
Total 4 4 16 24 

Question 30 sought to determine if the husband, son, or someone else takes part in the 

panchayat meeting, once they accompany the woman representative to the panchayat meeting. Of 

the SC women, 15.38 per cent said their husbands or sons accompany them and take part in the 

meetings; and 27.27 per cent of the women of other castes said their husband, son, brother-in-law, 

or someone else accompanies them and also takes part in the meeting. In total, 20.8 per cent of 

the women stated their husbands, sons or other people accompany them and participate in the 

panchayat meeting. Refer to Figure 5.15. 
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Figure 5.15: (Q.30) IfYour Husband Accompanies You, Does He Take Part in Meetings? 

In questions 31 and 32, women were asked if a male relative or another male tells them 

what to do, what to say, how to vote, or makes decisions for them at panchayat meetings. Out of 

the total 24 women representatives, 37.5 per cent (nine out of 24) acknowledged that a male 

relative influenced their vote or actions either some of the time or most of the time. Of the SC 

women, 38.46 per cent (five out of 13) indicated that their husband or son either suggests to them 

sometimes, or most of the time, how to vote at panchayat meetings. For the women of other 

castes, 36.36 per cent (four out of 11) indicated either their husband, son, or brother-in-law tells 

them, or suggests to them, how to vote either sometimes or all of the time. However, just as 

importantly, there were many women who made their own decisions. For example, when Jaya1 a 

strong, outspoken, SC woman was asked if her husband tells her how to vote, she said: 

No, he doesn't do so. To my mind, [if] he wants to talk [at the 
meeting] he ought to contest the election himself. As I am the 
ward member why should he take decisions that ought to have 
been taken by me? I never permit him or encourage him to 
intervene in my panchayat work. 
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Of the five SC women who answered yes to this question, two said they jointly make panchayat 

decisions with their husbands, and three said their husbands sometimes make suggestions as to 

how to vote, but the women themselves decide how to vote. Amanpreet, a 40 year-old, OBC 

woman told us that initially her husband used to help with her panchayat duties when she was first 

elected, but she had since become self-sufficient and independent: 

Initially my husband [acted as my advisor], when I was not aware 
about the function of panchayat. Now I learned and do by my 
own. Previously I was not aware what to do. Now I am doing [it 
on] my own. I can go to any place to get work done. I feel more 
aware and confident. 

Refer to Figure 5.16 for answers by caste. 

Figure 5.16: (Q. 31,32). Does Your Husband (or Someone Else) Tell You What to Do, What to 
Say, or How to Vote at Panchayat meetings? 
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Question 33 asked women if they spoke up to voice issues and their opinions at panchayat 

meetings. Of the women of other castes, 81.8 per cent (nine out of 11 ) claimed they spoke up 

whereas the 65 year-old, Rajput woman said she did not, and another OBC woman said she only 

spoke up sometimes. For SC women, 100 per cent said they spoke up, although with further 

probing we determined this was not always the case, especially if a woman was uneducated and 
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lacked self-confidence. In question 34, women were asked if they remained silent or spoke up if 

men were present in the meeting. All of the women claimed they spoke up if men were present, 

with the exception of Purva, the 65 year-old, Rajput woman. In fact, many of the more senior 

women claimed they had no reservations about speaking up since they are often senior to others, 

and some even mentioned they are often the oldest person in the meeting, thus have no qualms 

about speaking up if necessary. 

Theme five: Most women are elected on reserved seats and family and community members are  

often the catalyst 

One hundred per cent of interviewees (13 out of 13) in the SC category were elected on a 

reserved seat, whereas for women of other castes, 72.73 per cent (eight out of 11) were elected on 

a reserved seat and 27.27 per cent (three out of 11) were elected on general seats. 

Additionally, overarching question five sought to explore what factors influenced women to 

become panchayat members. Although not all participants were asked why they decided to stand 

for election, 17 women out of 24 (70.8 per cent) were asked and gave a variety of reasons for this. 

Their explanations ranged from candidates themselves deciding to run for election, to community 

or family members encouraging them to run, or the family deciding a woman should run because 

she was either the eldest woman in the family or the only literate woman in the family. For 

example, Purva, the 65 year-old, uneducated, Rajput woman, said the village elected her because 

she was the eldest Rajput woman in her village and the younger Rajput women were restricted 

from going out. However, Purva told us she felt "ashamed" of not knowing many things and of 

having to "bank upon others," which she said "cannot be said to be good practice, so I don't intend 

to contest the election again." By this statement, Purva indicated her self-awareness about being a 
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proxy and figurehead ward representative. In another case, a Rajput male sarpanch put forward 

the name of an un-assertive OBC woman a number of times until she was finally elected. In 

another case, Kamla1 an uneducated, unassertive, SC woman said a dominant power group in the 

village, plus her son, had "made her contest." As a result, Kamla was elected by acclamation and 

although her husband did not initially support her nomination, her son had. In our estimation, the 

pressure group put forward Kamla's name because they felt she would act as their puppet. Kamla 

told us, however, that she would not run for re-election again because she felt her voice was never 

heard on the panchyat, the woman sarpanch did not attend meetings but rather her husband did, 

and Kamla felt she had been unable to accomplish anything on the panchayat for her village. She 

also felt the higher caste males on the panchayat, specifically Jat (considered OBC in Rajasthan) 

men, discriminated against her because she was a woman and a Dalit, as she bore their 

derogatory comments: 

They criticize me for various things such as I am a woman, that 
too from lower caste, who has not done anything for the village or 
for the ward, [they ask] then what is your use? . . . People 
become against me in such a situation. They try to provoke me 
also on a caste basis. [These males criticize] because I belong to 
a low caste. 

To sum up, most women either decided themselves to run for election, or their family and/or 

community encouraged them to let their names stand. 

Theme six: Reservations have empowered both Dalit and women of other castes 

Overarching question seven sought to determine to what degree women panchayat 

members are participating in key decision-making on their respective councils. Question 44 thus 

asked study participants what panchayat decisions they are involved in. Slightly more women 
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representatives from other castes (81.8 per cent) said they are involved in all of their panchayat's 

decisions, compared to Dalit women representatives (69.2 per cent). However, some women 

indicated they only took part in decisions and discussions they could understand on their 

panchayats. One Dalit woman said she could not take part in every decision as she missed 

meetings due to outside work. 

Many of the women representatives also said they are satisfied with the work that their 

panchayats have undertaken. However, noticeably more Dalit women than women of other castes 

expressed dissatisfaction with the performance of their sarpanch, which in turn led to 

disappointment with their own performance about what they had been able to accomplish as ward 

representatives for their villages. Yet, when asked question 56, "Do you think the reservation 

system has helped Dalit women in your village?," all of the SC women interviewed (100 per cent) 

answered affirmatively. Although many of the Dalit women commented to us that without 

reservations they would never have had the opportunity to contest elections, or that the upper-

castes would never have given them the opportunity to come forward, many expressed positive 

experiences in rural governance. These experiences helped increase their self-esteem and self-

confidence, and many indicated they would run for election again. 

Reservations have also helped women of other castes. For instance Amanpreet, a 40 year 

old, OBC sarpanch, who taught herself how to read and write from studying her children's 

schoolbooks, said: 

I have done a lot of work for the betterment of the people, which I 
could not have done had I not been a sarpanch. Formerly, I 
hesitated in coming out of my household but now I can dare to go 
anywhere, talk to anyone without hesitation and, as sarpanch, 
take any decision for the betterment of the people. I can dare to 
go to Chaksu or Jaipur or alone anywhere for panchayat work 
without any fear. 
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Theme seven: Politically engaged and effective women representatives are the majority compared  

to proxy and figurehead representatives 

The issue of proxy and dummy representatives was apparent in our study, as has also 

been noted in numerous panchayat studies throughout India. Although terms such as proxy and 

dummy are commonly used in panchayat studies in India to explain the phenomenon of ineffective, 

disempowered, and proxy representatives, for this study I will refer to such representatives as 

figurehead representatives, rather than dummy representatives, due to the negative connotations 

the term dummy raises. Many of the women we interviewed, and then determined were not 

operating with engaged or independent voices, lacked the appropriate experience to be effective 

representatives, nor had they had opportunities to access education and training for their role. 

Such observations were also noted in Joshi and Narwani's (2005) discussion about issues that 

arose during the first term of panchayats, as they reported that "The phenomenon of proxy and 

dummy representatives was more prevalent in SC and women reserved seats, where the lower 

castes are intimidated by the upper castes" (p. 183). However, Joshi and Narwani further noted 

that "quite a few dalit and women leaders were able to overcome the odds against them and have 

emerged as strong representatives of village communities" (p. 185). In this present study, using the 

analysis process outlined in Chapter Four, we determined that 23.07 per cent (three out of 13) of 

the SC women were figurehead or proxy representatives, whereas 36.36 per cent (four out of 11) 

of the women representatives of other castes were figurehead or proxy representatives. Thus, out 

of the total interviewees, 29.17 per cent (seven out of 24) were figurehead or proxy representative 

candidates, and 70.83 per cent (17 out of 24) were not. See Figure 5.17 for the overall percentage 

view of figurehead or proxy representatives and Figure 5.18 for the breakdown of figurehead or 

proxy representatives by caste. 



Figure 5.17: Percentage of Figurehead/Proxy Reps Versus Effective Reps 
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Figure 5.18: Caste Breakdown: Figurehead Reps Versus Effective Reps 
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Discussion with NGO leaders and focus group 

Approximately half of the women we interviewed had been the recipients of leadership 

training, either through The Hunger Project (THP) or Cecoedecon. GVNML also revealed that they 

have a panchayat support group for women representatives, which they encourage women to join. 

GVNML also conducts workshops on human rights and, as part of their workshop, discusses caste 

and gender discrimination and also holds special workshops for children to educate them about 
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discrimination. According to THP local leader, by 2008, THP had trained 1,400 panch and 

sarpanch women members in three-day workshops in Rajasthan. During these workshops, women 

were taught the meaning of their new status as leaders and were prompted to start thinking about 

the development of their villages. The workshop framework consisted of a number of activities to 

raise women's self-esteem, self-confidence, and awareness of the goals they aimed to achieve in 

their elected positions. The workshop began with participants being led through a guided dream 

activity where they were asked to think about their villages. During this activity they were prompted 

by questions such as "What structures are in place?", "Is there domestic violence?", "Are the 

children healthy?", and "What exactly do you want?" The workshop also Included many informal 

and one-on-one talks with the women. Additionally, participants were led through various modules 

that focussed on women's empowerment, such as conflict resolution, and assertiveness training 

that addressed the way they behaved and spoke. 

According to the NGO leader, the workshops changed participants' level of awareness and 

knowledge, and they began to feel ready for their new roles. Women were coached to believe if 

they actually try, they could do it. This NGO leader reported that, at the end of the workshops, she 

witnessed many positive changes in women's confidence levels and in their personalities. After 

three months, the women completed a follow-up workshop for two days where they and the 

workshop facilitators reviewed what had transpired in the women's roles during their first three-

month time period. This leader advised that THP continued to work with these women over their 

five-year term, even if they only saw them once a year. 

In THP workshops, of the total 1,400 women representatives trained, six were college 

graduates and more than 70 per cent were illiterate. When asked how illiterate women manage to 

understand documents they receive in their elected role, this leader advised that illiterate women 
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are innovative and shrewd as they develop their own techniques, such as asking two persons to 

read the document to them at two different times. In this leader's estimation, the women who had 

received workshop training were now working for issues that concern women. As leaders, they 

were taking action to get water to their villages, canvassing for health facilities in their villages, 

obtaining trained mid-wives and nurses to deliver babies in their villages, encouraging the 

enrolment of girl children in school, hiring female teachers for village schools, and monitoring the 

mid-day meal scheme in schools. Women leaders were also lobbying for the construction of roads 

to transport sick people to hospital and children to schools. 

To analyze whether or not training had actually resulted in more engaged, effective, and 

empowered representatives, rather than proxy and figurehead representatives, I analyzed the 

representatives in our study group through an intersectional analysis of six categories, by caste: 

• Figurehead or proxy representatives with leadership training 

• Figurehead or proxy representatives with no leadership training 

• Figurehead or proxy representatives whose training status was unknown 

• Engaged and effective representatives with leadership training 

• Engaged and effective representatives with no leadership training, and 

• Engaged and effective representatives whose training status was unknown. 

In this exercise, I defined empowerment as women having agency to make their own decisions and 

being engaged and effective representatives. This analysis revealed that a higher percentage of 

the representatives who appeared effective or empowered during their interviews had indeed 

received leadership training, in comparison to those we had classified as figurehead or proxy 

representatives. However, following close behind this group who had received training were a 
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group of effective or empowered representatives who had not received any leadership training. The 

intersectional analysis by caste is noted in Table 5.3. 

Table 5.3: Intersectional Analysis of Impact of Training 
Category SC OBC Gen ST Total Percentage 

of total 
Figurehead rep, had 
leadership training 

2 1 1 4 16.67 

Figurehead rep, no 
training 

1 1 2 8.33 

Figurehead rep, training 
status unknown 

1 1 4.17 

Effective or empowered 
rep, had leadership 

training 

5 3 1 9 37.5 

Effective or empowered 
rep, no leadership 

training 

5 O 2 7 29.17 

Effective or empowered 
rep, training status 

unknown 

1 1 4.17 

Total 13 7 3 1 24 100 

The next section summarizes my discussions with NGO leaders, other community 

members, and the focus group. Names and organizations of groups other than GVNML are not 

mentioned, in order to protect identities. 

When I broached the topic of sarpanches who Dalit panches had complained were not 

doing enough in their respective panchayat, and this included both men and women sarpanches of 

all castes, I was informed that a recurring problem is a lack of sufficient funds for all of the 

suggested works that panchayat members put forth. For instance, to install one hand pump costs 

10,000-20,000 rupees. If sarpanches are not very well informed, they may not be aware of the 

funds they can access for their panchayat. As well, whatever money the government gives must go 

for certain projects, however some panches may not realize this and expect their demands to be 
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met. Some panchayat funds are also with the MLA who can give it to any sarpanch in a particular 

area. 

When I asked if male villagers support women being elected to the panchayat, Ramji Lal of 

GVNML said, "We are in the phase of change. The mindset is changing, but gradually." When 

asked if upper caste men support SC women being elected to PRI, Ramji Lai's answer was: "No, 

it's not that upper caste support SC1 but it's because the seat has been reserved. In the place 

where SC is dominating, the upper caste has to support them unwillingly." When Ramji Lal was 

asked whether improvements will continue to take place with women panches, his answer was that 

many factors will play a role in such advancement: first, there are special interest pressure groups 

who look not for the best candidate, but they seek out those who will support them and their views. 

Second, the whole perspective of the family must change. Family members need to be educated 

about the mandatory provision of reserved seats, what women representatives have achieved and 

can achieve, and how families can deal with the situation of an elected woman representative. 

Ramji Lal suggested that some voluntary organization could take on this responsibility. The third 

important factor is the interpersonal relationship between the sarpanch and panch—some 

sarpanches do not want an educated panch who might not support them, so this also becomes a 

factor. Another factor impacting women sarpanches are other male leaders who come to the village 

and talk to the sarpanch pati (husband of the sarpanch), rather than the woman sarpanch herself. 

The villagers see this behaviour and follow suit. 

Indian society's collective view of family and the importance of the family in Indian culture, 

rather than the individualism we are familiar with in North America, were very evident in my 

discussions with NGO personnel. There is an Indian proverb that states, "An individual could no 

more be separated from the family than a finger from the hand" (as cited in Samovar, Porter and 
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McDanieI1 2007, p. 47). Wolpert also noted that in India family members " 'share property, all 

material possessions, food, work, and love, perform religious rituals together, and often live under 

the same roof ' " (as cited in Samovar, Porter and McDanieI1 2007, p. 47). With this in mind, Ramji 

Lal stated: 

Alone a woman can't be strong-she needs the support of those 
around her so we have to train those around her to support her-
it's not just about making her strong. We are [also] trying to make 
the things around her strong. 

Arguments were made that continuous training should be provided for representatives, and 

for the government to provide more capacity training for women panches and special training for 

women sarpanches. Oftentimes, although a woman manages her household very competently, the 

responsibilities of a ward panch or sarpanch are new to her and she lacks the management skills, 

so she turns to her husband to help her; in such cases the sarpanch pati becomes more powerful 

than the woman sarpanch. Ramji Lal also noted that where Dalit women sarpanches have a male 

secretary, they find it difficult to have good interpersonal relations, which affects the work of the 

panchayat. Ramji Lal also believed that all women sarpanches should have female secretaries, 

and he made this astute observation: 

The sarpanch and the secretary have a great role to play in 
making it an effective panchayat. However, very few of the 
sarpanches have the full support of their panchayat. Mostly they 
themselves are either biased or have different ideas of 
development. We find a number of them are partial or they 
themselves are inactive or inefficient. Good sarpanches can be 
found amongst those who have been trained for it by some NGO 
or who have imbibed it as a trait of their personality to give 
necessary due weightage to women panches. Irrespective of his 
background or caste, he has learned how to pay respect to a 
woman panch, how to push her and encourage her to do proper 
good work. Unfortunately most of the sarpanches are not of this 
[ilk] or temperament. Mostly they are of the view that in case she 
gets enlightened it can cause trouble to sarpanch himself about 
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his post or working. As such they try to eliminate such rivals. 
Whenever there is a chance of her becoming aware, they try to 
suppress it. Rather they discourage members from attending the 
training, even misguide them so that they may not get enlightened 
or aware to know of sarpanch loopholes. They make every effort 
to stop them from taking their training, as they do not want to 
have the headache invited to them by themselves. 

For training, suggestions were made that items to be covered for women representatives should 

include training in public speaking, how to deal with corruption and corrupt bureaucrats, knowledge 

about the laws in place to protect women against violence, how representatives should be 

groomed, how a man should treat them, and that having a post is not enough—they must do 

something with it. It was also noted that women panches on reserved quotas, who are coming to 

PRI with no background or training, will not be able to function properly in their panchayats. This is 

because, it was noted, they will be suppressed by the male members present or by upper caste 

people due to the woman's illiteracy and ignorance of facts. The observation was also made that 

the government-provided training provides little to no training in many cases as the women start 

around 12 or 1 p.m., merely sign their names, and return home. As a result, they have learned 

nothing and must depend on others to guide them; it was believed that special training packages 

for both the woman panch and sarpanch will especially help the Dalit community. 

In Chapter Six I present an analysis and discussion of the study. 
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CHAPTER SIX: ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

The Constitution (Seventy-third Amendment) Act, 1992, came into effect on April 24,1993, 

giving constitutional status to Panchayti Raj Institutions (PRI) as bodies of local self-government in 

India. Furthermore, the Act stipulated reservations of not less than one-third of seats for women, 

and for SC and ST groups in proportion to their population in an area. Since then, various studies 

have examined the role of elected PRI women representatives through the lens of gender, however 

very few have compared the experiences of Dalit (SC) women to women of other castes. 

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to critically engage with an intersectional feminist 

framework to examine how gender and caste interact to either produce or hinder opportunities for 

the truly equal democratic participation of elected Dalitwomen representatives in PRI in Rajasthan, 

India. Furthermore, this study sought to explore whether or not the 73 r d Constitutional Amendment 

has truly provided a platform to empower and advance the equal participation of Dalit women in 

grassroots political decision-making, compared to women of other castes. The intent of this study 

was to fill a gap and offer research in this area. 

Discussion 

This section will discuss the study results and provide a brief interpretation of the findings 

for the major themes in order to help answer the research questions. To recap, in addition to the 

two main research questions identified above, there were also seven overarching questions that 

guided the development of the research: 1). Do the experiences of Dalit and women of other 

castes, who have been elected to panchayat councils in at least five villages in the rural Tonk and 

Jaipur districts in the state of Rajasthan, India, differ or are they similar? (2). Have women Dalit 

Panchyat council members advanced their democratic rights through participation in PRI? (3). 
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Have women panchayat members received the training they need to effectively participate as 

equals in panchayat meetings? (4). Are there any barriers holding women council members back 

from equal participation on the panchayat council, especially Dalit women? (5). What factors 

influenced the decision to become a panchayat member? (6). Are women panchayat council 

members able to work independently from male influence and domination in carrying out their 

duties? In the case of Dalit women, are they able to carry out their duties without undue influence 

from upper caste members? (7). To determine to what degree women panchayat members are 

participating in key decision-making on their respective councils. 

Theme one: Equity and respect 

The data revealed that, in their roles as elected representatives, the experiences of both 

Dalit women and women of other castes are similar in some respects, but also differ in others. The 

study found that intersections of various dimensions of inequality are the norm in the lives of most 

women, especially Dalit women. Caste and gender, when combined with other intersecting aspects 

such as illiteracy, lack of self-confidence, lack of knowledge, lack of supportive colleagues (such as 

other women and or sarpanch), and patriarchy, appear to make some Dalit women more 

vulnerable to being blocked in effective political participation. However, based on individual ability, 

creativity, temperament, personality, environmental influence, knowledge, self-confidence and 

more, nothing fits neatly into any single master category or theory, as different and conflicting 

intersecting factors can account for very different experiences in the lives of individual women, no 

matter what caste they belong to. For example, it became apparent in this study that even though a 

woman may be illiterate, she may possess enough determination, intelligence, creativity, 
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assertiveness, and strength of character and spirit to overcome obstacles such as a lack of 

education, or caste or gender discrimination, to become an effective panchayat representative. 

Unpacking this theme further, some Dalit women expressed the view that they face both 

gender and caste discrimination on their panchayat councils, although many Dalit women also did 

not. In contrast, no women of other castes in the study expressed the view that they felt both caste 

and gender discrimination on their panchayat councils. Similarly, more Dalit women, than women 

of other castes, felt that their respective panchayat councils did not listen to, nor act upon their 

requests. Moreover, more Dalit women, than women of other castes, expressed dissatisfaction with 

their sarpanch for a number of reasons. For example, eight out of 13, or 61.5 per cent of Dalit 

women, expressed dissatisfaction with their sarpanch, pradham, or generally with the low level of 

achievement of their respective panchayat. Of these eight women, five specifically complained 

about their sarpanch; these complaints included that the sarpanch was not motivated to do 

panchayat work, which resulted in nothing being accomplished; that the sarpanch did not support 

them; that the sarpanch worked only for his or her own ward or village, or, in the case of a woman 

sarpanch, that her husband replaced her and he did not listen to women representatives. The sixth 

and seventh of these Dalit women complained generally that their respective panchayat had 

accomplished no work, and the eighth complained that the pradham at the district level was not 

motivated to help the panchayat. 

On the other hand, four out of 11 or 36.4 per cent of the women of other castes 

complained about their panchayat or sarpanch. Of these, only one OBC woman, Mukta (profiled in 

Chapter Five) had issues with her sarpanch; the other three women—two OBC and one Rajput 

woman panch—complained generally that their panchayats had accomplished very little. These 

results may possibly indicate that Dalit women are more vulnerable to issues of non-supportive 
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sarpanches, or non-receptive panchayats, and that some Dalit women do not have access to either 

the knowledge, or the skills, to know how to deal with these situations. Or it may be the result of 

discrimination and marginalization, in some cases. Some may also not be adequately informed as 

to why their panchayats are not accomplishing some projects they feel are important. To illustrate, 

when I inquired with community workers about the complaint two Dalit women on the same 

panchayat had about their sarpanch—that she was not taking action on their requests for their 

wards—I was informed that these panches did not understand the limited funds available to the 

panchayat. I was also informed that this particular sarpanch had discovered corruption by a 

middleman, who kept funds that were to go to her panchayat. The sarpanch had taken the 

middleman to court and won her case, and had subsequently used the recovered funds for road 

construction in her panchayat area. Thus, at least two of the Dalit complaints appear to be the 

result of the sarpanch's lack of communication about what had happened, and what could 

reasonably be accomplished with the limited funds available. 

However, there were also Dalit panches who took action on non-supportive sarpanches. 

For instance, one strong and assertive Dalit woman panch, who was illiterate and had an issue 

with an unmotivated male sarpanch, took the matter to the next higher level to complain. She said: 

We pressurize sarpanch... to undertake the village work, to meet 
the higher officials as required for getting funds for the panchayat 
jobs... If we find the sarpanch to be inactive, we go to the 
Panchayat Simiti43 to lodge a complaint and meet the officials. 

But, most of the Dalit women who were faced with a similar situation did not take any further action. 

A remedy for this might be the appointment of an ombudsperson to a certain number of panchayat 

councils, or specific training for women representatives in how to deal with such situations. 
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Additionally, although all Dalit women agreed they are treated equally compared to upper 

caste women on their panchayat councils, some Dalit women felt overall they were not treated as 

equals on their panchayat councils. On the other hand, all of the women of other castes, except the 

ST woman, felt they were equally treated on their panchayat councils. Additionally, some Dalit 

women, as well as a few OBC women, mentioned that caste discrimination against Dalits still exists 

in their individual villages, whereas most women of all castes expressed the reality of gender 

discrimination and that society does not grant equal rights to women. Yet, more Dalit women felt 

increased respect in their families as a result of their election; in contrast more women of other 

castes felt increased respect in their villages, but not in their families, as a result of their election to 

PRI. As these examples make clear, the vexing question of caste discrimination is still very much a 

fact of life for Dalits in rural villages, and many Dalit women face a double burden of discrimination 

based on their caste and gender identity. However, some Dalit women also mentioned that only 

certain people practice caste and or gender discrimination, such as some of the older generation 

and/or those who are uneducated. Three Dalit women specifically said men from the castes of 

Jats, and Gurjars (OBCs) practiced discrimination against them, and one of them also mentioned 

Brahmin men. 

These results appear to indicate that the intersection of caste and gender affect some Dalit 

women in a way that disadvantages them more than the intersection of caste and gender for 

women of other castes. Factors that could contribute to this vulnerability include the historical 

marginalization of Dalits, coupled with gender discrimination, and the reality that more than half of 

the Dalit women were illiterate, which, in some women, appears to contribute to a lack of self-

4 3 This is the link between the Gram Panchayat and the district administration. 
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confidence about their knowledge level, experience, or abilities. For instance, when Kavita, a 40 

year-old, SC, illiterate panch was asked if she spoke up to voice her opinion in panchayat meetings 

she said: "Because the ward members are usually more educated they talk of many things, but I 

happen to be illiterate; as such I find it difficult to understand their things." 

Other intersecting factors which appeared to impact the ability of some Dalit women to 

influence decisions were a lack of proportional strength of women, which Agarwal (2010b) 

identified as a key determinant of women's effective participation in public forums. To illustrate, two 

Dalit women from separate panchayats complained that they were the only women on their 

panchayats who attended meetings; as such, none of their proposals had been acted upon. This 

factor—being the only woman present at meetings—coupled with their caste and gender, appeared 

to work together to heighten their vulnerability to taunts from higher caste patriarchal men, or to not 

having their voices heard. Many of these situations appeared to be exacerbated by an ineffective 

or unsupportive sarpanch. In contrast, none of the women of other castes complained of a similar 

issue of caste discrimination or of being the only woman in attendance at their panchayat council. 

One factor impacting this may be that many of the OBC women in the study were from the Jat or 

Gurjar castes, and some Dalit women specifically mentioned that men from these castes were the 

ones who demonstrated caste discrimination against them. 

On the other hand, if we use an intersectional analysis to compare the experiences of 

Aishwarya, a Brahmin sarpanch, the intersection of caste and gender appeared to place her in a 

much more advantageous position. Aishwarya believed the members of her panchayat treated her 

with respect, not only because of her sarpanch position, but also because of an identity 

combination of unique intersecting factors: she was a woman, her husband was a well-known and 

respected contractor in the village, and her 10th grade education all combined to raise her esteem 
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in other people's eyes. Aishwarya believed these factors combined to make her more esteemed, 

but she did not believe that her socially constructed, higher status as a Brahmin was a factor. 

However, if we examine these points of intersection further, I argue that Aishwarya's intersecting 

identity as a Brahmin woman—her caste and gender—had indeed provided her with unique 

opportunities that put her in a privileged position compared to most lower caste Dalit women. This 

included the opportunity to marry an upper caste man whose income more than adequately 

provided for her family, and gave her social standing, and economic power also. As well, 

Aishwarya's caste and economic status had given her access to educational opportunities that 

women such as Kamla did not have, that is a 10th grade education. As a result, Aisharya could 

express herself well, defend herself adequately as a sarpanch, and understand the workings of her 

panchayat. 

In contrast, Purva, the higher-caste, illiterate, 65 year-old, Rajput woman, appeared very 

disengaged and disinterested in her pancahyat responsibilities. Although Purva's family and caste 

held social and economic power, it appeared Purva had begun from a point of disadvantage 

because the intersection of her caste and gender worked together to acutely suppress her personal 

growth. The fact that Purva came from a very rigid, patriarchal caste and family, who placed severe 

restrictions on women's mobility, education, and independent thinking, appeared to acutely restrict 

her capacity to be an effective representative, as well as her capacpersonal growth. 

Theme two: Importance of capacity building for women panchayat members 

The results and observations indicated that study participants who had received leadership 

training, or representative training, either from Cecoedecon or THP, were more likely to present 

themselves as more knowledgeable, assertive, and self-confident in their roles as panchayat 
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representatives, although this was not always the case. Some ineffective or token representatives 

had also received leadership training through THP or Cecoedecon, however these women either 

needed much more training based on their skill sets or lack thereof or did not appear open to 

embrace change. This was possibly due to a number of intersecting factors such as the pressure of 

social norms and gender roles and/or a lack of self-confidence. 

Based upon observation, I believe THP 4 4 is playing an effective role in helping women 

empower themselves through capacity-building activities and training. The intersectional analysis 

that examined which effective and ineffective reps had received leadership training revealed that a 

higher percentage of the representatives who appeared effective or empowered during their 

interviews had received leadership training, although other effective women representatives had 

not. An intersectional analysis also revealed that a lower percentage of SC women had received 

leadership training for their roles, compared to women of other castes. When the household 

income and occupations of Dalit women were examined, it became apparent that half of the SC 

women who had missed training were poorer Dalit women who worked outside the home. Thus the 

higher rate of outside employment for Dalit women appears to be a contributing factor in the ability 

of poorer Dalit women to access training. A recommendation for this would be for the NGOs or 

government to supplement Dalit women for their lost wages on the days that they attend training 

workshops. 

Since I did not interview Cecoedecon on this matter, I am unable to comment on the contents of their specific 
training courses, although I was told that Cecoedecon also undertakes some training for THP. 
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Theme three: Women panchayat members depend on family support to successfully discharge 

their duties 

The study demonstrated that the two spheres of family and work, through the panchayat, 

are highly interdependent and there was no distinction between castes in this area. Women, no 

matter what caste, depend on the support of their families to undertake their panchayat duties. 

These study results also agree with Vissandjée et al.'s (2006) observation of women's political 

participation in rural India that: 

As indicated by several female participants, having the support 
and encouragement of other family members enables them to 
participate in political activities, regardless of whether or not they 
must first seek permission. Households that value mutual 
understanding, respect for elders, religion, well-raised children, 
education, money and material comfort, good social relations, 
health and free social interaction for women could help increase 
women's political participation. Two women felt that: 'A free 
environment fosters healthy discussion; [the] liberty to express 
thoughts . . . There must be a loving and supporting atmosphere 
at home.' (p. 444) 

Theme four: Women's agency versus male influence 

The results of the study indicate that approximately 37.5 per cent of women 

representatives of all castes are influenced by male relatives or another male, either sometimes or 

most of the time, in their panchayat decisions. Slightly more SC women than women of other 

castes acknowledged this reality. However, the extent of male influence varied greatly and ranged 

from women whose husbands or other male relative made occasional suggestions to them, to 

women who jointly made panchayat decisions with their husbands or other male relative, to women 

representatives being told how to vote. Based on observation and analysis of results, the women 

who were more greatly influenced or controlled by males appeared to be those who were mostly 
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illiterate, inexperienced, and felt less competent about their own abilities. If a woman felt she did 

not have the necessary experience for her pancahyat work, she mostly consulted either her 

husband or another male relative for assistance in this area, leading sometimes to the emergence 

of Panch-Patis. In discussing this situation, which is prevalent across India, Joshi and Narwani 

(2005) have argued, "Women themselves will have to muster up enough courage to work 

independently" (p. 271). 

Theme five: Most women are elected on reserved seats and family and community members are 

often the catalyst 

In the study, one hundred per cent of Dalit women had been elected on reserved seats 

whereas 72.73 per cent of the women of other castes were elected on reserved seats. These 

results indicate that women, especially Dalit women, need reservations in order to obtain an 

opportunity to be elected to a panchayat post. In fact, many Dalit women we interviewed believed 

that, had it not been for reservations, they would never have been given the chance to contest or to 

be elected. This indeed appears to indicate the prevalence of caste and gender prejudice and 

patriarchal mindsets in the community. 

There were a variety of reasons women decided to run for election, and women's caste did 

not appear to be a factor in this decision, unless a more powerful group tried to co-opt a woman 

and then they tried to exploit an unassertive and uneducated woman. Most women either decided 

themselves to run for election, or were encouraged to do so by their families, and/or communities. 

From this it appears that many families, at least of elected women, do in fact support their women 

being nominated for election and are willing to support them in such roles. 
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Theme six: Reservations have empowered both Dalit women and women of other castes 

Slightly more women representative of other castes than Dalit representatives said they 

were involved in all of their pancahyat's decisions. Some women said they took part only in those 

decisions or discussions they could understand—usually these were less educated women. For 

these women, this indicates that education and training partially determines their level of comfort 

with panchayat discussions, and the lack thereof obstructs such representatives in their functioning 

and responsibilities as representatives. Additionally, all Dalit women interviewed believed that 

reservations have helped advance the position of Dalit women. Furthermore, many of the women 

we interviewed, of all castes, have had a positive experience of governance that has increased 

their self-confidence and helped them become more outgoing and knowledgeable, and many 

indicated they were ready to contest elections again. Based on the observations from this study, 

many women, of all castes, have also emerged as very capable representatives and have 

accomplished good works for their communities through their panchayat work. 

Theme seven: Politically engaged and effective women representatives are the majority compared 

to proxy and figurehead representatives 

This study determined that 23.07 per cent of SC women representatives were figurehead 

or proxy representatives, whereas 36.36 per cent of the women representatives of other castes 

were figurehead or proxy representatives. Thus, of the total interviewees, 29.17 were figurehead or 

proxy representative candidates. The women we interviewed, and then determined were not 

effective or empowered representatives, lacked the appropriate experience, knowledge, and self-

confidence. These women either depended on a male relative, who sometimes co-opted their 

responsibilities, or the women themselves operated independently as ineffective representatives. 
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This issue indicates the prevalence of patriarchy, gendered social norms, gender discrimination, 

and poverty that prevents women from accessing education and training that would help mitigate 

this situation. The Dalits, OBCs1 and General Caste women we interviewed all had representatives 

who fit within this framework, indicating the prevalence of gender discrimination and patriarchy that 

permeates throughout all castes. 

Discussion with NGO leaders and focus group 

Discussion with the NGO leaders solidified the importance of their complementary role in 

capacity building, and in providing an enabling environment for the empowerment of women 

representatives. The NGOs in our study appeared to be doing a more effective job than the 

government in training and empowering women representatives, however no interviews or 

discussions were held with government officials about PRI training, and what the government may 

offer. However, NGOs may be more effective because they are usually closely involved with 

villagers, known, and trusted in local communities, and they engage local people in the planning 

and carrying out of programs. The NGOs we spoke with were also very aware of many of the most 

critical issues in their communities, and they worked towards eradication of gender and caste 

discrimination through awareness building, education, and training. Discussion with these groups 

brought forward the emphasis that women representatives require specialized training, and that 

families must also be educated to support women in their political roles. The discussions with NGO 

leaders and workers indicated the quality of thought and experience that has helped build the 

capacity of some women representatives, with the assistance of these NGOs. Any government-

mandated training for representatives would benefit from the expertise and experience of these 

groups. 



177 

Limitations 

Although this study helped unpack various differences in the experiences of Dalit women 

representatives compared to women representatives of other castes, there were several limitations 

to the study. The first limitation was related to the sample size. The sample size was very small, 

consisting of 24 representatives: 13 Dalit women, and 11 women of other castes, consisting of 

seven OBCs, three General Caste and one ST. Because the sample size of women of other castes 

was considerably smaller than Dalits for each caste category (for example, only three women were 

from the General Caste category and one woman was from the ST category), this limitation has an 

impact on external validity and makes the results more difficult to generalize for women in the other 

caste category. 

Another limitation was related to the timing of the study. Because the study was 

undertaken when elections for the next term were taking place, there were no panchayat meetings 

taking place. This restricted the researcher from verifying and observing the behaviour of Dalit 

women to women of other castes in panchayat meeting settings and observing and verifying if and 

when women spoke up to raise or discuss issues. A further limitation was that the setting where 

some of the interviews took place was less than conducive to transparency. For instance, in one 

rural NGO location, women being interviewed often arrived at the same time, and sat together at 

the same long table while one after another was being interviewed. Other women sometimes 

commented while one woman was being interviewed. This lack of privacy may have affected some 

of the answers of participants. Additionally, the woman translator/interviewer was from the Brahmin 

caste, which may have influenced some of the participants in their answers. The above limitations 

affect the internal validity of the results. A quiet setting more conducive to individual interviews, and 

perhaps two translators—one Dalit and one non-Dalit to interview study participants—may have 
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more accurately reflected some of the answers. Additionally, the ability to attend at least two 

panchayat meetings to view the interaction between men and women and between women of 

different castes may have provided some additional valuable observations. 

A further limitation was my position as a privileged, White, Western, woman researcher, 

who has been trained within the Western academy. I am cognizant that this has shaped my reality, 

perceptions, and ways of knowing, which includes holding a Western feminist viewpoint. Thus, my 

research and subsequent analysis is premised on the lens of the culture I grew up in, and affects 

the lens through which I view my construction of self and others. Being aware of this, I have tried to 

avoid imposing my cultural way of knowing into the context of women's empowerment issues in 

PRI, but rather have tried to value the knowledge and experitise of local participants by bringing 

forth their voices and wisdom in this study. However, the various filters through which I bring my 

anaysis, that is, as a White, Western, academic, feminist, woman researcher can never completely 

nor adequately be overcome. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Based on the results of this study, there are some recommendations for future research. 

First, some of the limitations previously noted about this study may be minimized by some 

revisions in the study design. In order to improve the sample size, 12 women from each of the 

other castes should be interviewed, in addition to the 12 Dalit women. This would mean 12 Dalit 

women, 12 OBC women, 12 General Caste women and possibly 12 ST women should be included 

in the sample size. This would bring the total of the sample size to at least 36 women, and possibly 

48, which would increase the study's external validity and make it more reliable for generalization 

to a general population. Additionally, a smaller sample size of panchayats should be chosen for the 
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study and should include more women of various castes from the same panchayat, including at 

least two Dalit women from the same pancahyat to compare and contrast experiences. Thus, if a 

sarpanch was ineffective or biased towards Dalit women, the perception of women of other castes, 

including two different Dalit women towards the sarpanch, could be more readily measured. Finally, 

this study only measured the quantity of women influenced by males in their panchayat voting. 

Future studies could determine the skills these women felt they needed in order to act as 

independent representatives. 

Conclusion 

The present study illuminated some important findings within the intersection of caste and 

gender for women representatives in PRI. First, the Constitution 73 r d Amendment Act has provided 

a platform to empower and advance the equal participation of many, but certainly not all, Dalit 

women in grassroots political decision-making, compared to women of other castes. However, 

generalizations are difficult to make about any group because, on a broader scale, many factors 

were found to intersect with caste and gender that could potentially influence a woman's individual 

experiences within PRI, no matter her caste. It became apparent that the intersection of caste and 

gender worked together with multiple other intersecting factors, including a participant's 

personality, creativity, individual experience, self-confidence, determination to be independent and 

strong, assertiveness, education, family dynamics, economic situation, composition and quality of 

panchayat members, patriarchy, and more, to determine whether she could participate on an equal 

playing field with other women, especially of other castes, and also with higher caste men. In many 

cases, it was difficult to extract these factors and separate them from caste and gender to 
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determine if and how Dalit women might be more disadvantaged due to an intersection of their 

caste and gender. 

However, although it was not an easy task to determine to what degree caste and gender 

intersectionality alone might impact an individual woman's experience, it was clear that Dalit 

women felt they were being treated equally on their pancahyat councils compared to higher caste 

women, and that they felt they had an equal voice compared to higher caste women. The learning 

here is that for all women, whether Dalit or of other castes, different intersecting factors, combined 

with caste and gender, can account for very different experiences for women of all castes. Thus a 

wealthier higher caste woman, such as a Rajput, can be severely disadvantaged in relation to her 

agency, empowerment, and environmental factors, compared to a much poorer Dalit woman who 

has developed her creativity, ability, self-determination, self-confidence, and decision-making skills. 

Additionally, although a woman may be illiterate, she may possess enough determination, 

intelligence, assertiveness, and strength of character and spirit to overcome obstacles such as a 

lack of education, or caste or gender discrimination, to become an effective panchayat 

representative. Such women are contained within all castes, and disempowered and ineffective 

women representatives are also contained within all caste groups. 

Second, caste and gender, when combined with other intersecting aspects such as 

illiteracy, lack of self-confidence, lack of knowledge, lack of supportive colleagues (such as other 

women and or sarpanch), and patriarchy, appear to make some Dalit women more vulnerable than 

women of other castes to being blocked in effective political participation. This became very 

apparent in a situation where a lone woman Dalit panchayat member had to attend meetings with a 

power group of OBC males who made derogatory comments towards her. While such an 

experience should not be generalized, other studies have also observed opposition and 
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harassment against women sarpanches and against women/SC/ST groups (see, e.g., Joshi and 

Narwani, 2005, pp. 181-185). 

Third, one of the major differences in the experiences of Dalit women and women of other 

castes is that many Dalit women feel caste discrimination, as well as gender discrimination, in 

society whereas women of other castes usually mention only gender discrimination. A deeper 

awareness of caste and gender discrimination, and how to eradicate them, could only benefit in 

helping prevent occurrences and misunderstandings at the panchayt level. Trainers, government 

officials, and all panchayat members should receive additional training in gender sensitivity, as well 

as the importance of eradicating caste discrimination. In fact, one of the interviewees told us that 

Cecoedecon had provided awareness training in her village about caste discrimination, and thus 

this had helped raise villagers' awareness. 

Fourth, the quality of support a family provides a woman appears to be an important 

component of her political success. This includes male relatives not co-opting a woman 

representative and women gaining the courage to work on their own. In this same category lies the 

importance of women representatives having a supportive, engaged, and effective sarpanch. 

Communities would also benefit from the improved skills of sarpanches who are knowledgeable 

about panchayat administration, motivated, and able to extract the best performance from their 

panches. By determining an appropriate strategy to address this critical issue, the government 

would provide panchayats, their communities, and their panches the opportunity to reach their full 

development potential. 

Fifth, the results of the study appear to indicate a high correlation between capacity 

training and effective and empowered representatives. The greater implication for this finding is the 

importance of giving girl children and women of all castes equal opportunities with males to receive 
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an education that involves critical thinking, and reading and math skills. This social justice issue 

was emphasized for me when three Dalit women gathered around me after their interviews and 

expressed how deeply they felt their lack of education, and their wish that they too had been given 

the opportunity to receive some form of education, as children. Their comments were contrary to 

the view that Aishwarya, the Brahman sarpanch, expressed in her interview when asked what her 

vision was to improve the lives of Dalits. When asked why she could not work towards building a 

school that was close to where Dalit children lived, Aishwarya replied: "There are very few women 

among Dalits—say two only—who understand and appreciate what education is. Otherwise most 

of the women keep their children engaged in agriculture work." Aishwarya's reply demonstrated 

"the soft bigotry of low expectations" towards Dalits, a phrase George W. Bush coined in a speech 

in 2000 before the National Association for the Advancement of Coloured People (NAACP), a civil 

rights organization for ethnic minorities in the United States (Text: George W. Bush's Speech). In 

his speech, Bush argued: 

Equality in our country will remain a distant dream until every 
child, of every background, learns so that he or she may strive 
and rise in this world. No child in America should be segregated 
by low expectations, imprisoned by illiteracy, abandoned to 
frustration and the darkness of self-doubt. 

Similarly, Aishwarya's response indicated a stereotyped, generalized belief about a group of 

people and also a lack of insight that attitudes can change. Aishwarya also failed to recognize that 

she, as a leader, could begin to prompt some of that change. 

In conclusion, the largest global experiment in democratic decentralized local government 

is taking place in India through PRI. The involvement of marginalized sections such as women and 

Dalits is taking place amongst complex issues that are not easy to solve. However, Panchayati Raj 

is providing opportunities for such groups to have their voices heard in rural governance. The 
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successful continuation of this democratic experiment in grassroots political decision-making can 

only take place as citizens sit together, with voices that are equally heard, to discuss problems, 

recommend solutions, monitor outcomes, and make adjustments. Working together, these citizens 

can create an environment that emphasizes human well-being so that all people can develop to 

their full potential and build their human capabilities. Such capabilities have been outlined by the 

United Nations Development Programme: 

The most basic capabilities for human development are to lead 
long and healthy lives, to be knowledgeable, to have access to 
the resources needed for a decent standard of living and to be 
able to participate in the life of the community. Without these, 
many choices are simply not available, and many opportunities in 
life remain inaccessible. (UNDP, n.d.) 

It is this vision that the stakeholders in Panchayati Raj must strive for, however this can 

only take place with committed, motivated, honest, transparent, and empowered individuals who 

are committed to gender and caste justice and equality. No one individual can achieve this by 

herself or himself. However, the door has now swung open, and women from all castes have 

stepped outside to journey down the path together towards effective democratic participation for all. 

Now their families, communities, villages, districts, states, and country must continue the journey 

with them, working together to solve issues and to raise, nurture, and support empowered women 

representatives of all castes. 
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APPENDIX A 

Questionaire for interviews 

1. Name 
2. Caste 
3. Age: 
4. Marital Status: Single Married Widowed Divorced 
5. Age at marriage 
6. Children? Yes No 
7. If yes, how many boys and ages of each. 
8. If yes, how many girls and ages of each. 
9. Do/did your boys go to school? Yes No Some did 
10. If yes, how many went to school and/or are going to school? 
11. If yes, what grade are they in, or what grade did they go up to? Son #1 Grade 

;Son #2 Grade ;Son# 3 Grade; ; Son #4 Grade ;Son #5 Grade 

12. Do/Did your girls go to school? Yes No Some did . 
13. If yes, how many went to school and/or are going to school? 
14. If yes, what grade are they in, or what grade did they go up to? Daughter #1 Grade 

; Daughter #2 Grade ; Daughter #3 Grade ; 
Daughter #4 Grade Daughter #5 Grade . 

15. Do you have grandchildren? Yes No 
16. Are you educated? Yes No 
17. If educated, what grade did you complete in school? 
18. How long have you been living in the village? 
19. Do you work outside the home? Yes No 
20. If yes, what kind of work? 

21. If yes, how much money do you make in a day? 
22. Occupation of husband. 
23. How much money does your husband make in a day or month? 
24. What kind of say do you have in the household expenses? 
25. Were you elected to the Panchayat due to reservation? Yes No 
26. What are your Panchayat duties?. 
27. How do you find time for your Panchayat duties? 
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28. Does your family support you being on the Panchayat? Why or why not? 
29. Does your husband accompany you to Panchayat meetings? Most of them Some 

of them None of them 
30. If your husband accompanies you, does he take part in the meetings? Yes No 

Sometimes 
31. Does your husband tell you what to do, what to say or how to vote at the meetings? Yes 

No Sometimes . If yes or sometimes, why does he and why 
do you allow this? 

32. Do you make Panchayat decisions, or does your husband? If you husband does, why does 
he and not you? 

33. Do you speak up at Panchayat meetings to voice your opinion and to raise issues, and ask 
questions? If no, why not? 

34. If men are present at Panchayat meetings, do you remain silent or speak up? Yes 
No Sometimes Why or why not? 

35. What is your position on the Panchayat? (e.g. Panch?) 
36. What does the Panchayat do for your village? 
37. Are you satisfied with the Panchayat? Yes No Somewhat Why or why 

not? 
38. Do you feel more respected in the village, now that you are on the Panchayat? Why or why 

not? If yes, how do you feel more respected? 
39. Do you feel more respected in your family, now that you are on the Panchayatt? Why or 

why not? If yes, in what way do you feel more respected? 
40. Do you think you have been able to help your village by being on the Panchayat? If no, 

why or why not. If yes, why or why not? 
41. What improvements in your village have you been personally responsible for, as a result of 

being a Panchayat member? 

42. Do you think women have an equal less or more right than men 
to be elected representatives on the Panchayat? 

43. Are women Panchayat members concerned with different issues than men Panchayat 
members? Yes No . If yes, what issues are women concerned 
about? 

44. Which Panchayat decisions are you involved in? All of them or just some? Why? 
45. How often are gram sabha meetings held in your village? (if less than twice a year, why?) 
46. Are you treated as an equal on the Panchayat council? Yes No Sometimes 

. If no, why not? 
47. Are male villagers in your village supportive of women being on the Panchayat council? If 
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yes why. If no, why not? 
48. Are women's opinions respected on the Panchayat council? Yes No 

Sometimes . If no or sometimes, why not? 
49. Are women's opinions respected in the village? Yes No Sometimes , if 

no, why not? 

Additional questions for Dalit women 

50. How are upper-caste women treated on the Panchayat compared to you? 
51. Do you feel you have an equal voice on the Panchayat council, compared to upper caste 

women? 
52. Do you feel you have an equal voice on the Panchayat council, compared to upper caste 

men? 
53. Do you feel free to voice your opinion at Panchayat meetings? Yes No 

Sometimes . Why or why not? 
54. Are elected Panchayat men and women representatives treated any differently on the 

Panchayat council? Yes No Sometimes . If yes, why? 
55. Are elected Panchayat men and women representatives treated any differently in the 

village? Yes No Sometimes . If yes, or sometimes, why 
and how are they treated differently? 

56. Do you think the reservation system has helped Dalit women in your village? Yes 
No Not sure . Why or why not? 

57. What improvements would you like to see for Dalit women who are elected to Panchayat 
councils? 

58. Do you feel that upper caste women on the Panchayat are supportive of you being on the 
Panchayat? 

59. As a Panchayat representative, do upper-caste men pose any particular problem for you? 
For example, do you feel restricted in any way from voicing your opinion at Panchayat 
meetings because of the upper-caste male villagers either on the council, or in the village? 

60. Do you feel that upper caste women are supportive of your role on the Panchayat council? 
Explain your answer. 

61. Do you have any final comments you would like to make? 
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APPENDIX B 

Interview guide for semi-formal interviews with NGO workers/administrators 

1. ) What is your name 
2. ) What is your title? 
3. ) What are your job responsibilities within your NGO? 
4. ) What area of Rajasthan do you work in? 
5. ) Thirty-three per cent of seats on panchayats are reserved for women. What programs has 
your NGO put in place to mobilize, train and build the capacity of women who have been elected to 
either village panchayats, block panchayats or district panchayats? 
6. ) Do you have specific programs in place to help women panchayat members build their 
confidence and ability to speak in front of both men and women to present community issues and 
concerns? 
6. ) How do you find/identify the women you would like to mobilize train and build the capacity of for 
panchayats in your program? 
7. ) In your opinion, what are the factors enabling and disabling women from entering and being 
effective in local government on panchayat councils? What role does gender play in this? What 
role does caste play in this? 
8. ) How do you define empowerment for women in local government? 
9. ) What strengths do women bring to their roles as elected members of panchayats? 
10. ) Does gender obstruct women's ability to perform on panchayats? If yes or no, please explain 
further. 
11. ) What other support systems have been put in place to mobilize and build the capacity of 
women who are elected to panchayats? 
12. ) What support systems need to be put in place to support women who are elected to 
panchayats? 
13. ) In your opinion and based on your experiences, can caste obstruct women's ability to perform 
on panchayat councils? If yes or no, please explain further. 
14. ) In your opinion, what social and personal barriers do dalit women need to overcome in order to 
make meaningful contributions to community development if they are elected to panchayats? 
15) . In your opinion, are dalit women denied power or decision-making on panchayat councils, asa 
result of their caste? If yes or no, please explain further. 
16) .In your opinion, what social and personal barriers do upper caste women need to overcome in 
order to make meaning contributions to community development if they are elected to panchayats? 
17) . In your opinion and based on your experiences, is caste an advantage for upper caste women 
on panchayat councils? If yes or no, how so? 
18. ) Are there any other caste issues you are aware of in your work with elected women panchayat 
members? 
19. ) Are proxy women an obstacle to women's empowerment on panchayats? 
20. ) Are women in purdah participating in panchayat councils? 
21. ) Despite government efforts to promote women's empowerment in India, many women still face 
severe problems as shown in development indicators. How does women's lack of education, 
income, human rights education and political knowledge hinder them from becoming empowered 
and gaining self-confidence on panchayat councils? 



201 

22. ) In your opinion, has the reservation of seats for women in panchayat councils met your 
expectations? 
23. ) Is the political space becoming feminized and are women asserting themselves in this political 
space? 
24. ) Has the entry of women transformed politics in any way? 
25). Does your NGO have plans or programs in place to sensitive the community, men and the 
bureaucracy to promote the empowerment of women? 
25. ) Do you have any final comments you would like to share? 


