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Abstract. 

This research realized in the context of my Master Thesis for the Master in Political 

Science, International Relations, aims to critically engage with post-colonial theories and 

decolonial feminism in order to offer a new understanding of knowledge production 

regarding feminism. This thesis is a call for the need of an intersectional awareness of neo-

colonialism in feminist research. The research process relies on a theoretical and conceptual 

framework based mainly on postcolonial theory, and decolonial feminist theories. The 

researcher explores the contributions of Native feminism, Black Feminism and Latin-

American Feminism in postcolonial feminist theorizing, although observes a gap in literature 

on the case of India.  

This thesis adopts an inductive methodology to research the case study of Feminism in India. 

The research was realized through semi-structured interviews with women in India, which 

were then put in relation with various secondary data and the existing literature. The 

interviews conducted in this research offer a glimpse of the experiences of women in India 

relating to Feminism and suggests the diversity of feminist perspectives based on the 

diversity of experiences. More specifically, this study takes a critical feminist and 

intersectional approach to deconstructing and reshaping feminist academic research. The 

findings have brought forward various elements for theorizing feminism in India, such as 

such diversity of experiences between countries but also within the country between castes, 

economic, religious and cultural backgrounds. This study aims to understand how post-

colonial theory and feminism intersect in understanding a multicultural and diverse country 

such as India. Throughout the research, the author discovered Desi feminism, which was 

originated in India and aims to further the idea of what feminism is in order incorporate 

intersectional feminism. Desi feminism proved to be an extremely interesting topic, which is 

worth exploring and illustrated this thesis. The movement criticizes the dominance of White 

female voices in the global dialogue surrounding, reminding feminists across the globe that 

“while we are fighting for the same things, the predominant white feminist narrative does not 

give voice to the unique challenges and compounded suppression that women of color face” 

(Sara Hussain, 2017).  

A framework for the theorization and research for future practice in postcolonial 

contexts is suggested at the end of the thesis, based on the research findings and leading the 

way to a more inclusive research practice that allows the space for subaltern feminist 
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perspectives. This thesis sets a future-forward agenda for theory, research and practice in the 

field of feminism in postcolonial context across the globe, therefore presenting numerous 

suggestions for further study.  

 

Keywords: Critical Feminism, Decolonial Feminist Praxis, Intersectional Feminism, 

Postcolonial Theory, Postcolonial Feminism, India. 
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I. Introduction.  

A. Background and case study selection.  

Feminism is a set of movements and ideas aiming to promote, share, define and achieve 

equality for all. Numerous sociological, psychological or philosophical analyses, but also 

economic and political, have been derived from feminism through struggles on different 

levels. The first wave of feminism focused on the right to vote for women during the 19th and 

20th centuries. The second wave in the 1960s, represented by the women's liberation 

movement, included cultural differences and gender norms in society in order to break away 

from the stereotypes attributed to the women's place in the world. The third wave, beginning 

in the 1990s, came from the faults and criticisms attributed to the second wave. It is notably 

at this time that the feminist movement divided. The perception of feminism by the different 

waves of the movement has been widely criticized by non-Western feminists: the "waves" of 

feminism are largely focused on the struggle of white Western women, a view of women's 

struggle that is seen as racist and colonialist (Cott, 1989). This division is linked to a sense of 

misunderstanding and misrepresentation by feminist movements developing particularly in 

Europe and the USA. The trajectory of wave-based understandings of feminism implies that 

there was no notion of women's liberation or struggle before this, that is, before white British 

and/or Western women fought for their rights (Manzoor-Khan, 2016). In this work, the term 

‘western feminism’ will refer, as per Bulbeck’s definition, to the work written by North-

American women, by Australian and Neo-Zealander women and by European-descendant 

women (1998). 

On the other hand, feminist movements in developing countries, and particularly in India, 

have been heavily criticized by Western feminist movements for focusing exclusively on the 

most privileged women in society, sidelining women belonging to lower castes. This 

criticism has led to the development of new feminist movements and organizations that are 

dependent on and representative of specific castes (Geetanjali, 2007). This study explores the 

complex and somewhat ambiguous collusion between the feminist thought and movement 

and postcolonial theory through a critical feminist perspective. 

The case study choice for this research is the perspective of feminism by Indian women. The 

author of this research, having spent a few months in India in 2016, partly in the context of a 

short-term cultural exchange and partly backpacking and moving around different families, 

the author had the change of meeting a lot of women from diverse backgrounds, and was 
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especially interested by their expectations of feminism, their understanding of what feminists 

want. As the author had the chance to discover various parts of the country, they were also 

confronted with the immense diversity of cultures, practices and thoughts present in this 

country. After some research, the author found an extensive literature on the decolonizing of 

the feminist thought in Latin America, but very little on India. Their experience in Chile for a 

semester also led them to share with feminist academists in the hosting university who 

developed their research along a decolonial feminist perspective. It led the author to wonder 

how this decolonial feminist paradigms applies to such a diverse country as India, which is 

too often left to the side in feminist academic research. Indeed, there is research on Black 

Feminism, on Latin-American decolonial perspectives, on Indigenous thoughts and practices 

through a Feminist lens, but there is not as much on Feminism centered on Asia, and here 

more specifically on India. 

B. Statement of the research problem. 

This study assumes that the perception of feminism in India is different from Western 

feminism, and constructed by their experiences and culture. The hypothesis developed here is 

that the feminism developed by Western women applies to Western women’s cultures, and 

that the variety of culture in other countries, considered as ‘third-world’ countries, implies a 

variety of perspectives of feminism, a variety of needs and demands. As stated by Chilla 

Bulbeck, “the agenda of contemporary western feminism focuses on equal participation in 

work and education, reproductive rights, and sexual freedom. But what does feminism mean 

to the women of rural India who work someone else's fields” (Bulbeck, 1998, p. 19). This is 

exactly the question that led the author during this case study: how is the feminist 

movement in India characterized and understood through the testimonies of women 

themselves?   

The author also asked herself all along the study the following questions: how does 

post-colonial theory and feminism intersect in understanding a multicultural and 

diverse country such as India? Why do we need to understand feminism in India from a 

post-colonialist perspective?  

Here, the research aims to challenge the imaginative space that non-western women occupy 

in the minds of western academic feminists. This study draws on a critical feminist 

perspective analysis as a theoretical interest through testimonies collected through semi-

structured interviews. The study will analyze how urban middle- and upper-class women in 
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India have constructed a feminist praxis based on their everyday experiences, in order to 

understand their conception of feminism. This study aims to understand how social and 

cultural factors construct the perception and identification of feminism in Indian society, 

basing itself on critical feminism, in order to provide a decolonial feminist framework for 

academic research on feminism in India. The researcher here attempts to understand 

feminism in India through a qualitative mixed-methods analysis of various data, including 

interviews, existing literature, Instagram feminist pages, Indian women’s organizations 

websites. We will adopt an intersectional critical feminist approach in order to understand the 

specificities of the Indian feminist movement as well as to encourage an understanding of a 

decolonized feminism.  

C. Methodological and contextual issues. 

The context in which this study was realized is worth being mentioned, and will be 

developed further in the research limitations. The study was realized while the student was on 

an exchange mobility in Santiago, Chile, during which it faced the consequences on the 

distance with the UCLouvain as well as with the access of information, but also a global 

strike at the university which led to the closing of all access to classes. This strike was part of 

a unique social setting in a country that is currently rewriting its whole constitution. I believe 

these were important elements that affected my perception, my efficiency and the general 

researcher bias.    

This thesis was indeed written in a unique setting. The researcher was on an exchange 

mobility in Chile. The university chosen for the mobility is a leading university in critical 

studies and critical research in Chile, the Universidad Academia de Humanismo Cristiano, 

which brought additional possibilities of understanding the general concepts. The university 

offers to all students a compulsory course on Human Rights, Gender and Multiculturalism. 

Chilean feminist, and more generally Latin American feminists, are also known to have 

fueled the decolonial feminists research and movements, as much of the literature used in this 

study proves it. Chile is currently the place of huge social and political reforms: the country is 

rewriting its whole constitution. Since October 2019, the Chilean streets were taken by large 

demonstrations demanding unprecedented changes of political processes, known as the 

‘Estallido Social’, rattling the political scene in Chile and leaving the country extremely 

unstable. An amendment to the constitution allowed for the election of the youngest president 

of the world in 2021, Gabriel Boric, who is not part of the alliance between the two parties 
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that have governed the country since the end of the dictatorship, driving a significant change 

in Chile. The current constitution, which was imposed by the civil-military dictatorship in 

1980, is therefore being rewritten during the next two years. The election of the new 

president did not however end the social unrest, as citizens across the country are protesting 

to make sure they rights are included in the new constitution, especially students who have 

been and are the leaders of the social and political revolution. In this context, the university in 

which the student was on exchange was taken by the students, demanding a series of reforms 

(see annex 1). This context made it extremely difficult for the student, as we had no access to 

the teachers, the classes or the university and there was no information as to what would 

happen next. All classes were canceled and student meetings were help ever second day to 

review the demands that were to be given to the university in order to find an agreement. 

However, this context was also very interesting, as the demands in the students in the 

university but also across Chile took a huge inspiration on developing a decolonial 

perspective of Chilean research, teaching and academics, including in the teaching of feminist 

values based on Latin American research. 

In addition to this, being in Chile while writing this thesis was in some ways a challenge in 

regards to the access of resources. International deliveries were proven to be extremely 

unreliable, as two books that were ordered were never delivered. The access of the library of 

the hosting university was useful in some ways, but required a huge amount of time to find 

the literature as everything was organized through paper records. Luckily, having completed 

a master with UNITAR two years ago, I still had access to the online library which was rich 

in international literature. The electronic bibliographical resources of the UCLouvain were 

equally valuable and proved the importance of the availability of electronic resources for 

students. 

More than contextual limitations of the research itself, when analyzing the collusion 

between postcolonial studies discourse and feminist discourses, we must raise the question: 

how can we ethically narrate the story of the ‘Oriental Woman’, the ‘Third-World Woman’, 

without speaking for them, without condemning them to an archetype such as the docile 

subordinate wife or the revengeful and strong Goddess? (Castaing, 2014). Another question is 

raised by Castaing: “how can one emancipate feminism from monolithic thought that is euro-

centered?” (2014). Having previously traveled around India for a few months, as stated 

previously, I was profoundly impacted by how much I learned from this experience. I was 

brought in front of complex worldviews, challenging lived experiences that were drastically 
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different from the perspectives I had, alternative ways of working, organizing and living in 

community. My previous worldviews were built upon an ontology of modernity that did not 

adequately recognize the work, lives and knowledge of ‘others’. Through living in other 

communities across the world and traveling for a few years, during which I mainly stayed 

with the locals, I was able to challenge these previous worldviews and it opened my mind to a 

lot of questions regarding how, in academic research especially, we construct our knowledge 

of the so called ‘other’. The feminist approach adopted when attempting to understand 

feminism in India must therefore be taken from a postcolonialism stance and consider 

cultural specificities. The subjectivity of postcolonial theories was to be taken into account, 

as the perspective that is chosen when analyzing an issue through the postcolonial lenses has 

the ability to change the whole dynamic. Each perspective can illustrate a partial aspect of the 

systemic modes of domination, overlapping cultural identities as was explained through 

critical feminism, as well as contemporary international relations. The understanding of what 

‘post-colonial’ is must be interrogated and contextualized historically, geopolitically, and 

culturally (Shohat, 1992).  

In academic literature, we are often confronted with the problem of how to analyse a culture, 

an experience, a story that we cannot relate to. Yet, it often happens that western academist 

analyse feminism from a ‘white-saviour’ perspective. Therefore, an important point to raise 

and that was taken into strict account all along the research is the fact that this research was 

conducted by a white European woman. Criticizing the colonialist perspective generally 

developed by white European feminist academists was therefore quite controversial, and the 

use of critical feminist theory was extremely important. The researcher is aware and stayed as 

aware as possible all along the process of the subjectivity of their own perception, and 

attempted as much as possible to provide herself a space of self-criticism and self-reflection 

on this subject as well. The help throughout the research and criticism offered by non-white 

feminists and decolonial feminists was precious in avoiding as much as possible for this work 

to be yet another white feminist academist perspective over other cultures. A few precautions 

were taken in order to balance the researcher bias and the influence of the perspective chosen 

on the research. The author has decided to ask the help of members of an afro-feminist anti-

capitalist and decolonialist group aiming at the collective resolution of difficulties generally 

faced by people of color in the city of Brussels and beyond. The author has also asked a 

woman they have met a few years ago from India, still living in India, to read over the 

interview questions, the general research and the interview transcripts in order to provide yet 
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another point of view from someone who is affected by the matter at stake. Therefore, 

various people will be reading the writings and the research of the author throughout the 

whole process in order to give review and to provide critics on the position taken by the 

author as a white academist. Although having taken all these precautions, it seems inevitable 

that the western-feminist ideas will be taken along in the subjectivity of the research towards 

other cultures, but the goal is also to bring back to new questions and understandings of 

feminism from diverse cultures.  

Another limitation during the study was related to the use of the term ‘Western Feminism’ as 

a generalization for white feminist discourse. Indeed, a study by Gisela Kaplan showed the 

heterogeneity of western feminisms, dividing them into four main groups: the Scandinavian 

progressive North, the conservative center, the creative traditionalism of western Europe 

which would comprise France and the Netherlands, the radical southern Europe which would 

refer to Portugal, Italy and Spain) (Kaplan, 1992, p. 21). It is therefore important to note the 

differences in these feminisms as well, as there are differences in languages: indeed, it is 

rather the English-speaking white feminism that has been dominating world feminism. 

Bulbeck argues that European feminism has had little influence on feminist theory, referring 

to the research led by Holub (1994, p. 239). However, while this research recognizes the 

heterogeneity of western feminisms, it also claims their cooperation in dominating world 

feminisms over non-western approaches.  

The author here is not attempting to give a general understanding of all the perspectives of 

domination related to feminism, nor to understand feminism in ex-colonized countries, but 

rather to give an idea of the need to further question the understanding of feminism according 

to various lenses. The goal here is therefore to give women the opportunity to speak for 

themselves. In the academic field in general, the predominance of white, Western, masculine, 

heteronormative, and (post)positivist norms in the past and still today creates challenges for 

women of color who engage in scholarship that reflects feminist and cultural values. The 

author does not undermine the complications that can come out of this kind of study, such as 

the strong researcher bias that must be taken into account and stated here, but also the 

feasibility of accurately represent somewhat of an understanding of what feminism means to 

other individuals. In this research, it is also extremely important to avoid all kinds of 

generalization, as one individual’s experience and perception does not and cannot 

automatically or exactly represent that of another. When conducing any study, but especially 

in this context, the researcher must be open to learn, to deconstruct, to welcome new 
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knowledge and ideas with humility. We must be transparent and reflexive about the 

subjective and impact that who we are, our experience as an individual, has on the analysis 

and on the global research (Gilgun, 2008; Probst, 2015). 

Additionally, it is important to point out that this research is not aimed at understanding 

‘them’, but rather at questioning ‘us’ and our perception. In the light of the notion of 

‘decolonizing’, this research is not aimed at helping Indian women understand what feminism 

is to them, as they already have their own perception and understandings and do not need a 

European researcher on the matter to give them insight on something that is intrinsically 

theirs. Rather, the aim of this work is for the researchers, scholar, students, and teachers 

based in those universities in what is commonly called ‘western’ countries, the UK, the USA, 

Europe, to question their understanding of feminism as a general ideological value to be 

shared through various cultures through the perception of women in India. This entails the 

need for a critical questioning of the very power relations in which we are embedded and the 

often-privileged positions from which we are given the possibility to express ourselves, to 

speak and write. 

II. Conceptual and theoretical framework. 

This chapter attempts to enhance our understanding of knowledge, here being one that 

goes beyond the individual and navigates through borders. This chapter aims at developing 

the conceptual and theoretical framework which will give way to the analysis of the data and 

be the base throughout the whole research process.  

A. Post-colonial feminism, decolonial feminism and third-world 

feminism. 

The narrative of the different waves of feminism sets aside the history and experiences of 

non-white and marginalized people. This narrative is part of an understanding of the world 

under a colonialist perspective. Indeed, colonialism justified the violent invasion of southern 

countries by the need to intervene in order to help them restructure their society and their 

institutions, using the justification that these countries were uncapable of governing 

themselves (Manzoor-Khan, 2016). The suffragette movement for example that advocated the 

right to vote largely put aside the rights of black women, using as one of the arguments to 

obtain the right to vote the idea that white women were more civilized than back men. 
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Women’s rights activists such as Elizabeth Candy Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, Mary 

Wollstonecraft, Betty Friedan and even Ruth Bader Ginsburg are now recognized as having 

been deeply racist in their fight for the rights of only white women. This idea was also 

motivated by the view of non-western men as harsh patriarchs and irrational savages only 

motivated by sexual interests. Western men, on the other hand, were seen as educated, 

knowing the rules of proper conduct. Following this logic, only Western countries could 

provide assistance for the liberation of women in non-Western countries (Manzoor-Khan, 

2016).  

This traditional feminist narrative, pretending to represent the challenges facing women, as if 

all women belonged to one and only one identity group and shared the same experience with 

domination and oppression, can also be called “whitestream” feminism according to Grande 

(2003). This term was coined by Claude Denis (1997), adapted from the term “malestream”, 

in order to represent the idea that even if society is not white in demographic terms, it is 

structured mainly around the idea of being white. Whitestream feminism was notably 

criticized by Jacqui Alexander and Gloria Anzaldúa who noted that what they “would later 

understand to be white, upper- middle-class, hetero-hegemonic feminism” (aka “whitestream 

feminism”) just didn't do it for us” (Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983).  

According to Grande (2003), “well-documented failures to engage race and 

acknowledge the complicity of white women in the history of domination, positions 

'mainstream' feminism alongside other colonialist discourse”. Women from minorities or 

non-Western countries do not need to be saved from heteropatriarchy or hetero-paternalism 

within their own communities: they have already started the process of decolonization a long 

time ago and through their own resources, adapted to their culture and their environment 

(Arvin et al., 2013). Women’s rights have even been misused by the West to justify military 

intervention, using feminist language and the feminist cause in order to sell their agenda and 

obtain consensus on the need for intervention (International Association for Political Science 

students, 2021). When Bush decided to intervene in Afghanistan in order to save the Muslim 

women being oppressed, mainstream feminists praised him and there was even a petition by 

the liberal group Feminist Majority thanking the Bush administration (Schulte, 2001).  

This model of feminism that sets aside other forms of oppression is still the most represented 

today, where overseas interventions are seen as the only way to liberate non-white women 

but also LGBTQIA+ people (Manzoor-Khan, 2016). This model of feminism is largel based 
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on the so-called ‘white-savior complex’, which refers to a white person, whether in real-life 

or fictional character, who feels the need and responsibility to ‘save’ a person of color from 

their oppression, without fully understanding or taking into account the complex mechanisms 

of power and oppressions. This is also present in other feminist practices such as women 

protesting the wearing of the hijab in all contexts without taking into account the choice and 

decision of those who are concerned, as with the FEMEN’s ‘International Topless Jihad 

Day’. This statement is quite problematic as it represents an essentialist view of what 

feminism is.  

 

FIGURE 1: A PROTESTOR AT FEMEN’S ‘INTERNATIONAL TOPLESS JIHAD DAY’. VERVE TEAM (GLOBAL 

COLLECTIVE OF INTERSECTIONAL FEMINISTS. 

Another example of this is the protesting of homophobic behaviours in other countries and 

cultures without taking into account the homophobia that we have in our own countries. 

This ideology seems to forget that 'women' are not a unit, a universal category, 

opposed to a unit that would then be men. These women moreover, taken as examples to 

represent all women, are white, middle class, heterosexual, cis and able-bodied women: they 

do not represent all the challenges and oppressions that manifest themselves in different 

societies across the globe. It is therefore not accurate today to speak of only one feminism, 
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that explores the lives of dominantly white women, but rather to speak of feminisms. These 

different branches focus on the experience of women in the so called “third-world” and “were 

brought into being when women from around the world began to critique the limitations of 

the sort of universal feminism that come from the white bourgeois women in the West to 

explain our own realities” (Pillar Villanueva, 2019). The model was highly criticized, and 

Black feminists, such as Angela Davis, were critical of this Western Feminism due to its 

ethnocentrism.  

Building on the concepts of intersectional feminism and standpoint feminism, that we 

explore later in this chapter, postcolonial and decolonial feminism emerged as a reaction to 

the feminism focused solely on the western women experience. There are two 

epistemological maps that explain the development of decolonial feminism (Ballestrin, 2016). 

Nadje Al-Ali, a feminist writer, defines postcolonial feminism as “characterized by a series 

of transitions, a multiplicity of processes and developments towards decolonisation and de-

centering of the ‘West’”. The first epistemological explanation of decolonial feminism 

originates in the 1980s, following the development of decolonial theories, many of the 

scholars at the root of the decolonial discourse have broadened the issue to feminism, 

representing the first interactions between feminism and post coloniality. As a prominent 

example, Sylvia Wynter criticizes feminism from an anticolonialist perspective in 1990 

(Wynter, 1990). The theory also stands in response to an early post-colonial theory 

dominated and developed by men, the early proponents of most of the research on the post-

colonial. These men were mostly occupied with the issues of rebuilding the nation after 

empire and colonialism had destroyed indigenous people’s history (Al‐wazedi, 2020).  

The second epistemological explanation took place in 1998 with the foundation of the small 

group of researchers called Modernity/Coloniality, which introduced the concept of the 

‘Decolonial Turn’ as an attempt to insert Latin America in the global post-colonialist debate. 

It refers to the repositioning of power, subjectivity, and resistance beyond 

modernity/coloniality, according to Nelson Maldonado-Torres. 

This group acknowledged that coloniality is the logic and the rationality at the base of 

colonialism, that this said coloniality is at the base of modernity and that decoloniality should 

always question modernity. It was the Argentinian scholar María Lugones, member of the 

group, that first began to actually use the term ‟decolonial feminism”, in "Heterosexualism 

and the Colonial/Modern Gender System” (Lugones 2007). According to Lugones (2007), the 
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feminist struggle must include a fight against coloniality, which does not only refer to the 

historical legacies of colonialism but also to the effects of the power relationships on a world 

scale still nowadays, where in the project of modernity, colonialism, capitalism, and western 

globalization were an inseparable triad. She was the first to amplify the discourse and 

broaden the theory by including gender in an intersectional analysis of decoloniality 

(Lugones, 2008). However, the ideas developed by the group present a problematic absence 

of discussion on gender: as stated by Lugones, the binary system of gender was imposed by 

the coloniality of power and therefore is not central to the study of the postcolonial (Lugones, 

2008, 2010). In these times was also developed the concept of ‘Declension Narratives’ 

relating to feminism by Bulbeck, which argues that colonized women had status and power 

which was lost under the white patriarchal rule of colonialism, such as for example the 

ancient matriarchies.  

Postcolonial feminism allows to adopt a critical perspective, addressing inequalities 

related to hegemonic power‐relations through the thorough examination of the relationship 

between the colonizer and the colonized, as well as critiquing postcolonial gender roles 

(Al‐wazedi, 2020). Postcolonial feminism offers the perception of hegemonic feminism 

(Spivak, 1985) through the critical gaze of postcolonial theories, a feminist perspective that 

includes gender relations in their historically and geographically colonized and racialized 

dimension (Dechaufour, L., 2008). Women, who in this study represent anyone who 

considers themselves and identifies as a woman, including transexual women, and all those 

that fall on a spectrum that does not fit the gender binarity that is often assumed, are all 

different from one another and are each endowed, whether individually or collectively, with 

their own unique experiences that have constructed their perceptions of reality. This study 

therefore takes a perspective which is rooted in intersectionality. In addition to a focus of 

patriarchy as a source of oppression, it explores how social inequalities are constructed by a 

political, historical, cultural, and economic context (Mohanty et al. 1991, Quayson 2000). 

Mohanty brings a feminist perspective in her decolonial theory development by calling in 

feminism for the development of equitable basic principles, those being “economic stability, 

racial equality and the racial redistribution of wealth” (Mohanty, 2003, p.4). The post-

colonial perspective of feminist theory criticizes the colonial power on one part, but also 

denounces the hegemonic power established by indigenous men after the Empires fell apart 

(Al‐wazedi, 2020).  
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The new ideas of the last century on decolonial feminist perspectives are however quite 

different from the initial epistemological development explained above. The subaltern 

feminisms have shined light on the divisions and conflicts within feminisms and have 

allowed for innovative experiences depatriarchalizing the state power across the world. The 

concepts of postcolonial theory and decolonial theory were built upon the collective political 

practices and activism by Abya Yala women, a decolonial term that refers to Latin America, 

the Caribbean region and black women, along with the work of critical feminists, but also 

upon the decolonial theory that was built by Latin American thinkers. The term Abya Yala is 

from Kuna language and translates to ‟earth alive” or ‟ripen earth”, used as an alternative to 

the term Latin America known for its colonial and racial legacy.  

As stated in the Instagram account @feminisminindia, decolonial feminists also 

criticizes the emergence of ecofeminism as it once against positions women in the global 

south as helpless and vulnerable therefore needing the need for upper-class White feminists 

to take action and save them with their knowledge and theories constructed in the West. 

Additionally, this movement is criticized for putting the pressure on women and ridding the 

responsibility of men due to the supposed relationship between women and nature. The 

ecofeminist movement, driven by Vandana Shive in India, is also criticized for being ignorant 

to issues of caste and hierarchies within tribal communities as well as generalizing the 

experience of women across the world.  

Decolonial feminism captures the practice of political projects taking place in the global 

south. However, the term cannot capture the diversity of struggles between regions and rather 

should be taken as a reference to a feminist revolution including the variety subtle nuances 

according to all the different and local experiences.  

B. Critical Feminism.  

Critical feminism combines the ideas of feminism and critical theories.  The goal of 

critical theories is to “identify prevailing structures and practices that create or uphold 

disadvantage, inequity, or oppression, and to point the way toward alternatives that remote 

more egalitarian relationships, groups, and societies” (L. Baxter and Braithwaite 2008, 292). 

The combination of the two theories therefore leads to the perception of the relationship 

between cultural structures and practices that influence inequitably people, and especially 

women’s, lives and communication practices. This leads to the assumption that members of 

groups defined by sex, race, and other factors occupy distinct positions in a society.  
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The use of the word ‘critical’ here needs to be taken into a broader sense that allows to 

differentiate from other types of feminism that have been highly influences by neoliberalism 

and often function to reinforce rather than challenge the status quo, especially white or 

western feminism. The use of this theory provides an essential mean to understand and 

critique inequality and power structures viewed through critical lenses in relation with 

privilege and inequality. The theory raises the need for increased communication regarding 

women’s issues in society in order to increase general awareness.  

In ‘Critical Feminisms: Principles and Practices for Feminist Inquiry in Social Work’, 

the authors have developed the concept surrounding three main axes: conceptual, 

epistemological and political (Goodkind et al., 2021). The approach developed in their work 

is the one adopted in the study, as it views critical feminism through various lenses. The 

conceptual lens allows to interrogate the categories commonly used to view and understand 

the world, extending further from the binary towards a more holistic worldview. Critical 

theories allow to “expand from legal or national boundaries towards global 

interconnectedness, recognizing interdependence, and urge us to embrace each other and the 

complexities of our world Goodkind et al., 2021). The authors also point out that the use of 

the theory also moves away from western-dominated worldview based on individualism in 

order to recognize the relationships and interconnections between individuals, societies, 

communities. Another goal of the theory is to emphasize praxis, which understand theory and 

practice as inextricably linked (Goodkind et al., 2021). The authors state that “our theories 

about how the world works, whether articulated or not, undergird our actions; therefore, 

being intentional about the theories on which we base our practice is important”, and this 

approach is a core element of this research study (Goodkind et al., 2021). The knowledge 

developed in this study has as an aim the invitation for an alternative perception and study of 

feminism in non-western countries.  

The epistemological explanation developed by Goodkind et al. equally define the purpose of 

this research through the questioning of traditional academic production of knowledge. 

Indeed, critical feminism allows a questioning of the existing knowledge, of assumptions 

made, in the case of this study, about what feminism means for other people, in order to open 

possibilities for reframing and deconstructing our perceptions. Adopting a critical feminist 

stance leads us to “challenge positivism by recognizing partiality of perspective, importance 

of positionality, and necessity of reflexivity” (Goodkind et al., 2021). This importance of 

partiality has been notably advocated by Collins in 1986 in ‘Learning from the Outsider 
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Within: The Sociological Significance of Black Feminist Thought’, as well as by Haraway, in 

1988 in ‘Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of 

Partial Perspective’. Critical feminism aims to give space to those who have been excluded 

for so long from the conversation: the marginalized, the minorities, the dissidents.  

The use of critical feminist theory reinforces the need to be political in a context where 

individual and structural change are interlinked and interdependent. As mentioned by Marion 

Young, the structural change is needed as our society’s relation to power and oppression is 

not only linked to violence and domination but also by the “everyday practices of well-

intentioned liberal society” (1990, p. 41). Not being into politics is largely considered a 

privilege, a way to avoid having to face societal problems.  

C. Post (-) colonial theory, decoloniality and decolonizing. 

Post-colonial theory emerged with the publication of the Palestinian-American critic 

Edward Said’s book, Orientalism (1978) and was first called ‘colonial discourse analysis’. 

The pervasive tradition of Western literature, art and culture fetishize is brought forward in 

Said’s theory of orientalism, which has been deeply criticized. His book stereotype 

representations of Eastern cultures and people, and centers all perspectives on the Western 

experience to the extent that people who are not white and western are, by default, ‘other’. 

Post-colonial studies focus on the analysis of the political, economic, social, cultural, and 

historical impact of European colonialism as registered through texts such as literature, hence 

in the discourse (Tsang,2021). According to post-colonial studies, the process of 

decolonization begins with the understanding that the collective oppression of racialized 

people is a direct result of colonization, reinforced by Western Christianity, white supremacy 

and capitalism (Grande, 2003). However, Ella Shohat in Notes on the ‘post-colonial’, 

criticizes the term ‘post-colonial’ as it “carries with it the implication that colonialism is now 

a matter of the past, undermining colonialism's economic, political, and cultural deformative-

traces in the present” (1992). The term lacks to take into account the contemporary power 

relations that are rooted in colonialism. As time went by, post-colonial scholars have 

observed that the structures of oppression, dominance and exploitation were perpetrated even 

after independence, and still nowadays. Indeed, postcolonial theory also implies the existence 

of neo-colonialism which refers to the use of economic, culture and political tools to pressure 

and control other countries. The prefix ‘post’ in post-colonialism is then understood as a 

marker of the ongoing effect of colonialism on a former colony after its independence rather 
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than a temporal marker as it can be commonly understood (Tsang, 2021): “the prefix "post" 

would make sense less as "after" than as following, going beyond and commenting upon a 

certain intellectual movement - third worldist anti-colonial critique - rather than beyond a 

certain point in history – colonialism” (Shohat, 1992). In order to illustrate this understanding 

of the prefix ‘post’, scholars have used the term ‘postcolonial’ without the hyphen. The idea 

is that the term ‘post-colonial’ means the time period after a colony has gained independence, 

but the unhyphenated version ‘postcolonial’ refers to the more complex understanding of the 

post-independence period as being continuously affected by structures and institutions 

imposed during the colonial era (Tsang, 2021). This study will therefore use the term 

‘postcolonial’ in this way.  

Another important concept in this study is the concept of decoloniality, which emerged 

from South American authors who were mainly concerned about European colonization of 

American lands by Spanish and Portuguese empires. The first authors who brought 

decoloniality as a school of thought were Anibal Quijano, Walter Mignolo, Ramón 

Grosfoguel and Maria Lugonés, who offered decoloniality as a school of thought that 

overcomes postcolonialism. They questioned the relationship between coloniality and modern 

rationality. Decoloniality is seem more as an epistemological perception than a political 

project, as compared to ‘decolonization’ which was in fact more of a political project in the 

20th century aiming at putting native people back at the control of the state (Mignolo, …). 

The authors argue that colonialism and modernity cannot be separated. The concept of the 

‘coloniality of power’ was first developed by Quijano and then later further developed by 

Mignolo. It refers to understanding the ideological Eurocentric hegemony in social sciences 

as a colonial attitude producing knowledge, as well as how domination logics are intrinsically 

connected with global capitalism. For Aníbal Quijano, coloniality is one of the constitutive 

and specific elements of the world pattern of capitalist power, and the coloniality of power is 

located in the colonial period of Latin America. According to Quijano, race has a structural 

connection to labor and is at the base of a globalist and capitalist economy. The way Quijano 

thinks of gender also leads to a broader understanding of postcolonial theory in feminism, 

stating that “it is possible (…) that the idea of gender was elaborated after the new and radical 

dualism as part of Eurocentric cognitive approach” (Quijano, . We can therefore understand 

that modernity, rather than being a step further away from coloniality, depends on the later to 

reproduce.  We therefore seek to understand the relationship between the colonial condition 

and the imposition of a Western logic of ‘modernity’ as a consequence of colonialism (Tsang, 
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2021): to do so, Walter Mignolo in his book On Decoloniality, presents the concept as a 

‘praxis’ of ‘undoing and redoing’ (Walsh and Mignolo 2018, p. 120).  

Although the concepts of ‘postcolonial’ and ‘decoloniality’ present various differences, we 

must see them as two perspectives that can be adopted, as both are concerned with the way 

the West has imposed a ‘universal’ model of ‘modernity’ on other parts of the world through 

imperial invasion and colonial governance (Bhambra, 2014). In sight of these divergences, 

the author believes it is of more use to admit that both of these concepts have evolved and 

that the debates between the two can be fruitful as tools of study, finding common grounds to 

work on. In 2006, Mignolo and Tlostanova argue that that ‘postcolonial’ largely remains 

within the dichotomy of the subject/object that usually typifies research of much of the social 

sciences and humanities. The ‘decolonial’ is however concerned with what they call the 

corpopolitics and geopolitics of knowledge.   

In opposition with the other two theoretical concepts of decolonial feminism and 

critical feminism, which mainly provide an epistemological frame for research, the word 

‘decolonizing’ used in the title of this study suggests action. Here, the focus does not solely 

lie on decolonising the colonies, but in pushing to decolonise ‘ourselves’ as students, 

researchers, scholars, and teachers based in higher education institutions in countries 

representing former colonial empire of the UK, the US, or Euro-America (the West). The 

author here places herself in the aim to act, to decolonize our own perception from an outside 

point of view and take into account other perscpectives. As argued by Ramona Beltrán and 

Gita Mehrotra in “Honoring Our Intellectual Ancestors: A Feminist of Color Treaty for 

Creating Allied Collaboration” (2015), we must remember that there are important traditions 

outside of the ‘mainstream’ ones that can guide us to epistemic justice.  

Within the concept of ‘coloniality of power’, the space that is hosting the power dynamics is 

the body of domination and exploitation, and are put in practice within the limits of gender 

relations (Essousi, 2019). This is illustrated in concepts such as sexual liberation, prostitution, 

traditional family organisation, racial division, etc. (Curiel, 2007).   

D. Intersectional feminism and standpoint feminism. 

Understanding the concept of intersectional feminism is equally important as 

Intersectionality is a key tool in postcolonial and decolonial theories. Indeed, it apprehends 

the different forms of equality (such as racism, unpaid domestic duties, domestic violence) 



26 
 

while looking at it through numerous lenses. The term intersectional feminism emerged in 

1991, theorized by law professor Kimberlé Crenshaw. She defines the theory as “a prism for 

seeing the way in which various forms of inequality often operate together and exacerbate 

each other” (Steinmetz, 2020). Intersectional feminism is, according to McCall (1771), the 

most important contribution feminist studies have made to date. This theory recognizes that 

patriarchy does not work alone to oppress women. Indeed, other integrated systems in our 

society add to the oppression of minorities, including women, such as capitalism or white 

supremacy (Manzoor-Khan, 2016). It is therefore appropriate that people who experience 

oppressions from multiple oppressive systems consecutively, stacking up with each other, 

form a perception and experience of power that is unique to them. Indeed, although feminists 

are fighting for common values such as equality, “South Asian (or desi) women face 

discrimination not only because of our gender, but also on account of our culture and 

society, both at home and in the global arena” (Sara Hussain, 2017). Desi is a term that refers 

to the people, cultures, and products of the Indian subcontinent and their diaspora.  

Intersectional feminism aims to provide a framework for analysing power and the 

different research notions that encompass issues such as sexism, racism, class oppression, 

heterosexism as well as other axes of oppression in their complex interconnections (Allen, 

2011). This approach helps conceptualize the relationship between systems of oppression, 

which construct our multiple identities and our perception of the world, as well as our social 

positions in hierarchies of power and privilege (Carastathis, 2014). 

The lack of inclusion of different oppressions is also visible even within non-Western 

countries, where women of different socioeconomic levels in an extremely divided society 

are not represented by the traditional feminist movement. This is the case through the caste 

system in India which increases inequalities even among women. Women from marginalized 

communities have often criticized the dominant feminist movement in India (Nair Rashmi, 

2020). Marginalized feminists in India have expressed the need for an intersectional feminist 

approach within Indian society in order to take into account their perspective and needs in the 

face of the inequality and oppression of everyday life (Nair Rashmi, 2020). Mainstream 

feminism rejects the need to integrate caste divisions among women in feminist studies 

(Sandhya Nare Pawar, 2016). The demands of marginalized women testify to the growing 

need for the so-called traditional Indian feminist movement to go far beyond its focus on 

gender as well as patriarchy to include issues such as caste and ethnicity in the feminist 

agenda (Nair Rasmi, 2020). 
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Adopting an intersectional perspective also means recognizing the historical contexts 

that encompass a problem. Moreover, from the perception of feminist theory which adopts 

the construction of a reality through the oppressions experienced by the marginalized people 

of society, this study argues that the theories of standpoint feminism and intersectional 

feminism fit into a constructivist approach. Indeed, as noted by Caractathis (2014), “It has 

become commonplace within feminist theory to claim that women's lives are constructed by 

multiple, intersecting systems of oppression”. Such an approach recognizes the diversity of 

women's experiences in India and can help build a diverse and inclusive feminist movement 

(Nair Rashmi, 2020). 

Intersectional feminism, but also intersectionality on other levels, is now an embedded 

concept in academic research. The United Nations Commission on Human Rights has 

recognized the importance of examining the intersection of multiple forms of discrimination 

in its Resolution on the rights of women (2002). This study adopts a point of view rooted in 

intersectional feminism that takes into account the challenges of marginalized people whether 

it is on the basis of their belonging to a certain gender, their sexual, racial, class identities or 

other reasons that push these people to be in some way marginalized from society. 

The choice of intersectional feminism as a base for the theoretical framework for this 

research allows simultaneity, complexity, irreducibility and inclusiveness (Carastathis, 2014). 

It is important to understand the ways in which women of colour and of other socio-economic 

level, but also trans women in nowadays fight, have been and are often excluded from the 

narrative. Given that “a real-life person is not, for example, a woman on Monday, a member 

of the working class on Tuesday, and a woman of African descent on Wednesday ', 

intersectionality responds to the' theoretical demand [...] to read these categories 

simultaneously” (Russell, 2007, p. 47).  

The feminist standpoint theory was developed in the 1970s. This theory argues that the 

feminist social sciences should be seen and studied through the perception of women or 

certain groups of women. The theory argues that women, as well as other non-dominant 

groups, are situated differently from men, and other dominant groups. This difference allows 

them a different view and interpretation of the world. Dorothy Edith Smith is recognized as 

the primary author on the development of standpoint feminism. Smith (1987) finds that the 

methods and theories developed in the field of social sciences were developed by men, 
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putting, perhaps and according to her, involuntarily, women and their perception of the world 

aside. 

Smart (2009, p.296) observed that feminist critiques were based on the belief that sociology 

should better represent the lives of ordinary women. The empirical tradition of feminism 

criticizes the epistemological position of men by questioning the so-called objectivity of their 

perception of the world (MacKinnon, 1982, p.23). A feminist epistemology, or taken from 

standpoint feminism, proposes to take the experience of women as the point of departure in 

addition to, and sometimes even instead of, the experience of men. 

Smith (1987), however, focuses on an individual constructed reality, applicable to the 

middle-class white woman, but does not take into account the existence of collective values 

and oppressions other than being a woman that encompasses a collective experience, thus 

creating a perception of reality that is common for all members of a certain group. Collins 

(2000), moreover explores the feminist standpoint theory by applying it to the black women 

of certain American districts, thus taking again the ideas developed previously in this work. 

The collective values shared by these women, their culture, their experiences in the face of 

racism, but also their shared history of the experience of segregation, created a standpoint 

feminism which was specific to black women (Collins, 2000, p. 292). She concludes that the 

experiences of marginalized and oppressed people shape their perception of the world which 

is then different, but as valid. 

Here, we seek to move away from heteropatriarchy, that is, the social and structural 

system in which heterosexuality and patriarchy are seen as norms of society. 

Heteropatriarchy suggests that all other configurations are perceived as abnormal, aberrant 

and repulsive (Arvin et al., 2013). Standpoint feminism, as adopted in this study, also rejects 

hetero-paternalism, which assumes that the heteropatriarchal domestic disposition, where the 

father is seen as both the center and the head of the family, should serve as a model for the 

social arrangements of the family, of the state and of its institutions (Arvin et al., 2013). 

These terms are both based on predefined notions separating men from women as two distinct 

categories. In India, the cultural context makes these norms extremely entrenched in modern 

Indian society, even though the country has a long tradition of women who have resisted 

conformism even under strong societal pressure (Sanchari, 2016). As India is an extremely 

multicultural, but also very divided country, there are many different perceptions of what 

feminism is. These stories of feminism are as multicultural and diverse as India itself 
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(Sanchari, 2016). Many women from marginalized groups have called for openness to a 

feminist perspective that incorporates into its values the idea that their gender and their caste 

or ethnic identity are both equally important in shaping their experiences (Nair R., 2020). 

The use of standpoint theory here helps to analyze the perception of feminism which is 

specific to women coming from different social-economic levels in India. The dominant 

feminist movement, also called 'traditional' in India, remains focused on issues of gender and 

patriarchy and is based on the perspective of the most privileged women in society (Nair, R, 

2020). This feminist movement ignores the differences arising from intersecting social 

identities such as caste, ethnicity, religion and class within the Indian women's community 

(Nair R., 2020).  

E. Equality, equity and privilege. 

To break away from this colonialist feminist model, it is necessary to reconsider what 

equality means. Equality is also a concept defined by the colonialist past of the feminist 

movement. In the eyes of some feminist movements, equality represents access to the same 

things as men. The view of power in traditional feminism suggests a unique balance with men 

on one side and women on the other (Manzoor-Khan, 2016). However, when the different 

oppressions intersect, we see that a racialized man will occupy a different place of power than 

a white woman: one exercises patriarchal power over the other while the second exercises 

power through the privilege of being white. The hypocrisy of the so-called traditional 

feminist is recalled by Manzoor-Khan (2016), with the example of a board of directors 

celebrated for its gender diversity while every board member is white. 

The history of systematic violence, oppression and discrimination has created deeply rooted 

inequalities in the current international system, and adds disadvantages to certain groups from 

the start (UN Women, 2020). These inequalities are notably represented by poverty, racism, 

sexism, but also the caste system in India. Perceptions of feminism are therefore not only 

varied according to the geographical and cultural context between different regions of the 

world, but also within the same region between people of different social-economic levels or 

between people of colour and white people. This also applies to women from ethnic groups in 

certain regions who suffer not only from the oppressions of the patriarchy, but also from 

violence linked to their identity. The impact of these inequalities extends across generations. 

This study sees the study of a sociological and oppressive phenomenon as necessary from an 

intersectional angle that does not set aside some oppressions over others. Manzoor-Khan 
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(2016), notes that “this conundrum of inequality leads to the fact that perhaps equality isn’t 

what we should strive for but justice - and justice comes only through liberation from unjust 

oppressive structures which are interlinked”. 

It is also important to recognize and understand the notion of privilege. Privilege 

represents unearned benefits simply based on membership in a certain group. Membership in 

these dominant groups have more access to resources than members of other socially 

excluded groups (Nair R., 2020). A study in the United States showed that when white 

women became aware of their privileges, it improved their engagement in various feminist 

organizations (Greenwood, 2008).  

In India, inequalities are deeply rooted in society and reinforced by the caste system. The 

Dalits, also called the ‘untouchables’, are the lower caste of Indian society: they suffer from a 

lot of discrimination and oppression. Dalit women, within their very society, bear the burden 

of caste, class and gender all together (Ruth Manorama, 2018). It is important that privileged 

women from upper castes not only include in their struggles the challenges of women from 

the most marginalized communities, but also avoid pretending to suffer more than women 

with disadvantaged multiple identities (Nair Rashmi, 2020). 

III. Gap in literature. 

A. The contributions of Native feminism, Black Feminism and 

Latin American feminism 

Chandra Mohanty, an Indian-American sociologist and scholar, already in 1968, 

published an article titled ‘Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial 

Discourses’, which denounced the fact that feminist studies and feminism colonized the lives 

of women in so-called 'third world' countries. Arvin, Eve Tuck and Angie Morrill (2013) 

explored the complex connections between colonialism and heteropatriarchy. The authors 

stated that “centering settler colonialism within gender and women's studies instead exposes 

the still-existing structure of settler colonialism and its powerful effects on Indigenous 

peoples and settlers” (2009, p. 9). Their analysis offers a perspective on indigenous or native 

perceptions of feminist theories, and a critique of 'whitestream' feminism, as defined as a 

feminist discourse that is not only dominated by privileged white women but also through the 

structuring of social classes (Grande, 2003). Lizabeth Paravisni-Gebert offers a perspective 
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on the decolonization of the feminist movement through the local roots of the women's 

movement in the Caribbean, as describe in her work called ‘Daughters of Caliban: Caribbean 

Women in the Twentieth Century’ that the “realities we seek to understand as scholars are 

often much larger than the scholarship we pursue, and that the understanding we offer is at 

times just approximation, theory based on various fragments of a changing truth” (1997). 

Thanks mainly to the development of Black Feminism, which were the first to realize and put 

to light the complexity of the oppressions they lived in their everyday life, but also to the 

work of social activists Abya Yala, decolonial feminism has more and more explored the 

needs, goals and political programs of women of the so-called “third world”. Academics have 

been writing about the link between decoloniality and feminism, especially within the 

scholarly work of people from Latin America. Julieta Kirkwood, late feminist activist and 

founder of Gender Studies and the Women’s movement in Chile, has brought forward new 

archives of women from Abya Yala which has helped to strengthen this feminist and political 

project. Another notable record of decolonial feminism would be the speech “Ain’t I a 

women?” by Sojourner Truth for the Ohio Women’s Rights Convention in 1851. This speech 

marks the first expression which puts to light the power relations that exist between women. 

Indeed, Sojourner Truth’s experience as a woman was evidently very different from that of a 

white woman at the time, as she had to fight against slavery and for her freedom as well as 

experiencing patriarchal domination.  

Rosalva Aida Hernandez Castillo further examines how feminist research is complicit in 

silencing the different voices that do not subscribe to the discourse that rights and democracy 

are the only way to live a dignified life (2020, p. 38). While some authors explore the 

decolonization of the feminist movement, whether in the Caribbean, in black minority 

communities in the United States, or in indigenous populations, as well as in reflection of the 

Latin American context (Bendix et al., 2020), the perspective of a postcolonial feminism in 

India faces a gap in literature and academic research.   

Although the existing literature on decolonial feminism in India is presented with a great 

gap, there are some major writers who dedicated much of their literary works on the 

correlations between post coloniality and gender. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, an Indian 

scholar, literary theorist, and feminist critic, is one of the most prominent writers on the post-

colonial study of feminism in India. Spivak notably accused “bourgeois” Western feminists, 

or white feminist, of complicity with international capitalism in oppressing and exploiting 

women of the developing world. She worked notably in collaboration with the ‘Subaltern 
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studies’ group which was founded by scholars specializing in Indian and Southeast Asian 

societies, including Ranajit Guha. In her works, she questions capitalistic ideas and criticizes 

scholars such as Marx and Freud in their analysis of society that, according to Spivak, largely 

lacks an adequate inclusion of feminism. In her work ‘A Critique of Postcolonial Reason’, 

she criticizes the eurocentricism and ethnocentrism of academic research, developing the idea 

of ‘sanctionned ignorance’: western academics approve and encourage the ignorance 

regarding developing countries, that she calls the Subarlterns (Spivak, 1985). This 

‘Sanctioned ignorance’ leads to academics reproducing colonialist dynamics and structures in 

their research and analysis of the “third-world”, usually done through a selective lens. 

However, this ignorance is correlated to something even broader, as stated by Lucy Mayblin: 

“broader than this is the abstraction of normative theory, originating in particular, colonial, 

cultural and historical contexts and then apparently unproblematically applied to all contexts” 

(Mayblin). This idea is central to this study, in a sense that the white feminists’ ideas have 

been defined as a norm and then attentively applied to all other cultures. This colonialist lens 

purposely avoid the exact context in order to apply a normative perspective based on the 

Western experience in an institutionalized way.  

Chilla Bulbeck, in ‘Re-orienting Western Feminisms: Women's Diversity in a 

Postcolonial World’, also offers a critic to the hegemony of white feminism and western 

feminism by exploring the lives of ‘women of colour’ (Bulbeck, 1998). She analyses the 

various debates on subjects such as human rights, family relationships, sexuality, and notions 

of the individual and community, offering a new understanding of their meaning and 

significance from diverse parts of the world. Her works contests the hegemony of feminism 

as being applied to all cultures and experiences. Her work is especially interesting as she 

offers to view how non-western women perceive western omen rather than to analyse so 

called ‘third-world’ women directly. As Bulbeck’s work aims to re-orient western feminism, 

her research is used as a main reference in this work which aims at developing on specific 

case study to this re-orientation. Her work is indeed also aimed at Western feminism in order 

to “challenge the understandings of ourselves we get from feminists texts written for and by 

white western women” (Bulbeck, 1998).  

B. The case of India 

 Castaing (2014) writes on the ambiguity that comes from evaluating the social, familial, 

cultural, political, historical, and especially symbolic role of women in non-western 
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countries, more specifically in South Asia. Her trail of through is based on the work of 

Stéphanie Tawa Lama-Rewal (2004), who raises the question as to how we are meant to 

interpret the Indian patriarchy in a context where the familial and social subjugation of 

women stands in strong contrast to symbolic figures of domination, power, and anger, but 

also in contrast with major political and historical figures. In her work, she also identified and 

analyzed common analogies between the Indian female political figures and mythological 

figures, more particularly the Goddess Shakti who embodies the female power and has been 

used to justify the authoritarian use of power by Indira Gandhi. “The omnipresence of 

women’s issues in South Asian political and historical discourses can nevertheless assume an 

attempt to ‘speak for’ women, and thus to reduce them to silence” (Castaing, 2014). This idea 

was mostly developed by Spivak in the article ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’ (1994 [1988]), 

who brings forwards ideas as to how the researcher can make sure that historically muted 

subject of the subaltern woman is heard. This suggests the need for a history from below 

referring to rereading the colonial and post-colonial history of India by highlighting the 

various daily forms of resistance but also by redefining what this feminist history refers to.  

Maitrayee Chaudhuri is a teacher at the center for the study of social systems (CSSS) at 

Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, India since 1990.  She has written on feminism, 

media, academia and pedagogy. Her key publications include The Women’s Movement in 

India: Reform and Revival, 1993, as well as Feminism in India, written in 2005. According to 

the peer review by Sanjukta Ghosh, the work of Chaudhuri challenges the reduction of local 

feminism, whereas the variety linked to the different cultures, geography and history are 

converged until these differences are lost, in order to reach the idea of one “third world 

feminism” which would be interchangeable with another. The idea behind this would be to 

put into one single model the multiple struggles and experiences lives by very different 

women across the world under very different conditions. S. Ghosh states that “even in 

collections that forefront non-Western feminisms, the incredible range, complexities and 

contested nature of ‘feminisms’ within different national histories is reduced to a singular 

unitary voice” (2007, Democratiya magazine). She argues that the development of feminist 

writings in India have not followed the same theories and ideas and have not been influenced 

by the same contexts. However, there has been a continual engagement between the two 

theoretical positions as people in India have for long lived under the strong influences and 

informed by Western reformist ideas such as liberalism. Chaudhuri’s claim is not that 

feminism has been developed and then imported from the West, as she argues that feminist 
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ideas and issues have always been debated in India as well. Rather, her argument rests on the 

fact that these issues have been debated differently, while always needing to distinguish itself 

and compare itself with Western feminist theorizing.  

The perspective of Indian women as helpless and ignorant has been used to justify 

colonialist behaviours. Indeed, historical colonialism used the excuse of women’s rights as a 

justification for continued oppression, such as with the British rule which was justified 

through intervention in child marriage, sati, referring to the act of burning alive the widow of 

a Hindu man, and other practices relating back to the white saviour complex described above. 

However, various essays written by Indian women have presented counter-narratives to the 

representation of non-western or black women as helpless and ignorant. Tarabai Shinde for 

example is seen as India’s pioneering feminist literary critic, drawing links between 

colonialism and the commodification of women’s bodies. Her writings are however seen as 

polemic as she represents the perceptions of an upper-caste Hindu women. Cornelia Sorabji 

writes on education as the main tool for social transformation of women. Rokeya Sakhawat 

Hossain, a Bengali Muslim writer, writes ‘Sultana’s Dream’, a feminist utopia which 

envisions a world where women are in charge of the public sphere.  

Aparna Sharma opens up about feminism and decolonial documentary practices in 

northern India in an interview with Anna Backman Rogers and Boel Ulfsdotter in 2019. She 

offers a window into the film industry in India and the relation between colonialism and 

feminism from an Indian perspective. When referring to the #metoo movement, she allows us 

to understand the pitfalls of the women from a decolonial perspective. The #MeToo 

movement started in India around 2017, but she raises the issue of economics and access in 

order for this movement to have a positive impact in the Indian society: “who has access to 

computer technology and the internet to be able to partake in #MeToo?” (Sharma, 2019). As 

this movement is technologically intensive, it can also be economically restrictive in societies 

where there is such high economic gaps and inequalities. The movement is also highly 

criticised by lower-caste women in India as it is seen as a mostly upper-caste and upwardly 

mobile persons (Sharma, 2019). Krupa Shandilya in 2015, following the media representation 

of the New Delhi rape case, raises the issue that the normative Hindu, middle class, upper–

caste woman is the de facto subject of Indian feminism. According to Sharma in her 

interview, this bring to light a very important question: “how can gender-based violence and 

gender inequity generally, be addressed in all of its enormity and complexity? If we want to 

do that then in a country like India, we have to address the experiences and needs of women 



35 
 

from socially, economically and politically marginalised sections of society such as women 

from minority communities” (Sharma, 2019). She also points out the need to understand how 

to address sexual violence or harassment, that is not in the abstract, as they tend to be one 

element part of a much wider structure of power which are operating in society (Sharma, 

2019). These movements, although they can have great impacts and change perceptions in a 

positive way in some societies, must be thought of critically as to the impact they will be able 

to have in other societies. This requires, according to Sharma, the questioning of our own 

privileges. However, she points out that this is “not to suggest that they are or have 

historically been without any resources for resistance of their own" (Sharma, 2019). The 

interview raises the worry that the #MeToo movement has accomplished most for already 

demographically privileged women rather than working class women and women of colour 

who are lacking access to it. The issue of the normalization of crimes against women is also 

raised, as the lack of utility a movement such as #metoo would have in these areas, taking the 

example of the region of Kashmir where military rule has been imposed and where violence 

is part of daily life.  

Gupta in ‘Taking Action: The Desiring Subjects of Neoliberal Feminism in India’ retraces 

the history of the development of the women’s movement in India (2016). Although the idea 

of the development of feminism in three waves being criticized, she argues that a similar 

development occurred in India. The first refers to the mass mobilization of women during the 

times of the nationalist struggle, corresponding to the late colonial period of the late 1800s. 

this first wave was focused on the end of violent cultural practices such as the Sati, which is 

the practice of widow burning, and child marriage. India’s independence from British rule in 

1947 led to proposals to induct feminists in the government (Kumar, 1999, p. 343). From 

there came the second wave that took place in the 1960s with the revival in the Indian 

Women’s Movement due to a lack of commitment to women’s issues in the economic 

policies adopted by the ruling classes after independence (Gupta, 2016). The third wave 

started with city-based Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and was focused mostly on 

issues of rape, dowry and domestic violence (Gandhi N. & Shah N., 1999). The feminist 

movements in India in the last decades have been majorly occupied with the desire of majorly 

middle-class women to occupy public spaces safely, without harassment and the threat of 

violence (Gupta, 2016).  

However, various authors argue that the roots of contemporary Indian feminism can be 

traced back much further than the late colonial period of 1800s, such as Vijaya-Ramaswamy 
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in “Rebels, Mystics or Housewives? women in Virasaivism” (1996). Jasbir Jain in ‘Indigenous 

Roots of Feminism: Culture, Subjectivity and Agency’ offers an attempt to rescue the 

feminist movement in India from the accusations of being exported from the West (2011). It 

appears Gupta has only taken into account in her analysis from the moment that the word 

‘feminism’ was actually used to describe the movement. Indeed, it can be traced back to the 

Bhakti Movement within Hinduism 1300 years ago, during the 7th century (Maduli Thaosen, 

2017). The word ‘Bhakti’ mean devotion and surrender, and the movement refers to the idea 

that God dwells in each individual and therefore devotion anyone could attain God through 

faith and devotion. It was a protest against the domination of the Brahman caste over the 

others in the aim to bring more equality. All individuals according to the movement were 

considered equal in the eyes of God, which brought religion to the marginalized, which 

includes women. Women were therefore more able to express themselves spiritually, to 

become Saints and lead the masses in their own regions, breaking societal rules (Thaosen, 

2017). As states by A.K. Ramanujan in ‘Talking to God’:  

“In the Bhakti movements, women take on the qualities that men traditionally have. They 

break rules of Manu that forbid them to do so. A respectable woman is not, for instance, 

allowed to live by herself or outdoors, or refuse sex to her husband- but women saints 

wander and travel alone, give up husband, children and family.” (2006).  

Women who embraced Bhakti would turn to religion and give up the marital expectations 

of society. In the 15th century, Mirabai who was a poet and a princess, decided to refused the 

legitimacy of her marriage and its consumption, instead devoting herself to worshiping gods 

in the temple (Pandey & Zide, 1965). She is represented as a strong woman and a symbol of 

the feminist movement for her ability to make her own choices. They also condemned the 

sexualization of the female body. Akka Mahadevi wrote in the 12th century:  

“People, 

male and female, 

blush when a cloth covering their shame 

comes loose 

 

When the lord of lives 

lives drowned without a face 

in the world, how can you be modest? 
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When all the world is the eye of the lord, 

onlooking everywhere, what can you 

cover and conceal?” 

 

However, their devotion was not only delimited to the obligation to leave the marital life. 

Sant Soyarabai for example wrote about her family life and her devotion to God, putting them 

in connection. She talks about married life and finding freedom amidst it. Although the word 

‘feminism’ was not used at the time, it is understood that Bhakti women were the ones that 

laid the roots of feminism in India. 

Examples of contemporary feminist movements that are specific to India are Dalit 

feminism, which challenges caste and gender roles among Dalits. It recognizes the 

intersectionality of the oppression that Dalit women in India face and have historically faced, 

represented on two levels: due their identity as Dalit; and because they’re women (Noyonika 

Bhhattacharya, 2021). Another example is Desi feminism, which fights for intersectionality 

and acknowledges how race, sexual orientation and socioeconomic status affects feminism. 

Desi feminism would be the representation of a decolonial feminism, and yet it is largely 

unheard of. The perspective acknowledges the original different of Hindu culture and religion 

from Western ideas, but it claims that modernity exists not only within Western culture, but 

also within Desi culture. In an interview with the founders of The Gyani Rani (AKA The 

Wise Queen) activist platform, they stated that “ultimately, feminism is believing in equal 

rights, those rights do not change under capitalist ideology or Indian or Hindu religious 

heritage” (www.paristheotherway.com, n.d.). according to this movement, Indian feminism 

must be constructed in order to include and accommodate all beliefs, all people, all religions 

present in the country. 

IV. Research methodology. 

This chapter provides insight into the research design of this study, discussing in greater 

length the philosophical assumptions, research approach, strategy and methods used in the 

thesis and outlining the rationale for the research methodology used. The chapter also 

discusses the research population and data collection techniques, as well as the ethical 
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standards. The chosen research methodology is derived from the research ‘onion’ outlined by 

Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill shown below: 

  

FIGURE 2: THE RESEARCH ONION (SAUNDERS ET AL., 2000). 

A. Research design. 

A.1. Philosophical assumptions.  

The research philosophy is a reflexive process that carves pavement for planning and 

credible research analysis. According to Bryman and Bell (2011, p.17 et seq.), the research 

philosophy recognizes three categories of assumptions, including epistemology, ontology, 

and axiology. It provides a set philosophical framework which will frame the research. 

In this research, the author acknowledges that the nature of reality is contextually bound. 

There are multiple realities that can and will result depending on who is doing the research as 

well as where and when the research is conducted. The subjective ontology approach is the 

most appropriate for this study. Subjectivism focuses on the individual’s experiences and 

views rather than the absolute view of social factors: it is “always filtered through the lenses 

of language, gender, social class, race, and ethnicity” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 21). The 

subject’s thoughts, emotions, beliefs, concerns are all taken into account for data collection 

and results are based on it. Subjectivism also assumes that “observations are influenced by 

the observer and the observer is influenced by the observed” (Levers, 2013, p.3). the 

subjective ontology is adapted in a study based on Decolonial feminist theory as it values all 
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knowledge and lived experiences as equal, therefore providing a new framework within the 

geopolitics of knowledge production demanding respect for the pluralization of differences. 

Interpretivist epistemology is adopted for this research. It holds assumptions, 

highlighting the important essence of people’s involvement and participation in cultural and 

social life. This approach is applied for research which "looks for culturally derived and 

historically situated interpretations of the social life-world" (Crotty, 1998, p. 68). 

Individual’s ideas, beliefs and interpretation of the social and cultural existence are taken into 

account. Interpretivist assumptions are based on subjective ontology taking social entities into 

the lead.  

In this research, a subjective interpretivist approach has been used to explore the collusion 

between post-colonial theories and the feminist thought in India. In-depth, phenomenologist 

view is adopted in order to get credible results for the impact of media based on the subject’s 

personal experience and understanding. “The phenomenologist views human behavior as a 

product of how people interpret the world. In order to grasp the meanings of a person’s 

behavior, the phenomenologist attempts to see things from that person’s point of view” 

(Bogdan and Taylor, 1975, p.13-14). Additionally, as one of the theories at the center of this 

research is critical feminism, it takes as a core epistemology the need to situate claims in the 

positionality of those making them. The importance of this epistemological choice has long 

been argued by feminists who call for the need to challenge the creation of knowledge in its 

context and subjectivity based on those creating it, which is often dominant groups, in this 

study represented by Western feminist academics. it is even more so important as the writer 

of this research is part of this dominant group, and must question the position of privilege 

from which she gets to write, research and analyze.  

The selected philosophy is appropriate for the underlying research as perspectives on 

feminism are subjective and would vary from every individual and their experiences. The 

subject sparks variable set of emotions, perceptions, and experiences, and the chosen 

philosophy sheds significant light on Indian women’s perceptions of Feminism.  

A.2. Research approaches.  

After explaining research philosophy, the next step consists in outlining the research 

approach for this thesis. The research can take two different approaches to relate theory to 

reality: inductive or deductive (Saunders at al. 2007, p.117). An inductive approach complies 
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with the research where a theory emerges from studying the data while comparing it to the 

research problem. The research process of deductive approach follows the order of theory, 

hypothesis, data collection, findings; the hypothesis is then either confirmed or rejected and 

concludes by revision of the research according to the results (Bryman, 2003, p.24). 
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FIGURE 3: INDUCTIVE AND DEDUCTIVE RESEARCH PROCESS 

The critical feminist approach chosen in this study, as well as the lack of existing data 

and literature in order to form a base theory from which to outline findings and observations 

implies the use of an inductive approach. We will therefore start with the hypothesis 

developed above, compare it with the findings and observations gathered from the primary 

and secondary data, to finally attempt to form a theory.  

A.3. Research strategy.  

After cementing the philosophy and the approach for the underlying research, the next 

substantial step is to frame it all with an appropriate research strategy. A research strategy 

provides general orientation to conduct the social research. This third layer of the research 

‘onion’ focuses on how the researcher plans on collecting data: such data collections methods 

could include archival research, survey, experiment, ethnography, case study, action research, 

or grounded theory (Saunders at al. 2007).  
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FINDINGS & 
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THEORY 
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For Charmaz, the reality that is collected through interviews is co-constructed on the one 

hand by the person being interviewed, and on the other hand by the researcher who brings 

their own perspective of reality into the research, through the interactions between 

researchers and participants (Charmaz, 2009). This is based on the idea that "knowledge rests 

on social constructions" (Charmaz, 2009, p. 130), putting forward the subjectivity of the 

researcher which cannot be neglected in any way, and which is therefore explicitly 

considered from the beginning of the research, in order to take it into account in the analysis 

and interpretation of the data (Charmaz, 2009). This methodology is rooted in 

constructivism and focuses on how participants construct meaning in relation to the area of 

inquiry. This study assumes that knowledge is constructed.  

A Case Study is “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon  (the 

“case”)  in depth and within its real-world context, especially when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident [...] The case study inquiry copes with 

the technically distinctive situation in which there will be many more variables of interest 

than data points, and as one result relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing 

to converge in a triangulating fashion, and as another result benefits from the prior   

development of theoretical propositions to guide data collection and analysis.” (Yin, 2014, 

p.13). There is a lot of ambiguity in literature as to whether Case Study is a methodology, a 

method or a strategy. However, when basing the research methodology on Saunders’ research 

onion, Case Study is included in the research strategies layer of the onion. Yin (2014) also 

describes Case Study as a research method.  

 

 

FIGURE 4: CASE STUDY RESEARCH PROCESS, ILLUSTRATION BASED ON YIN, 2014, P.1 
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Thus, this thesis is an exploratory Case Study focusing on the case of India as it 

explores the phenomenon and shows the need for further investigation into the issue, and will 

follow the research process illustrated in the figure above. This study also adopts a 

constructivist understanding of knowledge construction.  

A.4. Research methods. 

Quantitative “researchers gather data in such a way that the data are easy to quantify, 

allowing for statistical analysis” (Patten et Al., 2017, p.20), while qualitative “researchers 

gather data […] that must be analysed through the use of informed judgment to identify 

major and minor themes expressed by participants” (Patten et Al., 2017, p.20). This study 

will collect qualitative data through interviews and existing literature, as well as alternative 

forms of data such as Instagram pages and websites.  

The research will be conducted under the interpretative framework. In addition to 

material gathered from primary sources, such as qualitative data collected through in-depth 

interviews, this research will also be based on in-depth analysis of the secondary data, such as 

academic literature on the subject as well theatre plays, journalistic coverage of the events 

under consideration, and artworks, among other sources.  

ORIENTATION 

 

APPROACH 

Strategical orientation Qualitative 

Principal orientation to the role of 

theory in relation to research 

Inductive 

Epistemological orientation Phenomenological interpretivist  

Ontological orientation Subjective 

 TABLE 1 RESEARCH DESIGN USED FOR THIS STUDY. 

B. Research population and sampling. 

The research population for this study consists of a group of Indian women (here, the 

term women refer to all person who self-identifies as a woman, without consideration for 

their biological sex) and focuses on their understanding and perceptions. There was no 
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previously defined age group for this research, on the contrary, the researcher has tried to 

interview a variety of ages as much as possible.  

The Sampling Design Process 

Population: individuals identifying themselves as women, no restriction on age, of Indian 

nationality and currently living in urban India. 

Sample Size: 7. 

Sampling method: non-probability sampling: individuals are selected based on non-random 

criteria, and not every individual has a chance of being included. 

Sampling Technique: Purposive Sampling. The researcher uses their judgement to choose 

participants that fits the purpose of the research. In this case, the author attempted to choose 

people of different socio-demographic levels, and from different parts of India, in order to 

obtain different points of views.  

The subjects will take part in an interview with the researcher. These interviews will be put to 

data analysis to form patterns and similarities, which will eventually be used to answer the 

research questions and hypothesis. 

C. Data collection.  

C.1. Primary data. 

The primary data consists of qualitative data collected through in-depths interviews. 

The interviews were conducted online via video call due to the participants of the study living 

in India. 6 participants were interviewed.  

Interview technique: The interview questions were formulated following a thorough review 

of the literature. The aim of developing interview questions after analyzing the previous 

research is to develop sharper and more insightful questions which would come to reinforce 

the data gathered from literature review. Additionally, the interview questions will be based 

on the ‘flexible case design’ (Yin, 2003) as it allows for interview questions to be adapted to 

the path of the interviews as well as allow for possible unexpected additional information to 

be included in the research. The interview questions will therefore consist of a guiding basis 

for the interviews, but allow for the possibility to continue on another path. The interview 

design will be semi-structured and performed along ‘systematic control’ (Andersen, 2013) 
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which allows to get back on track if the interviews side-track by getting back to the set of 

interview questions, while allowing for additional information to be collected. It was also 

important to leave room for the questions to be reformulated, in case the individual did not 

understand it clearly, as English was not their first language, nor of the researcher. It was 

therefore important to have the possibility of defining some of the terms if the person did not 

know them.  

The questions include a first part that is an introduction during which the interviewer 

introduced herself before asking the participant to share some information about themselves 

and introduce themselves in return. The second part were general questions in order to know 

if the participant knew of feminism, how they perceived it, what it meant for them, as well as 

putting the notion in relation to their cultural context. The third part were more focused 

question on the exact topic of the study, relating to notions of colonialism. 

The goal of having open interview questions is to avoid framing the path for their own 

experiences, as it is not one that is shared by the researcher of this study. The interviewer 

took notes during the interview and, in agreement with the participants, recording the 

discussion. After the transcription of these recordings, they were deleted, mainly at the 

demand of 2 participants.  

Data collection: The primary data will consist of the information gathered directly from the 

participants of the study and will be collected through interviews. The interview questions are 

designed in such a way that it is easily answered by people and ultimately help the researcher 

achieve research objectives.  

(See interview questions in Annex 1). 

C.2. Secondary data.  

The secondary data is collected by using existing academic research to support the 

primary data. It includes quantitative and qualitative data adopted from the existing literature 

in all forms, such as newspaper articles, letters, speeches, theatre plays, TV programs, 

reports, Instagram pages, etc. (Andersen 2006). In particular the study will use additional data 

to discuss the findings. The goal of this study is to conduct interviews in order to gather 

qualitative data and compare it to existing literary research on the subject, which will 

represent the secondary data. This work will analyze the testimonies of individuals 

identifying as women in India from a feminist perspective, in order to understand their 
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conception of feminism, but also their identification with the term. This study will also 

analyze various sources commonly used to share popular Indian feminists’ perspectives, such 

as the content from the Instagram page “@feminisminindia” and “@indienwomeninhistory”. 

C.3. Validity and reliability.  

The validity of a Case Study research refers to establishing the domain to which a 

study’s findings can be generalized (Yin, 2003, p.34). The relationship between validity and 

relevance is explored further here. The validity is about the general accordance between 

theoretical and empirical perceptions, while the relevance is how relevant the empirical 

selection is for the problem statement (Andersen 2006 p. 81). The validity of a research and 

its definition differs between a qualitative and a quantitative study. In a qualitative study, the 

validity depends on the conformity between the researcher’s observations and the conclusion 

drawn. Conducting qualitative research through interviews, as explained later in the thesis, 

presents some limitations such as possible subjectivity: the empirical results will therefore be 

affected by the researcher’s interpretation of the respondent’s description of the reality (Kvale 

2006 p. 231). As this research adopts a critical feminist approach to knowledge, the answers 

of the participants are believed to be subjective and open to interpretations on both ends (the 

research and the participants). This approach also argues that there is not one definite 

interpretation of knowledge but many, therefore for this research there are as many 

knowledges as there are participants and researchers.  

Language barrier: language was a barrier for some interviews and the researcher had to 

leave the space for words to be translated or reexplained. One of the participants did not 

speak English, therefore the interview was conducted with the help of a third party who was 

able to translate. We must acknowledge as well that this leaves room for subjectivity and 

different interpretations, which is often the struggle in translation. 

D. Compliance with ethical standards. 

Any research which involves human subjects indeed encloses various legal, ethical and 

social issues. As the research is value driven and involves active participation from the 

researcher in the interviews, it is necessary that this emerges as a collaborative process 

between the participants and the researcher keeping the interests, morals and social values of 

each participant as the utmost priority. Diener and Crandall (1978, p. 19) described harm as 

anything from physical, to loss of self-esteem or stress-inducing and harm to the participant’s 
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well-being or development. The participant should have the freedom to refuse to answer any 

questions they do not feel comfortable with and also the freedom to stop at any stage of the 

interview. All the participants have freely given informed consent of participation in this 

study. This complies that the researcher has a responsibility towards the participants to give 

them full prior disclosure of the topic, the agenda, and where it will be used.  

Informed consent: A consent form is drafted for all the participants and sent by email before 

undertaking the online interviews which states that the data provided would be used for 

research. This Informed Consent Form was created based on the templated developed by the 

WHO ERC (See appendix 3). The informed consent form (see Appendix) was read out loud 

to each participant in the beginning of the study, and a copy was sent to them. As these 

interviews were held online and not all participants had equal access to internet or ability to 

scan documents, their signature was not required.  

Next primary ethical principal is maintaining the participant's anonymity and 

confidentiality. All participants will remain anonymous for this study, even if general 

information about them is shared in order to contextualize and understand their perception. 

The right to privacy is something which is held firmly and dearly by every individual being 

and is given the same importance in this research as well. Under no circumstances, is any 

participant manipulated, lied, cheated or involved with deception. Also, every process and 

step in the interview and the research is conducted with ethical decision making in mind. 

Additionally, the Code of ethics and policies and procedures of the ASA committee on 

professional conduct, developed by the American Sociological Association in 1999, was 

carefully followed all along this research.   

The chosen strategy for this study, which consist in developing a decolonial feminist 

ethnography, allowed to encourage the researcher to engage with the politics of power and 

positionality in the research process in an attempt to create space for the voices and the lived 

experiences of “others”. This carefully-chosen approach to research encourages researchers 

to strive toward being ethically and reflexively engaged throughout the research process, to 

consider the subjectivity of the research, and to consider the participants in the interviews as 

active agents in the knowledge being produced. 
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V. Main findings of the study. 

A. Data analysis. 

For the purpose of this study, an iterative process of reading and reflecting on the data 

was necessary for the researcher to become immersed in the data (Yin, 2014). A mixed 

method of analysis comprising two types of analysis was conducted in this research: firstly, a 

narrative analysis and then a thematic analysis.  

To conduct narrative analysis, it was important for the researcher to understand the 

background, setting, social and cultural context of the research subjects in order to have a 

better idea of what the subjects mean in their narration. This is especially important in this 

study which is context-rich research where there can be many hidden layers of meaning given 

by the experiences of the participants and that can only be uncovered by an in-depth 

understanding of the culture or environment. The approach to narrative analyses adopted for 

this research is derived from narrative constructionism, which argues that stories do not 

simply reflect or recount experience but rather have a role in people’s lives (Smith, 2016). 

Therefore, before starting narrative research, the researcher needs to know as much about 

their research subjects as possible, as the answers comprise of personal opinions and 

experiences of the research subjects (Bryman, 2008). The researcher therefore started the 

interviews talking to the participants about themselves, asking them a few questions to lead 

the conversation but mostly listening to what they felt they wanted to share. The researcher 

also had to conduct extensive research beforehand through other sources, such as existing 

literature, personal recollections, videos, Instagram accounts, etc. the goal of this extensive 

research was for the researcher to get as much as possible a grasp and understanding of the 

subject at stake and of the social and cultural context that framed the study. This narrative 

analysis was therefore conducted in order to shed light on various aspects of the cultural or 

social phenomena at stake in this study, as it is particularly useful in research conducted with 

cultural subjects where the researcher must peel the many layers of a culture. While 

analyzing the various support that can be found on the subject, the researcher wrote their 

findings, then reviewed and analyzed them. The information gathered from the narrative 

analysis was cross-compared with the thematic analysis conducted on the primary data 

gathered from the interviews.  

Notes were taken all along the interviews. Once the narratives have been collected, 

researchers then notice the patterns and themes emerging as they read and analyze the text. 
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The use of the thematic analysis will provide more detailed identification of the main themes. 

These elements were noted down and compared to other research on the subject.  

The thematic analysis was conducted through manual deductive coding, using the method 

offered by Braun and Clarke (2006). This method was used in order to identify the main 

themes from the interviews. Themes are identified in a latent interpretivist way. When 

conducting thematic analysis, the researcher systematically codes all data and then begins to 

organize the codes, based on similarity and lexical fields, into larger and larger categories that 

may lead to a hierarchical structure which allows to bring out the main themes.  

The data was transcribed, then coded, analyzed, interpreted and verified, as per the steps of 

the thematic analysis method illustrated below: 

 

FIGURE 3:  STEPS OF THEMATIC ANALYSIS (BRAUN & CLARKE, 2006). 

A thematic coding that is done under deductive method means that the codes and 

themes are directed by existing concepts and ideas. This is in part done through the semi-

structured interviews questions which led the participants to answer questions on specific 

themes, as well as by relating each theme to a research question.  

The goal is then to figure out how it all fits together and then think of theories that can 

explain these findings as this is an inductive research process. The entire procedure is time 

consuming and requires skills to replicate the conversation and interpret it accordingly. The 
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finding will be discussed further and presented in a manner which is easily comparable to 

draw optimum results and findings. The goal of the comparison is to bring forward the 

elements that characterize the Indian perspective of feminism and understands them under 

decolonial lenses.  

B.  Research findings and discussion. 

An integral determinant of the success of this research study is predicated on making 

sense of people’s perceptions of feminism despite its variability and expansiveness. The first 

part of the interview allowed for the participant to give some personal background context, 

such as their family background and history, age, caste, religion, job and life experiences.  

 

FIGURE 5: AGE OF THE PARTICIPANTS. 

The goal was to interview participants from backgrounds, and in order to do so, to interview 

participants from a variety of age groups. However, in the age group from 20 to 50 years old, 

four out of 6 participants are under 30. It is here important to note that more women older 

than 30 were contacted, but that the communication was more complicated or they were 

busier and did not find the time for the interview, which can last a long time.  
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FIGURE 6: OCCUPATION OF THE PARTICIPANTS. 

The participants were from various fields of occupation. One of the participants defined 

herself as an artist, but her royal status as an Indian princess takes up a lot of her time and is 

her main source of income.  

 

 

FIGURE 7: RELIGION OF THE PARTICIPANTS. 

The religions of the participants interviewed corresponds to the reality of the Indian 

demography. Indeed, around 80 per cent of the population in India is Hindu, followed by 

Islam, Christianity, Sikhism, Buddhism and many other faiths.  

On an interesting and important note, an element that was not part of the initial interview 

questions but that seemed to influence the perception on feminism of the participants and that 

therefore should be mentioned here was their international experience. Indeed, the 

participants with international experience, meaning who have spent some time or lived 

abroad, had a perspective that was more influenced by the western experience. The interview 
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with participant S especially brought this into light. The researcher attempts to put their point 

of view into its context and offer possible insights and explanation on this different 

perspective. She lived in the United States for a while, which could have influenced her 

perception of Feminism. The participant states that “we need the help of western country” and 

that Europe sets the norm and India is not doing well enough at following the norms. This 

seems to resemble more the usually western feminist perspective. The participant also puts a 

lot of emphasis on the equality meaning receiving the same pay, having access to positions of 

power, being head of businesses and lawyers. These ideas are ideas that are still very present 

in Indian society, especially in the richer and higher classes, due to the ongoing influence of 

the west on education and culture. There is this idealization of the Wester standards and, as 

stated by Shrinidhi Rao, “any foreign domination for so long would scar the minds of the 

victims so deeply that it almost always translates into an “inferiority complex” (Shrinidhi 

Rao, 2016). The way the Indian history has been written, as well as the capitalistic 

expectations of success are two elements that still nowadays affect the perspective of the 

higher-class and higher caste. Therefore, we must suggest the possible impact of international 

experience on feminist perspectives.  

 

FIGURE 8: POSITIVE REMARKS ON THE INFLUENCE OF THE WEST ON FEMINISM IN INDIA. 

The analysis of the data was also able to put the research in contextualization. The 

participants brought forwards additional elements which are important to point out in order to 

understand and contextualize this research.  
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The diversity in India is a theme that seems extremely important to take into account 

from the findings of this research. The theme was mentioned 11 times, putting into relation to 

the difficulty of conducting such research on such a diverse population and making it 

impossible to talk about India as one entity. As mentioned by many of the participants, it is 

extremely complex to talk about feminism in India in general as there is high risk to 

generalize one’s own experience to a whole diversity of cultures, religions, communities and 

economic and social situations. It is important to acknowledge that India is the second most 

populated country in the world, with a population over 1.3 billion. India is a secular pluralist 

state that is home to most religions known to mankind, with the possible exception of 

Shintoism. The country also has 23 official languages, as well as almost a hundred more 

languages and dialects that have more than 10,000 speakers each. Participant V mentions this 

diversity of languages “Culture wise my upbringing was very mixed, my dad cannot speak my 

native language which is the language of my mother, he can only speak the local language, 

but my mum taught us how to speak her native language so I speak different languages with 

my mum, my dad and my friends”. According to her, this was both a blessing as it allowed her 

to be more open to other cultures and to learn more, but it was also very difficult as she was 

struggling with her sense of identity. Identity in India is largely based on its diversity, as 

stated by various authors, as most people in India are part of a minority (Tharoor, 2007). 

Indian identity is therefore a complex mix of dynamics between caste, language and 

ethnicity. Two Indian individuals may share the same religion, but they could share very little 

identity in terms of rituals, dress, appearance, customs, languages or even political objectives 

(Tharoor, 2007). Indeed, this has to be accepted as one of the limits of the research, as 

happens with many academic research that explore a group of human beings from diverse 

cultures and backgrounds, even when those are located in the same geographical areas. The 

diversity in the perception of feminism and the needs of women is not only present between 

different parts of the world but also within a country, and as with the dominance of white 

feminist ideas over those of third-world countries, there is in India the dominance of one 

perception of feminism over the rest. 

This diversity of the Indian population is also a strength. Despite this mix of languages, 

English is commonly well understood and used across urban India. The strong diversity of 

the country has resulted in many distinct cultures and ethnicities, each with differing social 

traditions and cultures, embodying the cultural richness of the country. However, the general 

perception of feminism in India puts the middle-class upper caste women as the subject of the 
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entirety of the feminist fight. As mentioned by Gupta, the sentiments and desires that are 

expressed and embodied by members of neoliberal India’s “consumer-oriented new middle 

class” (Baviskar & Ray, 2011) largely shape and define recent feminist activism in India 

(2016). Additionally, this otherness that characterize the usually perception of non-western 

women as a category in itself is here challenged, as there are as many experiences as there are 

cultures. As done by Bulbeck, the grand opposition between cultures is attempted to be 

avoided by using specificities of religions (Hidouism, Islam, Boushism), class background 

and geographical locations country, city, foreign experience). The fact that these divisions cut 

across each other shows even more the false homogenisation of the East (Bulbeck, 1998, p. 

4). The acknowledgment of the diversity of a country such as India which was even more 

brought forward in this study is important, as without research such as this one, many western 

feminist academics will continue to study feminism solely based on the white western 

experience.  

Another element was brought forward, being the economic diversity and economic 

inequalities. Through the interviews, a few participants brought forward this element which 

makes feminism something even more complex in India, and is an element that is also 

recurrent in the existing literature. The diversity in economic situations in India implies a 

diversity in opportunities and access to education, for access to information about feminism 

and access to possibilities and choices. The neoliberalism that characterizes India’s economic 

reforms in the 1990s is one of the elements that has influenced the emergence of a upper-

class centred feminism. Hemangini Gupta, in Taking Action: The Desiring Subjects of 

Neoliberal Feminism in India (2016) explores the correlation between India’s entry into 

neoliberal market privatization, including with the resultant consumer citizenship practices, 

and the shaping of contemporary middle-class feminism in India. The analysis of the various 

data brings forward the complex connections between capitalism and neoliberal feminism 

that characterize the contemporary feminist movements in India.   

Through the set of questions asked during the interview and the thematic analysis 

conducted on the data, the main themes were brought to light.   
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FIGURE 9: MAIN THEMES MENTIONED WHEN ANSWERING THE QUESTION: "WHAT DOES FEMINISM MEAN TO 

YOU?". 

The theme that was most brought forward in the data analysis from the interviews was 

related to the notion of equality, referring to the equal political, economic, and social rights 

and opportunities for women in India. Equality generally refers to the rights for the same 

salary for the same job, the right for equal access to education and work, health, as well as 

political representation and political rights. However, only 2 participants mentioned politics 

and political representation. Participant A belongs to a royal family and stated: “my 

grandmother was supported by my grandfather to enter into politics, she was an excellent 

home maker and did not forget that and at the same time as being an Indian leader while 

doing a lot of philantrophic work”. In her family, it is extremely important to upkeep with 

very traditional values such as wearing only traditional clothes, performing all traditional 

religious and cultural rituals. Indeed, the Hindu traditions are at the center of everyday life. 

Additionally, women in her family are involved in politics and encouraged to study, while at 

the same time encouraged to get married, often an arranged marriage in order to keep the 

high family status, and to be a good homemaker. Participant A states that for her, the Hindu 

culture encourage her to study, to learn and to read. Participant V also mentions that Power 

has been a tool to suppress the possibilities and power of women. She states that the female 

leaders in the country “are being oppressed, called irrational, emotional, very judged when it 

comes to their character, every personal life detail is used against them so they can 

Main themes mentionned when answering the question: "What 
does feminism mean to you?"

Equality Decision-making / Choice Empowerment Education Freedom Work Independance
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discourage women from being rulers”. According to this participant, this comes mostly from 

external influence during the colonization as before women in power were promoted. For 

participant V, equality is not just access to the same jobs but is much more complex. As she 

loves to hike and is therefore often surrounded by groups of men, she mentions the fact of 

being seen and treated differently, being considered as ‘easy’, or nerdy, and being much more 

quickly judged. However, 4 of the participants mention the fact that women and men could 

never be exactly equal and that goal is not to be exactly the same as men: they accept a 

biological binary that for them is complementary, although not one is better than the other as 

there are things men can do and women struggle to, and there are things women can do and 

men would struggle to. Participant V also notes that some women do have the same 

capacities than men, and it is good for them, but everyone is built differently. It is also 

interesting to note that none of the participants mentioned the term ‘equity’. The equality 

however is limited by various factors such as economic difficulties which are translated into 

access inequalities to technology, education, information, and much more. 

Inside the theme of equality can be found an element that seemed so important to the 

participants that it was here considered a theme itself. This was education, being mentioned 

many times by the participants, is an important element in the understanding of a culture and 

its subjectivities, whether it be cultural or academic. In India, there is a huge gap in the access 

to education: out of 100 students, 29 per cent of children drop out of school before 

completing the full cycle of elementary education, and these are often from the most 

marginalized part of society (SRI-IMRB Surveys, 2009 and 2014). These inequalities are 

grouped in the inequality of opportunity, which can be a result of various types of inequality 

such as geographic inequality, economic, gender inequality, inequality of representation, of 

access to the internet in order to learn on these subjects. The huge part of the Indian 

population from more rural areas that were never given the opportunity to learn English 

would never have access to the information found online about feminism, they would not be 

given the opportunity to learn. Therefore, all of the participants agree that access to education 

is central to the development of Indian feminist ideas. Participant C, who is a housekeeper in 

a rich family, stated that access to work has allowed her to have more freedom and to be 

stronger for her family, but that access to education would give her this freedom for longer-

term as right now she can lose her job at any time, and she does not have as much choice. 

Indeed, she does not have the opportunity to just leave her job or to move to another city 

because she simply wants to: she has a duty towards her family and her loved-ones to 
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participate in providing for them until she has her own children. Access to education, whether 

it being school or cultural education, was also mentioned as a limit to the development of 

feminist thoughts and ideas in India. Education about feminist values is equally important, 

and various groups are attempting to make information about feminism less academic and 

more accessible, such as the Instagram page and website www.bebadass.in, the Instagram 

page @feminisminindia, and @indianwomeninhistory. 

Words related to the lexical field of choice and decision-making, even if the choice is 

to marry, to take care of children. According to the participants, choice does not inherently 

mean that all women want power, that strong women want to climb the ladder or to drift 

away from their cultural practices. This reflects back to the Bhakti movement and the women 

who decided to find their freedom and spirituality, weather in married life or by giving it up, 

as long as they decided what was the right way for them to devote themselves to God. The 

participants consider the expectations of what feminists should want a norm largely set by 

capitalistic values in the Western white world. The interviews bring to light that the wishes of 

women differ and that each of them should have the choice to live the way they want without 

guilt: guilt to choose an arranged marriage, guilt to conform to societal norms, pressure to 

stray away from their culture or their religion because it is considered patriarchal rather than 

be an active change within it. This idea of choice was also mentioned by one of the 

participants regarding the use of head coverings. It is seen by many white feminist 

movements as a marker of dominance to the man and to a patriarchal society, yet, some 

women may choose to wear it for reasons of respect to their cultures, to their religions, their 

ancestors, or for any other reason that should not be discussed. Their choice in doing so is 

what really matter in the ideas of what feminism is. This is also something defended by the 

collective Susu in Brussels, a decolonial feminist collective.  

It is important to note that the mentions of decision-making were mostly related to the 

idea of family. The concept was found to be very central to the perceptions of the participants 

on what feminism means. The family is at the center of the Indian culture, cooperation 

between family members is crucial in the context of economic inequalities and poverty. In 

addition to the importance of the family, the importance of care was brought forward: care 

for oneself, for their parents, for the people they love and who love them, and therefore for 

their family. The strength of a women is shown by the way they are able to care for their 

family. Participant A mentioned this strength of women and the relation to duties: “the 

women who influenced my life have been great influence, for example when my dad passed 

http://www.bebadass.in/
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away my mother took over everything and I supported her, she is a very strong woman”. 

However, this participant acknowledges that her mother was able to do so because she was 

already very independent when her father was alive and shared the duties with him, and adds 

that “all these women have shaped who I am as a woman today and they have set an excellent 

example of feminism through their power and determination”.  

This notion of independence was mentioned only 4 times in the interviews, and seems to 

have a different connotation to what would usually be defined in western feminism. 

Participant A mentioned independence as the first thing when she thinks of what feminism is, 

but this independence for her does not mean not to need the help of anyone: “that doesn’t 

mean you do not need support, you are not detached to people who love by because they help 

you in your journey, they are your base from which you grow and you must also take care of 

them”. Participant V also support this idea, stating that you need as a woman to first be able 

to care for yourself in order to be able to care for others. To participant S and C, 

independence means rather that women are not lesser than men, that there are things they can 

do better and therefore do not need the help of men to do these things: they can take care of 

themselves.  

Family life in India is very different from other countries in the world, and it the family 

structure even differs from every region, religion, caste, and traditional practices. Children 

are often considered to be gifts from God and are extremely cherished. Marriage is very 

central to the Indian culture and there are many different traditions surrounding it: it is 

considered to be one of the most important phases of one’s life and traditionally arranged 

marriages are very common. Out of the participants, only one is not married and she stated 

that she receives a lot of pressure for her family surrounding the need to marry. Marriages are 

considered to be the union of two families rather than of just two individuals, and they 

strengthen the economic stability and recognition in society of the whole extended family. 

The ‘duty’ that is represented by each member of the family is extremely important. For 

example, in the traditional Indian family structure, the mother-in-law hands over the ‘keys’ of 

the household to the newly married daughter-in-law, therefore handing over the responsibility 

of the family, even if she stays around to teach her the ‘correct’ ways to run the household. 

The responsibility of the father is shared with the newly-married son and corresponds to the 

financial responsibility. It is also very common for children to live with their parents until 

they get married, and even sometimes after marriage in order to keep taking care of them. 

One of the participants mentions that in her culture, women are seen as strong as they can 
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carry children, which is already a lot of work and duty, therefore it is normal that the men 

have more duty to provide financially for the family. Although this represents the traditional 

family structure of the Indian culture, new types of family structures are developing in the 

country. However, as stated by the participants, this family structure gives the power to the 

woman of the family who is the one who keeps the family together and therefore represents 

the root of all family dynamics. The Indian family is still nowadays an institution and it is 

seen as a way of nurturing and preserving the cultural and social values passed down from 

generation to generation, such as respect for the elderly and various age-old traditions, 

customs, and ways of living (Naidu, 2018). The Indian family system lays the seeds for social 

cohesion and democratic thinking.  

As mentioned in the article written by Venkaiah Naidu, vice-president of India since 2017, 

this importance of family dates back to the ancient times and symbol of the collectivist 

culture of India, but this has been influenced and impacted by western influence as well as 

growing urbanization (2018). The change in socio-economic factors have played a role in the 

dissolution of the joint family system: living with their family was the only way to take care 

of each other as it provides protection and economic support to all members of the family. 

However, it has been noted that generally in joint families, the gendered division of work is 

much more present. Modern day women, as represented by the western feminist perspective 

engraved in power and modernity, are often blaming the joint family system for the 

oppression of women, and this even more regarding women in the Global South. Nowadays, 

nuclear families especially in urban areas are much more common.  

In Western feminism, the thought of preserving the cultural values is not as often a priority, 

but in a society that has already and is still losing so much of its culture due to western 

influence and the increasing international pressure for modernity, this preservation is 

viewed by many, including feminists, as essential. The importance of the family is recognized 

internationally: the UN General Assembly created the ‘International Day of Families’ to be 

held on May 15 of every year, and the importance of families in the creation of healthy 

societies has been recognized by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. Naidu 

does note that “societies evolve with changing times and any process that brings in 

progressive customs and practices should be welcomed by one and all” (2018), mentioning 

the emancipation of women as essential to break multiple societal problems present in the 

Indian society such as child marriage, gender violence, dowry menace and superstitious 

customs.  
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The western feminist theories were developed by women who, yes are disadvantaged 

amongst society for their gender, but they have privileges in race and class which offers them 

resources and opportunities to share their voices with the world. Many women from Eastern 

and Oriental societies were never given these platforms to express their needs and their 

demands. This led to the voices of only a selected group of women in the world to be heard 

and represented as the modern and the empowered. But empowered does not mean the same 

for all women in different societies. The idea of a modern empowered women in a capitalist 

world was the one that was set as the norm for all feminist movements. But the analysis of 

the data and the discussion with the participants has reinforced the ideas developed in the 

existing literature that not all women want or need the same. Even though the term 

‘empowered’ was used multiple times in the interviews, it is clear that it does not mean the 

same for all. As mentioned in the findings, the development of this modern idea of the 

feminist women climbing the ladder of the capitalist society puts pressure of those in other 

societies who wish to build a family, marry, or to take upon themselves other parts of their 

cultures that is commonly seen as patriarchal such as arranged marriage.  

 

On the matter of the relation of feminist values with their culture and their 

religion, many participants mentions that the strength and power of women have always 

existed. Feminism is not therefore a new idea that was brought from the Western thought. An 

example of that that is mentioned, especially in the Hindu religion, are the amount of Indian 

female Goddesses. Participant C mentions Durga, the Mother Goddess, who is represented 

as benevolent, protective, fierce while also being compassionate, and that was an idol for her 

in her early years. Participant L mentions cultures in India where “the family name comes 

from the women, the property is given by heritage through the women of the family, the first-

born girl child”. As stated by Bhattacharjee regarding feminism in Hindu women, “while we 

strive to create an equal world, we look back at the ancient Hindu imagery of the “ardhha- 

narishwar” where the masculine and feminine are respected as two halves of one being, 

complimenting each other in a perfect balance” (2020). Participant M even said that “all of 

the things that empower women in Indian culture come from our Hindu scriptures”. 

According to her, the Hindu religion sets a marker for the respect of strong women. This 

however depends on the relations different families have with religion, as different families 

will veneer different Gods and Goddesses. As argued by Desi feminists, Hinduism as a 

religion is one where we do not pray to the stereotypical idea of God as a form but rather to 
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what it embodies. Participant M also stated that “cultural systems of value of my religion 

stands for equality, emphasis on respecting women, treating women equal”. Dayanand 

Saraswati, a famous scholar, preached against many rituals of the Hindu religion such as idol-

worship, caste by birth, animal sacrifices and restrictions of women from reading Vedas.  

The founders of the Gyani Rani feminist group also remind us that initially the Santana 

Dharama, on which is based Hinduism and which is the Sanskrit, is not a religion but more a 

way of life. The construction of patriarchal expectations in Hinduism does not come from the 

Hindu culture itself but more on the history of the construction of oppressions. An example 

that is given is Mahabharata, a time where there was no concept of marriage and women and 

men were free to go as the please. Marriage and fidelity of the women were created in order 

to establish fatherhood. The Desi feminist group also remind us that in the Sanskrit, women 

and men are equal in the sense of their soul, as it has no gender. However, it is important to 

note that as the majority of the participants in this study were of Hindu faith, and related back 

to the cultural diversity of the country, it does not represent all cultures in India. 

Motherhood is viewed as sacred and many of the terms used in Hindu relates back to 

that. Indeed, two participants mentioned the “mother India” which is often used to refer to the 

Indian nation, and refers to the power of the female as a giver of nature and life, as the plant 

earth is also referred to as “mother earth”. Participant M also mentions that fact that cows are 

sacred and are also called “matha”, meaning mother. Participant V mentions a popular Indian 

saint called Sri Ramakrishna Paramhansa, regarded every woman of the society, including his 

wife, Sarada, as holy mother. Participant S also mentioned the rituals for a girl’s birth that are 

way more important than those for the birth of a boy. Indeed, when a girl is born it is called 

‘money’, as a girl is supposed to bring good luck to the family.  

According to 3 of the participants, the core Hindu culture has always a sense of respect for 

the female, but it is not followed through in everyday life. Participant M and C gave the 

example of the Hinda Shari civilization. Additionally, there is a huge gap between what it is 

written in the scriptures and what people are choosing to interpret from it as the scriptures 

are often read and shared by men, and they therefore interpret the scripture to their 

convenience. The participants therefore believe that as time went by, men have modified the 

readings of the core scriptures in order to manipulate the women into accepting domination. 

However, this has nothing to do with the religion in itself but rather with the patriarchal 

influence over time.  
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Another participant stated that “In a very subtle form it has always existed, even in the 

older times the women were pretty much the rulers of their homes. Their choice was not given 

to step out but within the area in which they operated they had the freedom to do as they 

pleased and make choices that needed to be made.” Her understanding of the feminist values 

is indeed very engraved into the notions of family and decision-making. This can be related 

to the idea that pre-colonial women had more power, as they were the head of the family, 

which was also brought forward multiple times in the interviews, relating to matriarchies, to 

heads of families and heads of the house which were trusted to make all the important 

decisions. It can be related to what Chilla Bulbeck called ‘declension narratives’ explained 

earlier in this research.   

Two of the participants mentioned that the negative perception that Feminism 

receives in India is connected to those who take it “too far”, those who “become aggressive 

and fight, thinking this is the way they will get what they want”. According to participants L 

and M, at least in the Indian culture, the aggressivity will not help to bring around more 

freedom and equality for women, rather it gives it a “negative connotation”.  

In the conversation regarding the impact of colonialism on feminism, participant M 

mentions the British ‘divide and conquer’ rule which was used during colonization. 

According to her however, this technique is not specific of the British colonization but come 

from “when invasion started to happen, way before the British, when their culture was 

brought in with them, legislations and structures changed”. The invasion she is referring to is 

the Islamic invasion of India, also called the Mohammedan conquest of India. Before this, 

although there were wars between Indian princes, they agreed on codes of honour which were 

respected by all sides and included the fact that women were never to be violated. The 

sacrifice of this code of honour for victory was regarded as worse than death. India was 

invaded multiple times by invaders from middle east, far east and Europe, which is 

recognized to have had a multitude of consequences on the culture but also on the 

disappearance, diversification, evolution and adaptation of several religious practices in the 

name of Hinduism. It is recognized that the European colonization did bring some positive 

elements for the emancipation of women, such as encouraging Indian social reformers to 

challenge practices such as ‘Sati’, a practice of mass suicide in order to reserve their honour 

from army men, but also fuelling the rebellion against a ‘common enemy’, the European 

invader. However, man social issues in India are a direct result of colonialism. Indeed, 

Section 377 (S377) of the Indian Penal Code (IPC), criminalizing homosexuality, was 
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introduced during British colonial rule in 1864, and was finally struck down in 2018. In 

ancient times, homosexuality, transsexuality and sexual liberation were welcomed in India 

through religion as well as communities, with the example of the hijras, a traditional intersex 

or transexual community in India and South Asia more broadly which were known as 

powerful individuals (interview with the founders of The Gyani Rani activist platform, 

retrieved from the website paristheotherway, n.d.). The abuses and violence over women in 

perpetrated by the British colonial groups also had and still has nowadays an impact on 

Indian women. Intersectional feminists believe that the colonial impact of the British Crown 

and the creation of new social categories by colonial administrators hardened any previously 

flexible caste boundaries. It is therefore argued by Indian feminists, and more specifically 

Desi feminists, that the Western capitalist society still harms communities worldwide, and 

this not just within India or Indian culture.  

C. A proposed framework. 

Although the general themes that came out of the analysis of the interviews are quite 

representative of the general white feminist perception of what feminism is, when going 

deeper in the understanding and interpretation of these themes, we realize that their meanings 

hold different values. Indeed, the notion of equality is taken from a very different perspective 

that is engraved in the Indian culture. The notions of decision-making, independence and 

freedom are directly connected by the participants to family and the need of care. The family 

values are very central to their perception, but in a way where they get to choose how they 

want that family to be, they get to choose what place they want in it and they get to choose 

whether to have children or not. The notion of duty to their parents and, if they choose to 

have children, to them as well, is indeed very engraved. This importance of family is part of 

the ancient Indian culture, and it has been challenged due to western influence, which 

threatens the preservation of the Indian culture.  

A recommended decolonial feminist framework for academic research regarding India 

was brought forward by this research. The proposed idea is to rethink and challenge the 

concepts of modernity/coloniality in order to give legitimacy to the knowledge and 

experiences of gender, identity, and work from women in India. This refers to the fact that as 

academics, we need to work with rather than about women in India. Even better, as feminist 

academics we can provide the space for India women directly to bring into light their 

research and their academical studies. Therefore, it is important to adopt a critical perspective 
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of our own research process, theories, and leading methodology, which must be constantly 

put into the broader perspective of our own subjectivity as western academist.  

Indian women must become agents in the research process and the production of 

knowledge. Due to the centrality of family and the joint family system in India, educating a 

woman means educating a whole family and a whole society, which is a requirement to the 

growth and progress as a nation. The importance of education access for all is therefore 

central to the results of the study. However, this education must be developed by Indian 

women for Indian women rather than following the education norms set by the West. It is 

important for pluriversal knowledges to be able to coexist equally (Mignolo, 2011). Doing 

so allows to acknowledge the variety and diversity of lived experiences and created 

knowledge, which corresponds to a constructivist perspective which claims that knowledge is 

constructed and unique to each individual. In order to do so, we must leave the space for the 

proposal of new feminist, indigenous, subaltern and decolonial methodological 

approaches. Changing the way academic feminist do research about other countries, and 

especially in this case about India, allows to work in order to shift our worldviews towards 

peaceful coexistence of knowledge.  

The goal is to create in the academic world a pluriversal space in which diverse 

epistemics can meet, recognizing as well as valuing the knowledge that has come from the 

lived experiences of the gendered colonial discourse. The voices of Indian women need to be 

heard if we are to construct a pluriversal understanding of feminism representing their 

knowledge and lived experiences. 

VI. Conclusion. 

This research aimed to critically engaged with the diversity of perspectives within post-

colonial theories and postcolonial feminism in order to counter hegemonic Western creation 

of knowledge in academia. This research explored the gap in decolonial feminist literature 

regarding the specific case study of feminism in India. The findings of this research have 

allowed to narrow-down a perspective of feminism centered on the Indian experience rather 

than viewed through a generalization based on the feminist ideas developed in Western 

countries. The findings of this study also suggest the possibility of the influences of 

international experience on the feminist perspective of individuals, which is therefore 

suggested for further research. Indeed,  
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However, this study has also brought forward the issue of the generalization of what 

Indian women want without considering the diversity of their experiences within the country, 

such as the presence of cultural and religious diversity as well as economic inequalities which 

greatly influence individual’s perspectives, as per a constructivist understanding of 

knowledge. The element of the diversity within India was brought forward while conducting 

the research, and the complexity of defining feminism in various contexts is deeply 

recognized.  

The perspective of feminism through the lenses of Indian women seem to correspond to 

the Western feminist perspective, with dominant elements such as equality, decision-making, 

empowerment, education, freedom, and independence. However, when analyzed closer, it is 

possible to make up a contrasting definition of these exact notions. The linguistic elements 

are indeed defined differently and incomparable due to personal experiences in different 

contexts. These central elements to feminism according to the participants seem to be 

centered in the notion of family, with the importance of the joint-family system in order to 

preserve cultural values. These cultural and religious values are furthermore identified in this 

study as corresponding to some extent to the feminist values held by Indian women, such as 

with the prevalence of Indian female Goddesses, illustrated by the Declension Narratives.  

There seems to be a consensus between the participants and when analyzing other sources 

that the increased international pressure for modernity based on the western influence is 

killing the culture, recognizing the impact of colonialism on the country. The white savior 

complex is still nowadays prevalent in how we perceive other cultures, and is extremely 

problematic, including in feminist academia in the West. This study therefore points out the 

importance of feminist movements such as Desi feminism, a movement based on the India 

experience, which acknowledges the intersectionality of oppressions and the special complex 

contact of Indian culture relating to feminist values. The researcher did not previously know 

about Desi feminism before conducted the study, but the discover and research about it was 

extremely valuable in the research process.  
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FIGURE 10: IMAGE, "INTERSECTIONAL FEMINISM DESI STYLE", RETRIEVED FROM 

WWW.PARISTHEOTHERWAY.COM.  

As we cannot generalize the analysis of the perspective of a few participants with a 

whole population, and as was pointed out the difficulty to interpret data from individuals with 

such diverse backgrounds, this study, rather than attempting to offer a definition of what 

feminism is to Indian women, enhance the need for decolonial and critical feminist 

perspectives in research and academia, especially in the western world when attempting to 

analyze other cultures. This research reinforces the idea that the notion of feminism as a 

universal movement representing all women is deeply problematic and founded on the 

exclusion of sex, race, and class differences. It shows once again the need for 

intersectionality in feminist ideas and to recognize feminist contributions from all cultures. It 

is urgent to start interrupting mainstream narratives in order to bring into the academic fields 

new geopolitics of knowledge and knowing from the perspective of the gendered colonial 

difference. Adopting a postcolonial feminist perspective while doing research invites us to 

look beyond what we deem objectively liberating and oppressive, beyond our definition of 

what is right and wrong. It opens the opportunity to create transnational rather than 

international alliances. That can be done through the mutual support and understanding 

between grassroot community movements, rather than imposing what we may believe is the 

path to equality.  

  In order to do so, this study proposes a decolonial feminist framework for academia, 

which focuses on rethinking and challenging the concepts of modernity/coloniality, 

deconstructing and reshaping the understanding of feminism in order to include the 

http://www.paristheotherway.com/
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emergence of new theoretical and empirical frameworks based on the experiences of non-

western women.  

The process of this research has been full of discoveries, learning, challenges, 

questionings and doubts for the author, who feels extremely grateful to have had the chance 

to expand their knowledge and understanding of a subject that stimulate greatly their interest. 

Therefore, through reading this research and the findings, the authors hopes that their work 

will allow to share these questionings with others and to, hopefully, motivate the interest for 

further studies regarding decolonial feminism and decolonial understandings of academic 

research in general.  
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Annex 1: photos taken by researcher of the student mobilization that 

took place at UAHU. 

 

   

 

Annex 2: interview questions. 

1. Introduction, context. Tell me a bit about yourself. Initial conversation.  

2. What does feminism mean to you? 

3. What place does feminism have in your culture or religion? 

4. How is feminism viewed in your country? 

5. Do you think there is a link between colonialism and feminism? 

6. Would you like to add anything or clarify anything? 

Annex 3: Informed Consent Form. 

[Informed Consent Form for _________________________________]  

This informed consent form is for individuals over 18 and under 40 of Indian nationality and 

living in India, who we are inviting to participate in this research regarding feminism in 

India. 
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[Name of Principle Investigator: Caroline Franzen]  [UCL] [Decolonizing feminism: a 

critical feminist perspective]  

 

This Informed Consent Form has two parts:   

• Information Sheet (to share information about the study with you)   

• Certificate of Consent (for signatures if you choose to participate)   

You will be given a full copy. 

  

Part I: Information Sheet   

Introduction   

I am Caroline Franzen, this research is part of my final thesis for my Master in Political 

Science International Relations with the Université Catholique de Louvain. I am doing 

research on feminism in India. The specific case study will not be revealed to you before you 

participate. I am going to give you information and invite you to be part of this research. You 

do not have to decide today whether or not you will participate in the research. Before you 

decide, you can talk to anyone you feel comfortable with about the research, and are welcome 

to ask me any question. We can organize another time to call later on.  

This consent form may contain words that you do not understand. Please ask as you go 

through the information and I will take time to explain. If you have questions later, you can 

ask them. 

 

Purpose of the research   

For the purpose of the research, the term women will include all person who identify 

themselves as a woman.  

I want to learn about how you feel about feminism, what it is to you and what it means in 

your cultural context.  

 

Type of Research Intervention  

This research will involve an interview. Due to the geographical distance, you will answer the 

interview via video call.    

  

Voluntary Participation   
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Your participation in this research is entirely voluntary. It is your choice whether to 

participate or not. You can choose not to participate. Please note the answers will be 

completely anonymous.  

You may change your mind later and stop participating even if you agreed earlier. 

  

Procedures   

We are inviting you to take part in this research project. If you accept, you will be asked to 

participate in an interview.   

For the interview, it will take place by video call. If you do not wish to answer any of the 

questions during the interview, you may say so and the interviewer will move on to the next 

question. No one else but the interviewer will be present unless you would like someone else 

to be there. I will be taking notes during the course of the interview, and the information 

recorded is confidential, no one else except myself will access to the information documented 

during your interview. The notes of the interview will not identify anyone by name. The 

transcript will be kept saved on a special file on my computer. The information recorded is 

confidential, and no one else except myself will have access to it. The information will be 

deleted after being retranscribed. 

   

Risks   

You do not have to answer any question or take part in interview if you feel the question(s) 

are too personal or if talking about them makes you uncomfortable.   

  

Benefits   

There will be no direct benefit to you, but your participation is likely to help us find out more 

about feminism in India. 

 

Confidentiality   

The research being done online, it will not draw attention. We will not be sharing information 

about you to anyone outside of the research team. The information that we collect from this 

research project will be kept private. Any information about you will have a letter on it 

instead of your name. Only the researchers will know what your letter is.  

 

Sharing the Results   
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The knowledge that we get from this research will be shared with you when it is finalized. 

You will receive the finalized thesis after submission to the university, and a summary of the 

results.  

  

Right to Refuse or Withdraw   

You do not have to take part in this research if you do not wish to do so. You may stop 

participating at any time that you wish. I will give you an opportunity at the end of the 

interview to review your remarks, and you can ask to modify or remove portions of those, if 

you do not agree with my notes or if I did not understand you correctly. 

   

Contact  

If you have any questions, you can ask them at any time. You may contact me at: 

carolinefranzen14065@gmail.com. 

You can ask me any more questions about any part of the research study, if you wish to.  

 

Part II: Certificate of Consent   

I have read the foregoing information, or it has been read to me. I have had the opportunity to 

ask questions about it and any questions I have been asked have been answered to my 

satisfaction. I consent voluntarily to be a participant in this study   

 

Statement by the person taking consent  

I have accurately read out the information sheet to the potential participant, and to the best of 

my ability made sure that the participant understands:  

1. The participation is voluntary and anonymous. 

2. The research is about Feminism. 

3. You will be asked to take part in an interview via video call. 

4. There is no obligation to answer all the questions.  

 

I confirm that the participant was given an opportunity to ask questions about the study, and 

all the questions asked by the participant have been answered correctly and to the best of my 

ability. I confirm that the individual has not been coerced into giving consent, and the consent 

has been given freely and voluntarily.   

 

Name of Participant__________________          
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Signature ___________________  

Date ___________________________  

   D/m/y 

Annex 4: Example of coded analysis. 

Themes 

Freedom Choice/ decision-making Diversity 

Education (cultural or academic) Relation between feminism 

and culture   

Empowerment 

Importance of the joint family 

system 
  

 

What does feminism mean to you? 

Feminism for me is first of all the freedom of choice, the ability to choose, for my life, 

myself, my family and my body, irrespective of who I am or what part of society I belong to. 

Feminism should be equally applied to all of the very diverse Indian society rathe than just 

for the luckier ones who get to have more access to education. 

 

What place does feminism have in your culture or religion? 

Religion and culture are very different things in India. India is so diverse so I will look at it 

in the broader sense of the idea. We are a rather patriarchal society, the role of men over the 

years has been defined as the head of society, as someone who makes the decisions for the 

family. But there are some ancient cultures within this where women take a very active part 

of society, in the south there are some parts where the family name comes from the women, 

the property is given by heritage through the women of the family, the first-born girl child.  

India is so diverse and has feminist values in some parts, places where you could find 

women playing a very dominant role of decision makers. Over the years, freedom of women 

came in the forefront and has enabled and empower women to come out. There are multiple 

stories that you would hear from everyday life, people from the lower part of society and not 

culturally educated as they did not have the possibility to do so, they have been empowered 

enough to make crucial decisions in their life, about marriage, kick their husbands out, get 

their drunk husbands arrested by the cops and into rehab. College educated women 

sometimes find themselves not empowered to make their choices whether these choices are 

related to their career, what gives them happiness to do and break out of the strong 



87 
 

patriarchal rules and pressure that exist within the family. This choice can also be within the 

family, that is choosing to raise their children away from patriarchal expectations.  

Does feminism exist? Yes! Is it prevalent? Probably not. But it is very tough to generalize it. 

 

How is feminism viewed in your country? 

We must remember here that we cannot generalize India, it is way too diverse.  

Feminism is not understood in the way it should be, it tends to be seen by the middle class 

and the lower middle class, by families where patriarchy is very prevalent as women 

becoming aggressive and fighting for what is right to be theirs rightfully. This tends to give a 

negative connotation to the idea.  

In a very subtle form it has always existed, even in the older times the women were pretty 

much the rulers of their homes. Their choice was not given to step out but within the area in 

which they operated they had the freedom to do as they pleased and make choices that needs 

to be made. 

Among young educated men there’s an understanding that feminism is the freedom to 

choose for herself, what she wants. Doesn’t mean feminists has to work or climb the ladder 

of success, if she does not want to, she should do as she pleases. For her life, whether to 

have a child or not, have sex or not, choose to work or be a stay-at-home mom, look after 

children or not (responsibility jointly shared by the partners whoever that may be).  

There’s a perceptible change in the way we look et what feminism is. Has it been in every 

level of society? No.  

The helpers who come to my house doesn’t know what the word means but when it comes to 

the practical side of it, the life she has led and the choices she has made, it is engrained, she 

is empowered to make choices, and she stands by them. Did she study it at school? No. but 

she’s old enough to stand up and say I don’t care what you think and she has support in other 

women friends who live around her, or in extended families. She’s not an educated woman, 

and yet, without putting a word to it she is a feminist. 

In our society we cannot know what other women want, we are so diverse, each woman 

from different parts of society might want something else entirely.  

Do you think there is a link between colonialism and feminism? 

 

I guess in some way there must be as colonialism has deeply impacted our country, as many 

other countries, and a lot of it now has negative consequences, but I couldn’t really have 

more of an opinion about it without thinking more.  
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