
1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHALLENGES FACED BY WOMEN FOR VERTICAL MOBILITY IN 
POLITICS: 

A COMPARITIVE STUDY OF SWEDEN AND INDIA 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

A structural social work approach for gender empowerment  
 
 

 
 
 
 

Sanaya Singh 
 
 

 
 
 

2011 
  

 
 
 

Examensarbete, kandidatnivå, 15 hp 
Socialt arbete 

Social work, Specialisation in International Social Work 

 

 
  

 
 
 

                                                        Handledare: Anders Hydén 
Examinator: Fereshteh Ahmadi  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



2 
 

 

 

 

 

Astract 

 

The aim of this thesis is to explore the challenges women face for vertical mobility in politics in India 

and Sweden, the similarities and differences. Gender empowerment and equal opportunities are 

essential features for an egalitarian society, development, national and international peace. Promoting 

gender empowerment through women’s effective participation in politics is a structural interventional 

approach in social work. However studies show women face numerous obstacles in achieving political 

representation.  Gender inequality, inequitable division of labour, cultural attitudes, electoral systems 

are some reasons which subjugate women and limit their representation in public life. Sweden and 

India differ immensely in all of these factors and more. However, similarity in these nations is the low 

representation of women councillors in key decision making positions in governance; resulting in 

exclusion of women’s interests and issues in public policy. In-depth interviews conducted with six 

respondents from both nations analysed in a feministic framework reveal cultural, ideological, socio-

economic and political structures as common challenges. Social work interventions in all these spheres 

can lead to sustainable empowerment for women.  

Keywords; Gender empowerment, structural social work, women’s political representation, vertical 

mobility in politics, India,    Sweden 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1The significance of Women’s public representation 

Women all over the world are victims of gender inequality and injustice today. Domestic violence, 

rape, physical, sexual, psychological and economic abuse, eve- teasing, honour killings, dowry deaths, 

female foeticide, malnutrition, illiteracy, lower salaries, poor reproductive health, Devdasi
1
traditions, 

child marriages, trafficking of girls and women are just a few of the problems women face today. To 

combat such widespread social problems, social workers work to promote gender equality where 

women are empowered to defend their rights.  “Gender equality is not only a basic human right, but its 

achievement has enormous socio-economic ramifications. Empowering women fuels thriving 

economies, spurring productivity and growth” (UNIFEM, 2011). Goal three of United Nations 

Millennium Development Goals is “to promote gender equality and to empower women”.  

Largely, it is noted that the discriminations and inequalities against women might be eradicated by 

women’s participation in political systems. “Women’s participation in democracy through politics is 

without doubt an important step towards social equality, economic development and national and 

international peace.” (Kumari & Kidwani, 1998:4). The participation of women in macro level 

decision making is absolutely essential in order to ensure that policy making takes into account 

women’s perspectives and experiences and is thus gender just. As Shvedova (2007) argues, the 

exclusion of women from decision-making bodies limits the possibilities for entrenching the principles 

of democracy in a society, hindering economic development and discouraging the attainment of gender 

equality. If men monopolize the political process, passing laws which affect society at large, the 

decision-making process does not always balance the interests of the male and female populations. As 

noted in the Millennium Development Goals, women’s equal participation with men in power and 

decision making is part of their fundamental right to participate in political life, and at the core of 

gender equality and women’s empowerment. Women have to be active participants in determining 

development agendas.  

Social workers, it is observed in many countries, work under and to implement public policies and 

enable individuals and communities to benefit from these policies. However, social workers should 

also consider it their role- formal or intentional, to critically analyse these policies they work to 

implement, to ensure whether these policies will lead to sustainable holistic development of society or 

not. If the focusing on the needs of particular marginalized groups is absent while formulating the 

policy or implementing it, it will only give rise to more inequality and disparity in society. 
                                                             

1
 Devdasi literally means Gods female servant where pre-pubertal girls are married to the local religious 

deity to serve (read sexual satisfaction) priests and other powerful men of the village for rest of her life. 
It is a system of institutionalized exploitation of women in India.   
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 As discussed earlier, exclusion of women from this decision making in politics more often than not 

results in policies and schemes which are at best indifferent to women’s realities and at worst, 

contribute towards their future marginalisation. Inclusion of women and giving them power in political 

institutions furthers inclusion of women’s voices in decision making all around the globe.  . Generally 

speaking, the idea of power connotes the ability to change one’s own status as well as that of others. 

Moreover, having experienced oppression as powerless victims of abuse and deprivation gives women 

a chance to work empathetically for upliftment of others who suffer similarly. Participation of women 

in public policy making through membership of elected bodies is thus seen as a step towards gender 

empowerment (Chakrabarty and Agarwala, 2006:17). Thus, social workers can contribute their skills 

in executing gender and societal equality by focusing on inclusion of women in all levels of politics. 

Studies show that higher number of women in parliaments generally contributes to stronger attention 

to women’s issue and this shows that women’s political participation is a fundamental prerequisite for 

promoting gender equality, empowerment and genuine democracy (UNIFEM, 2011). 

As this awareness swells, policies for women’s upliftment are reflected in election manifestos of the 

political parties, quotas are reserved for women’s representations in parliaments and local municipals, 

women’s organisations and women’s movements have actively worked on this issue, and so, there has 

been significant progress in women’s improving women’s political representation in many nations. It 

appears to be a global trend that women’s political representation has increased both on local and 

national level during the last decades (Lovenduski 2000). The world average of 18.7 % for women’s 

political representation in the lower house, according to the Inter Parliamentary Union (World average 

for women in national parliament, single or lower house), includes a great variation around the world 

from 0% in Saudi Arabia to over 50% in Rwanda (IPU, World average for women in national 

parliament, world classification according to country. Situation as of September 2009). The variations 

in these bodies have a wide spectrum of explanations and researchers discuss one or a few factors 

universal for all countries or periods of times. Some stress structural factors, while others claim that 

institutional or actors are the crucial explanatory factor. However, gender in politics has two sides, and 

although separate they are associated with each other. One is women’s representation and the other is 

concern for women’s issues. Representation increases the likelihood for considering women’s issues as 

well as brings in gender perspective; however representation on its own cannot guarantee the desired 

outcome (Sumbadze, 2008:33). Putting focus on this aspect of gender in politics, one of the key 

findings of International Institute of Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA) in their handbook 

‘Women in Parliament; Beyond Numbers’ (2007) is that “representation means more than sheer 

numbers and elected politics- It means that more women must have seats the Cabinet table, more 

women must be appointed to senior decision-making positions, and more women’s voices must be 

heard and included when major political reform or transformation is undertaken”. Studies show that 
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even if and when elected, women tend to hold lesser valued positions or positions of lesser 

responsibilities. These portfolios often described as “soft industries” include mostly health, education 

and welfare. Rarely do women hold executive decision-making positions in more powerful domains of 

politics, such as finance, defence or international relations, which are often associated with traditional 

notions of masculinity and power. Typically, the more powerful the domain, the less likely it is to be 

headed by a woman. Previous studies on this issue points out that factors like socio-economic barriers, 

culture, gender stereotypes, limited access to information about political procedures, electoral systems, 

financial constraints etc thwart participation of women in public and political life. Women are 

outnumbered 4 to 1 in legislatures around the world. In mid 2009, only 17 heads of state or 

government were women (UNIFEM). 

As discussed earlier, participation of women in politics and decision making process is essential so that 

women can effectively participate in policy making its implementation. In this regards, women not 

only from grass roots, but holding influential positions can create pressure on the government and 

through collective endeavour advocate for social transformation (Chakrabarty and Agarwala, 2006:17). 

This study focuses on two countries, which differ immensely in terms of all factors pointed out in 

previous research mentioned in the abstract- Sweden and India.  

The representation of women in numbers and their effective participation in national legislatures is an 

issue of great importance to researchers and social work organisations around the world. While the 

representation of women is an accomplishment in its own right, and considering their increasing 

effective participations, what remains to be said is whether or not this representation of women in 

local governance turns into state and national leadership, affecting the level of gender equality and 

justice present to a great extent and if not, why? This study attempts to explore these hidden barriers 

that the women who go through the political process can talk about in one to one interviews. Without 

appropriate representation of women in the legislative bodies and political participation of women at 

all levels, any issues concerning women would remain neglected, and hence I take up this study. As 

former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annann summarizes ''The role of women in decision making is 

central to the advancement of women around the world and to the progress of human kind as a whole''  

 

1.2 Women’s political representation; a legitimate concern for Social Work 

 

The overarching conceptual point of departure for this study is macro level social work, and more 

specifically, the structural social work approach. This approach challenges the individual level focus 

of conventional social work and emphasizes emancipation and social justice of masses. “Structural 

social work questions the legitimacy of institutions and systems, suggesting that real advances in 
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social welfare cannot be achieved without fundamental changes to the way in which global society 

organizes the distribution of resources and power” (Gray and Webb, 2008: 87). However, while 

emphasizing social transformation through macro level systems, it does not neglect personal issues and 

individual difficulties. “Individual and structural changes are addressed simultaneously, because each 

of these levels is related to and affects the other. Hence, structural social work has the twin goals of 

alleviating the negative effects of an exploitative and alienating social order on individuals, while 

simultaneously aiming to transform society” (ibid, 88). This thesis focuses the structural approach 

specifically on the ‘political’ structure, which in many sociological, feministic and other discourses is 

often perceived as a dominant oppressive structure which defines a society (Abbott and Wallace, 2003, 

38). Structural social work highlights the way in which dominant structures decrease access to 

opportunities, resources and power for certain groups, resulting in individual and collective 

experiences of oppression. In this view, it can be said that women being excluded from the political 

structure up to a large extent due to questionable vertical mobility leading to very few women holding 

key decision making posts decreases women’s access to power, opportunities and resources, leading to 

individual and collective oppression. Structural social work approach’s historical and critical analysis 

challenges the dominant social and economic structures of patriarchal capitalism and emphasizes how 

these structures are the ‘root’ cause of social problems in which they produce and reinforce oppression 

(Gray and Webb, 2008: 87).  

Women around the world at every socio-political level find themselves underrepresented in parliament 

and far removed from decision-making levels (Shvedova, 2005:33). The motivation behind this paper 

has been to challenge and question the gender imbalance in the powerful political structures of nations, 

so that a gender balance can be brought about in them through which gender empowerment can 

disseminate in society. Without such a step, especially in nations where clinical social work may only 

be accessible and affordable to a few; marginalized communities like women may continue to get 

exploited and abused at micro, meso and macro levels of society. Structural social work facilitates to 

recognize the multiple categories or layers by which individuals are exploited and it gives an enriched 

understanding of how emancipation might occur. Using the structural social work model, social 

workers need to question and help modify the structures that dictate what and how much opportunities 

women get and why; in contrast and in addition to the conventional clinical social work approach of 

enabling women in solving their everyday individual problems. Thus with social work’s advocacy, 

lobbying and interventions for women’s questions in vertical political mobility, it shall be possible that 

with fair and equal opportunities to be represented in dominant structures, women and other excluded 

communities will be empowered throughout diverse cultures and classes to get their justified rights and 

in turn propagate upliftment of other marginalized groups for social equality in larger masses for 

sustainable development of a fair society.   
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1.3 Purpose, Research Aim and Research Questions 

 

Purpose and Motivation 

The purpose and motivation for writing this paper began during my field practice in India. I was placed 

with two nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) working for the capacity building and empowerment 

of women councillors at grassroots level governance. There, I was met by hundreds of women from 

small rural villages, few of whom who shared their stories of struggle in life under oppression due to 

religious, caste based and patriarchal dominances. But being encouraged by local social workers, 

activists and NGOs for entering local governance bodies was a turning point in their life, they said. 

Many of them had overcome exploitation due to a new found awareness and realization of power by 

entering politics with help these actors. This they said had enlightened them towards their human 

rights and got them respect from people who considered underestimated them before. They have since 

then have strived for and developed many new strategies for upliftment, literacy, poverty eradication, 

sanitation and other issues hampering development in local communities and villages, not only with 

help of funds from NGOs but mainly by retrieving policy benefits from the government, which they 

would never have been able to utilize without entering political and governmental terrains through 

means of collective gender empowerment (Singh, 2010). After having observed how much political 

representation and power could empower women, I have since been highly motivated to contribute my 

social work skills for empowerment of women through systems.  

But, when discussing with local  professional social workers, it came to the forefront that even if these 

women had gained access to local governance, it was very difficult to get them nominated or elected to 

higher positions of key decision making at municipal and higher levels. This phenomenon sowed the 

seed for this study. At that stage, it was planned that for critically examining vertical mobility 

challenges for women in Indian governance, Sweden would be used as an example and role model 

case study. However, during the initial process of this study, there came to the forefront quite a few 

aspects of the Swedish model which could also be critically examined. These aspects more often than 

not were quiet similar to the Indian praxis. Thus, during the course of this study, a thesis that was to 

exemplify Sweden for Indian women’s empowerment actually became a comparative study, presenting 

more similarities in ideological, psychological, socio- economic factors and few differences in 

structural and institutional factors. However, I got the impression from some of the academicians and 

experts that working for vertical mobility and political participation and representation of women may 

not be the scope of a social workers job in Sweden, this thesis and its analytical results can be used to 

understand the presence of gender challenges right from childhood through employment to dominant 

structures in both the Indian and Swedish society, which shall be illustrated in the results. For the 
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Indian field of social work, this thesis highlights which factors and systems social workers can focus 

upon for eliminating challenges that marginalize women in a macro level system as significant as 

democracy and governance.  

 

Aim 

To explore the factors which restrain or facilitate women from being able to hold key decision making 

positions through vertical mobility in governance and politics in Sweden and India.  

Research Questions 

 What factors hinder participation of women in politics and governance in Sweden and India?  

 Once political participation of a woman may be attained, what factors continue to hinder her 

vertical growth or promotion to higher positions in politics and governance in Sweden and India? 

 

This thesis shall also make efforts in order to discuss in brief what can be the role of social workers in 

promoting collective gender empowerment by enhancing women’s representation in key decision 

making positions in politics 

1.4 Central concepts and definitions: 

Below are the central concepts given in brief to get an overview of the context of these terminologies 

in this thesis. 

1. Gender Empowerment: Is conceived as a process by which women can overcome many of the 

hurdles that they face such as education, work status, employment opportunities, health care, social 

security, positions in decision making by virtue of their gender. This gender empowerment veritably 

implies empowerment of women to do away with subordination, discrimination and exclusion faced in 

male dominated society. 

2. Politics and governance:  Politics is about governance and governance is about the individuals 

and institutions that are authorized to make public policies and implement them. Therefore, politics is 

the study of government. It is the mechanism by which people in one state or country make rules and 

policies that all people must adhere to. The term politics may be used singularly in parts of the essay, 

but should be understood as politics and governance. 

3. Vertical mobility: Vertical mobility refers to a person or group's movement up or down 

a status hierarchy. This is commonly referred to as social mobility, yet vertical mobility can also refer 

to any movement up or down a hierarchy of any kind, not necessarily related to social status in the 

same way that social mobility is. In the case of this study, we shall constitute the concept of social 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_status
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_mobility
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vertical mobility by vertical political mobility. For example, election of a woman politician from a 

local municipal council to the state government. 

4. Women’s political representation and Women’s political participation: According to Philips 

political participation involves formal equality and equal rights to all forms of political activity while 

representation concerns substantial equality and the representation of groups’ ideas through political 

presence (Philips 1995:33-35). However, in this thesis a more restricted definition of political 

participation is applied which only includes women’s participation within formal political institutions. 

Therefore no formal distinction is or shall be made between the two terms and instead both the terms 

shall be used to refer to women’s presence in elective bodies of governance. 

5. Challenges: Concept challenges refers to the tasks which require special efforts or more than 

ordinary amount of endeavours in creating opportunity and space to perform efficient role and show 

competence in applying a woman’s right to contest and fairly win an election, especially at higher 

positions in politics. 

6. Key, decision making, higher, authoritative, executive positions in politics:  A person having 

administrative or managerial authority in an organization. The president or prime minister of a 

government, secretary of state, or political party etc. These positions basically constitute the branch of 

government charged with putting into effect a country's laws and the administering of its functions. For 

example, the prime minister or president of a country.  

1.5 Disposition 

In the second chapter empirical information from earlier researches as well as from reports and studies 

conducted by various organisations working on similar topics is presented. This chapter shall be 

preceded by the theoretical framework, where the feminist theory related to social work and feminist 

relevant perspectives shall be described. Thereafter, the methodology and research design used to 

conduct this thesis and gather the results will be explained in detail in chapter 4. In chapter 5 results 

are presented together with its analysis in light of feminist theories and linkages to the earlier. The 

results include three prominent themes each divided into subthemes, in order to answer the research 

question and aims. In the final chapter on discussion, the results are summarized and presented in 

relation with the research aim. This is followed by a theoretical and methodological discussion of the 

thesis, and this section is preceded by giving suggestions for further research. The thesis is concluded 

by presenting the reference list and interview guide 
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        CHAPTER 2. EARLIER RESEARCH 

Studies made of women’s political representation have mainly focused on western democracies, and 

especially the US. There is relatively weak statistics and data on female participation in politics of 

poorer countries (Wide 2006). Many studies made in this field observe women legislatures’ impact 

on policy (See as an example Poggione 2006). Much focus is aimed at examining the differences 

between men and women in legislation and their different impact on policies. Results from previous 

research mainly suggest that women politicians are more committed to welfare policies concerning 

children, women and family (Poggione 2006:183). It can be considered that this aspect of women’s 

representation have already been fairly well explored, although not to imply that no more research 

needs to be done in that field in the future. It can be argued, however, that examining why there is 

such low representation in elected legislative bodies is more necessary in order to achieve greater 

understanding and through that create new mechanisms that facilitate better possibilities for women 

to be represented. 

2.1 Women’s representation in politics; the case of Sweden and India 

 

Sweden 

For many years Sweden has been recognized for its gender equality policies and high representation 

of women in politics. On UNDP’s Gender-Related Development Index, which ranks countries 

according to the number of women in politics, women executives in public administration, women 

professionals, etc., Sweden is among the top countries. In 1971 the proportion of women in the 

Swedish Parliament was 14 percent. But since then, more than one-third of the representatives 

elected to parliament in each of the past eight parliamentary elections have been female. Since the 

election, in 2002, the proportion is 45 percent. The difference is remarkable; in 30 years there has 

been a threefold development. Since 1985 the proportion of women in the Swedish Parliament has 

exceeded 30 percent. Even though it is hard to say what would constitute a critical mass, the 

number has been comparatively high for a long period of time. The increase is also visible in 

government where in 2005, 11 out of 22 cabinet ministers are women (Wängnerud,  2005, 238).  

Factors facilitating gender equal status in Sweden: 

To understand the process behind the increase in the numbers of women in parliament, we have to 

examine Swedish politics 40 years ago. Then women were clearly less involved in politics than 

their male counterparts: fewer participated in elections or became party members, and they were 

also heavily under-represented in leading positions within parties as well as within decision-making 

bodies. The turning point occurred in 1972. The leaders of the two leading parties at that time, the 

Liberals and the Social Democrats, started to compete to win female voters. The strategic reasoning 
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behind this was that winning women’s votes would mean gaining more seats and hence increased 

power. Measures were taken to enhance the status of gender equality as an issue on the political 

agenda as well as to put up certain goals for women’s representation. Two important factors in 

particular can be mentioned: in 1972 the Social Democratic Party, being in power at that time, 

introduced a central gender policy unit in government; and in the same year the Liberal Party was 

the first party in Sweden to formally recommend that women should make up 40 percent of its 

internal leadership. The issue of women’s representation has thus been on the agenda in all parties; 

however, they have not all adopted numerical goals like a 40:60 gender balance on political party 

lists. The Conservative Party and the Centre Party are examples of parties that are still relying on 

more ‘soft’ strategies, like loosely formulated goals for equality. positions, as in the party’s 

governing board. . For most of the parties, more loosely formulated goals have over time been 

transformed into stricter recommendations, and three parties have implemented quotas. In the 

Swedish case quotas mean regulations voluntarily written into the statute of a party and not into the 

constitution of Sweden. The Green Party has adopted quotas from the start, since it was set up in 

1981. For the Left Party the decision to use quotas came in 1987 and for the Social Democrats in 

1993. 

Double strategies: Integration is important to underscore that women in Sweden have to a great 

extent chosen to work inside the established party structures. At the same time they have formed 

their own federations and networks and also been in touch with women outside parliament. This 

way of working has been termed a double strategy which can be understood as women MPs 

working together with women’s organizations but also working together with men. A few concrete 

examples of strategies include those adopted by the former speaker of the Swedish Parliament, 

Birgitta Dahl, who during the 1990s introduced a series of meetings in parliament inviting guests to 

discuss different aspects of gender equality but also democracy in a wider sense. A child care centre 

was also introduced in parliament, enabling MPs with small children from outside the capital to 

have their family, at least for a time, with them in Stockholm. However, as Wängerund further 

discusses in case of Sweden, “Sweden is no glorious world for women, even though many things 

surely work quite well. Even women in Swedish politics encounter challenges and be subjected to 

stereotyping. The question is whether we will ever achieve a truly gender-equal society, with no 

subordination for women. There have been setbacks for women in recent years when the economy 

in Sweden has been under pressure”. (Wängerud, 2005, 246) 

 

India 

India is a bicameral parliamentary democracy, with a strong multi-party political system. The lower 

house is called the Lok Sabha (Peoples' Assembly) and has 545 members. The upper house is called 
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the Rajya Sabha (States' Assembly) with 250 members. In 1991, women constituted 5.2 per cent of the 

membership of the Lok Sabha and 9.8 per cent of the membership of the Rajya Sabha. This was lower 

than the preceding 1989 parliament. The election results in 1996 showed a further decline in women's 

representation. This trend is worrying given the recent state-led initiatives to ensure women's 

representation in political institutions.  

Measures taken to attain gender equal status in India: The demand for greater representation of 

women in political institutions in India was not taken up in a systematic way until the setting up of the 

Committee on the Status of Women in India (CSWI) which published its report in 1976. Before this 

the focus of the growing women's movement had been on improving women's socio-economic position 

(CWDS, 1994; 1925). The CSWI report suggested that women's representation in political institutions, 

especially at the grass-roots level, needed to be increased through a policy of reservation of seats for 

women (GOI, 1974).  In 1988, the National Perspective Plan for Women suggested that a 30 per cent 

quota for women be introduced at all levels of elective bodies. Women's groups insisted that 

reservation be restricted to the panchayat (village council) level to encourage grass-roots participation 

in politics. The consensus around this demand resulted in the adoption of the 73rd and 74th 

amendments to the Indian Constitution in 1993. In 1995, the question of quotas was raised again, but 

this time the focus was women in parliament. Initially, most political parties agreed to this proposition. 

But soon doubts surfaced. When the bill addressing this issue was introduced in the Eleventh 

Parliament in 1997, several parties and groups raised objections. The objections focused around two 

main issues: first, the issue of overlapping quotas for women in general and those for women of the 

lower castes; second, the issue of elitism. Most women's groups felt that the caste issue was a divisive 

one for women. Also, many felt uneasy about giving special privileges to elite women by ensuring 

seats for them in the parliament, while they had previously supported quotas for women at the grass-

roots level of the panchayats. But finally, in 2011, a bill has been passed for 50 percent reservations for 

women in the Lok Sabha. Results of the next election will show how much this has affected the status 

of women in politics in India. 

2.2 Women in numbers 

Having understood the basic models of elections and politics in both countries, it is vital to focus 

attention on statistics that show the argument that women face challenges for vertical mobility in 

politics and governance and are not represented in ration to their population share in these bodies. 
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Table 1.1 

Top officials in government offices in May 2002, Sweden 

 

Number and sex distribution (%) 

 

 

Position     Number      Sex distribution 

 

                     Women Men                               W          M 

 

 

Ministers      9          11            45         55 

 

State Secretaries     10         15           40         60 

 

Top administrators*    10          26           28         72 

 

 

*Permanent Under-Secretary, Director-General for Legal Affairs, Budget 

  Director, Director-General, Ministry of Finance, Permanent Secretary and Director of Planning. 

 

Source: Statistics Sweden, SCB, 2011 

                                                                  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1.2 

Chairpersons in central governmental lay boards 1989–2000 
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Number and sex distribution (%) 

 

Year                          Number                  Sex distribution 

 

                                                           Women   Men                     Women   Men 

 

1989                         10      73   12      88 

 

1991                         13      110   11      89 

 

1993                        22      97                              18     82 

 

1995                         37      77   32     68 

 

1997                         48      95    34     66 

 

         2000    60      152   28      72 

 

Source: Statistics Sweden, SCB, 2011 

 

In first tables it can be seen that there is not much gender gap between ministers and state secretaries. 

But taking a look at the top administrator’s slots, there is definite gap in sex distribution of women and 

men holding those positions.  This means in portfolios marked by * in the Swedish government, there 

is much less representation of women and this can lead to less representation women’s interests. In the 

second table, we go into the details of the chairpersons, that is key decision makers of different 

governmental boards. The difference in male and female chairpersons is striking here, given that till 

the parliament there is almost 45% women’s representation. In India, on the other hand poor statistics 

of women’s representation can be seen from the state level governance bodies itself. The following 

table illustrates conditions of the various states of India.  

  

                                                          

 

 

 Table 1.3  

Women representation in Governance, India 
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Year  Village Council State Legislature        National Legislature/ 

   M           W   M           W  M        W 

 

2009-11                      33%    women                 486         59                         67          8 

 

Source: International Parliamentary Union, 2011 

2.3 The Challenges 

The factors that hamper or facilitate women’s political participation vary with level of socio-economic 

development, geography, culture, and the type of political system (Shvedova, 2007, 33). Sweden and 

India are two countries very different from each other. However, it can be observed that strategies to 

increase their women representative have not differed very much from each other. This phenomenon 

also gives a cue that this question of ‘challenges for vertical mobility’ may rather be a universal 

phenomenon, differencing slightly with changing contexts.  

Political Obstacles; Shvedova (2007) begins her chapter on ‘Obstacles faced by women in 

parliament’ by discussing four major political hurdles that curb women’s political representation and 

growth. Like it is evident from the cases of both Sweden and India, the main responsible factors for 

women’s poor vertical mobility in Sweden can said to be the dominant systems in society, in this case 

political. Among the political obstacles that women face, the following feature prominently:  lack of 

party support, for example, limited financial support for women candidates, limited access to political 

networks, and the more stringent standards and qualifications applied to women;  lack of sustained 

contact and cooperation with other public organizations such as trade (labour) unions and women’s 

groups;  lack of access to well-developed education and training systems for women’s leadership in 

general, and for orienting young women towards political life; and the nature of the electoral system, 

which may or may not be favourable to women candidates. Research shows that countries with a 

majoritarian electoral system have less women representation in Parliament (Unicameral or if 

bicameral the lower house) than countries that practise proportional system. This is due to the small 

chances of women to get elected, why men are in enormous majority as candidates in majority systems 

(Wide 2006). Socio- economic conditions play a significant role in the recruitment of women to 

legislatures in both long-standing and new democracies. The social and economic status of women in 

society has a direct influence on their participation in political institutions and elected bodies. For 

example, researchers point to the correlation between women’s legislative recruitment and the 

proportion of women working outside the home, as well as the percentage of women college 

graduates. According to some researchers, socio-economic conditions take second place to electoral 

systems in women’s legislative recruitment within established democracies. In addition to lack of 
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adequate financial resources, the socio-economic obstacles impacting on women’s vertical mobility in 

politics are illiteracy and limited access to education and choice of professions; and the dual burden of 

domestic tasks and professional obligations (Shvedova 2007). 

These previous results from other researches cover different categories of hindrances for women’s 

political participation. The ideological hindrances that have been pointed out as key factors in studies 

of India are cultural and in case of Sweden psychological stereotypes. An argument as I see it, is that 

these findings need also to be re-examined since variation across time and trans-national immigrations 

have can affect these factors and therefore must be re-evaluated. Using these factors from the pervious 

research as starting points, a theoretical framework that can explain unequal treatment towards women 

in more than one contexts has been selected to proceed ahead with.  

 

                 

CHAPTER3. THEORETICAL AND ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

 

This chapter is divided into two parts, the first part of which explicates the feminist theory approach, 

which has been the point of departure for this study. The second part of the chapter talks about relevant 

standpoints for this paper of the feminist theory, which shall help decipher the kind of challenges 

women in politics face and the reasons behind them. The third part of this chapter shall mention the 

power cube as an analytical framework, which helps understand power structures in general in society, 

and how these  very structures the structural approach challenges and feminist perspectives explain 

cause an unequal power share in politics and as a result in gender, opportunities and in the society as a 

whole. 

 

Feminist Perspective in Social Work 

 

Feminist thinking has a long history, with many differentiated perspectives. However, the common 

defining characteristic of feminism is the view that women’s subordination must be questioned and 

challenged (Abbott and Wallace, 1993:10). This involves a critical examination of the present and past 

situations of women, and challenging the dominant patriarchal ideologies that seek to justify women’s 

subordination as natural, universal, and therefore inevitable. It concerns the political, social, cultural 

and other forms of domination of women and their social relations by patriarchy, a system of thought 

and social relations that privileges and empowers men, and creates relationships between the genders 

that disfranchise, disempower and devalue women’s experiences. (Payne, 2005: 251).  Feminist 

perspectives are not necessarily about women, but challenge and confront the male supremacy which 
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institutionalizes women’s inequality (Abbott and Wallace, 1993:10). Feminism starts from the view 

that women are oppressed and that their oppression is primary. It stresses that women’s freedom of 

action is limited by the power of men because men possess more economic, cultural, and social 

resources than women. Feminism argues that power of men over women is collective; society’s sexist 

assumptions advantage all men and patriarchal ideologies support and sanction the power of men over 

women. Social workers should then be concerned to examine the relationship between individuals and 

the social structure, between everyday experiences and structures of society, between men’s power in 

interpersonal relationships and the ways in which that power is institutionalized. The gender-power-

order according to feminist theory is always present in our society; it shapes structures and sets current 

power relations. (Bryson 2003:1) 

Feminism is a theory, a world view. However, it is not a unified one. Feminists do not agree on the 

ways in which we can explain women’s subordination or on how women can be emancipated. This is 

very relevant to social work studies, as social systems change contextually, but the problems may not. 

So to make sense of problems at large, social workers world view or theoretical skills within a 

particular framework must be able to justify the causes for the problems in a particular context and 

ways of overcoming them. Feminist perspectives in social work focus on explaining and responding to 

the oppressed position of women in most societies. This is important in social work because in most 

societies much of the work is done with and by the women, and feminist perspectives help to 

understand their social roles and positions. Also, in most agencies, majority of workers are women, but 

they do not attain positions of seniority proportionate to their numbers. In social work, feminist 

thinking has raised concern about power relations that disadvantage women in the profession and 

reject women’s competence, experience and values women’s experiences and lives as separate and 

different from those of men and the role men should play when gender issues arise. Feminist social 

work focuses on the division and relationship between private experience and public problems, and 

how social workers intervene on behalf of the public within the domestic area, potentially oppressively 

(ibid, 252). Below mentioned are the perspectives of feminism that shall be used in this study.  

Socialist Feminism emphasizes women’s oppression as part of structured inequality within a class-

based social system. Because women are an important part of reproducing the workforce for the 

benefit of capitalism by carrying out domestic tasks and child care, this view particularly analyses 

those areas. Women’s oppression interacts with other forms of oppression (Payne 2005:252). 

Oppressive social relations should be analyzed and understood, so that diverse interests can be met in 

various different ways (ibid). Socialist feminism is based on the mainstream political thinking that 

focuses on individual rights and opportunities of the working class. Here, patriarchy is considered 

fundamental because the oppression of women pre-dates capitalism (Mel Gray and Stephan Webb, 
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67). “The feminist mantra ‘the personal is the political’ identified that the subordination of women in 

their everyday lives had to be the focus of political actions at all levels” (ibid).  

Radical Feminism for women’s structures focuses concern on patriarchy and it’s far reaching effects. 

This view values and celebrates the differences between men and women. It seeks to promote separate 

women’s structures within existing organization’s and women’s own social structures.  (Payne 

2005:253) 

Liberal Feminism for equality and justice seeks equality between men and women, particularly in 

workplaces and caring and family responsibilities. This view focuses on how sex differences between 

women and men are translated by cultural assumptions into gender inequality and promote equal 

opportunities by legislation, changing social conventions and altering the socialization process so that 

children do not grow up accepting gender inequalities. (ibid) 

This study and its results shall take support of these feminist ideologies in order to generalize the 

findings not only to India and Sweden, but maybe other parts of world too. An account of the above 

explained theories shows how women have similar problems all around the world through all sectors 

of society. Using these theories the challenges women have to face for equal representation in politics 

can be justified.  

It was also a possibility to use some other theories like the ecological systems or more specifically the 

empowerment theory. It was however to be kept in mind not use theories that would make this study 

more inclined towards allied social sciences like political science, economics, gender studies etc. Thus 

the social work structural approach helped to get a fundamental base to border this study around the 

field of social work. Then, applying the gender perspective to the phenomenon under scrutiny, 

empowerment of women was the natural and inevitable phenomenon the author intended to study in 

this paper, as empowerment of the marginalized is an important facet of social work. However, this 

paper aimed to highlight what kind of problems and why women face them. Once this is explored, 

empowerment is the next stage. Thus feminist theories are used to find the required results and 

clarifying the problem.  
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CHAPTER4.  METHODOLOGY 

 

The methodology chapter in this paper shall bring out the processes through which the data has been 

collected, collated, analyzed, interpreted and the ethical aspects maintained during the entire study. 

This is aimed at increasing the technical reliability of the study for further validation and reproduction 

of results in future studies.  

 

4.1. Philosophy of Science: Positions 

 

As discussed earlier, the purpose of the research questions is to get an understanding of what 

challenges there are for women to attain vertical mobility in politics, speaking from their own 

perception and personal experiences. The objective with this study is to investigate problematic 

challenges and unravel while understanding the ideas and experiences of the respondents. The research 

questions have been formulated in a way in which their responses can be justified by drawing answers 

by talking to respondents who have participated in the political processes. This goes in line with the 

researcher taking an hermeneutical position that strives towards describing the subjective experience of 

the respondents, in relation with objective network structures surrounding them (Patton, 2002, Kvale & 

Brinkmann). But in the process of the study, it was realised that respondents often spoke about the 

phenomenon of ‘challenges’ they went through in their own perception developed while they had gone 

through the experience of it. The researcher did not bracket what ‘challenges’ are and thus got a 

phenomenological perspective while analysing the respondent’s life experience. After data collection 

is was felt since the subject is in relation to social work, understanding what individuals perceived as 

challenges for themselves and to others and what could help overcome was more significant. Thus, 

essence of both hermeneutics and phenomenological standpoints was present in this paper. Below is a 

summary of both these philosophies of science as the researcher has understood them. 

 Phenomenology 

Phenomenology aims at gaining deeper understanding of the nature or meaning of our experiences is 

phenomenology (Patton, 1990, p. 104). Phenomenology approach focuses on exploring how human 

beings make sense of the experience and transform experience into consciousness. This requires 

methodologically capturing and describing how people experience some phenomenon-how they 

perceive, describe, feel, judge, remember, make sense of it and talk about it. To gather such data, in-

depth interviews with people who have lived the experience has to be made as opposed to second hand 

experience (ibid). Phenomenologist’s focus on how we put together a phenomenon we experience in 

such a way as to make sense of the world and, in doing so, develop a world view (ibid 106). Thus, it 

can be said that phenomenology includes a focus on consciousness and the life world, openness to the 



23 
 

experiences of the subjects, a primacy of precise descriptions, attempts to bracket foreknowledge and a 

search for invariant essential meanings in descriptions.( (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p.52). Thus, this 

paper shall try to find out the challenges faced by women for vertical mobility in politics through 

contextually interpreting the meanings of their in-depth interview responses: women will be viewed in 

relation to their surrounding and contexts but at the same time the researcher will be conscious about 

how experiences of being successful or failure at vertical politics are constructed by these women at 

the own levels and how they have come to accept and understand the complete process they go 

through. It will be beneficial to understand through these two philosophical standpoints about how a 

balance is stuck between systemic challenges and personal challenges by the women who have gone 

through the political process, which can help social workers realise how much weight can be given to 

individual empowerment and how much to gender or community empowerment in their work.  

4.2 Research Design 

Research is preliminary in nature as it aims at exploring the challenges face by women for vertical 

mobility in politics, and seeing the similarities and differences between Sweden and India. To be able 

to draw valid conclusions it is essential to understand the political process. What is taking place in the 

parliament, at least in the chamber, can be compared to the tip of an iceberg. When a final decision is 

about to be reached each political issue has been through a period of processing. Most of the time this 

process is stretched out over many years and involves meetings in many different settings like 

parliamentary committees and different groups within parties. To capture what is going on beneath the 

surface without actually being there, one has to rely on indicators that reflect the process. One way of 

doing so is to use personal interviews with central actors. To fulfil the broad aim of this paper, it was 

significant to understand systems of both countries as well as consciously understand varying profiles 

of respondents. Thus, a focused study based on qualitative primary data collected through in-depth 

interviews of four women and two women involved in politics were conducted using interview guide 

to acknowledge and recognise their challenges in politics. The interviews have been unstructured in 

nature as its being qualitative in nature, provides greater breadth and allows researcher to explore a 

theme without being restricted to a series of questions. With a topic that aims to investigate and 

unravel complex and profound issues, it must be seen as an advantage to give respondents plenty of 

time to reflect and express themselves, as the respondents were required to link their personal 

experiences to external systems (Hayes, 2000). Later, as mentioned above, the transcribed texts were 

analysed from a hermeneutic as well as phenomenological stand point and results were formulated. 

This study is also an independent investigation intending to ascertain and describe that there is 

differential treatment served to women and men in politics, irrespective of the nature of the country 

they come from. As there was a dearth of information available on this subject, and especially a 

comparative perspective, the study has aimed at gaining more knowledge on the subject area of interest 
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and it is exploratory in nature. An exploratory study is usually open, with little pre-planned structure. 

In this case the interviewer introduces an issue, an area to be charted, or a problem complex to be 

uncovered, then follows up on the subject’s answers and seeks new angles on the topic (Kvale and 

Brinkmann, 2009, p 106). However, below presented are the planned aspects included in the study. 

 

4.3 Sampling; Selection of Individuals 

The method of sampling was maximum variation sampling (Patton, 2002) along with purposive (non-

probability) sampling. Since the objective is to study women’s challenges for vertical mobility politics 

in different situations in contexts and cultures and possibly draw conclusions, the maximum variation 

sampling would help in generalizing the results upto a certain extent. This has been coupled with 

purposive sampling, which helped in selecting respondents who could provide rich data required for 

possible reliable and valid conclusions. This coupling between sampling types would ensure 

participation from maximum heterogenic group of respondents with one common aspect in their lives, 

and that of political participation.  This would increase the probability that the kind of issues they came 

across in their political careers would differ and provide a larger spectrum for researcher. This 

purported greater possibilities to study and compare the connections between each respondent’s 

experiences as actors in politics. The respondents were selected to differ as much as possible from 

each other in the following  categories; age, social class, ethnical background, political experience in 

terms of years active and political parties they represent. Esaiasson, Gilljam, Oscarsson and 

Wängnerud (2004) give prominence to the strata sex, age, level of education, and inhabitants of cities 

or provincial towns in the use of maximal variation, so most of the strata have been utilized. The 

respondents were identified through contacts via political social workers, or other types of 

acquaintances of the author, by contacting them directly on the telephone or via email. Each category 

was divided into a number of subcategories. The sex into men and women, the marital status were 

considered, employment status which included currently employed, unemployed, pensioner or student 

and age was not divided into subcategories but to gain a broad spectrum of varying age groups 

respondents were accordingly chosen. The ethnical background was distinguished on basis of Swedish 

and Indian citizenships. The aim was to get at least one representative from each category but only two 

male respondents from either sub-category, one from each country. The ambition to have respondents 

representing various intersections like caste, class, immigrants etc. for more reliable results was quiet 

unattained as this study was on a smaller level. But the general feeling is that this restriction in number 

of respondents to be chosen has given the study quality results and which could be handled by the 

researcher at this stage. 
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4.4 Data Collection 

4.4.1 Sampling 

Most of the respondents were contacted through common acquaintances and political activists and 

social workers (in case of India) they work with. Thus, it was not difficult to establish a trusted contact 

with each one of the respondents. Author did practical’s in social work with Mahila Rajsatta Andola 

(NGO for empowerment of women in politics) during field work in India, and established a number of 

contacts that have been useful in this study, as they could provide  rich data from Maharashtra, India. 

The author presented herself and the research in abstract to the respondents over a series of telephone 

calls or emails before meeting them. The respondents were informed about how their participation 

would be valuable to the study and what the objective of the study was (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009, p 

128). They were further guaranteed that their participation was confidential. With approval and 

preference of the respondents, interview times and places were booked. Therefore the interviews were 

made in a variety of places, usually at the respondent’s homes, or at cafés or during a break at their 

work. As for the Indian interviews, the researcher booked a preferred time with the respondents and 

called their cellular phones using the VOIP software from Sweden. The interviews lasted between 40 

and 70 minutes and were recorded using a digital recorder. 

An interview guide (see appendix I) was designed to meet the aim and the research questions of the 

study. The guide was divided into three parts structuring the interview to be circling around three main 

similar themes: background information and personal-professional profiles of the respondents, 

challenges for women’ s political participation and representation in the political process and the 

challenges faced for vertical mobility in politics. Here the author tried to design the interview guide to 

be a funnel shaped interview, keeping in mind the cultural barriers and ethical guidelines (ibid, 131).  

These were followed by reflections on their perception about the impact this topic has had on the 

gender they represent and on women in society as a whole. The vast majority of the interviews were 

made in English, with certain words or phrases used in Swedish and Marathi (mother tongue of 

respondents from India as also authors). Since author is familiar in both languages, and with later use 

of dictionaries, this may not have caused any major loss of data.  

 

4.4.2. Conducting Interviews  

Interviews were conducted in as semi-structured life world interviews. Kvale and Brinkmann 

summarize this kind of an interview in the following words, “a planned and flexible interview with the 

purpose of obtaining descriptions of the life world of the interviewee with respect to interpreting the 

meaning of the described phenomena” (ibid, 327). The semi structured interviews were coupled with 
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the narrative form of interviews. Narrative interviews centre on the stories the subjects tell and on the 

plots and structures of their accounts. Narratives are natural cognitive and linguistic forms through 

which individuals express meaning and knowledge. In a narrative interview the interviewer asked 

directly for stories (experiences) of the respondent and posed opening questions which were led by the 

respondent into their life experiences of being in politics and what challenges they faced. A narrative 

interview also serves the purpose of an individuals history, but goes beyond and leads to an oral 

history interview, where the topic goes beyong the individuals experiences  to cover communal 

history; the respondent then also becomes an informant, recording the oral history of a community, in 

this case women in politics ( Bornat and Yow in Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009, 155). This kind of a 

broad outlook by the respondents helped in gaining versatile data and results. As this study focuses on 

the experiences of women it was important to allowed them to take the lead of interview. Even though 

the interviewer guided and directed the interviews, most of the time was focused on the respondents’ 

sharing without interrupting them (ibid 155). The respondents were first asked to reflect freely around 

each topic. Comments, thoughts and statements were followed up with further questions for 

validations. 

A challenge was to conduct interviews in a cross cultural context, as this is a comparative study. The 

authors three year long stay in Sweden helped as the familiarity with a new culture ( Swedish) was 

established and verbal and non verbal extra-linguistic signs could be recognised (ibid, 144). On the 

other hand, researcher is familiar with culture and gestures in India, and it none of the signs with the 

Indian respondents went amiss. However, as these interviews were held on telephone, the body 

language of respondents could not be detected. 

Also, the feature of conducting interviews with elites, as Kvale and Brinkmann explain arose in this 

study. “Elite interviews are with persons who are leaders or experts in a community, who are usually 

in powerful positions and in interviews with them, the prevailing power asymmetry of the interview 

situation may be cancelled out by the powerful position of the elite interviewee”(ibid, 147). It is a well 

known fact that politicians are meant to be public speakers who influence the minds and thought 

processes of big masses of people. It was a bit difficult to differentiate between the women politician’s 

opinions, thoughts and the viewpoints they wanted to promote, for many different reasons. Thus, some 

thought had to be put into questioning them in a way to avoid the ‘prepared talk tracks’ to promote 

certain things, while still maintaining a semi structured format. Hence, it was only helpful for the 

author to have a thorough understanding of the respondents backgrounds and their body work before 

meeting them (ibid, 147).  
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4.4.3 Direct Observations 

As a complement to interviews important information can be collected through observations of 

behaviour and action (Mikkelsen 1995:74-75). During sixteen weeks of field practical’s in India, the 

author worked with two nongovernmental and one governmental projects whose visions were to 

empower women in politics in the local contexts. Direct field observation of the extent of this issue as 

a social problem and interventional strategies worked out and implemented by social wokers with aid 

of other actors enabled the author to evaluate what are the major challeneges women face for vertical 

mobility in politics. Specific observations were made of active women councillors who had been 

elected at local level governance (village panchayat) more than once but  not at municipal or 

parliamentary levels even after collaborating for years with these nongovernmental projects. Social 

workers with at least a bachelor’s degree in social work at these projects were also observed directly in 

field work to see how and what kind of strategies and theories they used. 

 

4.4.4 Review of Secondary Sources  

Even though this study mainly focuses on qualitative primary data, secondary sources have been 

applied to set the framework for the results and analysis. Literature and articles on women’s political 

participation were collected basically from social work department libraries in Indian universities, as 

also from web databases. International social work course literature mainly recommended in 

Högskolan I Gavle was used to identify relevant theories and methods for the conduct and analysis of 

this thesis. Country specific data was collected in the field. Most of the statistics for Sweden were 

retrieved from ‘statistics Sweden’, the web data base. But in case of India, there was no such web data 

base and articles and books had to be referred to for statistics.  

 

4.5 Data Transcription 

The face to face interviews were recorded using a digital audio recorder and notes were taken during 

the interviews. However, there was not much focus on note taking as there was only one interviewer, 

and interviewer did not want to be distracting and miss noting body language of respondents. All the 

six interviews were transcribed by the author. “ Researchers who transcribe their own interviews will 

learn much about their own interviewing style; to some extent they will have the social and emotional 

aspects of the interview situation present or reawakened during transcription,”( ibid 180), this 

phenomena was true in the case for this study. The statements were transcribed verbatim and 

expressions such as ‘a..um..’, pauses emotional expressions such as laughs, sighs etc were also noted 

in the transcriptions (ibid 181). Ethical aspects of transcription were followed. For maintain 

confidentiality of respondents, their names were not used in the transcriptions and they were 

designated as A, B, C, D, E, F respectively. Copies of transcriptions were not read solely by the author, 
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this does raise issues of reliability and validity of the transcriptions. However, due to time constraints, 

author was not able to send the transcription back to the field for any changes respondents would have 

wanted. This was however explained to them before (ibid 187). 

4.6 Data Analysis 

Once the interviews were transcribed, they were read in their entirety twice. The analysis began by 

cross-case analysis by grouping together answers from different respondents to common questions and 

analyzing different perspective on common and central issues. As Patton explains, “with an interview 

guide approach, answers from different people can be grouped by topics from the guide, but the 

relevant data won’t be found in the same place in each interview” (Patton, 1990, 376). These similar 

texts were then coded, attaching keywords or terms to them. The coding for this analysis was both 

concept-driven as well as data driven.  Two concept driven codes were developed earlier by the author, 

by consulting existing literature and material in the field, the remaining three were data induced codes 

developed through readings of the transcriptions (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009; 202, Patton, 1990, 376 

). The coding brought out the frequency of repetition of each category addressed in the text, these 

categories were then condensed into central themes and three main themes were finalized on this basis. 

This text was then interpreted using phenomenological interpretation of meaning. The three main 

themes and their subthemes were understood in isolation and then related back to the totality of the full 

text and other parts of the text. Here after, to give lift up the results and give them more accountability 

and applicability, they were seen in the limelight of feminist perspectives. The themes coupled with 

earlier research showed the viewing the themes with radical and liberal feminist perspective brought 

out the most consistent coded in them and this these perspectives were used 

4.7 Essay Credibility 

4.7.1 Reliability 

Reliability pertains to the consistency and trustworthiness of research findings. To see to that this study 

is reliable and is reproducible at other times by other researchers, the reliability has to be examined 

throughout all stages of the study (Kvale& Brinkmann, 2009, 245). In the interviewing stage, leading 

or direct questions were sometimes used, as also similar questions worded in a different manner were 

used, which Kvale and Brinkmann recommend, as a way to test the stability in the statements of the 

respondents. By asking the same questions several times during the interviews the respondents’ replies 

were assessed to see if the outcomes were the same. Yet, the author, in this case, is a not professional 

researcher at time of this study, with little experience in qualitative study, something that according to 

Patton (2002) also will affect the reliability of the study. The author did all of the interviewing, 

transcribing, coding and analysing herself. This is of advantage for the consistency in the 
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measurements and analytical tools. However the reliability could have been improved in the 

transcription and interpretation stage by having an additional person transcribe and analyze the 

material parallelly, and strengthen the reliability by triangulating the outcomes. 

4.7.2  Validity 

Validity is a kind of verification process built into the entire research process with continual checks on 

plausibility of the findings (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, 250). In this study the analysis and the 

discussion are structured in a way following the research questions. The method used was selected to 

best meet the objective and at the same time go in line with the feminist-empowerment theory and the 

hermeneutic position. Before the interview, the interview guide was carefully worked out and modified 

after the first interview had been made in order to in order to really capture the objective of the study. 

During the interviews a high validity was sought after by testing the meaning of the respondents’ 

statements, by following up with validating or interpreting questions (Kvale, 1996) trying out the 

interpretations of the interview. In the end of each interview the interviewer made a summary to try out 

if she had understood and interpreted the respondents correctly. Some modifications of the 

interpretations were made during this stage. The interviewer tried to let the respondents speak as freely 

and detailed as possible, since it is also said to increase the validity (Patton, 2002).  

4.7.3 Generalization 

In the analysis, analytical rather than statistical generalizations will be made. From the six examined 

cases, it is not possible to draw general conclusions to the research question. However using the 

feminist theory and the earlier research and theories about the empowerment as a base, it is possible to 

theoretically predict and strengthen the results of the study (Kvale, 1996). The maximal variation and 

purposive sampling does also enable some careful generalizations (Patton, 2002). 

4.8 Ethical aspects 

Throughout the work with this thesis the ethical principles for humanistic and social scientific research 

have been used as a guideline, trying to implement the main ethical principles of informed consent and 

confidentiality throughout the research process (Kvale& Brinkmann, 2009). 

 

4.9 Limitations of the study: 

There are some issues that need to be raised concerning the liability of the sources used in this study. A 

first realisation is that the representatives from political parties, organisations, politicians and gender 
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expert have their own interests in sharing the information they want to. Critically and rigorously 

analysing these materials with help of earlier research gave a more open and broad perspectives to this.  

Secondly, there is not very much data on critical examination of the Swedish electoral and political 

system and what could deter women from participating. Most of it is based on appraising the Swedish 

model. So a lot of the results for the Swedish part can said to be based on primary data, which is an 

important aspect in qualitative studies. 

There are however, known possible problems with qualitative conversational interviews. The interviewer-

effect, meaning that the interviewees may be influenced in different ways, affects the data, from the 

interviewer (Esaiasson et al. 2002). This effect could especially be true as this was a cross national cross 

cultural study. Researcher, nevertheless was conscious and to avoid this effect by not using aligned 

questions and kept a neutral position towards the statements of the interviewees. 

 While studying this topic, exploring the strategic interventions of social workers in it was difficult. As 

Swedish and Indian models of social work differ very much it was tough to have heterogeneity in this 

matter. Even though two of the respondents of this study were from social work background they 

themselves were not clear about what their role is in this issue could be. So that was a limitation. 

 

 

 

                         5. RESULTS & ANALYSIS 

 

This study is based on challenges women face for vertical mobility in politics. This means that women 

who have already had a breakthrough into politics in one way or another but are having challenges 

holding that post and passing to the next level or post are the main focus group of this thesis. In order 

to present the results and analyses of the finding of this study,  I will categorize the answers from the 

in-depth interviews in a simplified classification scheme. The scheme also includes the results from 

previous research, in order for it to give a more accurate picture. The main question at hand is how 

these women and men perceive hindrances for women to participate in politics and the main focus is 

on legislative bodies. 

The problem of women in politics can be located at different levels- history, tradition, patriarchal 

political structures, social conditioning of genders, and the way democracy and welfare work in the 

country, to name a few. The results from this study divide the explanatory factors in three main 

categories: ideological and cultural like: traditional roles, lack of confidence, and the perception of 

politics as “dirty”; political such as: the masculine model of politics, lack of party support, the 

electoral system, and; socio-economic obstacles including: feminization of resources, the dual burden 

and lastly, education and training. 
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5.1 Ideological and cultural factors:  

Traditional values and general opinions and ideas on a certain subject, in this case about women in 

politics, will be referred to as socio- cultural problems in this thesis.  Although this definition can seem 

vague and too inclusive, it is coined in order to fit the results of the interviews and other material to 

facilitate an assimilated overview of the results. 

5.1.1 Cultures 

Culture is related to development, and development increases women’s standing in society relative to 

men becomes more equal. Inevitably, this draws focus on culture and background of a certain nation, 

as the dominant culture often reflects how a woman is treated and perceived in that nation. For this 

thesis, it is important to start by talking about women’s perceived traditional roles as well as their 

changing roles in both India and Sweden, as this is an important premise often argued by researchers 

studying women’s political presence field as well as a theme frequently appeared in interviews held for 

this thesis.  

The Indian society has one of the worst records with respect to the way it treats its women, a 

patriarchal and oppressed society with a brutal caste system based on religious faith, traditionally 

projecting masculine domination, malnourishment, illiteracy, violence and discrimination of women 

(Anonymous, 2009). Despite modernization, women’s status remained low and devalued well into the 

20
th

 century.  Over the last few decades however there has been a tremendous change in laws, 

attitudes, and norms affecting women’s status, roles, and development in society in India. As a result, 

women have sought employment and careers outside the home and actively participate in economic 

and social development of the nation (Dhawan, 2005; 81). However, this does not mean they have 

ventured outside the traditional role of wife and mother. They still have to take on the submissive role 

at home, serving the husband and in laws. This means that even if women are accepted to be taking up 

a career, more over positions of authority, they have still not been accepted as political figures. They 

are mostly still linked with the feminine careers like teachers and nurses. The patriarchal society still 

dominates the thinking structure of majority of the people, and this makes it difficult for the woman to 

take up the challenging task of running for elections, campaigning, doing community work to gain 

popularity, moving about with male party members to learn the ropes and so on. It may in many cases 

still be looked down upon a woman to try to attempt any of the above. “Many women whom I have 

worked with to facilitate their political careers, to help them get elected as members of local 

municipals, have to struggle with presenting themselves as the ‘true Indian traditional lady’ versus a 

woman who can make changes for the development of community. One has to fulfil both roles as a 

capable politician as well as role model lady who keeps the family together, to be looked up to by 

voters. This is rather difficult, when one has limited resources, which is the case most of the times. 
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People still want to see that a woman covers her head with her sari palloo
2
, wears her mangalsutra

3
 

while working on the field. If she is seems not to be following the religion, culture of that area, it is a 

near impossible task to make a mark as a politician”  

This is a quote from a political social worker activist from Mumbai, which is one of the biggest 

metropolitan cities of the world. This kind of expectations, she says, makes it easier for women to give 

up and rather focus on their family completely. It is tough to step over the boundaries drawn for a 

woman in the Indian society and still be accepted, more over become a public figure who shall 

represent the people in that constituency.  

Sweden on the other hand, Sweden has developed a modern industrial culture based society founded 

on equality. It ranks almost top in number of women who hold public office, serve as cabinet 

ministers, graduate from college and hold jobs. Mothers are granted long maternity leaves and so are 

fathers, and children later go to excellent day care centres. Women are treated with equal respect as 

men in most cases. All these factors have a positive impact on minds of the public, and they may vote 

for women keeping any gender biases aside. However, experiences of women councillors sitting in the 

municipal and county councils has not matched this general view completely. As a woman councillor 

in the Gävle municipality for more than four terms narrates, “Oh the municipal meetings are very 

different from agenda to agenda. When we vote to take decisions, it is very often that men vote for 

men and promote the male ideology; I think it is something about the trust, they would rather make 

all the decisions on their own, if there would be a possibility to suppress us. Also men tend to talk 

without being asked to talk and do not stop or keep conscious of the surroundings in these meetings. 

They are often like small boys. Even when our party campaigns, one can see that the women go out to 

the public, talk to them personally, discuss agendas and listen more committed and patiently. Men 

however, to a certain extend believe in more noise-making, speeches and other high handed tactics. 

It’s not so much similarity or equality in behaviour one may observe, it’s very different if one observes 

over a period of time.”  

This electoral behaviour of voting for men to a higher degree is sometimes said to partly depend on 

people having more trust in men than women in the political sphere. This can be traced to the ideas of 

gender differences in politics of which Bourque and Grossholtz writes (In Phillips 1995). This shows 

that how a socio- cultural outlook of various people involved in the structural process of politics can 

hamper women’s vertical growth. They are dominated by and are victims of peripheries that have been 

created thousands of years ago but still remain a prevailing part of social conditioning in a modern 

society. This conditioning shapes answer to questions as who should be supported in society, who 

should be looked up to, who are capable and who are no and other important views. Sweden and India 

                                                             
2
 Palloo: Corner of Indian traditional dress for women that can be used to cover head to show respect  

3
 Mangalsutra: holy beads to be worn in neck by woman to signify the woman is married 
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show tremendous difference in terms of socio-cultural ideologies in almost every area under 

discussion, may it be religion, social welfare, gender equality etc. This does make a difference in 

challenges women face in both these countries. But if observed minutely and critically, both the 

nations boil down to similar perspectives in the way they treat their women representatives, not so 

obviously in terms of concrete measure like dressing or being good wives, but more in terms of 

abstract characteristics like viewing their potentials, capacity measuring and trusting them as leaders.  

 

5.1.2 Domestic responsibilities and Traditional gender roles 

Moving from the cultural ideology of a nation, traditional gender roles of women and men are not 

country or culture bound, they are everywhere, and this has led to formations of feminist perspectives 

all around the world. As feminist theory points out, Gender roles are specific activities or behavior 

norms that are gendered for males or females. Gender roles can be very problematic because it requires 

people to conform into their roles in order to not been seen as an outcast (feminist theory 

dictionary). This is an important deterrent in women’s political careers. As Shvedova (2007) points out 

from a feminist perspective, “Men dominate the political arena; men formulate the rules of the 

political game; and men define the standards for evaluation. Furthermore, political life is organized 

according to male norms and values, and in some cases, even male lifestyles. For example, the 

political model is based on the idea of "winners and losers", competition and confrontation, rather 

than on mutual respect, collaboration and consensus building. This environment is alien to women, 

both to their natures and to their experiences. The existence of this male-dominated model results in 

either women rejecting politics altogether or rejecting male-style politics. Thus, when women do 

participate in politics, they tend to do so in small numbers.” Feminism does in this way point out and 

questions this assumption on male dominance and how male and masculinity stands as the political 

ideal (Bourque & Grossholtz 1998:24-25).  In interviews conducted in both the countries, the main 

issue or challenge that women as well as men spoke about very often and in a very obvious way was 

about the traditional roles of women. Even though we hear now and then about how there is an 

equality between both genders in almost every sphere today, women pointed out that they were still 

certain expected elements from them and certain not, and this consciousness ran strong among all the 

participants of this study.  It is  significant to not also as feminism points out, “roles in domestic 

sphere are seen as shaping women’s and only women’s political participation, even in the most 

developed nations” (Abbott and Wallace, 2003: 187).   

An aspect of traditional gender roles are the gender stereotypes often associated with women. Female 

councillors underlined how their participation is constrained by social norms that set boundaries on 

how and on what issues they are expected to intervene. In India, for example, a number of female 

councillors would not intervene if land issues were discussed, as by tradition men handle these 
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questions. Another example, as highlighted by a woman councillor in India is, “it is not socially 

acceptable for women to talk as much as men do, men can talk like chatterboxes, hurl a abuse once in 

a while and still be casual, but it would not be socially acceptable for a woman to talk like that, I am 

not saying that’s a good thing to abuse in a council meeting, but something like that certainly gets 

people attention towards you and you are automatically listened to and that gives one certain power, 

that always playing the submissive one does not.” These experiences show that gender defines what 

you can and cannot do. As women speak about their experiences, it is seen that again, maybe gender 

stereotypes are not the same in India and Sweden. But they certainly do exist. Birgitta Dahl, Speaker of 

Sweddish Parliament has said, "The most interesting aspect of the Swedish Parliament is not that we 

have 45 per cent representation of women, but that a majority of women and men bring relevant social 

experience to the business of parliament. This is what makes the difference. Men bring with them 

experience of real life issues, of raising children, of running a home. They have broad perspectives 

and greater understanding. And women are allowed to be what we are, and to act according to our 

own unique personality. Neither men nor women have to conform to a traditional role. Women do not 

have to behave like men to have power; men do not have to behave like women to be allowed to care 

for their children. When this pattern becomes the norm then we will see real change."(IDEA, 

2007).This quotation does really pose a picture of Sweden as we like it is talked about today around 

the world. But taking an example from one of the interviews for this thesis may give a slightly 

different picture of what happens at a family level in a smaller city even in Sweden; Apart from all the 

equality benefit policies and broad mindedness of the Swedish men in their parliaments, a respondent 

from Gävle says, “I have been interested in politics from a young age as both my parents were active 

in politics, but I never showed my interest when my children were growing up. I had to be around the 

house. I didn’t get any time to be in the municipal elections or meetings. My husband was a doctor and 

didn’t have much time as he worked a lot, so of course almost all of the household responsibility came 

on my shoulder. Actually, the party people had called him to be a member, but as he did not have the 

time, he offered the position to me and me and the party accepted. Well of course I am more active 

now that children have grown up and moved out”. 

An aspect of the answer to such a gendered question is that not only men but also women more or less 

equally share the opinion that women should not dedicate their time to politics. This is a point that 

feminism brings up as well where women can be of the same negative opinion and attitude as men 

(Blomgren, 2010: 33). As Lena Wägerund concludes in her article focusing on the Swedish political 

systesm, “Sweden is no glorious world for women, even though many things surely work quite well. 

Even women in Swedish politics will encounter challenges and be subjected to stereotyping. The 

question is whether we will ever achieve a truly gender-equal society, with no subordination for 

women. There have been setbacks for women in recent years when the economy in Sweden has been 
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under pressure. What we can learn from the Swedish experience is that under these circumstances, 

when the political system is under stress, one has to be even more 

aware of women’s interests”. It is needless to say the situation in India is not very different but only 

more severe. Women are subject to prejudices that marginalize them and allow them to reach certain 

points or goals, but after that, these ‘roles’ or prejudices over power the women as it may be 

thousand’s against one and it gets tougher to rise to key decision making positions traditionally 

dominated by men. But, in a male dominated society, men do not want to give power to women, they 

just don’t want to. (Mohanty et al, 2004: 20) 

 

5.1.3 ‘Dirty’ politics 

For many women who have gone beyond the traditional cultural margins, death threats and character 

assassination are not unusual. A ‘Times of India’ report (February 1998) corroborated much of what 

has been discussed in this thesis: namely that "domestic responsibilities, lack of financial clout, rising 

criminalization of politics and the threat of character assassination; these kind of factors are 

making it increasingly difficult for women to be part of the political framework. As Shvedova (2005) 

argues, “In some countries, women perceive politics as a "dirty" game. This has jarred women's 

confidence in their ability to confront political processes. In fact, such a perception is prevalent world-

wide. Unfortunately, this perception reflects the reality in many countries and although the reasons for 

this differ, there are some common trends.” Corruption is one such trend, which has inevitably results 

in the creation of favourable conditions and opportunities for the existence of the most negative 

manifestation of organized crime. These factors combine to scare women and provoke their fears of 

losing members of their families, all of which militates against their political involvement or their 

running for elected bodies (IDEA, 2005). The authors interactions with a number of female councillors 

in India revealed that women who went ahead with contesting elections competing with powerful and 

dominant men of the area, were often victims of their children being kidnapped for days, husbands 

being beaten up by the village folk, distribution of posters putting the woman in compromising 

positions, linking them to having extra-marital affairs and other methods used to assassin their 

character. According to the Transparency International Report of 1997, countries such as Nigeria, 

Pakistan, Kenya, Bangladesh, India and others are perceived to be most corrupt. Women's 

representation in parliaments in these countries is very low  only three to nine per cent are women 

MPs. Whereas Norway, Finland, Sweden, Denmark, and New Zealand are perceived as the least 

corrupt, and in these countries women MPs comprise from 30 per cent to 40.4 per cent  in other words, 

five to ten times more. Nonetheless, in Sweden, women politicians are often subject to being criticized 

for their clothes and looks or other unimportant factors that have nothing to do with their political 

standing. Controversies with women politicians are often also more intensely focused upon by the 
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media, like the ‘Toblerone affair’ involving Mona Sahlin. Shalin, who was then serving as Deputy 

Prime Minister and was widely seen as the main candidate to succeed as Prime Minister, ultimately 

had to resign from her position due to a spiral of controversies that she got caught in (Expressen, 

2007). However, as mayor of Allahabad from India said, “Despite all odds stacked against them, 

women councillors are often appraised for their qualities of less corruption, more transparency and 

accountability. It is generally observed that women councillors are more sincere and have a better 

performance record compared to men.” 

This shows the how a negative outlook of politics in a country affects women’s participation in 

politics, how motivated they can be to enter politics and how long they can remain there and become 

effective leaders, may it be Sweden or India.   

5.1.4. Lack of ambition and confidence 

A respondent, social worker and political activist working on women’s issues for many years now 

states that, “Female councillors can be seen lacking self-confidence, and this causes problems for their 

active participation. Many of them are afraid to talk and expressed doubt if they would even be 

listened to. Women are not only discriminated by gender, but also on basis of coming from remote 

villages, different religions and more over various castes. This leads to weak self-confidence which 

makes them hesitant before assuming higher positions/…/women lack ambition for a political career 

and that is true. One has to drag capable women to come and contest elections at times. It’s like they 

would rather live a normal life. It is another thing that they lack awareness, education and rightful 

skills and training about the pros and cons of such political participation, its not their fault really, it is 

the systems.”On the other hand, says a local chairperson of a Swedish political party from Malmö; 

“Women in Sweden may not lack that self confidence, but it is difficult to keep them motivated and 

ambitious throughout the process, it can be a task to see to it that the capable women want to be in 

charge and take the lead. Being in an authoritative position in many cases demands sacrificing the 

domestic and social life, travelling often and  you have to do another full time job to be self sufficient, 

at least till you are in the county council, and this scares women up to a certain extent at times”  

 

5.2 Political Problems 

5.2.1 Party ideologies 

The discussion about socio- cultural- traditionalistic outlook stems down into the political parties too.  

At one level, a party’s ideology itself may be discriminatory towards women, which is clearly seen in 

some parties in India (Kumari and Kidwai, 1998, 211), while on the other hand its ambiguity in a 

traditional society may leave adequate space for discrimination, in case of the Indian National 

Congress (ibid). Even when parties who have gender equality as their agendas are looked at, women in 

these parties experiences discrimination, as one of the respondents with five years of experience from 
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India says, “there is no universal attitude of men towards women within the party, each individual 

brings to the party his or her own tradition and culture and own value systems, which are often 

patriarchal and feudal. This may be an individual level problem. But at the same time the party does 

not try to change the attitude of both men and women who come to the party or make them more 

gender sensitive”. Moreover, women politicians point out that even within the political parties, women 

are rarely found in leadership positions. In fact, "women candidates are usually fielded from 'losing' 

constituencies where the party does not want to 'waste' a male candidate". (archive.idea.int) As Sushma 

Swaraj, MP with many years of political expericne has quoted "It is very difficult for a woman to make 

up her mind to enter politics. Once she makes up her own mind, then she has to prepare her husband, 

and her children, and her family. Once she has overcome all these obstacles and applies for the ticket, 

then the male aspirants against whom she is applying makeup all sorts of stories about her. And after 

all this, when her name goes to the party bosses, they do not select her name because they fear losing 

that seat" (ibid). The selection and nomination process within political parties is also biased against 

women in that "male characteristics" are emphasized and often become the criteria in selecting 

candidates. An "old boys club" atmosphere and prejudices inhibit and prohibit politically inclined 

women from integrating themselves into their party's work. This results in an underestimation of 

women as politicians by those who provide money for election campaigns, thus further hindering 

women from being nominated. In fact, women are often put on a party list in order that they not be 

elected if their party wins insufficient votes in an election. This method is used as a hook for voters. 

Women's participation is better realized when there are quotas for women's participation. In Sweden 

for instance, the ratio of 40:60 per cent has had the effect of women occupying 40.4 per cent of the 

seats in the current parliament (IDEA, 2005). The issue of women’s representation has thus been on 

the agenda in all parties; however, they have not all adopted numerical goals like a 40:60gender 

balance on political party lists. The Conservative Party and the Centre Party are examples of parties 

that are still relying on more ‘soft’ strategies, like loosely formulated goals for equality. A Swedish 

professor in Sociology for more than 25 years however states, “I don’t think the Swedish Social 

Democratic party is still very democratic in nature. In so many years that I have lived in Sweden, I can 

observe the lack of internal democracy, hidden discriminatory rules and non- transparent nomination 

procedures within parties. These hidden discriminatory rules and non-transparent processes can be a 

sign of the fundamental discrimination towards women. It shows that men are still often holding power 

and women and other representative are doing what they are asked to do.” 

5.2.2. Electoral systems 

Sweden and India both follow very diverse forms of electoral systems, which is the basis for working 

of democracy. India, after British rule, has continued to follow administration what the British 

practiced, and thus have a majoritarian electoral system, where whoever gets a majority of votes is 

http://archive.idea.int/women/parl/studies4a.htm


38 
 

elected, even if the majority constitutes 30 percent or even less at times. The majoritarian electoral 

system is often seen as an institutional hindrance where parties are more likely to nominate men as 

their candidates since it is less likely for the electorate to vote for a woman. In a proportionate 

representation system, followed by Scandinavian countries, parties try to reach out to as many voters 

as possible and that is why more women are nominated according to researchers. To understand the 

process behind the increase in the numbers of women in the Swedish parliament, we have to examine 

Swedish politics 40 years ago. Then women were clearly less involved in politics than their male 

counterparts: fewer participated in elections or became party members, and they were also heavily 

under-represented in leading positions within parties as well as within decision-making bodies 

(Wängnerud, 2005: 238).The turning point occurred in 1972, when leaders of the two leading parties at 

that time, the Liberals and the Social Democrats, started to compete to win female voters. The 

strategic reasoning behind this was that winning women’s votes would mean gaining more seats 

and hence increased power. Measures were taken to enhance the status of gender equality as an 

issue on the political agenda as well as to put up certain goals for women’s representation (ibid).   

Earlier research indicates that political structures play a significant tole in women’s increased 

recruitment in parliaments atleast (IDEA, 2005;33). The PR system of election has resulted in four 

times more women representation. Adopting a proportionate electoral system shall be a huge step to 

promote women’s representation in India, if implemented, not only by the law and constitution, but 

either by the parties, like done in Sweden. However, research shows that PR system suits best in 

countries with similar political cultures, like Scandinavia. In India this generalization may not be 

applicable because of different and evolving political cultures. The electoral systems are one of the 

major differences in both the countries which have probably the highest impact on challenges women 

face for vertical mobility in politics.  However, elements of voting based on personality in PR systems 

can either have a negative or positive impact on how many women are elected. If the attitude towards 

women is negative, fewer women will be elected. More women will however be elected if the 

electorate strive for gender equality (Wide 2006:36-37), which makes it difficult to decipher what the 

result in India could be.  

 

 

5.3 Socio- economic factors 

5.3.1 Kinship ties for accessing politics 

"Male equivalence" has been a dominant explanation for how women access political life. It is seen 

here that women access political life with the support, backing and contacts of the family, in particular 

that of the husband and father. In the previous study held in India with sample of 15 women, 1/3 of the 

women MPs, for example, have "family support" in the background   (archive.idea.int). However their 
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recruitment can be argued as a party's concern with levels of representation of certain groups within its 

ranks, and consequences for legitimacy of the party among the under-represented groups might be the 

motive for including women. However, these women more often than not have easier access for 

entering political arenas as well as gaining publicity and in turn rising swiftly in politics. One of the 

interviewee, who comes from a politically strong background and who is recently elected for her 

second term in Indian parliament and had a father who was member of a parliament for many, says “I 

was always surrounded by the topic of politics since my childhood, as dad would have meetings about 

this almost every day at home. It was embedded in my blood. Everything I did was with the conscious 

that one day I will do work like him, and it was a very obvious step for me to be a politician and to get 

the same support my dad got from the same people and more.” There will always be the example of 

dominant political families in India, like the Gandhi family. They have governed the nation for years, 

man or woman, if they are a Gandhi; they are born to be national leader.  

It’s not necessary that these women do not need to work hard after getting elected. They may have to 

work hard as the others, but it is more or less that half the battle is won once they are popularized and 

win an election. As Sheth (1996,) discusses “The women elite owed to their families for their political 

recruitment. It was the politicised family background or a princely house that worked as the agent of 

their political socialisation. It must be noted that after their take off from the launching pad of their 

family, many shaped their political career on their own and developed as political leaders in their own 

right.”   

 Women without such a background on the other hand have to explore their own contacts and learn 

nuances of being a politician right from the local stages up to the top slots. Women with kinship ties 

have access to quality education and exposure to learn the techniques of resource mobilization and 

workings of politics since they were growing up or from the husband. In case of Sweden, however, this 

factor has not always held strong, and history also shows this. There has invariably been presence of 

‘political families’ though, such as the De Geer family, and more specifically for women the 

Cederschiöd family, Leijon Family, Myrdal family and so on. It can be concluded that women have 

easier access to vertical mobility in politics if they come from an elite political kinship, in either of the 

countries, although not so empirically proven in Sweden, as in India. This usually relieves the woman 

of many a hurdles which is a positive aspect, but also deepens discrimination based on class and 

opportunities.  

 

5.3.2. Education  

"It’s very difficult for women to talk, to argue, to press for their concerns. How can we encourage 

women to talk and to express themselves? Maybe the woman in the hut has a lot to say, but we have to 

encourage her to talk not about politics, but about her problems, her life, issues that concern her. The 
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answer is education. Education has led many women in my society to join political parties or 

participate in political activities. Education is the most important channel for encouraging women to 

speak out." This is a quote from a social worker cum political activist interviewed for this study. 

Clearly, educating women is the basic step to making them aware of what kind of problems they face 

in society and how these problems can be tackled for their betterment. As social workers, we also 

focus on interventions for such social problems. However, education is not only required for 

awareness, but it is also seen as a ‘class’ position in India. Many a times the education qualifications of 

a woman decide how much further up the woman can rise in politics. For example, a case study held in 

India shows, that out of the 39 women MPs in the 1991-1996, 32 had postgraduate qualifications in the 

lower house; 14 out of the 17 women were graduates in the upper house. The class position of these 

women can be more important to their educational levels than caste. Only one out of the seven lower 

caste women MPs was not a graduate, and the only lower caste woman MP in the upper house had 

postgraduate education. The levels of education are also reflected in the professional profiles of these 

women. Thirty per cent of women MPs in the upper house for example were lawyers, and 25 per cent 

in the lower house were either teachers or lecturers. Having less or almost nil education can affect not 

only the confidence of women, but even people’s confidence in them. Even if they have great 

leadership skills and good amount of experiences, without education they may not be accepted 

anywhere. However, as Drude Dahlerup, professor of political science, Stockholm University argues, 

“men in countries like India often argue that women are not sufficiently qualified and we will get non-

qualified women leaders if they are give fair chances, but I just want to pose a question about how 

qualified are the men in politics?”(Mohanty et al, 2004: 19) 

In Sweden, lack of education is not a problem anymore and there is hundred percent literacy rates. 

This makes it much easier for the women to be successful candidate for cabinet ministerial posts. But 

the questions arise after that. So it is necessary to ask whether the social conditioning of young 

children while educating them has been gender neutral. As a gender studies post graduate from Lund 

University and active member of the feminist party, a male interviewee says “I go to gymnasiums as a 

volunteer for Save the Children. We take some sessions with children around 14 to 17 years of age. 

There is clearly this difference based on gender biases among these children. Boys are concerned with 

completely different issues than girls. The talking and teasing is very derogatory towards the girls. 

Boys may not participated freely and openly in some sessions where we discuss girls problems, and 

may not tell us much when discussing their own problems…it’s a clear gender gap in the school 

institutions. I felt this when I was in school too, and this motivated me to take up gender studies and 

membership in the feminist party in Sweden as I grew older. But it may not always have a positive 

impact on everyone.” 
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Liberal feminists point out how sex differences between women and men are translated by cultural 

assumptions into gender inequality and promote equal opportunities by legislation, changing social 

conventions and altering the socialization process so that children do not grow up accepting gender 

inequalities (Payne, 2005:252), an aspect of which can be seen in Sweden. Thus it is important to 

educate everyone to make them aware and motivate them to tackle social problems and oppression. 

But, even when everyone is educated in a nation, it is important to see minute factors of the pedagogy 

such that they will have a life time positive impact of equality and mutual respect for various groups of 

society.  

 

5.3.3. Resources and Resource mobilization 

Women’s lack of resources is commonly discussed in theories of gender and feminism and has been a 

reoccurring theme for this thesis. Feminism stresses that women’s freedom of action is limited by the 

power of men because men possess more economic, cultural, and social resources than women (Abbot 

and Wallace, 1993:10).  From this theory one could believe that women do not get access to certain 

resources that would be beneficial in a political carrier and therefore are left out. Another theory on 

women’s low representation that could be useful, when looking at the resources as hindrances, is the 

sex- role feminist socialisation as a cause: that men and women are taught different roles growing up. 

This has, from a feminist perspective, lead to the view that politics and public life is seen as the men’s 

world and the home is the women’s area. The fact that house and family responsibility hinders women 

from participating in politics and public life is also part of the sex-role socialisation idea (Clark 

1991:70-75). In this thesis, this theme is has two sides to it, one which describes women’s challenges 

in not being able to mobilise resources, where as the other describing women not getting enough 

resources themselves for participation in political process.  As a social worker cum political activist 

from India says, “Men and women are conditioned differently right from childhood. It is a common 

notion that boys can do more arrangements and errands outside the house rather than girls. You see 

boys standing at every street corner talking to anyone right from a vendor to a beggar, having 

conversations without any worries, whereas it’s not common to see girls do this. Thus, boys grow up to 

know every nook and corner of the area they live in. They know exactly which doors to knock when 

and for whom and are able to manage more resources than women can, or at least that’s what people 

think/… /But resource mobilization is a very important skill for the public to acknowledge you can be a 

good leader, and when women miss this, their value as a person who can solve your problems is lost.” 

This quotation places focus on how women may be lacking the ability to mobilize resources, which is 

one of the basic capabilities the public look for while nominating their leader. In politics specifically, it 

places focus on resources theough party support again, “although political parties possess resources 

for conducting election campaigns, women do not benefit from these resources. For example, parties 
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do not provide sufficient financial support for women candidates. Research indicates that the number 

of women nominees correlates very highly with the number of elected women MPs: more candidates 

equals more MPs” (archive.idea.int). The case in Sweden might be slightly different, as systems are 

well organised and transparent, and specific authorities can be accessed comparatively easily by 

everyone. However, this study was not able to delve deep into the Swedish woman’s perspective on 

this issue. However, the theory of sex- role socialisation can be useful to see the causes of how 

women’s low representation when looking at resources as hindrances; it states that men and women 

are taught different roles growing up. This has, from a feminist perspective, lead to the view that 

politics and public life is seen as the men’s world and the home is the women’s area (Blomgren, 2010: 

28).  The second segment of resources, that women have unequal access to resources such as 

education, nutrition etc. compared to men also holds true in many parts of rural and some urban parts 

of India. As discussed earlier, better resources lead to better class and in turn more respect and 

possibilities for vertical mobility, despite a woman’s caste or race. Unequal resources may not be so in 

Sweden, and it is one more reason for easier vertical mobility for women in Sweden compared to the 

Indian women. 

 

 

5.3.4 Financial constraints 

In most countries women are carrying a disproportionate share of domestic work. Women's 

participation in politics is further constrained by poverty, lack of education, and access to information. 

It must be recognized that it is difficult for women to participate in political life when their major 

concern is survival and they have no choice but to spend much of their time trying to fulfil the basic 

needs of families. In addition to that however, some women may have full-time jobs as wives and 

mothers as well as other full-time careers (e.g., as teachers, lawyers, doctors). Becoming a member of 

parliament in these conditions might then be considered a third full-time job. Feminist theories stress 

the inequality of the distribution of resources such as financial resources, time and information. It is an 

agreeable statement that the distribution of economic resources is unequal to the disadvantage of 

women. Liberal feminism for equality and justice seeks equality between men and women, particularly 

in workplaces and salaries. Like mentioned above, women are not provided with adequate resources 

like money and time to attend meetings, hold meetings, travel for community work etc. Women from 

rural India have to give up a day of wage work to attend one meeting, and this affects their life much. 

It is often seen in both Sweden and India women salaries and working life span is less than men, and 

this affects their interests and possibilities for vertical mobility in politics up to a large extent.  

 

 

http://archive.idea.int/women/parl/studies4a.htm
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5.4 Holistic Analysis 

 

The results of this thesis identified reasons pointing towards; ideological and cultural factors like 

cultures, domestic responsibilities, traditional gender roles, the perception of politics as ‘dirty’ and 

possible lack of ambition and confidence; political problems like party ideologies and electoral 

systems; and socio-economic factors like kinship ties, education, resources and resource mobilization 

and financial constraints.  

As it may be observed in the first section of ideological and cultural factors, the common thread that 

binds all the subthemes together are what may be called ‘social conditioning’ a mindset with which the 

public view gender and in this case, women councillors through this. Many invisible challenges are 

formulated for women through these. In India, culture is very much still embedded in society, and 

women are looked at as repositories of this culture, supposed to keep it alive (Kumari & Kidwani, 

1998:26). The traditional role of a good wife and mother should be the full time ‘job’ of a woman. If 

these women get an opportunity to access governance, they cannot manage the ‘dual burden’ and may 

have to give up (Sheth, 1996, 24). Feminism argues that power of men over women is collective; 

society’s sexist assumptions advantage all men and patriarchal ideologies support and sanction the 

power of men over women.  It was seen in the subthemes like culture how women are subject to 

oppression and dominated by ‘patriarchal’ views that women should maintain their traditional gender 

roles. In Indian context, everything related to women’s questions for vertical mobility in politics stems 

from patriarchal standpoints. It can be argued that these ideological factors can be reduced up to a 

certain extent because of development in society, but with quotations from Swedish female as well as 

male participants pointing out not direct but in a different way some subjugation of women due to 

these perceived ‘traditional gender roles’ illustrates presence of ideologies if not strong culture in 

Sweden and India both.  

About the second factor of political systems as Shvedova (2007, 35) argues using feminist perspective 

that the complete system is ‘masculine in nature’. political life is organized according to male norms 

and values, and in some cases even male lifestyles. For instance, politics is often based on the idea of 

‘winners and losers’, competition and confrontation, rather than on systematic collaboration and 

consensus, especially across party lines. This kind of an aggressive nature is viewed as a males domain 

and traditional gender stereoptype recognising men. This may often result in women either rejecting 

politics altogether or rejecting male-style politics. A concrete example of masculine model of politics 

can be seen if we think of the working hours or kind of travelling it needs. Most of the governmental 

meetings are held during school hours of children and long distance travelling up to the capital city for 

example cannot be done by mothers (Abbott and Wallace, 1993: 199). This leaves very less scope for 

women to gain vertical mobility. 
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Feminism’s views that women’s freedom of action are limited by the power of men because men 

possess more economic, cultural, and social resources than women (ibid), are true in case of the third 

theme, where it is illustrated that men have dominated and excluded women from most of the 

resources required for political participation and vertical mobility. Women face financial constraints 

due to ‘unpaid’ work they do at home as unpaid labourers, in schools, teachers have stereotyped how 

girls and boys should be and what they can or cannot do. Girls are still channelled to feminine subjects 

and cannot demonstrate the potential they have (ibid 55). This turns them into perceiving themselves 

as being resource less dependent beings, which takes us back to the social conditioning and gender 

stereotyping  

This short analysis of factors ranging from broad perspective gives a gist of what the challenges are 

that women face to participation and for vertical mobility in politics. In India, unfortunately, women in 

their everyday lives face almost all the above mentioned hurdles. This does not only limit their access 

to political participation, but also to makes them victims of problems such as domestic abuse, rape, 

illiteracy and many more. Social workers work for eradication of all these problems at grassroots and 

policy levels. If social workers can politically empower these women, these women can overcome 

stereotyping and cultural barriers over years, will be capable to advocate for correct political systems 

and manage their lives well with resources and dignity. This empowerment of women for political 

participation will be empowering the female gender against many social problems. 

 

6. DISCUSSION 

 

6.1 Summary of results and connection to research questions and aim: 

The results in limelight of the feminist theoretical perspectives show that women without doubt face 

hindrances for both, political participation and for vertical mobility in politics in Sweden as well as in 

India.  This thesis has shown that women’s easy access to vertical mobility in politics to hold key 

decision making posts in Indian and Sweden is narrow to a certain small degree in Sweden and quiet 

largely in India. The results section summarized the main themes or challenges for women in both 

nations into Ideological and cultural factors, political problems, socio-economic obstacles. All these 

mentioned factors are not seen in both Sweden and India in the same perception or. It can be pointed 

out, that the ‘political problems’ section differs the most for both nations. Within this, electoral 

systems and party ideologies is one of the main obstacles for women’s participation and overall 

vertical growth if looked at from the macro level of structural social work approach. It is a possibility 

that if India adopts a model of proportionate representation the Sweden, women can get easy 

promotions in large number at least up to becoming cabinet ministers. But this theory is argued by 

Shvedova saying that the PR system can be tough to implement in a country with diverse cultural and 
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political cultural background, which stands true in case of India. This is a good scope for further 

research. The quota systems also differ in both nations, and this can overnight change the situations of 

women for vertical mobility in politics, as happened in Sweden in 1972 (refer chapter 2). Most part of 

the results shows that women in Sweden and India are still very subject to gender stereotypes, with or 

without parental policies, quotas, equal wages and other support systems. This makes them ‘incapable’ 

of holding key decision making positions in eyes of most of the voters, men or women. Social workers 

working towards changing these traditionalistic perceptions of society towards women shall be able to 

conquer majority of the challenges that women face for vertical mobility in politics, as most of the 

challenges women face have stemmed out of these perceived domestic roles and traditional gender 

stereotypes.   

Socio- economic factors that challenge and benefit women differ vastly in both nations. It is evident 

from results that kinship ties act as facilitating factors for women’s vertical mobility in both Sweden 

and India. However, Indian women on larger scale lack benefits in terms of education, resources and 

finances. These are major requirements for women in order to attain vertical mobility and decision 

making in politics, as can be seen in case of Sweden, where women have become empowered on basis 

of the high levels of success they attained in these fields. In conclusion, it can be said the scope of the 

results do appear in various forms in both countries as direct or indirect challenges for women’s 

vertical mobility in politics to hold key decision making positions. Overcoming these challenges, 

through assistance of social workers, women’s organisations, the state and other actors will definitely 

lead to attaining gender equality in larger contexts through mandatory public policies inclusive of 

women’s issues and interests.  

 

6.2 Discussion in relation to theory and earlier research: 

 

A feminist approach of viewing results in this thesis definitely gave the result more accuracy and broad 

applicability in terms of context. Feminism became the common thread holding together the 

similarities and difference between challenges for gender empowerment through women’s vertical 

political mobility in India and Sweden, as both these nations are so different, but feminist perspectives 

could prove that people all over the world still hold similar perceptions towards women, whatever is 

the stage of the nation’s development. The overarching structural social work approach assisted in 

giving author the world view that dominant structures oppress individuals and groups and their 

emancipation can be attained by challenging these structures. It is not difficult to explore flaws in 

Indian democratic structural systems, as these flaws are apparent and much spoken and written of. 

However, it would have been difficult to problamatize the Swedish systems using most of the 

conventional social work theories as many of these theories instruct social workers about how to work 
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for clients within dominant structure rather than questioning these structures first, from essential 

perspectives such as gender. Using a systems theory approach, on the other hand, could have 

developed results in which only India could have benefitted from the systemic arrangements and 

interactions of actors in Sweden. It should be noted however that the dominant systemic approach of 

Sweden works well up to a certain level (in politics in this case), and given the fact that Sweden has 

not had any woman prime minister, the weakness of the system is exposed.  

In conclusion, it can be said that results of the study were in accordance to feminist perspectives 

researched globally. Most of the themes from earlier research have been reproduced in this study. 

However, it is notable that earlier research on Sweden’s ‘gender stereotypes’ for women in politics has 

not been significant, it is usually used as an example for it electoral ‘structure’ leading to gender 

equality, but not its ideological and cultural outlook focusing on gender inequality. This thesis has 

contributed and connected to earlier research in this direction. 

 

All the descriptive feminist approaches on representation have been more significant than the 

substantive representation. The sex-role socialization as an obstacle is clearly present in the data 

collected from the interviews. Many interviewees that pointed out the role of women, being at home, 

taking care of the children and the home, as a major hinder for political participation. Clark also stated 

that when there are few women in politics – there are few female role models and little opportunity for 

women to get political experience. This theoretical point of departure is in accordance with the 

expressed need, of the interviewees, to show prominent women in politics. It is seen that traditional 

gender roles act as hurdles for womens political participation. When comparing the main results of this 

study on the hindrances for women’s political participation to previous research, presented in chapter 

1, it can be concluded that they are similar in many aspects. Nonetheless, when looking to more 

general studies made (for example Wide, IDEA) there are factors that these studies cannot answer as 

earlier research on Swedish womens problems for vertical mobility have not been done, but the results 

here support the findings of this thesis. 

 

6.3 Methodological discussion: 

Much of the earlier research in this field has used a positivist approach. Many of the factors that 

challenge women’s participation and vertical mobility in politics have been decided and measure using 

quantitative methods. This study was based on the perceptions of challenges the actors who are 

unsuccessful for vertical mobility in politics. However, hermeneutics and phenomenological stands 

interwoven into the data collected gave rich results which were not very different from positivist 

researches, but only more in-depth in a way explaining an individual’s perceptions if their challenges. 

Coupling findings of this research with previous quantitative empirical results has increased the 
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credibility of this paper. It is also noteworthy that the interview guide did not consist of any factors 

emanating from theoretical perspective or earlier research that could have influenced the respondent’s 

minds. This gave the interviewer an opportunity to understand the life world and perceptions of 

challenges without any preconceptions. It was not revealed to the respondents that the dtudy is 

feministic based in context of structural social. This helped interviewer to capture their responses in a 

uninhibited and un pre-planned manner, which definitely has led to more rich data.  

 

6.4 Suggestions for further research: 

 

As discussed in results, electoral systems can change women’s public participation upto a large degree. 

This theme in relevance of women’s participation should be studied more, especially findings such as 

if applying successful electoral models like the Swedish proportionate representation system in 

developing countries like India can increase women’s participation and decision making in governance 

and public policy. Cross national comparative researches pointing out to positive and negative, fast- 

tracking and slow tracking issues can lead to development of interventions. This thesis and other few 

in this scope of studies has argued very much in favour of women’s access to key decision making 

positions in politics. However, it remains to be seen that once women attain these positions, how much 

of an impact and difference they make compared to men in the same positions. It is argued that women 

can make effective impact only if nominated to top positions in portfolios of welfare, health and 

education (Wängnerud & Sundell, 2010; 16). It is significant to explore whether this result holds true 

across contexts, and if so why? It is necessary to challenge such findings by further research so that 

institutional marginalisation of women based on academic findings does not act as a gender equality 

barrier in future.  
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-City/ State/ Village    -Position/s held: 
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- Tenure: 

 

Guideline: 

 

 Reasons for their decision to stand for the election- (Influenced by, Motivated by) 

 Who all encouraged her to contest the election? Why? 

 What were the hurdles in front of her in the process of contesting the election? Why? 

 The facilitating factors they identify from their experiences leading to the active 

political participation. 

 The restraining factors they identify from their experiences leading them to not 

participate actively/ symbolic participation 

 The restraining factors they identify from their experiences leading them to not rise to 

the next level/political position/ main reasons for losing election or not standing for it at all. 

 The facilitating factors they identify from their experiences leading to success in rising 

to the next position, winning an election 

 The achievements/impact on the gender/ community they represent 

 Attitudinal changes in parties who discouraged the women. 

 The impact seen for the society in general of women’s political participation and 

success 

 empowerment of women from political participation, progress and success 

 Measures they would like to suggest to women, systems etc. for ensuring active political 

participation and progressive vertical rise of women in politics. 
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