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ABSTRACT
Feminist activism, as well as the women’s movement has been vibrant in India
prior to the pandemic. The women’s activism achieved multiple law amendments
over time which bettered the condition for women in the otherwise highly patriarchal society. When the pandemic hit the country, lockdown measures were introduced, keeping those activists from operating with their target groups. Not
only the lockdown measures, but also the governmental developments caused obstacles for feminist activism: Through authoritarian measures, the government
decreased the political and the civic space for the activism to operate. Nevertheless, feminist activism in India found its ways to contest gender inequality and to
help people in need. With the help of Pelling and Dills’ disaster politics framework
this work analyses how feminist activism can maneuver the civic space during
the pandemic. This serves the purpose of finding out in what ways feminist activism in India is trying to contest gender inequality during the pandemic. The
author follows the understanding of Mohanty’s criticism on Western views on
feminism in developing countries when looking at feminist activism in India. For
the research, women who work with an Indian women’s organizations or collectives were interviewed.

Keywords: Covid-19 Pandemic, Feminist activism, Indian feminism, gender inequality,
Patriarchy
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1 INTRODUCTION
“The women’s movement in India is one of the strongest in the world. It is very active
and diverse. It has neither a dominant figure nor a dominant philosophy. Across the country there are hundreds of women’s groups that gather for specific projects but at the same
time are also each pursuing their specific concerns. Since Independence, many laws on
women’s rights have been enacted solely due to the dedication of the women’s movement,
something that is not seen in other countries at all.” - Urvashi Butalia, 2016

Despite, or maybe even because of the entrenched patriarchy within Indian
society, the involvement of feminist activism is grand in the country, not only
offline but also online. Multiple women’s movements were started by activists
following different acts of gender inequality throughout the past decades. In an
interview in 2016, the renowned Indian historian and feminist publisher Urvashi
Butalia described and confirmed the dedication of activists in India to contest so
many different issues surrounding gender inequality (Heinrich Böll Stiftung,
n.d.). When I found out about the quantity and diversity in feminist activism in
India, I was amazed. The activism ranged from contesting gender-based violence
and child marriage, to fighting for women’s education, as well as women’s sexual
freedom. However, many of the reports on Indian feminist activism and women’s
movement were published before the start of the pandemic. A reason for this was
certainly that many issues seemed to have fallen victim to the “dominating news”
of the virus itself during that time. Immediately, I started wondering what had
happened to this rather vibrant activism for women in India when the pandemic
hit the country. Did they manage to proceed their activism during the lockdown
measures? And what happened to gender inequality during the lockdown in India?
Since the start of the pandemic, the Indian government had proclaimed different lockdown measures which soon started hampering the country’s economy
(Jain, 2021). Even though men seemed to be at greater risk than women when
contracting Covid-19, Indian women were more vulnerable to the socio-economic
backlashes of the pandemic when compared to men (Shah, Gandhi & Randolph,
2020). These backlashes include an escalation of gender-based-violence in India
and an overall increase in gender inequalities (Shah, Gandhi & Randolph, 2020).
During the Covid-crisis, several newspapers have been criticizing the “gender
blind policy interventions” of the Indian government throughout the pandemic
(Mehta & Pawar, 2020). Hence, the national government has widely neglected
the fact that women were more vulnerable to the backlashes of the pandemic
compared to men which set gender equality back by years (Deshpande, 2020;
Koppikar, 2021).
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According to Kaizer (2021), in different countries worldwide, women's organizations have been stepping up to fill the spaces where the government did not
manage to provide for essential needs during the pandemic. This raises the expectation that also feminist- and women organizations and collectives in India
might have taken on additional activism during the pandemic as well. However,
we might also see that the pandemic and the lockdown measures caused several
drawbacks to feminist activism. As the Covid-19 pandemic displays relatively new
circumstances, sources on the above described thematic are outdated or lacking
which causes a knowledge gap that I aim to fill with this research. In what ways
Indian feminist activism is trying to contest gender inequality during the Covid19 pandemic is a question that has hence not been answered by literature.
In this research I will refer to the term feminist activism when talking about
women’s movements and activism surrounding women empowerment and gender equality. Here, feminist activism in India is interpreted in alignment to Mohanty's criticism on the monolithic perception of non-Western feminism by wellknown scholars (1988). This will point out the diversity of the understanding of
patriarchy and feminism. I define feminist activism as the very practice of opposing gender inequality within society. Feminist activism is located within the
wider debate around gender activism and can be seen in relation to the women's
movement. Narrowing down from the wider debate around gender activism is
necessary, as gender activism also covers many other issues, such as the men’s
rights movement. Also, activism around transgender rights is not discussed specifically in this research.
The feminist idea of liberalization and equality has its origin in Western countries and was first introduced to India through the English colonizers before the
country’s independence (Ghosal, 2005). The feminist ideas have since contributed to the growth of the feminist movement in Indian society, initiating the feminist debate in the country (Ghosal, 2005). Especially as of the last decades, feminist activism has been challenging the traditional gender roles in India, not only
offline but also online (Basu, 2016).
Gender inequalities have been prevalent in the Indian society due to its patriarchal structures for centuries (Mokta, 2014): Even though the Indian government made several amendments to its policies and laws over the past decades to
close the persisting gender gap, Indian society is still heavily imprinted by patriarchal structures (Mokta, 2014; Chowdhury & Al Baset, 2018). Men are yet beneficiaries of traditional norms in India, which cause unequal power structures and
hence, gender inequality on the social, economic, and political levels (Mokta,
2014; Chowdhury & Al Baset, 2018). Moreover, gender inequality seems to be
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reenforced within today’s Indian society due to the thriving Hindu nationalism in
India’s government (Gokulsing & Dissanayake, 2009).
In this research I will thematize feminist activism in India during the Covid19 pandemic. The pandemic and the lockdown measures caused multiple implications, many of them seem to affect women differently than men in India.
Whether feminist and women's organizations and collectives in India can deal
with these and other implications of the pandemic is worth researching. The research problem is embedded in the field of gender studies and deals with the
problematic of contesting gender inequality in the middle of a natural disaster such as this pandemic. In this research I want to find out, how feminist activism is practiced and how it keeps challenging gender inequality in the new “normal” of the pandemic in India.

1.1 OUTLINE
In the following I will give an overview over the structure of this thesis: In
order to understand the context of feminism and feminist activism in India, the
next chapter encompasses the historic development of feminist activism. This
provides the necessary knowledge to understand the dynamics of feminist activism in Indian society up to the start of the pandemic. In the third chapter I discuss
the methodological choice of doing ethnography online. Furthermore, I elaborate
the data analysis as well as the ethical considerations in this chapter. The fourth
chapter comprises the theoretical framework. Amongst others, I discuss feminist
activism with help of C.T. Mohanty’s theory on decolonizing feminism (1988).
Moreover, I draw on the disaster politics analysis framework by Pelling and Dill
(2010). After the theoretical chapter, three analytical chapters follow which are
mostly based on data that I gathered during Interviews or through online research. Therefore, the fifth chapter of the thesis discusses the gendered impacts
of the pandemic in India and the absence or presence of governmental responses.
The sixth chapter shows in which ways the pandemic and the lockdown measures
pose challenges to feminist activism and how it might have influenced the ability
of feminist activism to pursue its agenda. The last analytical chapter discusses
the increasing governmental limitations that curb political space in India. Furthermore, I discuss in what ways feminist activism can maneuver the shrinking
civic spaces and how it reacts to the impact of the lockdown measures which was
mostly neglected by the government. The concluding chapter summarizes and
discusses the topics of this thesis. How feminist activism goes about the situation
that the pandemic creates stands thus central to the thesis. Hence, the central
research question was posed as follows:
3

In what ways is feminist activism in India trying to contest gender inequality during the Covid-19 pandemic?

Sub-questions:
I.

How did feminist activism in India develop and where does it stand in contesting gender inequality before the Pandemic?

II.

What impact did the pandemic and the implemented lockdown measures
have on women in India according to the observations of activists and
NGOs?

III.

What challenges did women’s organizations and activists experience during the lockdown in India and how did they try to adjust?

IV.

In how far did the governmental actions and neglect during the pandemic
influence the spaces in which activists and organizations perform their activism?
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2 SETTING THE SCENE – GENDER INEQUALITY AND FEMINIST ACTIVISM IN INDIA
Before discussing Indian feminist activism during the pandemic, it is important to understand that feminist activism has been prevalent in India long
before the pandemic started: Feminism and gender activism in India dates back
to the late 1800s, before the country’s independence (Ghosal, 2005). Due to the
prevalence of patriarchy in India, gender inequality is still embedded in Indian
society. Throughout the years, feminist activism has been fighting for the recognition that patriarchy privileges one sex over the other in India (Chowdhury & Al
Baset, 2018). Especially, in the last two decades before the outbreak of the pandemic, India experienced an upsurge in feminist activism and protests around
gender issues like violence and harassment, safety, and gendered social access
(Taneja, 2019).
To get a better understanding of feminist activism in India, it is important to
give a first background on feminist activism in India as well as on the country's
patriarchal structures. Therefore, in this chapter I am going to examine the context of feminist activism in India. To do so, I will first elaborate the patriarchal
patterns in the Indian society which explain why gender inequality still exists in
the country. Then, I will discuss the advent of feminist activism in India as well
as the significant feminist wave. After discussing the beginnings of feminism and
feminist activism in India, I will dive into the contemporary feminist activism
which displays the trends and developments just before the pandemic. Here, I
will discuss the watershed moment of the Nirbhaya movement, as well as the
start of online activism in India. The last part of the Chapter will shortly summarize stance of feminist activism when the pandemic hit.

2.1 GENDER INEQUALITY AND WHY IT PREVAILS
Since the emergence of feminist activism in India, activists and women organizations have been dealing with gender issues due to the underlying patriarchal
structures (Pande, 2018): Amongst these issues are the marginalization of Dalit
women, gendered land rights, the lack of political participation of women, and
the Indian dowry tradition (Pande, 2018). Despite these many efforts of activists
and organizations, gender inequality prevails in India. In the following I will describe the prevailing patriarchal structures which cause gender inequality in India. This section draws the overall picture on the inequalities of women which
are the core of feminist activism in India.

5

Initiated by feminist activism and women’s movements, the Indian government amended policies and laws over time to legally include and cater for women
empowerment and freedom of rights equal to men (Mokta, 2014). Gender budgeting of the Ministry of Women and Child Development (MWCD) ensures the inclusion of initiatives for women empowerment in India (Mokta, 2014). Furthermore, the principle of gender equality is anchored in the country’s constitution
(Mokta, 2014). However, despite India’s legal commitment towards the advancement of women by favoring them in certain policies, gender inequality in the Indian society still prevails (Mokta, 2014).
The causes of gender inequality in India are deeply rooted in society and trace
back to the underlying patriarchal and traditional social structures (Taneja,
2019). Patriarchal norms grant Indian men a certain amount of power over
women despite their class, caste, or race (Chowdhury & Al Baset, 2018). This
gendered hierarchy bestows men numerous privileges in the society which are
denied to women (Chowdhury & Al Baset, 2018). As a result, Indian women are
worse off on the social, economic, and political level (Mokta, 2014; Chowdhury &
Al Baset, 2018).
The Global Gender Gap Index of 2021 shows that this trend of gender-based
disparity in India has even worsened in the last decade, especially during the
years of pandemic (World Economic Forum, 2021). The Index captures the gender
gaps in sectors like politics, economy, education, and health (Mokta, 2014). Compared to other countries in the world, India deals with a relatively large gender
gap and ranks 140th place out of 156 countries in 2021, 28 places lower than in
2020 (World Economic Forum, 2021). Especially in 2020, India experienced a
decline in political empowerment due to a decrease of female political participation through ministerial positions in parliaments (World Economic Forum, 2021).
The largest gender gap in India manifests in a lack of economic participation of
women (World Economic Forum, 2021). Due to the favoritism of the male gender,
the gender gap in the health sector remains significant as well (World Economic
Forum, 2021). Feticides and postnatal sex selection practices result in higher female mortality rates under the age of 5 years compared to the male mortality
rates in the same age group (World Economic Forum, 2021: Taneya, 2019). These
gender gaps in different fields mirror the favoritism of the male gender in most
sectors and their privileges compared to women in India.
Alongside these gender gaps, the male domination in Indian society causes
problems of gender-based violence including gang rapes and sexual harassment
in the public sphere (Taneja, 2019; Gokulsing & Dissanayake, 2009). However,
sexual assaults and domestic violence has long been considered a private issue,
not to be discussed in public (Simister & Mehta, 2010; Bakshi, 2017). The taboo
6

surrounding sexual violence in India is supported by the traditional and religious
idea of womanhood and results in victims not speaking in public or reporting the
assault (Bakshi, 2017). For the conservative part of Indian society, a victim of
sexual violence brings dishonor and shame to her family and can damage a family’s reputation if matters are not handled in the private realm (Bakshi, 2017).
When dressing or behaving in a “promiscuous” way (in the patriarchal understanding) a woman gives her consent deliberately and encourages rape
(Bandewar, Pitre, & Lingam, 2018). Hence, the traditional idea of a woman’s
honor backlashes to the disadvantage of women and quickly results in victim
blaming, presuming the assault to be a response to dishonored behavior of the
victim (Taneja, 2019; Bandewar, Pitre, & Lingam, 2018).
The prevalence of patriarchal and traditional norms is paired with the rise of
the right-wing Hindu nationalism which has been gaining popularity and dominance in the country (Gokulsing & Dissanayake, 2009). Only a traditional type of
women fits into the refashioned patriarchal view of right-wing Hindu nationalism, showing decreasing tolerance for “non-traditional” or “modern” ways of living (Gokulsing & Dissanayake, 2009). According to Gokulsing and Dissanayake
(2009), feminists have been claiming, that the rise in religious fundamentalism
in India effects the liberty of women and their activism. Hence, Hindu nationalism is linked to traditional patriarchal norms and thus, might stand in the way of
long-term empowerment of women by failing to touch the underlying structural
issue of patriarchy (Ghosal, 2005).

2.2 THE HISTORY OF INDIAN FEMINISM
Feminism in India has gone a long way and dates back to pre-independent
colonial times (Gupta, 2016). Even though the initial cause of feminism prevailed,
the agenda of feminist activism in India has been varying over time (Ghosal,
2005; Gupta, 2016). Throughout the years, there were different trends recognizable, which can be summed up into three major waves as described in the following (Gupta, 2016). In this section I provide the historic background to feminism
in India. Displaying the historic events will help to understand the present-day
dynamics, developments, and agendas of feminist activism.
At the end of the nineteenth century the first wave of feminism was initiated
through the influences of the European colonizers, who brought the Western
ideas of liberalism and equality to India (Pande, 2018; Gupta, 2016; Ghosal,
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2005). The thriving idea of liberalization and equality soon induced a social reform movement that promoted the first feminist mobilization in India (Pande,
2018; Ghosal, 2005; Gupta, 2016). The early feminist efforts surrounded major
issues such as female education, the ban of child marriage, and the abolishment
of the ancient sati tradition, the practice of burning a widow on her husband’s
funeral (Ghosal, 2005; Gupta, 2016). The suggestion of the English colonial
power on setting a minimum age for marriage was not accepted by the Indian
authorities, as this was considered an imposition of Western rule onto private
matters (Gupta, 2016). The first emerging feminist wave focused on its goal to
uplift women's position in society. Besides that, feminism stuck to the traditional
gender roles of being devoted wives and mothers (Gupta, 2016). Despite a part of
the protesters who recognized the male supremacy as a part of the problem, patriarchal norms were not contested by the majority of feminist activism during
that time in India (Pande, 2018; Gupta, 2016). Overall, the scope of the first wave
of feminism in colonial times remained limited, as it failed to include the grassroot level of Indian society (Ghosal, 2005).
After the women’s agitation in the late 1800s, feminist activism kept a low
profile in India. Even during the formation of the Indian state after its independence in 1947, feminist protests were rare (Gupta, 2016; Ghosal, 2005). Feminist
activism had hoped for the Nehruvian politics of the newly formed state to abolish social, religious, and gender inequalities with the help of the emerging values
of democracy, the secularization of the state, and modernization (Ghosal, 2005).
However, these wishes did not manifest in the state’ politics: After promises
about projects for women’s empowerment and inclusion were not kept by the
politicians, women’s protests and activism revived in the 60s, initiating a second
wave of feminist activism (Gupta, 2016).
A third wave of feminist activism in India was initiated by the evolving political ideology of feminism in the West (Ghosal, 2005). The new feminist wave of
the US and Europe in the 1960s soon splashed over to other countries (Ghosal,
2005). When the western feminist ideas finally reached India in the 70s, it started
a third wave of feminism in the country. In the meantime, the position of women
in India had been deteriorated on nearly every level, and the value of women
seemed to decrease in men’s eyes (Gupta, 2016; Ghosal, 2005). The new feminist
movement was directed against dowry traditions and gender violence, as well as
the rape culture in India (Gupta, 2016). Many isolated protests manifested around
different rape cases and dowry related violence which gave another uplift to feminist activism in the late 70s (Gupta, 2016; Taneja, 2019).
Through the different rape cases in the late 70s, diverse discourses evolved
around women and sexuality triggering different stances within the feminist
8

movement. The judgement of the Mathura rape case in 1979 displays the diverse
discourses on women's sexuality in India: In this case, the perpetrators were
found not guilty as the victim had been in contact with sexual intercourse prior
to the incident (Taneja, 2019; Gupta, 2016). The judgement got many feminist
activists engaged with advocating for juristic reforms of laws against rape
(Taneja, 2019; Gupta, 2016). However, the discourse around sexuality only revolved around violence and the dominance of men (Taneja, 2019). However, sexuality was not considered to stand in contact with any women (Taneja, 2019). In
the 1980s, most Indian feminist activists depicted women as victims without sexuality, as a subject to male dominance, and hence, with a lack of agency to act on
their own sexuality in order to make their case (Taneja, 2019). With the rise of
Hindu nationalism, this feminist notion of women merged into a fundamentalist
feminist discourse within the Hindutva ideology, in which sexuality of women
were seen as indecent and Western (Taneja, 2019; Ghosal, 2005). As a result, in
the fundamentalist feminist discourse, women were seen as pure subjects with
honor, having to behave accordingly to be treated as worthy. The undermining of
their sexuality restricted women from moving freely (Taneja, 2019). Keeping this
in mind, the feminist goals that fundamentalists in India started focusing on are
rather shallow and refrain from contesting patriarchal and traditional Hindu values (Ghosal, 2005). By pursuing these goals, Hindutva nationalists managed to
include feminism into their right-wing agenda. This right-wing narrative of
women is anchored in governmental policies and legislations till today, creating
a language of honor and victim shaming (Taneja, 2019).
In the 1990s and 2000s, non-conservative feminist activists broke with the
dominating right-wing feminist discourse by protesting for alternative sexualities (Taneja, 2019). This created space for women's affirmative sexuality within
the Indian feminist discourse (Taneja, 2019). This shows that feminist activism
and the women’s movement in India is not one entity, but rather entails disparities. The agenda of feminist activism in India does not only differ because of the
here discussed historical events and political opinions, but also due to intersectionality (Gokulsing & Dissanayake, 2009; Deshpande, 2002). The recently developed trends of feminist activism and feminist discourse in India are described
below.
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2.3 INDIA’S CONTEMPORARY DEVELOPMENT OF FEMINIST ACTIVISM
In the following I will display the trends and developments of feminist activism in the decades before the pandemic. This draws a better picture of the context
of feminist activism. Recent women’s movements such as MeToo India in late
2018 or the mass movement Nirbhaya in 2012 and 2013 show the relevance of the
problematic that gender inequality creates in the Indian society (Pegu, 2019;
Taneja, 2019). Both feminist movements received great media attention and are
well known to the public (Bandewar, Pitre, & Lingam, 2018). In this section I will
especially focus on the changes that the Nirbhaya rape case of 2012 initiated
within the feminist discourse and what this means for feminist activism. Furthermore, I will examine the rise of online activism in India which created additional
democratic space for feminist activists.

2.3.1

A Turning Point for Feminist Activism in India - the Nirbhaya Case

The case of the Nirbhaya movement is an important development to clarify,
as it might cater for a better understanding of recent dynamics of feminism and
feminist activism in India. Nirbhaya is often claimed to be a “watershed moment”
in feminist activism and women’s movement history (Bandewar, Pitre, & Lingam,
2018; Taneja, 2019). The surge in protests against gender-based violence triggered the government to reform its policies (Bandewar, Pitre, & Lingam, 2018;
Taneja, 2019). Furthermore, the movement around the Nirbhaya case reopened
the discussion on gender equality and sparked new demands of feminist activism
in India (Taneja, 2019; Bakshi, 2017).
The movement was started by Jawaharlal Nehru University students in December 2012 after the incident of the violent gang-rape of the 23-year-old student
Jyoti Singh Pandey in a moving bus in South Delhi (Taneja, 2019; Bandewar, Pitre,
& Lingam, 2018). The student protests evolved into greater demonstrations in the
streets of Delhi to protest against sexual violence and for more security in urban
places (Taneja, 2019; Baskshi, 2017). At first, the local government tried to downplay the case while hampering protests and demonstrations (Taneja, 2019;
Baskshi, 2017). However, the rape incited a mass movement in urban India and
received international attention (Bakshi, 2017). The name Nirbhaya, which
means “fearless” in Hindi, was given to the victim Jyoti Singh by the media after
the incident (Bakshi, 2017; Taneja, 2019; Bandewar, Pitre, & Lingam, 2018). Jyoti
Singh did not survive the brutal rape. Nirbhaya soon became the name of the
movement itself (Bakshi, 2017; Taneja, 2019; Gupta, 2016).
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The brutality of the case of Nirbhaya caused an outcry in India (Taneja, 2019):
As Nirbhaya was an ordinary student who happened to be on her way back from
the movies with a friend when she was attacked, the rape seemed as if it could
have happened to any other woman too (Taneja, 2019). In addition, the protests
were a reaction to the steadily increasing crime rate, the corruption and the insufficient urban security of the police force and the government in the state (Bakshi, 2017). The violent act against Nirbhaya was a tipping point of a problem that
had been underreported and ignored by society and the government for a long
time (Bakshi, 2017).
Even though all protesters stood behind the same banner, activists supported
diverse standpoints and followed different goals. Instead of questioning patriarchy, conservative protesters advocated for patriarchal and traditional forces and
made the principle of honor their main concern (Taneja, 2019). As Nirbhaya was
proclaimed as “non-promiscuous” by conservative protesters, the rape of the
young woman was not blamed on her but recognized as a crime against the family’s honor (Bakshi, 2017; Bandewar, Pitre, & Lingam, 2018). Many demonstrated
for the family's justice and even demanded the death penalty for the perpetrators
(Taneja, 2019). Conservative activists saw the problem of sexual violence in a
lack of security in the city (Taneja, 2019). This led to a masculine protectionism
over women, focusing on the victims instead of on the perpetrators (Taneja,
2019). Thus, according to the conservative wing of protesters, the control over
the female body should be given into the hands of the state and its security
measures (Taneja, 2019).
Other protesters saw the gang-rape of Nirbhaya as a problem of Indian patriarchy and demanded to end the male determination of the female body (Taneja,
2019). Nirbhaya was the movement in which especially young people started to
rediscover feminism in India (Taneja, 2019). The new feminist activism shifted
the discourse of the overall women’s movement from traditional feminist notions
(such as protectionism) to a notion of equal rights and the liberation of women
in India (Taneja, 2019). At day and at night, feminist activists protested for the
freedom of the female body and called for the end of gendered hierarchies
(Taneja, 2019, Bakshi, 2017). The new demands of feminist activism in India expanded alongside the movement: Once again, the debate around gender equality
in the country opened, bringing gender issues to the fore and into the political
space (Taneja, 2019). The new agenda of feminist activism cracked the societal
taboo around sexual violence. It created a new space for victims to speak out
about their experience of sexual violence and harassment, which caused an upsurge of reported assaults as the agitation went on (Bakshi, 2017).
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Despite the different demands of protesters, the Nirbhaya movement initiated
new governmental reforms of the laws against rape and even followed the protesters call for a death penalty for the perpetrators (Gupta, 2016; Taneja, 2019).
Further governmental responses regressed to security measures: The government responded by keeping women from the streets at night, rather than reacting
to the underlying structural problem of patriarchy (Bandewar, Pitre, & Lingam,
2018). Hence, state reforms were more focused on the conservative notion of
protectionism to keep gender-based violence in check. Nevertheless, through the
Nirbhaya agitation feminist activism managed to direct the country’s gender discourse towards the recognition of female agency and liberation (Bandewar, Pitre,
& Lingam, 2018; Taneja, 2019).
The development of feminist trends before the pandemic, and especially the
evolvement of feminism during the Nirbhaya movement in India is important to
the research. It shows how feminist activism can have different aims and suggests different solutions to the same problem depending on the political and social background of its activism. It also depicts the patriarchal attitude and reaction of the state towards gender inequality issues.

2.3.2

The Development of Online Feminist Activism in India

In the past decades, digitalization, and the open-end possibilities that the internet offers have introduced new communication possibilities to connect worldwide. Online communication and social media platforms became popular over the
years (Gokulsing & Dissanayake, 2009). In this section I elaborate shortly how
online feminist activism evolved in India. As online communication became vital
during the pandemic, the background of online activism can be of importance for
the development of feminist activism during the pandemic.
As early as 1998, blogging became popular. The possibility of keeping an
online diary created a new space to share one's opinion with a huge number of
people on the internet (Gokulsing & Dissanayake, 2009). Blogging via different
platforms such as "blog street” or “sulekha” was soon renowned in India as well
(Gokulsing & Dissanayake, 2009). This space was soon discovered by bloggers to
discuss political issues and debates on democracy as well as national identity
(Gokulsing & Dissanayake, 2009). When before, an issue did achieve attention
beyond a community, individual blogs made it now accessible to a wider
crowd. Debating that openly about political issues has not been possible before
blogging. However, this vast space to express one's opinion was not in favor of
the Indian government which is why several websites and blogs were blocked
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already in 2006 (Gokulsing & Dissanayake, 2009). Nevertheless, blogging provided a democratic space to people in India that had not been there before in such
a form.
With the development of technology, social media platforms such as twitter,
Facebook, and Instagram became more popular, catering for more democratic
space. Due to its ubiquity, social media has been used by feminist activists in
India to spread awareness to an infinite crowd or to start social movements (Dehingia & Raj, 2021). Especially to grassroot feminist activists, social media platforms such as twitter provide a platform to inform about social wrongs on community level (Dehingia & Raj, 2021). Social media is hence a possibility for feminist activists to give minorities a voice who otherwise would not be heart (Dehingia & Raj, 2021). The involvement in debates on social media is high. Feminist
activists tend to make use of powerful hashtags to promote their cause most effectively (Guha, 2015). Hashtags help to gain attention to feminist problems and
women's issues and get noticed by the mainstream media (Guha, 2015). Hence,
social media and the use of hashtags play a vital role for feminist activism.
Also, supporters of the Nirbhaya movement made use of digital online communication: During the protests, internet and social media platforms were used
to mobilize and engage people into the movement (Bakshi, 2017). In the beginning of the movement, the government had blocked cellular networks to keep
people from gathering in the city, which is why people switched their communication to social media and WhatsApp instead (Bakshi, 2017). Through social media, activists also provided awareness of the brutality of the police towards protesters (Bakshi, 2017). Hence in the case of the Nirbhaya movement, social media
served as a communication tool to mobilize people to protest and to create awareness of the inability of the government to deal with the situation.
Another movement which took place online and which reached global attention is the #MeToo movement. The movement aims to call out the gender inequality and the privileges for men over women in modern day's society (Dehingia
& Raj, 2021). More specifically, the movement's goal is to bring the discussion
around sexual violence to the fore (Pegu, 2019). The MeToo debate started off in
the US in 2006 and lasted for over a decade. The movement came to a peak in
2017 when different US actresses posted about being sexually harassed by Harvey
Weinstein (Pegu, 2019). Also in India, the movement took off in late 2017 and
2018, especially after actress Tanushree Dutta had reported that she had been
sexually harassed by her fellow actor Nana Patek (Pegu, 2019). This resulted in a
wave of accusations within the Indian entertainment industry, including figure
heads being laid off from their jobs (Pegu, 2019). The movement encouraged Indian women to come to the fore and to share their sexual harassment stories and
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to report the perpetrators (Pegu, 2019). However, the mainstream movement
around #MeToo did not manage to incorporate stories of marginalized women
into the movement: Muslim women, queer women, lower caste- and Dalit women
hardly got the same attention in the MeToo debate compared to middle class
women (Pegu, 2019). Hence, the #MeToo movement in India might have made a
difference to many women but failed to lend a voice to marginalized women.
Overall, feminist activism in India has been seizing the benefits of civic space
on social media. During movements, online communication comes in handy as
one can reach a wider crowd on the internet. Awareness creation over present
gender issues and movements attracts more attention even across borders. However, internet use is exclusive. In India, only a limited number of people can afford digital devices, much less, internet access (World Bank, 2021). Hence, the
amount of online activism in India is limited as well.

2.4 THE ADVENT OF THE PANDEMIC IN INDIA
As we know, the pandemic has impacted societies all over the world. Even in
India, lockdown measures were implemented to prevent Covid-19 from spreading. In this section I shortly want to elaborate where feminist activism stands in
India when the pandemic hits to get a better grip on the circumstances for feminist activism during the pandemic. As governmental decisions pave the moving
ground for activists, I will especially look at the governmental restrictions to activism in India before the pandemic hit.
In the years before the pandemic, the government has decreased the civic
space for activists and organizations (Gokulsing & Dissanayake, 2009): During
the Nirbhaya movement, as mentioned before, protests were interrupted by governmental interventions in the initial phase of the movement. The government
does not only curb civic space offline, but also online: Already before the pandemic, espionage campaigns were introduced to keep an eye on human rights defenders, activists, lawyers, and journalists (Freedom House, 2020). The amplified
digital monitoring is a result of the increased online censorship which had been
introduced during the pandemic. According to Freedom House (2020) the internet has not only been monitored by the authorities in India, it also has been used
to channel information on the pandemic. To keep the narrative on governmental
interventions positive, critical voices were curbed and silenced, which also led to
disinformation about the Coronavirus in India (Freedom House, 2020). Critically
reporting about the governmental measures caused detentions and arrests and
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forced internet users to remove posts from their social media accounts (Freedom
House, 2020). Hence, critical voices are silenced by the government, online and
offline.
When the Covid-19 pandemic struck the world, gender inequalities amplified
in the global South, causing feminist activism in different countries to react to
the new problematics (Al-Ali, 2020). The pandemic and the implemented lockdown measures brought many processes to a halt, making it difficult for feminist
activism to act. In India, street demonstrations of women's rights organizations
reached a peak in March 2020 (Kaizer, 2021). Due to the spreading of the pandemic in India and the governmental measures, the number of women's street
demonstrations dropped rapidly after March (Kaizer, 2021). Only in June 2020,
the number of street demonstrations slightly picked up again (Kaizer,
2021). What happens to feminist activism during the pandemic and in how far
it manages to keep its agenda going is a question that I will answer in this thesis.
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3 METHODOLOGY: A NETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH
This chapter serves the understanding of the methodological choices that I
made in this thesis. To achieve the most valid research outcome, I decided to
pursue a qualitative research approach. Qualitative research is the better fit, as
the thesis aims to uncover the content of "human experience” (Marvasti, 2004,
p.7). For the methodology, I decided to peruse a nethnographic approach. The
name of the chosen methodology "nethnography” already indicates that it comprises ethnography with an online component. What exactly a nethnography entails and why it is a suitable methodology for this thesis can be read below. Here,
I also discuss the restrains of the lockdown measures to my research. After discussing the overall methodology, I will have a closer look at the nethnographic
data collection methods that I used for this research. The process of analyzing
and managing the gathered data will be described thereafter. Lastly, I reflect on
my persona as well as on the limitations, and ethical issues of this research.

3.1

THE METHODOLOGICAL CHOICE: NETHNOGRAPHY

After some searching, I found the methodology which fits the research best. I
decided to pursue a nethnographic approach which was introduced by Robert
Kozinets (2015). The approach is composed of ethnography with an online component.
Authoring this thesis in the middle of a pandemic did not comply with my
initial idea of doing “traditional” ethnographic fieldwork. The travel restrictions
which had been prompted with the beginning of the pandemic had hindered me
already once before when planning to do fieldwork in Nepal. After taking up my
thesis work with a change in topic I decided for an online ethnographic approach:
Using the qualitative methodology of ethnography for online research might seem
to be a bold choice as traveling to the field to study culture and community has
been a fundamental part of ethnographic research (Kozinets, 2015). However,
according to Christine Hine (2000), ethnography can also be conducted without
physical travel: She argues, that the internet is not just made up of unrelated
texts but creates a separate space projecting the users’ culture (Hine, 2000;
Kozinets, 2015). This online-culture manifests and reshapes through the diverse
possibilities of online communication (Salmons, 2016). Hence, when considering
the internet as socio-cultural space with vast possibilities of communication,
online ethnography is a suitable research methodology for this thesis.
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As mentioned above, the operationalization of the research is based on the
online ethnographic approach "nethnography” from Robert Kozinets (2015).
Nethnography, allows for the use of virtual means to collect data through online
social interactions, online networks, and social media by acknowledging the diversity of communicative options that the internet offers (Kozinets, 2015; Salmons, 2016). For this research, nethnography provided remote access to the field.
This granted a deeper understanding of feminist activism in India in the context
of the pandemic. The online approach does not only include the method of literature review, but it also includes virtual communication and verbal exchange with
feminist activists in India via e-mail, WhatsApp, ZOOM, Google meet, and Microsoft Teams. Moreover, it entails data collection via social media, including
posts, tweets, shared articles, and opinion pieces from Indian feminist organizations and Indian media on Twitter and Facebook. These different methods facilitate triangulation of data. This possibility to triangulate provides the opportunity
to increase validity and verify the outcomes (Bernard, 2017). Hence, the nethnographic approach is flexible enough to bypass the travel limitations of Covid-19.

3.2

DATA COLLECTION

After discussing the nethnographic approach, I will now thematize the data
collection methods. These were used during the online research to find out more
about feminist activism in India and in how far it manages to contest gender inequality during the pandemic.
When describing the data collection of nethnography, Kozinets (2015) suggests that “[…] there is no data before a scientific observer classifies something
as data” (p.162). Hence, nethnographic data can be created by a diverse sample
of online methods (Kozinets, 2015). These data can be either archival, hence deriving from online platforms such as social media, or they derive from live communication, such as interviews (Kozinets, 2015). In the research I made use of a
literature review, as well as of the online method of gathering archival data from
the internet. I followed Kozinets’ approach to not only collecting data through social media but also through live communication: I took online interviews with 13
women activists and advocates in India. I will introduce the latter at the end of
this section as well. The methods I used for the data collection in this research
are described below in detail.
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3.2.1 Literature Review
The literature review marked the starting point of the research. Knowing
which type of research on feminist activism in India had already been conducted
before provided me with a better understanding of the research gap in the field
of feminist activism in India during the pandemic (Bernard, 2017).
Moreover, the literature review accounted for the background information of
feminist activism in India, the pandemic and gender inequality. These data informed the topic and provided a first understanding of the situation in India. Reviewing literature did not only support me in theorizing and conceptualizing my
work, but it also provided relevant information for writing the chapters. Especially for the historical background on feminism and activism in India before the
pandemic, the literature review came in handy. Overall, the literature review
formed the frame for my research on feminist activism in India in the context of
the pandemic.
In order to find relevant scientific literature, I searched for articles and books
via the search engine google scholar or via the Wageningen University's online
library. To ensure validity, I used peer reviewed academic references. For online
articles from organizations or newspapers, I made sure that the sources were
reliable by double checking with other sources or by evaluating the trustworthiness of the organization or news agency. I derived these sources and articles from
the organizations or news agency's websites.

3.2.2 Archival Data
According to Kozinets, archival data includes all information that is saved on
the public accessible space of the internet which can then be traced back on websites and social media (2015). Hence, archival data collection is performed by
investigating websites and social media platforms, such as Facebook, YouTube,
Twitter, and Instagram. Here, it is up to the researcher what type of data is collected, which gives the research an additional selection bias (Kozinets, 2015).
Technically speaking, some parts of the literature review might fall under archival data too, as I found especially news articles through online means. However, in this section I will discuss the collection of other online data such as individual posts or tweets from social media, as well as written opinion pieces.
To find out more about feminist activism in India during the pandemic, I decided to explore posts and tweets on the platforms Twitter and Facebook which
are two of the most popular social media platforms known for sharing messages
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with a big online crowd. Here, I had hoped to find opinion pieces on the ongoing
feminist activism during the pandemic, as well as posts on the gendered impact
of the pandemic in India.
Accessing the field of research involves accessing the internet in order to connect to social media platforms and websites (Hine, 2000). To gain access to social
media, it is necessary to have the right electronic devices at hand. Moreover, access to social media is often less difficult when holding an account. When gathering data on Facebook, I used my long-established personal account. To also access twitter, I opened a new twitter account under my name. Here, I could freshly
mold the logarithms towards interests of the research, including feminism and
feminist activism in India, as well as the pandemic in India. Holding the accounts
to the social media platforms made it easier to access the wanted data.
To gather archival data, I made use of different approaches throughout an extended period. Due to the immense amount of information on social media platforms, one first needs to understand how to search most efficiently. In the following I will explain the steps I took to gather relevant data more effectively.
When stepping into the unfamiliar territory of data collection on social media
platforms I started using key words to search for the data needed. Singling out
key words and hashtags helped me to find information on feminist activism in
India during the Covid-19 period. To counteract the selection bias, I detected synonyms of these key words (e.g., pandemic= Covid-19; feminist=gender equality;
feminist activism=women movement) (Kozinets, 2015). I then entered the key
words and Hashtags in different combinations into the general search options of
the social media platforms and started searching for relevant results, posts and
tweets. However, by searching via the general search option, I found an endless
number of posts and tweets which were related to feminism but, however, were not relevant to my topic. Nevertheless, through these general searches
I found relevant user accounts of Indian feminist organizations and magazines
with a bigger online presence. Furthermore, because of my general searches on
feminism, activism, and feminist organizations in India, Twitter had started suggesting Indian related accounts of feminist organizations or news agencies of India to my account. On the social media pages of these Indian feminist organizations and newspapers, I then used the key words again to find the relevant posts
of these organizations via the search option on their side. In this way, the search
results for relevant data were limited and easier to single out. From accounts
such as “Feminism in India”, “UN Women India”, “the Wire” and “She the People”, I ended up deriving most of my archival data. With this method, I did not
only manage to collect data via twitter, but also via Facebook. Most of these posts

19

aim to create awareness of a specific topic, many of them include attached opinion pieces or articles of the organization or magazine. However, there were few
reactions to the posts that I deemed relevant. The reactions and comments to
these relevant posts turned out to be mostly affirmative. There was hardly any
discussion visible in the posted statement which would have been interesting
for my research. Nevertheless, the key words and finding the accounts of feminist
organizations and newspapers helped me to gather the data from social media.
Next to the social media search, I derived data through interviewing respondents: Some interview respondents kindly forwarded online articles of organizations as well as other documents, which I considered during my research. An example thereof is an awareness comic about child trafficking which was altered
due to the new circumstances of the Covid-19 pandemic. These extra insights
were valuable to my understanding of their situation and activism.
Nevertheless, my journey of gathering archival data did not come without errors. After starting with the first searches, I found out that gathering data
through social media platforms also has its drawbacks: When collecting archival
data from social media, Hine (2000) notes that it is of importance to be sensitive
to the data that is collected to not lose track of the initial questions that the researcher wants to answer with the research. Even though I found several posts
from different authors that were useful for the research, especially during the
initial searches I lost track of my topic: I got lost in discussions and opinion pieces
on feminism and gender inequality, which turned out to be irrelevant for my research. Hence, I followed Hine's advice and changed my strategy by looking on
accounts of feminist organizations and newspapers directly. Despite these drawbacks, I managed to find valuable data for my research after all.

3.2.3 Interviews
In addition to archival data, I collected data from live communication in the
form of semi-structured interviews (Kozinets, 2015). To find out more about the
current situation of Indian feminist activism, semi-structured interviews gave
the best option to ask all the relevant questions at hand. Like all the other methods of this nethnographic research, the semi-structured interviews had to be held
online. Therefore, I was only able to get into contact with activists with online
means and online communication capacity (Hine, 2000). I conducted the interviews from the 7th of August 2021 until the 17th of September 2021. In the following
I will first describe the remote access as well as the sampling method. Then I will
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describe the group of respondents. Lastly, I am going to illustrate the technicalities of the interviews.
Gaining remote access to interview partners had proven to be more difficult
than gaining access to archival data: In the beginning of my data collection, I tried
contacting several Indian based feminist organizations via e-mail to ask for contacts and interviews. I used my university e-mail account to prove my integrity.
When I did not get any response from these organizations, I started asking my
social surroundings for potential facilitating contacts. After talking to people
about my difficulties to access the field in India and after sending a message about
it in the Facebook group “Wageningen student plaza”, I managed to find people
who were able to provide me with contacts. Through these contacts, I then found
four entrée points to the field: The facilitating contacts forwarded me to feminist
and women activists in India who were willing to do an online interview with me.
I continued the sampling of interviewees through the snowball principle:
Through this method, the researcher gets in touch with more interviewees by
asking other respondents for valuable contacts (Bernard, 2017). The communication with these new contacts mostly took place via WhatsApp messages or emails. Hence, despite difficulties, I was able to enter the field remotely.
However, without having personal contact, it was harder to establish trust.
Establishing the first contact in a written format or via a text from an unknown
number made it more difficult to give a trustworthy first impression. I managed
to gain the trust of the respondents by referring to the contacts they knew. Additionally, I introduced myself, explained the purpose of my research and included
general information on the interview during the first contact I made. I learned to
include the reference letter from the University, signed by my supervisor. During
the research, I followed an overt approach: I stated my intentions as researcher
as open as possible towards the participants (Jones & Smith, 2017). When reaching out to different potential interviewees, the reactions differed per person.
Some respondents were lacking trust and were asking me a lot of additional questions before they agreed to an interview. During the interviews I tried to create
an open space for the respondents to talk freely about their experiences. This
helped to get a deeper insight into the participants’ experience during the interview. Even though gaining the first trust of respondents was not easy, I was able
to find respondents in India.
To find answers to my research question I interviewed 13 India-based feminist- and women activists and/or advocates who work within a feminist organization, a feminist network or collective, or who even founded their own women
organization. I made this decision to explicitly find respondents who are actively
involved in feminist activism in India. All respondents are women. Having only
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female respondents was not an explicit choice, it was the nature of the sampling
which got me in contact with different women. The group of interviewees
strongly varies in age; however, all respondents are above the age of 25 and
working. 12 out of the 13 interviews were held in the English language. Only one
interview was translated from Telugu to English from the facilitating contact. Furthermore, the group is heterogenous when it comes to the field of interest within feminist activism. Respondents worked in different fields: Some respondents made it to their goal to counteract child marriage, human trafficking,
or domestic violence, others advocate for human rights or create awareness on
sexuality. Many of these women have active internet presence via websites of
their organizations or via social media. This helped me to prepare interviews and
understand the field in which the respondents work. The respondents are located
in the provinces of Telangana, Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, and Delhi. However, this does not mean that the reach of the respondents’ organizations is restricted to these provinces: many of the respondents' organizations were working all over the country. Hence, the group of respondents is diverse when it
comes to their field of work, their region, and their age.
For conducting the interviews, I used an interview guide (Appendix A) which
contained a list of questions of interest for the research (Bernard, 2017). The
guide was drafted alongside the research- and sub-questions to not lose sight of
relevant topics. Conducting semi-structured interviews allowed for a certain
range of flexibility in the questions asked and the structure of the interview. This
form of interviewing leaves space for new questions that emerge during the interview (Bernard, 2017). Once a respondent added unknown relevant information, I was able to deviate from the initial interview guide to adjust my questions accordingly. This helped me to get a deeper understanding of the matter.
When certain questions lost or gained in relevance, depending on the respondent's answers, I adjusted my range of questions as well. Hence, the flexibility
of semi-structured interviews benefited my outcome.
The interviews were conducted via Zoom, Microsoft Teams, and via Google
meet. An interview took approximately one hour on average. As most of the respondents were extremely busy and had a tight time schedule, I limited their
contribution to my research to one interview per respondent. Without a follow
up interview, it is often hard to ask respondents again if more questions come up
after the interview. However, most respondents offered me the possibility to contact them via WhatsApp or Mail in case I had more questions. When I had some
additional questions after the interview, I did come back to this offer. This helped
me to understand some specific issues more deeply. Even though I got consent of
some respondents to use their full name in my research, I decided to anonymize
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all names. I made this decision to protect all respondents from potential consequences. Furthermore, most respondents allowed me to record the interview.
This helped me to not miss out on valuable information. The recording took place
via the platform that was used for the online interview. Only once I had to audio
record the interview via my phone due to connection issues. Overall, despite the
remoteness, the online interviews were very insightful and helped me to gain a
deeper understanding despite being far away from the field.

3.2.4

Introducing the Respondents

When interviewing the respondents, I quickly noticed, that the work of one
respondent did not equal the field of another respondent. From awareness creation in the field of interest, to advocating for women's rights, intervening to prevent child marriages, or protesting gender inequality; the work and activism of
the respondents differed a lot in their agenda and approaches to empower women
and girls. In the following I will map out their fields of working and their relation
to feminist activism.
Some of the respondents work with local based NGOs which engage in stopping child marriages, school dropouts and human trafficking. Respondents are
engaged in child helplines, work for initiatives to empower girls, intervene to
stop child marriages, or create awareness in local communities about the matter.
Other respondents are campaigning against gender-based violence, helping victims of sexual assaults or harassment. Some of the respondents are concerned
with building and running women asylums or one-stop-crisis centers. The latter
is an initiative of the government to help women who became victims of violence,
in their homes or on the street. A respondent started a helpline for these Indian
women. Furthermore, some of the respondents are women's rights advocates and
root for women's justice after being harassed or assaulted. A respondent works
for a Dalit rights-based organization and hence advocates especially for Dalitwomen's rights. Other respondents are working locally for initiatives to empower
women in rural areas: Some of them focus on agriculture and produce initiatives
to empower rural women and teach them skills to gain more profit. Two of these
respondents work for a rural governmental center which focusses on empowering women by providing knowledge on agriculture and nutrition. Another respondent is engaged in a rather political way. She is politically active and works
with a women's organization of a leftist party: With protests and awareness creation she and her organization are campaigning against gender inequality issues
on a political level while being engaged with rural women. Another respondent
is engaged with a rural women's collective and an activist network for women's
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rights and their empowerment. Another field of activism is the sexual empowerment of women and girls. Initiatives to create awareness of women's sexuality
by thematizing topics like female hygiene are also part of respondent's activism.
Overall, these different fields of feminist activism gave me a broader overview
on feminist activism in India and how it has been dealing with the pandemic.
When talking about the fields of working, I have to make clear, that some
women did not only have one field that they were specialized in, but multiple.
One woman, whom I talked to over an hour via zoom, is not only and pro-bono
advocate, fighting for women's rights on different political levels. She also
founded her own local organization to empower girls in villages and prevent child
marriages. At the same time, she has been involved in UN conferences and is the
head of many different initiatives. Another respondent I talked to is an author
and editor of a feminist magazine. Next to her work she is running a helpline for
women who are in distress. Same as these two respondents, some of the other
respondents are also involved in different initiatives and advocacy work besides
their other occupations. All respondents had built something for themselves that
made an impact on others on multiple levels. Furthermore, many respondents I
talked to have obtained a degree or courses at the university or even took a doctoral degree. At all times I felt how knowledgeable the respondents were in their
fields of activism. Hence, the knowledge of most respondents was not limited to
one field of expertise, but to multiple.
Furthermore, it is important to mention that the type of occupation of the
respondents differs. The diversity in occupation gave me an insight into the important work of different levels of activism. Where some respondents are the
head of operation or the chairperson of an organization, other respondents were
working as staff members of an organization on specific programs. The insight I
got differed also by size and location of the NGO. A respondent who worked on
the ground for a local NGO had more detailed expertise in a limited field, whereas
those working in a higher position of a bigger organization had a broader overview of multiple issues. Working for an NGO, being part of a feminist collective,
or political feminist organization also made a difference in how women portrayed
the problems and how they approached them. Furthermore, not all organizations
that the women I interviewed worked with called themselves feminist. Some
were labeled as women organizations or were civil organizations with programs
to empower women. Overall, I benefited from the diverse occupation types and
insights of the respondents.
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Hence, the respondents I interviewed are engaged in different fields and are
approaching activism in different ways. Not only does their fields of activism differ, but also their task in the organization differs, which gave me different perspectives on the situation.

3.3

DATA ANALYSIS AND MANAGEMENT

The next step after collecting the data through the above-described methods
is to analyze and manage the data. Management of data is important to not lose
track of all the information gathered. Analyzing the data is a valuable step to
understand the meaning and extent of the raw data gathered. Therefore, I will
describe in the following how I managed the data and how I analyzed it.
Before I started analyzing the data, I managed the collected data on my laptop.
To make sure to not lose progress in case of loss or damage to the device, I kept
the data on separate stick as well. I organized my data in designated files and
folders during the data collection. Every respondent got her own folder in which
I organized the respective transcription of the interview and the recording of the
interview. If there were any additional files passed on from respondents, I kept
them in the same file. In this way, I could create a better overview for myself to
find back the data gathered.
Hereafter, I started the analysis: As the data were gathered through nethnographic methods, the analysis of these raw data was aligned to the overall qualitative methodology. In my research I aimed to explain the observations of my
online field work with a theory and to fill a knowledge gap (Chandra & Shang,
2019). Therefore, I analyzed the data based on the interpretivist tradition through
inductive coding: inductive coding goes hand in hand with the interpretation and
conceptualization of the collected raw data through the researcher (Chandra &
Shang, 2019). According to Chandra and Shang (2019), inductive coding, different
to deductive coding, allows the researcher to deduct the relevant topics, specific
notions, and interpretations from the collected data through inductive reasoning.
Hence, also the codes used for the analysis emerge from the raw data and are not
predetermined. A code is developed by marking quotes with the same topic and
grouping them into one category of relevance (Chandra & Shang, 2019). Establishing multiple codes enables categorization and creates a system of relevant
topics of the data gathered. This gives the researcher an overview and a platform
to interpret.
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For the coding I made use of the program Atlas.ti. The program helped me to
organize my raw data and evaluate my findings. Before developing codes, I created a word-cloud with the program Atlas.ti which showed me the most used
nouns used during the Interviews (Appendix B). This gave a first insightful overview of the raw data. In total I classified 43 codes. As this coding was very detailed, I organized the emerging codes by categorizing them into 10 code groups:
These code groups were labelled “agenda changes”, “challenges to activism”,
“Feminism”, “gendered impact of the pandemic”, “Government during Covid”,
“Opportunities to activism”, “Personal implications”, “public responses to activism”, “urban-rural divide”, and “digital implications”. With these code groups, I
developed a good oversight of the valuable content and the research relevant
quotes that I selected from the interviews. Through the established codes and
code groups I was able to find back the relevant information to write my analytical chapters.

3.4

REFLECTION AND RESEARCH LIMITATIONS

Every research has its limits. Either because of biases, my positionality, the
limitations of methods, or the lack of possibilities to generalize its outcomes. A
researcher can try to stay objective, however, personal circumstances and personal trades can influence the research. In the following I will give an insight on
how my persona might have influenced the interpretation and research outcomes. In the same section I will discuss biases which I had to consider as well.
As I did the research with online means, I will specifically refer to the online
limitations of the research on feminist activism in India during the pandemic in
a separate section.

3.4.1 Positionality and Biases
In this section, I reflect on my positionality to understand the limits and biases of this research. Hence, I will discuss how my persona might have influenced
the outcome. Therefore, I will consider my ethnic background and origin, as well
as my location during the pandemic. In addition, I will take into account how my
age and gender might have influenced the research. Furthermore, I will discuss
biases that I had to take into account, including my own mindset towards feminism, as well as a bias called “conflict fetish” and the selection bias (Goodhand,
2000).
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When talking about positionality, it is important to mention that my appearance and my personal background might have influenced the research. My European background differs from the cultural background of my interviewees: My
philosophy and worldview might have shaped the research in its own way, adding
subjectivity to the interpretation of the findings. These obvious differences between me and the interviewed respondents may have influenced the interview
content as well as the level of trust towards me as an outsider. Also, the reality
of the pandemic was a different one to me than to the respondents: Many of the
respondents mentioned recent losses due to the last golf of the pandemic in India.
Others rescheduled interviews because they had sick family members or had recently suffered a loss. Only some respondents had been vaccinated at this point,
whereas in Western-Europe, most people were vaccinated already. As I did not
live through the same Covid-experience as my respondents, I might have interpreted certain data with my own understanding of the pandemic. Hence, my background and my location might have shaped the interpretation of the data.
Furthermore, gender and age are differently perceived depending on the culture. Being a young student with limited research experience might have influenced other people's perception of my professionality and integrity as a researcher. I got this impression when I first contacted some of my respondents
who then posed questions about my research experiences before wanting to make
an appointment for an interview. On the other hand, being a European student
and conducting research in India might have given other respondents the impression that I am working in higher education. When respondents referred to my
thesis work as a doctorate, I corrected them to tell them that I am working on my
Master thesis. Being a woman heavily influenced my insight towards the topic of
feminism and gender equality. My gender might have granted me a deeper insight
and more openness towards certain information when talking to female feminist
activists in India. This might have been due to the fact that I, as a woman, could
sympathize better with certain topics of the respondents’ activism such as the
importance of women’s hygiene.
When reflecting on how my persona might have influenced the research, I
also would like to mention my stance towards the topic of feminist activism:
Choosing for this specific topic already suggests that I call myself a feminist. Being a feminist, gives me a greater motivation towards the subject of feminist activism in India. However, my mindset also influences how I analyze the gathered
data. My viewpoint on feminism, hence, shapes this research and might create
biases. Nevertheless, listening to the respondents’ stances towards feminism did
not stand in the way of my understanding of feminism. Rather, it enriched and
broadened my ideas about feminism by discovering the cultural multiplicity of
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the term. My mindset and my connection to the topic around gender equality
might have influenced the interviews, as I might have had different follow up
questions than someone else with a different mindset. Striving for a similar goal
made me relate to my respondents. Overall, being a feminist might have resulted
in a deeper understanding of the situation of my respondents, however, it also
might have shaped my research interpretation.
Next to my personal stance towards feminism, I also had to consider another
bias: During the progress of the research and especially during the analysis and
writing phase, I had to be aware of the so-called conflict fetish (Goodhand, 2000).
Though I am not thematizing conflict itself, this dilemma also applies when addressing a global crisis. When discussing Covid-19 as a health crisis, I had to be
aware of the fact that not all findings translate back to the pandemic, but that
some issues were non-related to the health crisis (Goodhand, 2000).
Furthermore, it is important to consider the selection bias when dealing with
data which is gathered through social media. There is a multitude of online data
that a nethnographer is confronted with. Hence, not all data that deal with the
respective topic will be selected as data. Singling out specific online data might
not be the same data that another researcher would find. When considering the
diversity within the internet, it is nearly certain that someone else might have
found other valuable online data and social media posts. With a different social
media profile comes a different algorithm which again gives different suggestions to the profile. This influences the search for data online profoundly. Therefore, I had to consider my online positionality as well as the bias when selecting
data from social media throughout the process of data collection.
Overall, the above-mentioned biases and my positionality might have had an
influence on the data gathering, as well as on the interpretation of my research.
During these processes of the research, I tried to keep these biases in mind to not
get deflected too much by the latter.

3.4.2 Limitations of Online Research
Research always has its limitations, especially, when depending on the internet. In this section I want to focus on the possible limitations that I encountered
when doing a nethograhipc research on feminist activism in India during the pandemic. First, I want to discuss limitations that occurred during the gathering of
the data. Then, I am going to illustrate the digital divide in India which points out
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the limits to internet access. Lastly, I will explain the governmental limitations
to freedom of expression on the internet in India.
When discussing limitations, I first want to point out several shortcomings to
online interviewing. When trying to enter the field remotely, I first had difficulties finding respondents. Only through some facilitating contacts, I managed to
access interview respondents in India. The most valuable facilitating contact who
was able to get me in contact with my first three respondents was a man. He
helped me to establish direct contact and was present during the first interviews
as well. Without his help, I would not have been able to gather the data and enter
the field remotely. His presence most likely established trust between the respondents and my ability to do research. However, I must acknowledge that having a male Indian facilitating contact might have influenced the dynamics and
information given during these first three online interviews. Next to the limitations in access, mutual understanding during the online interviews was limited
through the internet connection: Technicalities like internet connectivity influenced mutual understanding. Oftentimes, respondents struggled with the connection: Several respondents explained their internet issues with the heavy rainfalls
in their region which influenced the internet connection. Hence, the internet connection was quite bad and the respondent sometimes hard to understand. Another
limitation of online field work is that I might have missed subliminal impressions
which would have been visible through observations in the field. Nevertheless, by
doing research online, I did not have to focus on a certain region of India, rather,
I was able to interview activists online all over India. Overall, the limited access
through online means, as well as connection issues might have influenced and
limited the data gathering.
Next to the limits to online interviewing, it is important to discuss the possibilities to internet access in India. Even though the internet offers a wide range
of possibilities, it is not accessible by all. Statistically, India has the second largest
amount of internet subscriptions worldwide: With 391 million subscribers in urban settings and 213 million internet users in rural areas, India places second,
right after China (Freedom House, 2019). This sounds promising at first, however, it is important to consider India’s vast population figures. According to the
statistics of the World Bank, the individual’s internet usage per person in 2018
totaled up to only 20% in India (World Bank, 2021). Therefore, the reachability
of respondents through the internet was limited and narrowed down to those
women and feminist activists with digital and online means. In India, the digital
divide is noticeable due to the absence of digital infrastructure in foremost rural
areas (Freedom House, 2020). Most feminist activists that I could interview were
based in cities or towns. When some of the respondents had planned to travel to
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rural areas, they told me to contact them after they had returned from the villages, to establish a better connection at their homes. Next to the geographical
digital divide, language, gender, and ethnicity can play into the accessibility of
mobile data (Freedom House, 2019). Furthermore, only a third of internet users
in India are women (Freedom House, 2020). Hence, the digital divide in India
confines the number of respondents to those who have a durable connection.
Due to the internet censorship in India, the internet freedom in the country
has been declining gradually during the last three years (Freedom House, 2020).
The censorship takes shape in form of network restriction, website- and social
media blockage, as well as detention of internet users (Freedom House, 2019).
When a network, a website or social media posts are being blocked by the government, this is often due to its social, political, or cultural content which criticizes the government’s agenda: An example of such is the shutdown of internet
accessibility by Indian authorities during protests and mobilization of the population against the CAA. The so-called citizenship amendment act (CAA) grants
Muslims and other minorities less rights to citizenship (Freedom House,
2020). The censorship of the internet content in India, especially around the pandemic, might have limited my ability to collect data on feminist activism critical
to the government. Thus, the censorship might have decreased the validity of my
findings on critical content on social media.
Hence, this research might have been limited by outside factors such as the
digital divide and governmental restrictions, but also by factors which influenced
online data gathering directly. Despite the above-mentioned limitations, I was
able to gain access remotely and gather a lot of data which provided me with the
information needed to write the following chapters.

3.5

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS OF ONLINE RESEARCH

During my research, I complied to the Netherlands’ Code of conduct for Research integrity (Algra, Bouter, Hol & Kreveld, 2018). Wageningen University and
many other Universities are liable to the here mentioned principles of honesty,
scrupulousness, transparency, independence, and responsibility (Algar et. al.,
2018). I adjusted my behavior according to these ethical considerations and principles: I adhered to the do-no-harm policy to not jeopardize any of my respondents or their surroundings. In the following I will explain the ethical considerations during my research journey.
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Amongst others, the do-no-harm policy includes informed consent. Asking
participants during an interview for their consent is without any question an important ethical step and should not be neglected by any researcher. In his book,
Robert Kozinets (2015) suggests that for online ethnographic research, it is necessary to value the autonomy of respondents and to treat them as equals. Hence,
one should not miss out on the opportunity to let participants know about the
research purpose (Kozinets, 2015). Following Kozinets’ overt approach, I was as
open as possible about the research purpose. Furthermore, I asked for consent to
record the online interview for not missing any information when transcribing.
Most respondents agreed with the recording of the interview. Before starting the
interview, I informed the participants about their right to end the interview at
any time, to skip or not answer a question. Furthermore, I informed all participants about the data management and confidentiality policy of the University.
Hence, I adhered to the do-no-harm principles by following an overt approach
and asking for consent during the interview processes.
However, the issue of informed consent happens to be more complicated when
collecting archival data: Especially social media platforms pose a grey zone in
terms of consent, as they are neither perceivable as a cluster of public data nor
as a collection of private contributions (Kozinets, 2015, p.139). Rather, due to the
many possibilities of interactions and types of communication available on the
internet, it is a mix of both. To avoid this ethical issue, I mostly searched for open
posts and tweets, which are accessible by anyone with internet access. I derived
most archival data from organizations which willingly shared their articles and
opinion pieces to target a wider crowd. Nevertheless, every decision I made as
nethnographer had ethical consequences of inclusion or exclusion of content
(Kozinets, 2015). Thus, when deciding to avoid the consent question to search
posts and tweets from specific organizations, I might have risked another ethical
dilemma by excluding other opinions (Kozinets, 2015).
Another aspect of ethical consideration forms the anonymizing of the respondents. Even though I got the permission of some respondents to refer to their name
during the research, I decided to anonymize all the names of respondents. However, when quoting archival data, the social media user might be traceable
through an internet search of the wording (Kozinets, 2015). Therefore, a complete anonymization is hard to accomplish when quoting a tweet or a post of social media. As I mostly derived archival data from publicly posting feminist organizations such as “Feminism in India”, or public posts of users, I will not anonymize the sources, as these organizations and users should be aware of their publicity. Hence, I anonymized respondents to cause no harm, however, as tweets
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and posts are derived from a public and accessible space, I did not anonymize
social media users in my research.
Overall, I complied to the code of conduct with my best knowledge to retain
my integrity as a researcher. Despite the difficulties and grey zones when gathering data on social media platforms, I adhered to the confidentiality policy
where necessary.
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4

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In this chapter I will introduce the theoretical framework of this thesis which
will help to understand feminist activism in the Indian context, as well as in how
far the pandemic can trigger power struggles of the government which affects
the civic space in which feminist activism in India operates.
In this chapter I will elaborate the possibility of newly emerging social and
political dynamics during the Covid-19 pandemic which could influence the civic
space of feminist activism within the Indian society. The political theory of M.
Pelling and K. Dill (2010) gives an insight into the theoretical aspect of social and
political change in the aftermath of a disaster. Their theory helps to understand
in how far the circumstances around the pandemic could cause challenges or
bring opportunities for feminist activism and civil society in India to contest gender inequality.
As feminist activism is a crucial part of this research, I will theorize feminism
and feminist activism in the context of India. To do so, I will first discuss the
meaning of gender through the theories of Simone de Beauvoir and Judith Butler.
This will create a better understanding of the concept of gender equality which
is the intrinsic goal of feminism. Furthermore, it is important to uncover the diversity amongst feminism and feminist activism as it gets an understanding of
how this thesis looks on the feminist debate. I will do this by discussing C. Mohanty's criticism on "Western feminism” (1988).

4.1

THE PANDEMIC AND THE POLITICAL SPACE

To understand in what ways feminist activism in India is contesting gender
inequality in times of the pandemic, I will draw on the disaster politics analysis
framework by Pelling and Dill (2010). They seek to explain how a disaster can
change political power structures within a social contract. Pelling and Dill (2010)
exclusively focus their theory on natural occurring disasters, as human made disasters such as conflict and crises already have the incentive to trigger political
change in society. In the following I will have a closer look at Pelling and Dill’s
(2010) theory which seeks to explain the possibility of a shift within political
space of the social contract after a disaster occurred. Then, I will refer to the
situation of the pandemic in India and the possibility of a shifting civic spaces in
society for feminist organizations and activism.
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The disruption that a disaster cause can trigger different changes within society (Pelling and Dill, 2010). These range from political change to governmental
suppression, and even to humanitarian crises (Pelling & Dill, 2010): According to
F. Cuny, societal unrest can be evoked by natural disasters which might stir
up dominant power structures within their political system. This can result in
new leadership and bears the potential to change the political course (Pelling &
Dill, 2010). Disaster political research had shown that higher disaster losses,
paired with a limited social development and aid during the aftermath, create a
higher chance for political change (Pelling & Dill, 2010). Nevertheless, political
change strongly depends on the pre-disaster power structures (Pelling & Dill,
2010): Observations show that at times of disasters some governments have tried
to keep the status quo by resorting to suppressive measures (Pelling & Dill, 2010).
Hence, the development of a society's dominant power structure after the occurrence of a natural disaster depends on many factors and is not always predictable.
The disaster politics theory by Pelling and Dill (2010) analyses the disaster
response of different political and social actors and institutions. The authors explain the dominant power dynamics within the framework with the social contract theory: The social contract theory has been an essential part of political
theory since the seventeenth century (Pateman, 1988; Pateman 2018). The theory
explains the formation of civil society through the establishment of a contract
between the state and its citizens (Pateman, 1988; Pelling & Dill, 2010). This contract legitimizes social and political institutions, modern civil law, as well as the
authority of the state in return for the establishment of civil security for its citizens and the institutional protection of equal freedom amongst inhabitants (Pateman, 1988; Pateman 2018). This agreement between citizens and the state was
allegedly formed by all inhabitants who gathered to deliberately choose the principles which today lay the foundation to their society (Pateman, 2018). Pelling
and Dill (2010) argue that the contract legitimizes dominant power relations of
the government over other inhabitants.
Pelling and Dill (2010) argue that the social contract is made of incomplete
dominations of different groups within society which allows for a shift in political
domination at the point of a disaster. When a disaster occurs, the social contract
is tested (Pelling & Dill, 2010). If the state fails to respond to a disaster in time,
it jeopardizes security and stability in society and thus, equally fails to deliver its
part of the social contract (Pelling & Dill, 2010). When failing to deliver security
and stability, the contract is opened for renegotiation of the political structures.
This space can then be filled by civic organisations by reacting to the needs of
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society, which would indicate a redistribution in power and domination of governance within the state (Pelling & Dill, 2010). However, Pelling and Dill (2010)
differentiate between an authoritarian and a democratic social contract. The
domination balance might be harsher within an authoritarian state. Even without
the reaction of the government to a disaster, the authoritarian rule can prevent
the renegotiation of the social contract by curbing political spaces. Curbing political space can go hand in hand with a shrinking civic space, which would cause
difficulties for civic organizations and activists to maneuver the civic space. This
can cause frictions between security measures of state and non-state actors
(Pelling & Dill, 2010).
Like other disaster, the pandemic has been disruptive to society and bears social, economic, and political implications (IFRC, 2021): Especially in the Global
South, pre-existing conditions such as economic disparity, war and displacement,
political instability, poor infrastructure, poverty, as well as limited access to
healthcare and education were reenforced during the pandemic (Al-Ali,
2020). Hence, the occurrence of the pandemic could have caused a lack in responses by the Indian government towards the implications of the Covid-19
measures. However, the Indian state is more directed towards an authoritarian
system. An authoritarian state might try to curb political space and decrease civil
society’s space to curb criticism and to keep its status quo. Hence, the pandemic could reduce the civic space for feminist activism to agitate their activism
so they can contest gender inequality.

4.2

THE CONCEPT OF GENDER

To understand gender inequality, I will here elaborate and explain concept of
gender, based on the early feminist literature of Simone de Beauvoir and the poststructuralist literature on gender by Judith Butler. The social constructivist approach to gender studies will help to explain how gender and hence gender inequality is constructed by society and why feminism exists.
In her book “the second sex” Simone de Beauvoir describes how womanhood
is a socially created experience, rather than a fixed characteristic (Tarrant,
2013): De Beauvoir claims that women as such are not to be understood as a different species that is subordinated to men (Tarrant, 2013). Rather, the society
attributes limited freedom and autonomy for women, which creates a co-dependency of women on men. Hence, what separates women from men are the teachings and the roles imposed by society (Tarrant, 2013). In the same line, Simone
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de Beauvoir states, that “one is not born, but rather, becomes a woman” (Butler,
1988, p. 519).
However, there are undeniable biological factors which cannot deny differences between men and women. Simone de Beauvoir therefore differentiates the
factors of sex and gender (Tarrant, 2013): Hereby, sex is determined by birth,
which only stipulates certain sexual roles such as the process of birth for women.
Gender on the other hand is socially constructed and hence, taught by society
(Butler, 1988). Hence, gender can be seen as the behaviour which society expects
from a certain sex (Butler, 1988): Therefore, gender is not biologically determined but produced through societal factors.
Also, Judith Butler affiliates with the social constructivist explanation of
Simone de Beauvoir. She argues that gender is rather enacted and performed than
imprinted in one's sex (Butler, 1988). Butler adds the notion of cultural diversity
to the theory of de Beauvoir: According to Butler, gender is purely constructed by
society and hence varies per cultural background (Butler, 2004). Thus, the gender
is enacted according to one's cultural experience (Butler 1988). In this line of
thought, the notion of “true gender” or “gender ideal” can only be called a construct of the respective society, a fantasy (Butler, 1990, p.174; Butler, 2004).
Hence, de Beauvoir's theory on gender can be applied to diverse cultural contexts
and societies with respective gender roles.
When gender, according to de Beauvoir and Butler, is socially constructed, so
is patriarchy. A patriarchal society is systematically structured according to the
sexual differences that patriarchal gender roles impose on the sexes. Only when
the imposed patriarchal gender roles are enacted by the sexes, patriarchal structures can prevail in society. As the difference in patriarchal gender roles suggest
the inferiority of the female sex, gender inequality is created. The specific gender
roles however depend on the contextual background of the respective society,
such as in India. As already described in the introducing chapter, India is a patriarchal society which deals with inequalities between the gender. Feminism in India seeks to fight these inequalities.

4.3

FEMINIST ACTIVISM DECOLONIZED

Feminism as such started as a political movement with the goal to contest
traditional gender expectations of women and to take a stand for equality of the
sexes in every aspect of life (Lloyd, 2007). Different scholars theorized feminism
to understand the underlying factors to gender inequality in society. To get a
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deeper understanding of feminist activism, it is important to grasp the diversity
and complexity of feminism and its connection to feminist theory. In this section,
I will discuss the diversity in feminist activism as well as the singularity and universalism in western feminist theory. First, I will describe the connection between feminist activism and feminist theory. Thereafter, I will elaborate on the
diversity within feminism and hence, feminist activism. This might hint towards
a diversity within feminist activism in India. Furthermore, I will discuss criticism
on the universalism of some feminist theorists while introducing the concept of
intersectional feminism. Lastly, Mohanty's criticism on the western-centrism and
colonialization of feminism (1988) will cater for a better understanding of feminist activism in the Indian context.
In the research, I decided on the terminology of feminist activism rather than
solely feminism because of the following reason: Even though, feminism itself
bears a politically motivated goal, not everyone who calls her- or himself a feminist is taking active measures to curb gender inequality in her or his respective
society. When referring to feminist activism in this research, I will refer to the
part of civil society, who organises themselves to actively work towards their
respective feminist goal. Hence, feminist activism can be understood as a practical attempt to work towards gender equality through projects, awareness creation, protests, or other political and juridical interactions.
When wanting to grasp feminist activism it is important to understand
its connection to feminist theories: Different to other academic domains, feminist
theory has never been solely about the academic exercise but bears the intrinsic
goal of achieving social change (Ackerly & True, 2010). Feminism in academia
cannot be disconnected from feminist activism as they have been influencing each
other throughout the different waves of feminism. By providing critical analysis
of the respective situation for women in society, scholars have shaped feminist
movements (Ackerly & True, 2010). On the other hand, feminist theory and
knowledge are created through the social and political situation at stake (Ackerly
& True, 2010). Thus, feminist research has been informed by the queries and
problematics of women's movements (Ackerly & True, 2010).
Within feminist theory, a diversity in disciplines panned out over the decades
which are connected to the different roots of feminist activism and movements
(Ackerly & True, 2010). In this way, multiple schools of thought developed in
feminist theory. These schools of thoughts were categorized into various disciplines by scholars like Rosemary Tong and Judith Lorber: the categorized schools
of thoughts encompass socialist-, Marxist-, liberal-, radical-, multiracial-, lesbian
psychoanalytic-, as well as postmodern-, and postcolonial feminist theory
(Ackerly & True, 2010). The diversity in these disciplines shows the multitude in
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approaches to feminist theory and, hence, to feminist activism. Thus, feminist
activism is certainly not a homogenous group. What is specified as patriarchally
imposed by some feminist activists might be perceived as cultural value by other
feminist activists (Ackerly & True, 2010). The question of what exactly feminist
activism is contesting and for whom activists are fighting for can only be answered empirically.
To a large part, feminist literature has been monopolized by Western scholars
(Ackerly & True, 2010; Mohanty, 1988). Therefore, the criticism of earlier western feminist literature solely focused on Western society. Certain theories even
suggested universality amongst feminism referred to women as one group (Butler, 1990). As Western feminist scholarship evolved, scholars refrained from only
referring to the western society, but started expanding their geographic
scope (Ackerly & True, 2010). Through widening the geographic scope, scholars
as well as local feminism managed to reveal the mistake of universalism of
women within the feminist literature (Ackerly & True, 2010).
Multiple feminist scholars levelled different criticism at the universalism of
feminist theory. In her book gender trouble (1990) Judith Butler contributes to
the criticism of the ahistorical and universal way in which feminism has been
defining women. She claims that cultural and individual experience shape women
and their behaviour differently. Hence, according to her theory, also the diversity
in feminist activism would translate back to one's cultural experience (Butler,
1988). Kimberle Williams Crenshaw (1989) on the other hand criticizes the singularity of feminist theory by introducing the term of intersectional feminism:
Intersectional feminism implies, that women are not only dealing with a single
oppressive system that is formed by patriarchy, but that different women must
put up with multiple dimensions of oppression (Davis, 2008). The approach of
intersectionality has been a reaction to the categorical exclusion, which feminist
theory has exercised by trying to capture female oppression by solely analysing
gender (Crenshaw, 1989; Carastathis, 2014). Hence, intersectional feminism
points out the complexity of interwoven oppressive systems (Carastathis, 2014).
These criticisms of feminism also need to be considered when talking about the
Indian context. When talking about feminism and feminist activism in India, we
need to see how women are shaped by culture, how women in India cannot be
seen as homogenous group: Indian women are dealing with different oppressive
systems such as caste, religion, skin colour, or sexuality. These criticism on feminism are relevant to feminist literature, however, for this thesis, they play a
minor role.
However, the western feminist literature has also been criticized for its Western- or Eurocentrism and its hegemony over feminism by scholars like Chandra
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Talpade Mohanty (1988). Mohanty’s criticism on western feminist literature is
relevant to my thesis as she points out the differences in political and social contexts of the societies that the literature is placed into (Mohanty, 1988). When
talking about feminist activism in India, it is of importance to portray the criticism on certain western feminist literature as it has neglected the diversity and
agency of women in non-western parts of the world, colonizing the world's feminist discourse (Mohanty, 1988). In the following I will draw on Mohanty's criticism to achieve a decolonized perspective on feminist theory and feminist activism. This will lay the framework for how the thesis interprets feminism and feminist activism. Mohanty often refers to the term "third world” which is a concept
of dividing the world that is outdated in today's perception. Therefore, when using the term, I will place it into quotation marks.
Mohanty suggests that the western feminist discourse has colonized feminist
theory. As western feminist literature is highly valued all over the world, it dominates the feminist discourse, also in "third world” countries (Mohanty, 1988).
She argues that efforts of western scholars to include also other parts of the world
into their theories is highly appreciated (Mohanty, 1988). However, western
scholars often clearly define themselves as being western which creates a clear
distinction between western women and feminism and the rest of the world (Mohanty, 1988). In this way, feminist scholars are referring to women in developing
countries from a western point of view, without understanding the diversity of
the non-western context. The discursive colonialization produces the neglect of
diversity in the historical context which creates the singular notion of women
and patriarchy in developing countries within feminist discourse (Mohanty,
1988). Hence, the image of "third world” women within the dominant feminist
discourse has not been created by non-western women themselves, but contrary
was created and colonized by Western scholars (Mohanty, 1988).
As mentioned above, Mohanty denounces the creation of the “third world
woman” by certain western feminist literature when crossing the western geographical boundaries in feminist theory (Mohanty, 1988). She argues that women
in the "third world” are often portrayed as homogenous and singular group,
which share the same type of oppression (Mohanty, 1988). In western feminist
literature all non-western women are perceived as powerless and dependent, and
without agency to act despite their differences in interests, class, ethnicity, race,
or location (Mohanty, 1988). However, the western feminist literature does not
display western women as powerless, but as autonomous and modern (Mohanty,
1988). The different image of women in the "third world” which is created by
western feminism depicts a false notion of singularity and appropriates and colonizes the complexity of the rest of the world (Mohanty, 1988). In this thesis I
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will, hence, make sure to not deny the difference of social contexts and the agency
of women in India.
The western feminist discourse does not only suggest a singularity of women
in developing countries, but it also suggests a singular, ahistorical perception of
patriarchy worldwide (Mohanty, 1988). Therefore, theories of western scholars
seek coalitions of women across race, nationality, and class to contest a singular
patriarchy (Mohanty, 1988). Mohanty (1988) criticizes the western notion of
a universal patriarchy in developing countries which supposedly oppresses
most "third world women”. She argues that the western perception of patriarchy
would suggest the presence of an “[…] international male conspiracy or a monolithic ahistorical power structure” (Mohanty, 1988, p.54). Furthermore, historically, patriarchal structures have evolved differently in different countries. Mohanty (1988) describes how colonization has oftentimes influenced societies:
Where local customs used to be of matriarchal nature or more equal in the past,
historic influences like colonialization often changed customs to being patriarchal (Mohanty, 1988). Hence, patriarchy and the resulting gender inequality cannot be analysed without being aware of its diversity depending on the historical,
regional, cultural, and socio-economic context. Therefore, the Indian patriarchal
structures are not only different to the patriarchy in other regions or countries,
the manifestation of patriarchal structures and gender inequality might even differ per region. For this research that means that gender inequality might manifest in different ways and might be contested differently per region and local
context.
When considering Mohanty's criticism on Western feminist theory, we can see
that feminism and feminist activism differ per political- and cultural context.
When looking at feminist theories, it is important to consider the difference in
patriarchal systems, as well as the diverse situated context of women in nonwestern countries. Hence, by decolonizing feminism or feminist activism, we
come to understand the diversity in feminist approaches, feminist agenda and
feminist goals worldwide. For the research, this means that the historical background, the cultural context, and the political situation of India have shaped feminist activism in the country. How feminist activism in India experiences the contextual situation of the pandemic is hence not relatable to how other countries’
activism has reacted to the pandemic. However, also within India, feminist trends
differ: Feminist activists stand in different traditions and follow different approaches to activism. Also, the positionality and individual cultural experience of
activists plays a role in diverging activist approaches and goals: experiencing different oppressive systems within the Indian society can result in turning a blind
eye to certain problems of others.
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5

COVID-19 - A GENDERED PROBLEM

Worldwide, lockdown restrictions of the pandemic have had different implications on different parts of society. Especially the situation of women in patriarchal societies exacerbated due to the Covid-pandemic (Koppikar, 2021). During
the Interviews I talked to respondents about their opinion on whether the Covid19 pandemic causes gendered implications in India. A respondent who is working
for a feminist youth organization in India explained:
“[…] the second that you have any kind of restrictions, those restrictions aren't felt the
same way across all communities. It does disproportionally affect women and young girls
and essentially non-cis-het-men1. […] Due to the lockdown, every little freedom that
women and young girls would have, it was unequally cut off.” (Respondent 10, September
09, 2021)

The young woman's assessment of the situation was shared by many other respondents. They also shared the feeling that the gendered implications of the
pandemic exacerbate the status of inequality. In this chapter I will go deeper into
the matter of in what ways impacts are gendered and what this means to women
in India. This will provide a background on how feminist activism responds to
these new challenges. New challenges mean new possibilities for feminist activism to support women and assist them during their hardship. I will analyze this
chapter with the background of Mohanty’s criticism on the singularity of “third
world women” in Western feminist literature (1988). Hence, I will make sure to
not portray Indian women as homogenously helpless or dependent when talking
about the impact that the pandemic has on Indian women. The chapter will be
based on literature as well as the information from the interviews.
In the following I first will discuss how the pandemic and its induced lockdown
measures made women more vulnerable and how this results in more backlashes
for women, worldwide. Thereafter, I will elaborate the Covid-implications for
women in India. This will clarify the extent of the lockdown measures on gender
inequality. Lastly, I will discuss the governmental response to these gendered
implications caused by the pandemic in India.

1

Men who are not cis-gender or heterosexual
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5.1

THE PANDEMIC AND GENDER

All over the world the pandemic led to the introduction of lockdowns and other
precaution measures in society to deal with the health crisis. Already after the
first lockdown measures had been introduced by governments, gender became a
marginalizing factor of the pandemic (Gray, Pollitt & Blaise, 2021; Al-Ali, 2020).
Even though, statistics show the elevated vulnerability of men towards the virus,
women were found to be disproportionately hit by the economic-, social-, and
political backlashes of the pandemic (Al-Ali, 2020). To better understand the impact of the pandemic on gender inequality, I will discuss a worldwide perspective
of gendered issues that are caused by the pandemic in the following.
Many backlashes that especially women experience during the pandemic relate to economic drawbacks. Overall, women were hit harder by economic implications than men (Al-Ali, 2020): Since many women work in sectors which were
especially affected by social distancing measures, it was difficult for women to
continue their jobs during the lockdown periods (Gray, Pollitt & Blaise, 2021). For
example, the public sector which accounts for a substantial employment rate of
women was affected by social distancing (Hinz & Zubek, 2020). This includes the
workforce within tourism or retail which became obsolete for the time being
(Hinz & Zubek, 2020). Furthermore, many women, especially in the Global South,
are working in informal economies which are hit disproportionately hard by the
lockdown measures: This includes selling goods at markets or working as a domestic worker (Al-Ali, 2020). Furthermore, accessing markets became difficult
for girls and women due to lockdown measures during the pandemic (Al-Ali,
2020). Also, working opportunities in the informal economies decreased during
lockdown measures, making it hard for many women to get an income (Al-Ali,
2020). Hence, women seem to work in economic sectors which were strongly
affected by the lockdown measures worldwide.
Also, at home women had to endure additional burden due to the pandemic:
Especially in patriarchal societies, women are accountable for the care of the
household and the family. Due to the pandemic, the care burden in the household
increased (Al-Ali, 2020). On one hand, the pandemic causes a higher risk of sickness within families. The sick family members are often then taken care of by the
women of the household. On the other hand, with schools and childcare closed,
working women had to take over the home-schooling of their children (Gray,
Pollitt & Blaise, 2021). Where patriarchal gender norms were in place, girls often
had to help their mothers manage the household. Thus, these girls missed out on
their education, whereas boys were more often homeschooled (Al-Ali, 2020).
Hence, the household tasks including the care for others increased at times of the
pandemic, to the disadvantages of girls and women.
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As the introduced lockdown measures in 90 countries worldwide kept families
in their homes, domestic violence climbed to a peak (Mlambo-Ngcuka, 2020):
Governments, feminist activists, and civil society organizations in numerous
countries had noticed an increase in domestic violence reports and an extensive
need for help lines and shelter homes for women (Mlambo-Ngcuka, 2020). This
resulted in a 25% rise in domestic violence during the pandemic according to UN
Women with most of its victims being women (Hinz & Zubek, 2020). Al-Ali (2020)
states that there was a lack in supportive networks for women on account of the
lockdown measures which otherwise would have mitigated the violence. The increase in existential stress, financial pressure, and alcohol consumption during
the lockdown measures might have triggered the increase in domestic violence
(Al-Ali, 2020). The executive director of UN Women even talked about a “shadow
pandemic” when referring to the rise in violence against women (MlamboNgcuka, 2020; Hinz & Zubek, 2020).
Also, the health care has been worsened for women during the pandemic. Due
to the blinding focus of health care facilities on the virus infections, the possibilities to access reproductive health care has declined for women worldwide (Hinz
& Zubek, 2020). Two third of health care workers and volunteers worldwide who
work in hospitals and their communities are female (Hinz & Zubek, 2020). These
women are bearing the risks of infection and burden themselves with mental
destress (Al-Ali, 2020; Gray, Pollitt & Blaise, 2021).
When striking a balance, women are affected by the pandemic on many levels.
Grasping the pandemic induced problems for women worldwide only gives a
vague idea on how the gendered implications might look like in India. Below, I
will display the implications for women in the Indian context.

5.2

GENDER AND THE PANDEMIC IN INDIA

After having examined the worldwide implications for women, in this section
I will provide a deeper insight into the problems that Indian women in particular
face due to the pandemic. According to the article of Vikalp Sangam (2021), the
patriarchal disadvantages of women in India exacerbated during the pandemic.
Also, the All Indian Democratic Women's Association (AIDWA) (2020) claims in
their annual report, that during the pandemic, inequalities in India got reinforced. In the same line, the independent news agency “The Wire” points out the
following in a tweet:
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“COVID-19 has made the Indian road towards gender equality rockier than it already was.
Reports show that from employment and wages to vaccinations, Indian women are disproportionately bearing the brunt of the pandemic. […]” (The Wire, 2021 a)

Hence, the weight of the pandemic and lockdown measures lie heavier on women's shoulders when looking at the economic, social, and cultural implications.
However, when keeping Mohanty’s criticism on the homogeneity of the “third
world woman” in feminist literature in mind, it is important mention the diversity amongst Indian women, concerning caste, class, location, and so on. These
differences between women might have influenced the women's experiences and
the severity of the pandemic's impact on them. Hence, not all challenges that I
will elaborate below are experienced equally by all Indian women.
In the following, I will discuss the economic impact on women in India during
the pandemic. Furthermore, I will elaborate the implications of the pandemic on
girls, including the topic of child trafficking, as well as the rise in child marriage.
Additionally, I will thematize the rise in domestic violence and online abuse resulting from the lockdown measures. Lastly, I will discuss the health implications
for women during the pandemic. I derived the necessary information for this section from the interviews with the respondents. Also, I used articles and statements of different feminist organizations.

5.2.1

Economic Impact on Women in India

After the introduction of the first lockdown, many people in India felt the economic impact waying heavily on their shoulders. However, the economic impact
might have been heavier for women in India (UN Women India, 2021). Ca. 47%
of women in India lost their work, whereas only 7% of men in India suffered from
work loss (UN Women India, 2021). The elevated work loss of women in India
caused by the Covid-pandemic will be discussed below. I will discuss job losses
which were caused due to the role of the woman in society in India, furthermore,
I will examine the extend of work losses in the informal sector, which caused a
migration to rural areas. Lastly, I will discuss the economic problematics for
women in rural areas due to the pandemic.
The economic impact was partly heavier on women due to their role in society: With the economy shutting down due to lockdown measures in India, “[…]
in the workplaces, men are preferred over women during the pandemic” (Respondent 1, personal communication, August 07, 2021). Women were inclined to
leave their jobs due to the traditional female gender role expectations of their
families to take care of the elderly, the children, and the household: With schools
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closed and the children at home, many women had to quit their jobs to take care
of their families. As the gender pay gap causes for women to earn less than men,
more women compared to men stayed at home and quit their job, taking on the
additional burden in the household (UN Women India, 2021). As one respondent
explained the situation for women:
“[…] all the women who are working were stopped due to the lockdown. As well as the
freedom to talk with friends and to talk to the surrounding people that can be stopped.
Due to the lockdown, there are no domestic workers in any of the houses, women had to
do their chores in the house, they had to cook for their kids, and for their husbands […],
that tradition that started due to the lockdown, women started suffering more.” (Respondent 4, personal communication, August 29, 2021)

Due to lack of domestic helps in the houses, also working women had to stay at
home to cater for the needs of the household and to take care of their children's
education (UN Women India, 2021). Another respondent noted during an interview that the job losses of so many women might be permanent to their career:
“I do not know the ratio of equal employment, I do not know when we will achieve it again,
maybe it will take another 10 years or 20 years. It is very difficult. Creating opportunities
for these women is also difficult. When you are at home for one year, or two years, you
want to get back again, people will say that they do not want you, you are outdated.”
(Respondent 1, personal communication, August 07, 2021)

The losses of careers of women might thus throw off the economic achievement
of women in India in the long run. Hence, the pandemic stood in the way of many
women's economic achievements and might have reenforced the traditional role
of women to stay at home and care for the family instead of building a career.
In informal sectors, the economic consequences hit women even worse (UN
Women India, 2021): Women who worked as domestic help, in construction labor, as street vendors, or as ragpickers in urban areas lost their income instantly
(AIDWA, 2020). For example, domestic workers, who are mostly women, were
not allowed to come to work due to social distancing, and curfews implemented
which led to job losses (Respondent 5). When losing their daily wages due to the
lockdown measures, many female households were pushed into poverty (UN
Women India, 2021). Especially in the slums of the cities, many families were
stalked by hunger because of the job losses (AIDWA, 2020).
The income loss of daily wagers in the informal sector caused a wave of migration from cities to rural areas in India during the first lockdown (AIDWA,
2020). Out of despair many people made the long way back to their home villages,
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doubting their chances of survival in the cities (Respondent 9). Additionally, landlords told their tenants to vacate their housing, as people's incomes were lost
(Respondent 9). Hence, many people had no other place to go than migrating back
to their home villages. The journey for most migrant workers and their families,
amongst which also women and children, often took them hundreds of kilometers
without much food or water (AIDWA, 2020). The unorganized and unforeseen
mass travel by foot and train caused many deaths on the way due to accidents,
exhaustion, thirst, and hunger (AIDWA, 2020). The migration across India was
an unforeseen result of the lockdown measures.
Migrant women who were traveling were often more vulnerable than men on
the roads: Many women walked with children, others were pregnant. This led to
many births happening on the way to the rural destinations in autorickshaws, in
front of hospitals and on trains (AIDWA, 2020). Due to the lack of health care for
women and their babies, the deaths of newborn children and pregnant women
have increased during this time (AIDWA, 2020). Women also had drawbacks
when wanting to travel with trains: Many civil society organizations tried to organize the masses of migrants on the train stations through collecting the mobile
phone numbers in order to track the people and give them a possibility to ask for
help. However, most people in possession of a mobile phone were men, not
women (Respondent 12). Hence, women who had lost their incomes and who had
started the journey to their origin villages faced more health threats on the way
home.
Also, in rural India, many women lost their jobs in the informal sector. Women
made up about 80% of the work loss in the informal sector in the beginning of
2021 (UN Women India, 2021). In rural areas, many women manage their own
small farms as they were left behind by their husbands who migrated to the cities
for wage labor before Covid-19 hit the country (AIDWA, 2020). Due to the lockdown, rural women's livelihood activities like small scale cultivation, fishery, and
life stock, as well as wage labor such as domestic help or agricultural labors collapsed which resulted in lack of food and income for them and their families
(Vikalp Sangam, 2021; AIDWA, 2020). According to Respondent 12, it was not
permitted during the lockdown to go outside to work on their fields:
“The lockdown was happening in the harvesting season, which is why [..] women would
go out at night to do harvesting, which was a great risk. They would work in fields and
come back before the police in the village came out. The police were active at that time, the
police did not allow them to move out of their houses. Many people got beaten by the police
for being out on the fields or to buy basic requirements for children.” (Respondent 12,
private conversation, September 17, 2021)
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Similar curfew restrictions were observed for rural tribal communities, where
women were deprived from going outside or accessing the forest to collect their
substantial needs of uncultivated plants (Respondent 12). During the lockdown
period, markets were closed, which left women with no income from selling their
cultivation (AIDWA, 2020; Vikalp Sangam, 2021). Having no access money made
it impossible for farm women to invest in agricultural inputs for further cultivation (Vikalp Sangam, 2021). Furthermore, the pandemic brought supportive
farming networks to a standstill (Vikalp Sangam, 2021). Moreover, farm women
saw themselves in competition for their labor opportunities, because of a sudden
influx of returning migrants from the cities to rural areas (Vikalp Sangam, 2021).
Hence, the pandemic put a lot of pressure on women in rural areas to feed their
families.
In summary, women in India seem to be vulnerable when talking about economic effects of the pandemic, as they are the first to lose their jobs compared to
men. Especially the livelihoods of lower-class women and women in rural areas
were economically affected by the lockdown measures in India.

5.2.2

New Burdens for Women and Girls – School Dropouts and Child Marriage

Due to the pandemic, many problems for women in India exacerbated, which
diminish women's equal opportunities to men. Next to the increasing household
burdens inflicted on women as described above, women and girls must bear with
additional implications as well which deprived them of many of their freedoms.
In the following I will explain these burdens to women and girls which were exacerbated due to the pandemic.
Traditional patriarchal notions which prefer men over women prevail in times
of despair during the pandemic and make women more vulnerable. One example
of such is the custom of food distribution within a family which lets male members eat prior to the women. While the lockdown period led to less income within
many households, in families in which this custom is practiced, women and girls
had less access to food then men in the families (AIDWA, 2020). Hence, the practice of giving women and girls food last makes these women more vulnerable to
malnutrition than their male family members.
According to the data of UN Women India, more girls dropped out of schools
than boys with the closure of schools during the lockdown period (2021). A respondent who works in an organization that advocates against child marriage
describes how many families do not see the added value in the education of the
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girls, especially since they had to stay at home due to the closure of schools. Girls
would only be expected to cook for the family and to get married someday (Respondent 2). Hence, the home schooling of girls was not a priority for many parents. Especially in households which lacked the money for multiple digital devices, the usage of such devices was reserved to male family members for work
purposes or online classes (Respondent 10). The shift to online education widened the gap of education accessibility between the poor and the rich, but it also
made education inaccessible for many girls. Overall, the shift to home schooling
due to the pandemic might have led to an entire generation of young women and
girls who missed out on education and better employment perspectives for their
future (UN Women India, 2021).
A custom which had been forbidden by Indian law but is still practiced today
in India is child marriage. Due to the pandemic, numbers in child marriage
climbed to a new high. The closure of schools is an undeniable factor that plays
into the rise in child marriages in India. After dropping out of school, 65% of the
parents that partook in the survey of UN Women India were disinclined to send
their girls back to school and defaulted to marry the girl off (UN Women India,
2021). Some of the feminist activists I interviewed were part of an organization
(or had founded an organization) which, amongst others, worked for the prevention of child marriage. These women also observed an increase in child marriages
due to the pandemic in the villages they had been working in. The most common
reason for a girl being married at a younger age is the protection issues of the
parents (Respondent 1). Those respondents who work in this field explained how
parents of girl children were often worried about girls of age eloping with a boy
after the schools were closed. This would bring a bad name to the family. Instead,
when having only a slight suspicion, girls were quickly found a husband by their
parents (Respondent 1). Hence, girls dropping out of school and not being homeschooled inclines their parents to marry them off to not have them elope with a
boy.
Another reason for the increase of child marriages is the pressing financial
situation due to the economic implications of the pandemic. A respondent who
works with an organization that amongst others seeks to stop child marriages
explained:
“[…] Because people may not have money to raise a girl child, because covid is financially
impacting etc. there is that custom where girl child has different conditions, you have to
give a lot of dowries and you got to send them with more gifts, because people from lower
part of the society, they cannot afford them. So, more girls get married as early as possible.
These girls are now at home and the parents are facing the social burden and pressure, so
they get married.” (Respondent 2, private conversation, August 15, 2021)
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Hence, due to the dowry tradition and the financial situation of the families, girls
are married off at an early age during the pandemic.
Due to financial, cultural, and social reasons, child marriage increased during
the lockdown measures of the pandemic. Despite knowing of the increase, respondents who work in organizations to prevent child marriage stated that many
child marriage cases might stay underreported. Due to the lockdown, a lot of child
marriages were happening behind closed doors (Respondent 2).

5.2.3

Violence and Abuse

Violence against women has always been a problem in India, as it has been in
the rest of the world. The problematic of rape cases in India can be detected from
the Nirbhaya case and movement starting late 2012 as described in the background chapter. There are different views on whether the violence against
women has increased during the pandemic. On one hand, data of UN women show
the climbing of domestic violence cases (UN Women India, 2021). Also, many respondents reported of increasing violence against women. On the other hand, the
Indian Express tweeted a comparison of crime rates before and after the pandemic, stating, that there “is an overall dip in the crime rate” (The Indian Express, 2021). In the graph displayed in the tweet, the category of "crimes against
women” is significantly lower in 2020, then in 2019 and 2018 (The Indian Express, 2021). In the following I will discuss my findings on the violence and abuse
of women in India during the pandemic.
At first, I want to discuss the topic of domestic violence: According to UN
Women, domestic violence exacerbated in India during the lockdown period of
the pandemic (UN Women India, 2021). The lockdown measures kept families
indoors, those who are in an abusive relationship were trapped with their
abuser. In the first period of the pandemic in India, data show that the number
in abuse cases manifolded by 2.5 times (UN Women India, 2021). According to a
respondent who works with a non-stop crisis center, an accumulation of frustration and existential stresses, and because of alcohol abuse, many women became
the victims of their husband's rage during the lockdown in India. The respondent
describes the situation of alcohol abuse during the pandemic in her region as followed:
“Everything was closed, except liquor shops, I told you, the main root cause (of domestic
violence) is alcohol. [...] And the people were not having any work. […] They were just
drinking and beating their wives for simple reasons. […] I feel that it is still really, really
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a struggle for the women now because of the pandemic.” (Respondent 1, personal communication, August 07, 2021)

Despite all these data and the observations of several other respondents on the
increase of violence against women, another respondent denies the intensity of
domestic violence during the pandemic: different from the experiences of all the
other respondents, one respondent who amongst others works with an organization for women stated that she has not noticed a substantial increase in domestic
violence cases during the pandemic. However, she also admits that it was not
possible for women to report cases during the lockdown (Respondent 13). Domestic violence might have increased; however, the intensity of the increase might
have felt different to the respondents.
Not only domestic violence rose in homes, but also sexual violence. A respondent described how unwanted sexual occasions happened and led to unwanted
pregnancies within the households:
“[…] sexual violence also increased because husbands are in their homes, they do not have
any work, they do not have an earning. They are 24 hours with their wife, there are unwanted pregnancies, unwanted sexual occasions […].” (Respondent 8, personal communication, September 07, 2021)

Next to the sexual violence within the marriage, cases occurred where the husbands had forced their wives to prostitute themselves to deliver sexual favours
to the neighbourhood for additional income sources (Respondent 2). This had
happened mainly due to the financial situation of the households. Hence, violence
in households could also be of sexual nature, related to social and financial
stresses.
However, not only home bound violence rose in cases, also online abuse and
trafficking of girls and women climbed to a new high in the beginning of the pandemic (UN Women India, 2021). According to a respondent who, amongst others,
works for awareness creation on human trafficking, the online abuse of women
and girls paired with online trafficking exceeded during the lockdown. Contrary,
the offline way of human trafficking diminished due to a lack of transportation
possibilities and access to villages in the beginning of the pandemic (Respondent
3). Nevertheless, trafficking in the form of marriage and employment opportunities still happened locally: Especially due to the financial and economic situation
of families, vulnerable young people, amongst which many girls fell for the “fishing nets” of traffickers in disguise. They lured young girls with modeling opportunities or advertising jobs (Respondent 1). A respondent noted that the high internet usage during the pandemic consequently led to a high access to abusive
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materials and a higher demand in pornographic content (Respondent 3). Due to
the digital shift to online means of young people, cybercrimes and online abuse
increased, exploiting vulnerable girls:
“It's a festival time for traffickers, and now, the traffickers do not need to be there in the
same village or the same community, they can be anywhere on the globe, and they can
operate from here. And webcam abuse, very rampant in India, and children, children are
available now. There is a demand for teenage sex or child sex videos. So, the demand is
very high, and the money is huge.” (Respondent 1, personal communication, August 07,
2021)

After the first lockdown, the offline trafficking seemed to pick up again: especially from Dalit and lower caste communities, the numbers of abducted girls
from fields outdoors were climbing again, so did the number in rape cases (Respondent 9). Hence, during the pandemic, human trafficking founds its way
online, abusing and exploiting young girls through different means.
Many women did not feel safe to report the violence in their homes due to a
lack of privacy to ask for help. Women also felt that the police were too busy with
policing the lockdown measures to file reports and complaints against their perpetrators (UN Women, 2021, Respondent 1). Hence, many complaints about domestic and sexual violence in homes were only reported after the lockdown or
not at all. A respondent who is an author of a feminist magazine and who runs a
one-stop-crisis-centre described it as such:
“After the lock down, so many calls came, and they reported all of what had happened
during lock down.” (Respondent 8, personal communication, September 07, 2021)

Next to the late reporting, there was another hindrance that kept women from
receiving justice: According to two respondents who advocate for women's
rights, another problem was the closure of legal courts in India related to the
lockdown measures (Respondent 1, Respondent 9). The only possibility to file
cases against perpetrators were online courts which were the only functional justice system during the lockdown (Respondent 1). However, the functionality and
processing hereof were experienced as slow and hence inefficient (Respondent
1). Hence, many women might not have gotten justice after an incident due to the
problematic of reporting during the lockdown as well as due to the closure of
courts.
Despite the difference in discourses on the increase of violence against
women, there is an overwhelming quantity in information on the rise of new is-
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sues for women during the pandemic. The experiences of the respondents do describe problems that have not been there before the pandemic such as the increase in online trafficking.

5.2.4

Women's Health Implications

During a pandemic, the first health risk that might come to mind is contracting
the Virus itself. However, as mentioned above, men are hit harder by the virus
compared to women which can be seen when comparing the mortality rate of
both sexes (Al-Ali, 2020). So, how come, women's overall health in India is more
vulnerable now thanks to the Covid-19 pandemic? In the following I will first discuss women's health vulnerabilities which were caused or exacerbated during the
pandemic.
Regarding the contraction possibilities of the virus, women are more vulnerable to contract the virus than men: For one, not only at home when taking care
of the sick and elderly but also at their jobs many women have to stay in close
contact with others. Many Indian women work in the service sector and in the
health care sector: Up to 80% of nurses and midwifes in India are women, many
of them fighting at the frontlines of the pandemic (UN Women India, 2021). This
puts women at higher risk of contracting the virus. Furthermore, women make
use of personal protection utilities such masks which are oftentimes designed to
fit men (UN Women India, 2021). This leads to a less good fit for women, resulting in women being less well protected by these protection utilities then men.
Hence, there are different factors which makes it harder for women to protect
themselves from the virus when compared to men.
Moreover, there are concerned voices regarding vaccination inequality between women and men (UN Women India, 2021; Respondent 12...). The UN
Women India (2021) noted a 17% difference between fully vaccinated men compared to women. Reasons therefore might stand in connection to the gendered
inequality of internet access, which is the gateway to registration forms for vaccinations (UN Women India, 2021). Hence, women might have more difficulties
to accessing vaccinations.
Not only due to the Corona virus, but also because of indirect implications of
the pandemic, women's health became more vulnerable during the lockdown. According to a respondent who is a women's advocate, most medical facilities restructured to curb the immense number of Covid-patients in the hospitals,
whereas other health issues were treated with less priority (Respondent 1).
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Hereby, women's health issues were put last which led to a lack in proper maternity care (Respondent 1). Another respondent does a sanitary program for
women. She observed that due to the monetary impact of the pandemic on many
households, a woman's hygiene during menstruation is often not prioritized in
the families’ expenses (Respondent 4). Instead of proper hygiene products such
as sanitary napkins or tampons, many women had to go back to using cotton
cloths or other less hygienic means:
“[…] even sanitary napkins were not available for the women and girls. So many suffered,
and they had to go back to using the old, health-wise dangerous, things like using cow
dung or something like that, instead of napkins. So, that was the case in most of the parts
of the country and people are not worried about that. People are never worried about that.”
(Respondent 1, personal communication, August 07, 2021)

Due to this lack in prioritizing girls and women's needs, women and girls are
more vulnerable to health threats than before the pandemic.
Furthermore, especially in rural areas, many women developed mental health
issues. These developed due to the immense workload of women in households
and having to bear the families emotional and physical stresses. The organization
Feminism in India (2021a) tweeted:
“Loss of livelihood, food insecurity, and more household work, all due to Covid-19, have
created a mental health crisis among rural women, it can no longer be ignored @idr_online #MentalHealh #RuralIndia #WomensHealth”

Suffering losses of husbands and other family members made many women more
vulnerable than before and led to even more responsibilities (Respondent 8). Additionally, many respondents described the sudden lack of freedom for women
during the lockdowns as they were closed in their homes which might also have
led to mental health problems amongst women (Respondent 4, Respondent
10). Hence, the additional stresses and burden of women lay heavy on their shoulders which could have caused severe mental health issues.
Surely, the pandemic has also influenced men's health vulnerability. However,
in India, women are often not a priority. This causes their health vulnerability to
rise, including the contraction of the virus, as well as risking women's reproductive health.
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5.2.5

Opportunities to Women

Where some respondents could not see any opportunities at all for women
during the pandemic, others observed occasional opportunities for some women.
Amongst these were mostly economic opportunities, but also social ones. In the
following I will shortly describe these opportunities which were identified by the
respondents.
First, I want to describe the economic opportunities of the pandemic which
the respondents noticed. Especially for women the pandemic brought the time
and the innovations to start up their own business or to further their education.
According to different respondents, the shift online during the pandemic made
entrepreneurship and online education possible from the homes of the women. A
respondent described it as such:
“[…] even with staying at home she can start her classes maybe arts classes, finance,
whatever talents she used to have. Now she can make it a career and she is able to start a
business model, and even she can share her talents. You know, sometimes even in the negative, there is also a bit positive to see.” (Respondent 6, personal communication, September 03, 2021)

These new opportunities for women rose with the lockdown. Some of these new
business models of women directly relate to the new needs of the pandemic as
well. According to the respondents, there are numerous women who had started a
business for sewing masks and selling them offline or online. This did not only
happen in cities, but also in rural areas. According to a respondent who works
with women farmers, women decided to create a second mainstay through creating small businesses in form of small shops, starting dairy production and milking animals (Respondent 7). Through entrepreneurship, online education, and
livelihood diversification, women seized economic opportunities out of the situation that the pandemic had created.
Another opportunity for women which is of social nature was described by a
respondent who is working with a women's organization. She described how men
have seen the burden of their wife and started helping out in the household:
“[…] I think contrary, actually, it's more men have become sensitive towards COVID because they were at home, they were supporting the woman in cooking in household shores.
Because they were observing the care of the children. Especially large section of middleclass men, they have really understood what it is a day-to-day level, when you have to
cook and put everything what all goes on to make your home. So, they really got involved
in the world, so it is a very big paradigm shift which has happened in the men who are
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never doing any household chores.” (Respondent 13, personal communication, September
17, 2021)

However, as she noted as well, this might have been a phenomenon of a less traditional and less patriarchal middle-class household constellation. Despite the
fact that the group of women who might have experienced such a shift in household dynamics might be small, it yet is an opportunity to women to share their
burdens.
Overall, the negative aspects might overshadow the opportunities for women
during the pandemic. Nevertheless, these opportunities are worth mentioning, as
they gave women the chance to start their own business or to further educate
themselves. Also, for the husbands to lift weight off their wife's shoulders and
take on more responsibilities in the household must have been a relief to these
women. However, due to the diversity between women in India, it is important
to mention that not all women might have had such opportunities.

5.3

GENDERED POLICY RESPONSES DURING THE PANDEMIC IN INDIA

On World Humanitarian Day, a social media post of UN Women (2021) points
out the following: “Every disaster affects women. Every response must include
women”. Especially during the Covid-19 pandemic, gender directed responses
are needed from governments: As stated by the World Economic Forum, women
are more severely impacted by the pandemic and its lockdown measures compared to men (Koppikar, 2021). However, especially when looking at periods of
lockdown, women and their particular situations were blindsided by many governments (Hinz & Zubek, 2020). Also, when looking at governmental responses
in India, gender can easily be denounced a neglected aspect of the pandemic (Koppikar, 2021). In the following, I will discuss the absence or presence of gendered
responses of the Indian government. This will serve a better understanding of the
space that is created by the Indian government for feminist activism in India to
respond to the gendered implications of the pandemic.
Providing relief might be one of the most important governmental reactions
to the impact of the pandemic: The despair and hunger which was caused by the
economic implications in many Indian households was hard to neglect. The government reacted to the despair with different relief programs and subsidies (Respondent 8). The governmental relief contains a public distribution system for
the provision of rice and other grains during the pandemic (Respondent 8; Respondent 2). The food provision program however, already existed before the
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pandemic and aims to feed the poor in India (Jaswal, 2021). To be able to be considered for the food distribution, one needs a ration card (Jaswal, 2021). In an
Aljazeera article, S. Jaswal (2021) describes the fate of a poor woman who had
tried to apply for a ration card three times. She never received a ration card, as
the quota in her region for the food program was exhausted (Jaswal, 2021).
Hence, the lack of such a ration card deprives women of the eligibility to receive
food aid form the government. Especially in rural areas, farm women did not
have access to the relief scheme, according to a study made by the feminist collective MAKAAM in multiple states (Vikalp Sangam, 2021). Instead, these farm
women who were deprived of the access to the relief measures received relief
from support networks within the community and through initiatives of collectives (Vikalp Sangam, 2021). Furthermore, one respondent noted that, again, girls
will get the short end of the deal of the distribution of grains: the families will
mostly prioritize the nutritious nourishment of the male household members (Respondent 1...). Despite filing complaints and representing this issue to high-ranking politicians, the accredited activist and advocate for women did not succeed to
move the politicians to a gendered solution of the food provision (Respondent
1...). Despite the relief offered, the government is hence not able to provide the
amount of food relief that would be necessary and to target women equally to
men in their scheme.
There are also other social or welfare schemes that the Indian government
offers to the marginalized. Amongst these is a scheme which grants relatives of a
deceased person an amount of 1 Mio. Rupees to make survival possible (Respondent 2). To be able to benefit from these governmental relief schemes, one needs
to have numerous official documents (Respondent 2). However, not everyone
who is in need has or ever had any official documents or knows how to get
these. As a result, the lack of necessary identity papers and documents, as well
as the lack of land ownership, or the absence of bank accounts, deprived many
women of governmental social benefits during the pandemic (Vikalp Sangam,
2021). Many people do not even know all schemes and that they have a right to
these welfare schemes of the government. Therefore, accessing welfare schemes
in general in not a given in India.
Furthermore, when talking about the migration to the rural areas during the
first lockdown period, it is important to also look at the governmental reaction:
Due to the migration of many people back to their villages, many farm women
find themselves competing with other people for their work in the villages. With
more men returning home and taking their jobs, women were deprived of their
livelihood opportunities. This pushed them back into their traditional roles. Also,
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in this situation, the government stayed absent as the All India Mahila Congress
claims in a tweet (2020):
“Women have over a period of time come out of their traditional roles and ventured into
farming. Reverse migration due to COVID is likely to take away this opportunity. Modi
Govt has absolutely no plan for gender specific interventions during pandemic.”

In addition to that, according to respondents, the central Indian government denied any help to migrants. This left the chaotic situation to be supervised by civil
society organisations and collectives (AIDWA, 2020; Respondent 12). Overall, the
government did not react significantly to the situation of the migrants and where
they were going.
Additionally, the government has not made any efforts to close the vaccination
gap between men and women. Mojo Story (2021) describes in a tweet, how the
National Commission for women had written the government to counteract this
gap:
“Observing the low uptake of anti #Covid jabs among women, National Commission for
Women (#NCW) has written to Chief Secretaries of all States/UTs to take measures to
counter gender gap in #vaccination.”

Hence, before the letter to the government, the government had not noticed this
problem in inequal vaccination rates. This shows again a lack of responds to gendered issues that the Covid-19 pandemic poses.
Despite neglecting these inequalities, the Indian government reacted to the
increase in domestic violence and child marriage: According to UN Women India
(2021), the government ensured the operationality of One-Stop-Crisis centers,
throughout the lockdowns. These centers function as shelters for victims of domestic or sexual violence and offer support services to women (UN Women India,
2021). Around 700 centers sheltered and supported 300,000 women who were
seeking legal and medical support (UN Women India, 2021). According to some
activists, with the rise in domestic violence and child marriage, the government
approached organizations to open helplines for counseling work during the pandemic (Respondent 3; Respondent 6). These helplines offer support and the possibility to report abuse and operate as a partnership between the government and
NGOs (Respondent 3). Hence, the government did provide support for women
and victims of domestic violence by keeping help centers open and opening help
hotlines.
Nevertheless, some respondents felt that the endeavors of the government to
help women in these situations were just not enough. One respondent criticized
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the harsh lockdown measures of the government that kept "pushing people back
in their houses” which counteracted the support to women who were seeking for
help (Respondent 5). Another respondent criticized the lack of contextual understanding by the government to tackle the root of the problem:
“I know at district and sub-national level there are mechanisms in place which specifically
target adolescent girls and women, but I also feel like it has not been enough, although
just because the understanding of the context which women come from is missing, so how
can you do any policy and programming if you do not really understand what is impacting
them.” (Respondent 10, September 09, 2021)

The lack of understanding the problems of women during the pandemic is also
felt by other respondents who criticize the lack of government budgeting for gendered issues: With the pandemic, the government shifted its priority away from
important other sectors such as infrastructure or education and solely channelled
funds to pandemic activities (Respondent 3; Respondent 1). Because of the shift
in the government's attention, “[…] gender related budgets have been cut down”
(Respondent 1). While rape victims received a victim compensation before the
pandemic, since the start of the pandemic, these payments have been pending
(Respondent 1). Hence, respondents feel the lack of governmental interest in
providing gendered responses to the implications of the pandemic.
Even though there might not have been responses to cater women’s needs by
the central government, lower-level politics might have responded in their own
ways to assist women during the pandemic: A respondent described during an
interview how governmental officials from district levels “[…] were now also
reaching out to villages in times of Covid” (Respondent 2). This helped especially
women to take part in vocational courses offered by the districts and organizations (Respondent 2). With receiving the training, women have more possibilities
to get an income or to be self-employed (Respondents 2). Beforehand these
courses were hard to reach for women in villages. Thus, the regional and local levels of government in India show a diversity in engagement in including
women in their measures compared to the national government.
Overall, the central government failed to react to the multitude in problems
that evolved and worsened for women during the pandemic. With India's vast
population, reaching out to all might not have been in the possibility of the government. Even though governmental facilities and mechanisms were in place to
provide for the most urgent needs, not everyone was able to access these facilities
(Respondent 3). UN Women India (2021) states, that the achievements of gender
equality in India will be at stake if the government does not intervene in the
Covid-caused women's issues.
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6

DEALING WITH NEW CHALLENGES - FEMINIST ACTIVISM
IN INDIA DURING THE PANDEMIC

Several respondents described how they felt thrown back in their work for
years due to the gendered impact of the pandemic as described in the previous
chapter. Movement restrictions, lockdown measures, sickness, and other personal burdens, have impacted the respondent's activism during the pandemic
(Hinz & Zubek, 2020). In order to continue their agenda, feminist activism had
to adjust to the new challenges of the lockdown situation (Al-Ali, 2020). This
chapter is an important part of the analysis as it points out how feminist activism
deals with the lockdown restrictions to be able to continue their agenda. The
analysis will show in how far feminist activism in India manages the civic space
through the lockdown measures. To explore feminist activism during the pandemic, I will mostly make use of the statements of my respondents.
As feminist activism in India has been dealing with lots of challenges due to
the pandemic, I will elaborate the situation for feminist activism. This chapter
will give an insight in the adjustments of the respondent's feminist activism to
the situation of the pandemic. This will show in how far feminist activism can
continue its agenda to further contest gender inequality in India. Lastly, I will
draw on the personal impact that the Pandemic had on feminist activists: Here, I
will portray the personal experience and struggles of the interviewees during the
pandemic.

6.1

CHALLENGES FOR FEMINIST ACTIVISM

The Covid-19 pandemic poses challenges for feminist activism in India. Lockdown measures but also economic challenges put restrictions to the working conditions of feminist activists and feminist organizations (Kaizer, 2021). A respondent who had worked with farm women in the field described the Covid-19-pandemic as a “[…] real barrier for these activities and this work” (Respondent 7).
Presenting the challenges of feminist activism in India during the pandemic gives
a better understanding of the difficulties to navigate the civic space during the
lockdown measures. In the following, I will describe the different challenges for
feminist activism which my respondents experienced during the pandemic.
The first challenge of feminist activism that I will describe is the working restrictions that were happening due to the lockdown measures. Many respondents
explained that they and their organizations had to stop working on their projects;
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Projects and initiatives were paused especially in the beginning of the pandemic.
Movement restrictions and social distancing measures resulted in a restriction of
working possibilities for the respondents as many projects used to be field-based
programs. One respondent whose organization is working against child marriage
and child trafficking talked about the difficulties of executing their awareness
program with social distancing measures:
“We used to have 30 to 40 mothers together in that particular village, school children, all
bunched together. Now everything stopped. We can't, social distancing is a big thing now
and schools are closed, so we couldn't go to school and do the program.” (Respondent 3,
August 22, 2021)

In the first few months of the pandemic, the partner representatives of the organization were no longer sent out to execute the awareness program out of precaution (Respondent 3). Another respondent described how she had to stop her
food processing unit initiative for one year (Respondent 4). Here she employed
and taught women to process their yield for additional income. Due to the closure
of the markets, she had to stop her initiative as the products could not be sold
any longer (Respondent 4). Also, programs which had a longer time span could
not be completed due to the Covid-19-pandemic: A respondent described how
training programs for farm women had to be interrupted due to the lockdown
measures (Respondent 7). A stop or interruption of such initiatives or programs
was often caused by restrictions to travel and move around. Thus, many respondents described the lack of mobility as one of the greatest challenges for their activism. Staying at home made it difficult to execute the activities and initiatives
in the same way as before (Respondent 5). Also, planning ahead was made impossible for feminist organizations (Respondent 1). With the uncertainties of the
pandemic and lockdown measures, the long-term planning of programs was compromised. Hence, many respondents struggled with the stop and interruption of
their initiatives, as well as with the lack of mobility due to the lockdown
measures.
Due to the lockdown measures and the denial of physical access to the field,
most activism had to happen remotely (Respondent 11). Respondents were challenged with limited access to the internet as well as the digital infrastructure,
especially in rural areas. The shift to online activism appeared to be difficult for
the respondents but also to access their target groups (Al-Ali, 2020): A large
share of marginalized women is not in the possession of digital devices. Hence,
several respondents were concerned about not being able to access these marginalized people. A respondent who works for a feminist organization explained that
the digital divide and the lack of digital infrastructure prevents the organization
from reaching out to their target group:
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“So, I think what we really struggled with in the first couple of months of the pandemic
was how to still maintain contact with these communities and how can you still advocate
for their rights and their needs. Because again everything shifts online […]. Just being able
to get in touch with the community through any kind of digital online method. What ends
up happening is that the most marginalized of the marginalized communities get left behind. That is a problem that we still are trying to navigate, because even the lock down in
India ended a couple of Months ago, I am still working from home.” (Respondent 10, September 09, 2021)

However, even those who had digital devices were sometimes hard to connect
with due to the digital infrastructure: A respondent who works with women in
rural areas experienced problems with electricity cuts and internet connection
issues which makes it challenging to execute online training (Respondent 7). Another respondent struggled with similar issues, especially on village level. Not
only the access to people was experienced as difficult, but also the communication
with the own organization and other members was often difficult due to the limited digitalization in India (Respondent 11). The respondent described how many
women of the organization were not even in the possession of a smartphone or
any well-functioning devices which made working remotely more complicated
(Respondent 11). Therefore, the lack in digital infrastructure in India, made it
difficult for feminist activism to operate its initiatives, especially in rural areas.
Nevertheless, online communication could not replace all types of activism,
like for example the functioning of women shelters. Despite some women shelters
being open, the initial lockdown did not permit women to find refuge in these
shelters, let alone leave their house. A respondent described how activists were
unable to reach out to victims of domestic- and gender-based violence (Respondent 5). The frustration over this was shared with another respondent who works
with women shelters and with the responsible police officers:
“[…] If there were women suffering from domestic violence, immediately, we used to rescue her and bring her to a shelter or bring both of them and give counselling or something
like that. But we felt a little helpless here. Because we couldn't, the shelters were closed.
[…] And the second thing is, only the police could reach out to them. But the police can't
give professional counselling, maybe once they just go have a dialogue with the husband
and come out. But again, the second day, the next day, the husband will behave in the same
way.” (Respondent 1, August 07, 2021)

Hence, as the lockdown measures demanded the closure of most institutions including many women shelters, many victims of gender-based violence could not
be helped to get out of their miserable situations by activists.

61

A challenge for women advocates and feminist rights-based organizations was
the closure of courts in India after the outbreak of the pandemic. Due to the closure of courts, filing cases during the pandemic took way longer time than usual:
A respondent who is a women advocate described how she needed three months
to get an appointment accepted in the high court, whereas before she was able to
represent herself directly to file a complaint (Respondent 1). This reduction in
processing slows down important processes of change and justice. Even though
courts were closed, some courts had started an online procedure to file cases (Respondent 9). Advocates could then attend a case via Zoom; however, they were
not allowed inside the court (Respondent 5). Nevertheless, cases moved extremely slow: A respondent who works for a Dalit rights-based organization explained their challenges of not moving forward in the process despite filing so
many cases (Respondent 9). Thus, advocacy for women moved extremely slow
due to the closure of the courts, which resulted in a lack of justice for many
women.
Due to the lockdown measures and mobilization restrictions, protesting posed
a challenge to feminist activism as well (Kaizer, 2021). Not being able to gather
during the pandemic curbed valuable civic space in India for feminist activism
(Kaizer, 2021). Holding the government accountable by organizing rallies or protests against gender inequality is hardly permitted due to the lockdown measures
(Respondent 6). Only occasionally, the government permits these sorts of gatherings; a respondent who is a leftist women's activist described the situation as
followed:
“There are restrictions, but sometimes there is a crackdown, and sometimes they permit
it depending on their mood.” (Respondent 11, September 14, 2021)

In the case that the government would allow a gathering, there are restrictions
of numbers for mobilization (Respondent 11). Generally, respondents shared that
they had a hard time finding ways to protest during a lockdown. However, bringing the protest online did not seem to be as far reaching as hoped and hardly
comparable to a real protest (Respondent 10). The respondent who calls herself
a left women's activist also found that many women would also not find the time
to protest gender inequality:
“[…] women are now so busy trying to make their existence that finding time to actually
protest over a demonstration is also a challenge. Because do you do this, or do you turn
on a few more rupees to feed your family? I mean, it's a genuine real dilemma.” (Respondent 11, September 14, 2021)
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Hence, as protest are hardly permitted, it is more difficult for feminist activism
in India to achieve public accountability during the pandemic.
Furthermore, some respondents struggled with funding during the pandemic.
According to Kaizer (2021), the lack of resources has overstretched women's organizations worldwide which made the implementation of initiatives and programs difficult. The author claims that this happened due to the economic situation, as well as the changing donor priorities (Kaizer, 2021). One respondent who
works with a civil society organization described this inability to raise resources
within the pandemic (Respondent 6). According to the respondent, resources for
her programs are difficult to raise due to the economic implications of the pandemic: Businessmen who had generated a big amount of the organization's resources are now without work (Respondent 6). Another respondent described
how scarce funding was for the necessary relief in the first period of the lockdown. Instead of counting on bigger institutions to provide funds, a lot of middleclass people chipped in to give necessary monetary aid (Respondent 13). Because
of the lack of funds for relief work, a respondent who works for a Dalit rightsbased organization stated, that they had to split up existing funds to accommodate basic needs for the Dalit community (Respondent 9). However, some other
respondents stated how they were able to continue their agenda with the fundings at hand: A respondent who works for an awareness program against child
marriage and child trafficking noted that the pause in programs neutralized their
organization's gap in funding (Respondent 3). The organization can profit from
multiyear funding, which leaves them with enough resources to carry out initiatives for now (Respondent 3). The funds were also available for the organization
of another respondent. She works within a leftist women's organization and refers to the history of her association when talking about funds (Respondent 11).
She recognized that when asking for funds, they were able to get a response due
to the organization's reputation and size. Hence, even though some organizations
managed to find enough resources, it was a struggle for others to raise the funds
due to the economic situation or due to changing donor priorities.
As mentioned before, another pressing challenge that feminist activism had to
deal with was the sudden migration. Many people had moved or migrated to other
places out of financial and economic despair. As many people moved around, respondent found it difficult to navigate their initiatives: The respondent who
works with women in a food processing unit describes how the women that she
had worked with moved away to survive (Respondent 4). This made it difficult
for her to restart the unit: After the first lockdown she had to begin from nothing
as her previous female workers she had done the courses with had moved away.
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Now she had to start with new female workers who had moved there. Also, another respondent who had been working in villages for girl's empowerment and
the prevention of child marriages described a similar problem (Respondent 1).
Due to migration, many families and girls are not in their villages any longer.
This means that many girls might not be able to be rescued from child marriage
by the organization. The migration after the first lockdown made it difficult to
hold track of the people that the respondent had worked with.
In conclusion, many challenges for feminist activism in India are induced by
the pandemic. Lockdown measures make it difficult for activists to continue their
initiatives and programs. Furthermore, the accessibility of marginalized women
during the pandemic poses difficulties due to the digital divide. The closure of
courts, as well as the inability to protest curb civic space and acknowledgement
of gender issues. The lack of funding is another challenge for feminist activism
in India which is related to the economic downturn of the pandemic and different
donor prioritization. These pandemic induced implications are not always easy
to respond to or adjust to for feminist activism. I will talk about the adjustments
of feminist activism in the following.

6.2

ADJUSTING TO THE PANDEMIC – KEEPING THE AGENDA GOING

As described above, the pandemic induced challenges for feminist activism
impacted the feminist agenda. Many initiatives and programs could not be carried
out in the initial way due to the lockdown measures. Despite these challenges for
activists and organizations, feminist activism did not come to a holt and found
ways to continue their agenda throughout the pandemic. However, it took some
time to understand and evaluate the situation before trying to find alternatives
and adjustments to proceed with the agenda (Respondent 3). In the following I
will draw on the respondents' statements about their adjustments to carry out
their projects and initiatives despite the lockdown measures.
Since physical travel to the field was not possible for activists, more responsibilities have been transferred to helpers and gatekeepers on the local level.
Whereas before they would travel to the field, respondents are now communicating online with the volunteers and gatekeepers in the communities (Respondent 10). Many respondents describe how their work has turned into coordination
work between different entities. Shifting more responsibilities to the local
level can have opportunities, but also drawbacks. Another Respondent who works
for a feminist organization points out that the communication to the gatekeepers
in the community is an ongoing challenge and not comparable to face-to-face
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work (Respondent 10). On the other hand, an opportunity was pointed out by a
respondent who engages in creating awareness of child marriages and child trafficking: She described how the inability to be in the field connected their organization better to the volunteers on ground (Respondent 3). Whereas before they
would have traveled to see these recruited volunteers less than once a year, now
they established regular online contact to be able to continue their initiatives on
the ground during the pandemic (Respondent 3). Also, another respondent who
works for a local organization described the benefit of the new organization: by
forming a chain of volunteers the organization could carry on with vaccination
promotions during the lockdown (Respondent 2). Similarly, another respondent
who leads initiatives to empower young girls described how the shift of responsibility to the local level even encouraged girls from the programs to stop child
marriages themselves (Respondent 1). These shifting responsibilities to the
ground can hence enhance the ways of working of the organizations.
As protests as such were not permitted, feminist activism in India ventured
out to different possibilities of protesting online. Despite the gathering restrictions of the lockdown, several respondents worked on ways to call attention
to women's issues. One respondent who is part of a leftist women's association
described how the organization got creative to draw attention via social media
(Respondent 11): This was difficult at first, because women had to lend phones
from their husbands or children to participate. However, after this was accomplished, the association asked the women to gather in their local areas with handwritten slogans on boards. The women took pictures and uploaded the protest on
social media (Respondent 11). The respondent noted that they were continuously
learning to overcome challenges like these. However, due to slight relaxation,
there were also more physical mobilizations that could take place to draw attention to the organization's agenda (Respondent 11). Furthermore, a respondent
who works for the Dalit rights-based organization also elaborated their approach
to protesting online:
“We had a lot of protests also. We started a social media protest, we tried on twitter, we
were marking all the officials, you know, the prime minister's office and the state chief
minister, the head of the police we were marking everybody in these cases. That is how we
made these things more visible.” (Respondent 9, September 08, 2021)

Achieving visibility is a crucial factor of protesting. Amongst others, the organization helped Dalit women to give visibility to their cases. Oftentimes, Dalit women's cases were not taken up by the police. However, the additional visibility on
social media helped these women to file their cases (Respondent 9). Another respondent who works for a feminist organization seemed to be a bit less optimistic
about online awareness creation. She felt that online protesting on social media
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does not draw enough attention to the cause compared to physical mobilizations
(Respondent 10). Nevertheless, through online protesting via social media the
respondents were able to draw at least some attention to gender inequalities despite lockdown restrictions.
Despite the lockdown measures, some respondents found diverse ways of continuing their awareness initiatives. The organization of one respondent works
with awareness creation initiatives against child marriage and child trafficking
(Respondent 3). She explained that they had to change their strategy for their
awareness campaign as the initiative had taken place in schools with a lot of parents and children listening. Due to the lockdown measures this was not possible
any longer, as schools were closed. After the beginning of the pandemic, they
soon started sending their local field workers out to the streets instead. From
here, the field workers gathered some people together, a maximum of 15 to 20
people, and they started with the awareness creation. Here, they used aids such
as flip charts and comic books to make people aware of the dangers of child marriage, school dropouts and child trafficking (Respondent 3). Instead of one big
program, multiple programs are in operation. The respondent even stated that
the small groups are more effective than the bigger groups, as people tend to
listen better (Respondent 3). Furthermore, the respondent described the endless
possibilities of awareness creation online, where a course at a university is even
taking up the work or the organization:
“Now, online we can create awareness. Use YouTube channels, use platforms like from the
Philanthropy University. So, one of the universities in India also is accepting our coursework as a credit course in their university.” (Respondent 3, August 22, 2021)

In addition to that, another respondent described that all the awareness creation
initiatives have been shifted online (Respondent 10). According to her, there were
multiple ways to go about the awareness campaigns on gender inequality for her
feminist organization. Some campaigns happened via social media, where the information was disseminated; others took place in the form of online panels and
shared discussion. Both adjustments, the online and the offline awareness creation, helped the respondents to continue their initiatives despite the restricting
lockdown measures.
Some other projects and initiatives had to change their approaches or could
be continued through online means during the pandemic. Having to spare out
many of the on-ground implementation of initiatives, projects either had to reorient towards different activities or shifted online (Respondent 10). One respondent explained how the feminist organization she works for shifted its focus more
towards research during the lockdown (Respondent 10). Other existing programs
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had to be supported through starting other smaller projects. By planning different activities, they had hoped for a similar outcome (Respondent 10). Also, several respondents who were working with training programs had now established
online courses for women. Before the pandemic, women could attend the training
within their communities, now they could attend the courses from their homes.
A respondent who gives training to empower women in rural areas describes her
shift to online courses as followed:
“We have started programs online on zoom and google meet. Actually, last year, I could
not go on the field many times, very rarely I used to go. But I have conducted many of the
online programs of last year. These programs also, I have covered all these topics like
entrepreneurship, training programs, health and nutrition, processing, and all. I have covered each and everything through online programs.” (Respondent 7, September 04, 2021)

Furthermore, for most respondents, online communication became key to their
activism during the Covid-19-pandemic. A respondent described how meetings
started to be held via zoom or WhatsApp calls (Respondent 5). Another respondent uttered her surprise about how quickly people of her organization were
adopting to using the technology (Respondent 3). After shifting communication
online, her organization had started online reporting, which had happened only
on paper before. Online reporting brought more accuracy to the processes, for
example in terms of timeline which benefited the organization (Respondent 3).
All these innovative approaches to feminist activism show that especially online
means are helpful to carry out initiatives during the lockdown situation.
In some cases, programs were able to endure throughout the pandemic without having to adapt. One example of such projects is the operation of some helplines, either for victims of domestic violence or for alerting child marriages. Many
women centers which worked in cooperation with the government stayed open
as well. (Respondent 6). However, also many of these projects were influenced
by the inability to move around due to the lockdown.
In summary, respondents did manage to adjust to many of the challenges of
the pandemic. Oftentimes, it was possible for their activism to adapt to the new
situation by either shifting responsibilities to local gatekeepers, using online
methods, or finding other approaches to their agenda.
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6.3

“SAVING MYSELF, OR SAVING OTHERS” – ACTIVISTS AND THEIR PERSONAL CHALLENGES

Despite many challenges, respondents have been continuing their activism while adjusting to the new situation of the pandemic. Feminist activism contributed to important and even lifesaving work to many women and families.
Without the commitment of activists behind the feminist agenda, these kinds of
responses could not have been realized. Therefore, it is important to also look at
the challenges for people behind the activism: During the pandemic, the respondents often had to deal with demanding situations. Dealing with sickness and
losses were only some of the things they had to endure. Hence, the pandemic had
taken its toll on the respondents too. Most of the respondents I interviewed talked
about their personal difficulties within this situation, trying to keep themselves
and others safe, while still trying to do their activism. To understand the full
extent of the pandemic on feminist activism, it is important to portrait the personal challenges and hardship of its activists. In the following, I will elaborate
the individual experiences of the respondents to portrait additional challenges to
feminist activism in India during the pandemic.
During the pandemic, many people had to deal with sickness and losses of
loved ones. Also, the women that I interviewed. As many activists are at the forefront of the pandemic, they have many contacts to strangers. This makes it more
likely for them to catch the virus. For example, feminist activists who work in
police stations to help domestic violence victims are exposed to many contacts in
a day, making them more vulnerable to catch the virus (Respondent 8). Many
respondents described how they and their colleagues got sick due to Covid-19. A
respondent who works with an organization which does awareness creation projects against child marriage and child trafficking describes the challenge of keeping the employees safe (Respondent 3). Nevertheless, many team members of
hers got tested positive. This led to a pause in their activism which caused an
accumulation of work (Respondent 3). Another respondent, an author and editor
of a feminist magazine, described the difficulties for many activists who have
gotten sick (Respondent 8). Some of her activist friends have been recovering for
several months now. She describes how the pandemic is burdening activists and
making them suffer. A respondent also mentioned that she got hospitalized due
to contracting the virus (Respondent 11). Yet another respondent who has a broad
network to women activists in India explained:
“Because during this pandemic, I lost so many of my colleagues. During the pandemic, we
lost very good activists. I feel frustrated whether to go and venture out or not, whether to
save our lives or save other's lives, it has become like that. But still trying to work it out,
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now that we are vaccinated, that helps. Always we hope for the best.” (Respondent 1,
August 07, 2021)

Respondents are thus dealing with a dilemma whether to save oneself or prioritize helping others. Also, dealing with so many losses and seeing so many people
who ventured out and contracted the virus must have taken a toll on the respondents’ mental health. Hence, feminist activists are not only at an elevated risk to
contract the virus and suffer from its implications, but also must deal with a dilemma whether to go outside or to stay safe.
Because of the ending resources and the limit in possibilities, many respondents described their frustrations about the situation the pandemic caused for
women. A respondent who had founded an organization for girl child empowerment felt a sense of frustration when realizing that she had gone back 20 years
in her achievements (Respondent 1): In the areas that she had been working,
there had been hardly any child marriage or child labor. However, due to the
pandemic, the organization has yet again to stop child marriages and solve child
labor issues (Respondent 1). How much time it will take to reverse these issues
and how many children would go back to school after the pandemic is not known
(Respondent 1). Also, another respondent expresses her sadness about the situation:
“And there are moments of great sadness when you felt that there were so many things
that you could not do anything about. The lack of food, you were trying to help, but there
is a limit to what you could do. And the problem was so huge in comparison to your own
efforts. And then, there were deaths and there was serious sickness and tension.” (Respondent 11, September 14, 2021)

The way in which women's problems in India have exacerbated during the pandemic gives a taste of powerlessness to the situation. Especially, being tied to the
home office situation due to the lockdown does not help the frustration of activists who are used to operating on the ground (Respondent 1). The worsening of
the situation for women triggers frustrations amongst activists, as much of their
achievements had been undone.
The pandemic had multiple emotional effects on activists. Through all their
experiences during the pandemic, respondents described how they and their
coworkers were getting emotionally drained. A respondent who works for prevention of child trafficking and domestic violence acknowledges that “this has
never been an easy field” (Respondent 3). She explains that dealing with violence
and bad stories all the time impacts many workers emotionally. Because of the
intensity and exacerbation of women's problems, the organization hired an addi-
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tional external counselor to take care of the emotional wellbeing of the team (Respondent 3). Another respondent who took up relief work to help people with
food aid described the hardship of experiencing the severe poverty level that the
pandemic had caused:
“And I think as activists or development professionals, though we knew that the poverty
was quite extreme in the Indian situation even today, the government might be giving you
the statistics, but it came as a big shock to realize that it is quite extreme whatever we
were thinking, it's much more than you think.” (Respondent 13, September 17, 2021)

The initial experience during the covid-pandemic was described as “horrible” by
one respondent and “traumatic” by another (Respondent 8; Respondent 9). The
initial fear of the disease stalked a respondent for the first few months, before
she decided to partake in relief work (Respondent 8). This dilemma between experiencing fear of the virus and wanting to go out to provide help has been described by multiple respondents. The fear of the virus exacerbated due to the
deaths and serious illness that women experienced in their families (Respondent
11). Emotional stresses have been draining many activists to exhaustion, due to
the exacerbation of women's issues and the fear of the virus itself.
Next to the emotional distress of their work, many female activists suffered
from the extension of their chores in households due to the pandemic. Just as
many other women, also, female activists carried the extra burden in the households with the advent of the pandemic. This caused stress and overworking due
to the multitude of responsibilities next to their activism. A respondent who
works within a processing unit to teach and empower women described, how she
had to take care of many chores: the household, as well as her children during
the lockdown, and leading the processing unit simultaneously (Respondent 4).
These additional workloads for female activists surely added up to their distress,
making their work more difficult.
The experiences of the pandemic clearly influenced the women's work in feminist activism. Here, I must mention how emotional drainage due to the experiences during the lockdown impacts these activists. Despite reaching their limits,
the respondents were working hard to make their activism happen and keep the
agenda going. Therefore, feminist activism experienced challenges not only due
to outside factors that restricted certain approaches to activism, but also due to
personal factors that influence the performance of feminist activists.
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7

MANEUVERING SPACES – THE GOVERNMENT AND FEMINIST ACTIVISM DURING THE PANDEMIC

Many new social problems arose or exacerbated during the pandemic. Especially, gender inequality amplified through the periods of lockdown as described
in the previous chapters. In fact, the Indian government did not follow its duty to
help their citizens by responding to these emerging issues in society. According
to the theory of Pelling and Dill, the absence of the necessary governmental support during a crisis like the pandemic would create political space for civil society
to be involved in societal and political matters. However, as the Indian government is authoritarian, might rather be interested in curbing the political space to
enforce the status quo or even to deepen its power position in society. This would
not only deny other actors to enter the political space despite the grievances
within the society, but it also might go hand in hand with a shrinking of civic
spaces in India. In this chapter I will discuss in how far the political space is
curbed by the Indian government and in how far feminist activism can maneuver
around these limitations and embrace the gaps that might have formed due to the
governmental neglect during the pandemic. This chapter will form the last part
of the analysis of this thesis.
To find out in what ways feminist activism in India maneuvers the civic spaces
around the governmental actions during the pandemic, I will first explore the in
how far the Indian government of Narendra Modi is curbing the political space
during the pandemic. Secondly, I will elaborate in how far feminist activists are
able to step into the gap in society that the government leaves by neglecting its
duties to safeguard its people. I describe in how far the respondents were able to
respond to the societal needs during the pandemic. Furthermore, I discuss the
channels of communication which have changed as a result of the pandemic.
Lastly, I will discuss the respondents view on whether the limitations of the civic
space during the pandemic caused more vulnerabilities or opportunities for feminist activism in India.

7.1

CURBING SPACES – THE INDIAN GOVERNMENT DURING THE PANDEMIC

In India, a regression of democratic freedom had been noticed in recent years,
continuing during the pandemic (Al-Ali, 2020; “India among countries”, 2021).
According to Ung Loh, Wilson and Purewal (n.d.), the pandemic had been
“weaponised” by the Indian government to serve their purposes of silencing critics, increase surveillance, and centralize their power. In fact, the pandemic was
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used to further marginalize minorities and file arrests against protesters and activists (Al-Ali, 2020). A respondent called the pandemic a “bone to every government” (Respondent 8). She seemed convinced that, just like every dog jump on a
bone, the government would seize the pandemic as an opportunity to entrench
its power in society (Respondent 8). Different to other regimes, India has not
enforced its national emergency act during the pandemic (Gowd, Veerababu &
Reddy, 2021). Instead, the government found other ways to silence protesters and
activists by amending different acts. The independent news provider scroll.in refers to a report of the organization CIVICUS Monitor when stating that India continuously represses civic rights which are of democratic importance (“India
among countries”, 2021). In this section I will elaborate the governmental restrictions to feminist activism in India. It will show in how far the government
curbs political and civic spaces during the pandemic and in how far feminist activists are forced to tiptoe around governmental enforcement. Web-articles, as
well as social media entries and the elaboration of the respondents contribute to
this section.
The current Indian government under Prime Minister Narendra Modi follows
right wing nationalistic intentions, which aim to consolidate Hindutva by steering hatred against religious minorities (Ung Loh, Wilson & Purewal, n.d.). Already before the start of the pandemic, the government had made distinct amendments to laws which allowed them to misuse their power. The Citizenship Amendment Act (short CAA) is one of these acts which discriminates certain minorities.
The CAA was planted shortly before the advent of the pandemic by the Indian
government to deny especially Muslims living in India the right to obtain Indian
Citizenship (Shivaprasad, 2021). The exercised discrimination also influenced the
Indian society: Already early in the pandemic, the government had used the fear
of people to steer more hatred against Muslim communities by framing them as
spreaders of Covid-19 in newspaper articles (Ung Loh, Wilson & Purewal, n.d.).
Amongst others, this had caused medical centres to deny pregnant Muslim
women the necessary health care (Ung Loh, Wilson & Purewal, n.d.). Additionally,
as the pandemic went on, many Muslim women have been humiliated by trolls on
the internet. These women were discriminated through an app, which allegedly
auctioned these Muslim women for sale (Bulli Bai app, 2022). The police had not
done much to put these trolls behind bars, which allowed the discrimination to
continue ((Bulli Bai app, 2022). Next to the xenophobia against Muslims, cast
discrimination had climbed during the pandemic, especially in rural areas (Ung
Loh, Wilson & Purewal, n.d.). Hence, discrimination of minorities grew throughout the time of the pandemic.
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Many activists have been protesting the discrimination of minorities and the
nationalist intentions of the government. However, these activists are quick to be
labeled as “anti-national” by the Indian government (Ung Loh, Wilson & Purewal,
n.d.). Even before the pandemic, the Indian government had suffocated voices of
activists amongst which feminist activists by filing arbitrary arrests. The arrests
of these human-rights-activists have been justified under the Unlawful Activities
(Prevention) Act (UAPA) by claiming them to be a threat to national security
(Feminism in India, 2021b). In 2019, the government had amended the act to enforce the detention of critics (“India among countries”, 2021; Feminism in India,
2021b). Initially, the UAPA law had served the prevention of terrorism (“India:
Women human”, 2021). “Feminism in India” describes in a Facebook post how
the government under Prime Minister Narendra Modi has “used the distraction
of the pandemic” to file more arrests against multiple human rights activists as
well as student leaders during the lockdown under the UAPA law (Feminism in
India, 2021b). Those charged under the UAPA law have often been held in permanent pre-trial detention without proper evidence to their charges and denial for
bail (“India among countries”, 2021; Feminism in India, 2021b; CIVICUS Monitor,
2021). Amongst those arrested have been two women human rights activists from
a women student collective in Delhi called Pinjra Tod. After peacefully protesting
the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) the young women were arrested amongst
others under the UAPA law in May 2020 (“India: Women human”, 2021; Feminism in India, 2021b). The CIVICUS Monitor tweeted one year after their arrest
to remember their long-lasting detention:
#India: Women human rights defenders Devangana Kalita & Natasha Narwal from
@PinjraTod have now spent a year in jail for their activism. Their persecution highlights
how Modi has continued to use state resources to silence critics during a pandemic […].
(CIVICUS Monitor, 2021)

The arrests and detentions of diverse human rights activists in India show the
limits to feminist activism in India and a lack of freedom of expression. Especially
feminist activists who are campaigning against governmental discrimination of
certain minorities, walk on thin ice. Some other fields of feminist activism are
not targeted by the government. This was also noticeable when asking respondents for permission to record the interviews. Especially those who worked with
minority groups or on “sensitive topics” like sexuality of women seemed to be
more careful than activists who had worked on other topics like gender-based
violence or child marriage (Respondent 10). Hence, the governmental misuse of
the UAPA law especially limits activism which works with minority rights and
which openly protests against the nationalist Hindutva agenda and discourse of
the government.
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Next to the threat of being arrested under the UAPA law, another act has been
causing difficulties for feminist activists and feminist organizations: The amendment to the Foreign Contribution Regulation Act in September 2020 (FCRA) has
been hindering the work of feminist organizations in India. In fact, the International Commission of Jurists (ICJ) (2020) states in their report that the amendments to the FCRA “impose arbitrary and extraordinary obstacles on the capacity
of human rights defenders and other civil society actors to carry out their important work”. The amendment of the law makes regulations around foreign
funding (which most NGOs in the development sector receive) more difficult
(Swart, 2020; ICJ, 2020). The new restrictions of the law demand control and
more oversight by the government over foreign contributions to NGOs to ensure
“national security” (Swart, 2020). The law is now demanding a registration of a
bank account from NGOs, including additional certification processes and registration requirements to operate (Swart, 2020; ICJ, 2020). Furthermore, the law
prohibits organizations from transferring these funds to other NGOs (Swart,
2020). If an organization fails to provide the governmental demands or is deemed
anti-national, the fundings will be frozen and the organization must shut down
(Respondent 10, Swart, 2020). The law has been targeting critics of the Hindu
nationalist government, amongst which human rights groups and environmental
NGOs (Swart, 2020). Also, Amnesty International had to shut down its operations
in India as their bank account was frozen by the government in 2020 (Swart,
2020, Respondent 10). According to a respondent who works for a feminist organization, shutting down Amnesty was taken as a warning by other organizations who work on “sensitive topics” as well (Respondent 10). She described the
effect of the amendment of FCRA on her own work as follows:
“Because anyway, if you walk into that kind of space that we work in like sexuality rights
and sexual reproductive rights, those are extremely sensitive topics. […] You cannot criticize the government, and that has generally been an issue obviously. In the pandemic more
so. […] I work a lot in the communication team at my organization as well and we have to
be really careful about saying anything. We cannot even say if we criticize for example
how the vaccination campaign has been. We cannot criticize it because the government
could perceive that as criticizing their policy. And then we could receive the tag of being
anti-national. Or that a foreign country is funding civil unrest. So, it has been really tough.
Amnesty was essentially like a warning. […]. So, you shut down Amnesty and then what
hope do we have.” (Respondent 10, September 09, 2021)

The FCRA does not only hinder organizations who work on governmental sensitive topics: The amendment also affected smaller grassroot NGOs who were dependent on the outsourced funds of larger organizations (ICJ, 2020; Swart,
2020). Furthermore, the paperwork around the new requirements to register as
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an NGO also stretched the capacities of NGOs and social services, especially during the pandemic (Respondent 5). However, already before the amendment of the
FCRA law, the government under Modi has been cancelling licenses of numerous
NGOs since the beginning of his term (Swart, 2020). Overall, the amendment of
the Foreign Contribution Regulation Act has led to an increase in governmental
control over NGOs which has been limiting their civic and political space to act.
To further suffocate activists and civil society, the Indian government had
used the lockdown as a tool to prohibit protesting. Protests of feminist activism
was oftentimes not permitted by the government due to lockdown measures (Respondent 8). Different to protests, large scale religious gatherings and political
mass gatherings are taking place in India. Feminism in India (2021c) describes in
a Facebook post the observations of the WHO of the political and religious mass
gatherings that were taking place in India despite the social measures and a new
Covid-wave on the rise. As it was in the governmental interest to hold political
rallies, just before the assembly election in four states, these, together with religious mass gatherings were granted. A respondent described the situation as
such:
“They are not giving permissions [for protests], but they will be giving permissions to
religious meetings, to religious functions. Not on issues of women or violence issues. If
any festival is happening, there will be thousands of people gathering, but if we ask for an
issue, we want to protest or we want to take a rally, no.” (Respondent 8, September 07,
2021)

This double standard of the government results in the limitation of the freedom
to protest, disguised as lockdown measures. A Respondent noticed a lot of “intolerance related to civil society voices” as the pandemic proceeds (Respondent 5).
She claims, that before the pandemic, voices have been heard, but are silenced
now (Respondent 5). Hence, the government uses lockdown measures to prohibit
protesting which curbs the space for activists to make their voices heard.
The government and the agenda of rights-based activism clashes in interests.
Activists who want to achieve progressive social change, compete against the
right-wing interests of the government. A respondent tried to explain the governmental reaction to rights-based activism as followed:
“We do not know; we are only assuming that the government is trying to apply a lot of
pressure on those groups which are working on real social change. The national government is not interested in bringing out real social change […]. There is a rift between the
ideology of the national government and the ruling party as rightist government, and they
want to push society back to where it was before. […] The right-wing party which is ruling
our country now wanted to change the constitution to prehistoric right-wing politics, as
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Hindu ideology should prevail. Minority rights should be contained. So, they want to push
us back to where Manu smriti was prevailing. Manu smriti should become the constitution
of India, that is the right-wing ideology. But all the rights-based organizations protest
that. So, to curb the rights-based activism, all these legislations have been changed. That
is the issue.” (Respondent 5, September 03, 2021)

The respondent mentions Manu Smriti, which is an ancient text of Hinduism that
encompasses the initial division of Indian society into the caste system (Respondent 5). She claims that the Hindutva government aims to go back to these discriminating structures. As mentioned in the quote, the intention to social change
does not comply with these nationalist right-wing interests.
Despite this clash in interests, many NGOs work together with the Indian government. One respondent described the cooperation with the government as a
need so that the projects and programs of the feminist organization can be realized and executed (Respondent 10). Working with entities like schools for awareness creation leads through governmental ministries (Respondent 10). Hence, for
some respondents the government is a necessary address to act out their campaigns. Also, the government reaches out to organizations to implement their
policies: Some feminist organizations help to realize governmentally planned
projects, for adolescent girls, for example to prevent child marriages and against
gender-based violence, such as “One Stop Crisis Centers”. The respondents who
were approached by the government to realize such centers for women work
closely together with the police. These activists seemed to be less afraid of governmental consequences than others. When working together with the government, many feminist NGOs and activists face a clash in their own interests. A
respondent described this dilemma as follows:
“A lot of hesitation is there, everywhere, there was a huge gathering and huge protest
meetings. So, that is all against the government. […] We are also closely working with
government; at the same time, we will be not supporting policies against people. That clash
will be there every time. Maybe every activist will face that.” (Respondent 8, September
07, 2021)

Working together with the government, but also opposing the government triggers hesitation within the respondent. After all, the Indian government under
Modi is following authoritarian patriarchal ideals which feminist activism tries
to oppose (Al-Ali, 2020). This dilemma is felt by some of the respondents, however, as described above, some respondents have no choice but to work together
with the government to continue their activism.
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When considering the amendments of the different acts, the civic and political
space in the Indian society has been diminished significantly by the Indian government. By curbing the political space, the government takes away further
chances of activists to protest the governmental actions. The situation of the pandemic has been used to increasingly silence and control NGOs and activists. The
closing of the political space and the entrenchment of the governmental power is
another pushback on activists. However, even without the pandemic, the government under Modi had started amending acts to his benefit, such as the UAPA law
in 2019. The situation of the pandemic has served the government well in its
mission to prevent social change and to deepen its political power in society. Even
though the government did not respond sufficiently to the needs of its citizens, it
prevented an opening of the social contract through authoritarian means.

7.2

REDEFINING AGENDA AND CHANNELS OF FEMINIST ACTIVISM DURING
THE PANDEMIC

To find out in what ways feminist activism in India maneuvers the civic spaces
around the governmental actions and limitations, I now will investigate the response of feminist activism to the needs during the pandemic. Even though lockdown measures were introduced to ensure a sense of safety to society from the
virus, many implications that followed the lockdown were not responded to by
the government. This left a space for civil society, and hence, also feminist activism to act on these issues. Due to the curbed political space by the government
and the limitations of the lockdown measures, the overall civic space to navigate
feminist activism decreased as well. In this section I want to discuss in what ways
and in how far feminist activism in India steps up for the governmental inability
to respond to people’s needs caused by the pandemic. I will draw on the description of the respondents to understand how they managed to maneuver these
spaces.
In the following, I will first discuss how the respondents act on the pandemic
induced implications that were neglected by the government. After this, I will
describe the new channels of communication which enabled the maneuvering of
the civic space for feminist activism during the pandemic.
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7.2.1 Redefining the Agenda: Feminist Activism Responding to Needs
The governmental blindness towards the multiple implications of the lockdown measures resulted in societal needs that triggered action within civil society. Civil organizations amongst which feminist and women organizations and
collaborations quickly reacted to the situation by stepping into the governmental
responsibilities. This happened despite the challenges that feminist activism had
to face due to the lockdown restrictions and the governmental induced limitations
for activists. In fact, feminist activism created new activities to mitigate not only
the gendered implications of the pandemic in addition to its already existing
agenda. In the following I will elaborate the respondents report on their reaction
to the current needs during the pandemic.
Many feminist activists and organizations started to engage in relief support
to those households that had been marginalized during the pandemic. After the
lockdown measures had been introduced, many households lost their livelihoods.
As governmental support was often not sufficient, many feminist organizations
took on relief work to provide people with essential support, especially in the
first periods of the lockdown. A respondent who works for a Dalit rights-based
organization described how the organization reacted to these urgent needs of essential support by splitting their funding to allocate half to essential relief work
(Respondent 9). The organization then supported communities in 10 to 15 states.
They did not only take the Dalit communities into account, but all those who
needed essential supplies:
“We had this entire process of work that we did, so we made a list of all the people who
were in need, migrant laborers, workers, women, men, children, people with disability,
single women, elderly, all these people. Not only people from Dalit communities but also
other people that were really in a bad shape. So we made a list of that from each state at
least in 10 to 15 States in India and we did the same relief. We had to look at where they
can go to specific shops where they can get food, grains, soaps, sanitary pads, put the kit
together and provide. That is how we put the relief kits together and provided in 10 to 15
states.” (Respondent 9, September 08, 2021)

Many respondents provided relief work in their communities that they had
worked with prior to Covid. A respondent who works in different rural communities described the benefits of the established network for relief support (Respondent 3). The funders of her organization even secured additional financial
aid for an influx of migrant workers to the villages (Respondent 3). Where some
respondents reported how they had helped any households in need, others were
helping vulnerable women in particular: According to a respondent who had
worked with the transgender community before explained that especially single
women, transgender women, as well as sex workers were vulnerable and in need
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of their livelihood support (Respondent 8). Some organizations cooperated with
governmental agencies to provide the necessary aid. According to the report of
Vikalp Sangam (2021) the women's collective MAKAAM Delhi was one of those
who started offering help: The collective started delivering relief in March 2020
after realizing the pressing needs of so many households (Vikalp Sangam, 2021).
Essential goods were delivered to vulnerable and distressed women headed
households in the urban areas of the Northern states (Vikalp Sangam, 2021). The
collective quickly established a system of communication lines to reach out to
vulnerable women (Vikalp Sangam, 2021). The delivery of the aid then took place
in cooperation with state agencies and relief groups (Vikalp Sangam, 2021). In
Delhi, MAKAAM was able to help around 5,600 households in the first couple of
months of the pandemic (Vikalp Sangam, 2021). Also outside of Delhi, they provided food, grains, and even small grants for micro businesses for women (Vikalp
Sangam, 2021). Hence, many respondents and their organizations reacted to the
needs in their communities and supported vulnerable households, distributing
food and other essential materials, not only to women but to everyone in need. By
doing so, they took in the responsibilities of the government to cater for its citizen’s needs.
Feminist activism in India also helped people who were migrating: When people lost their daily waged jobs in the cities, feminist activists around the country
were involved in supporting migrants on their way to their villages (Respondent
12). In the article “seeding hope” Vikalp Sangam (2021) describes how the women's collective MAKAAM supported migrants by facilitating and coordinating
their travel to different locations such as Bihar, Assam as well as Madhya Pradesh. A respondent who works together with a women's collective, described how
different feminist activists had formed networks and connected to each other to
support and rescue migrants (Respondent 12). She explained that different activists' networks started advocating and pressured the government to organize
trains for the travelers. The respondent helped in organizing the train rides which
were arranged on short notice. To manage the chaos of migration, and with governmental support being absent, the network established a list of travelers with
their destination to plan for food and security on the train (Respondent 8). The
respondent described the situation as follows:
The government did not provide food and sent the trains late. The food for the train went
bad, that is what they said. […] The list increased. The list gave an idea of how many
people needed food and water on the train, some trains took a couple of days to reach their
destination. It was a huge distress, children were traveling on the train, we had to mobilize
close by food for people in station, because we were not allowed to move to the station.
Then, the local government went there to give them the food.” (Respondent 12, September
17, 2021)
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Another respondent reported that she and other activists were communicating
via WhatsApp groups to localize money from donors, relatives, and friends (Respondent 13). With the funds raised they managed to support migrants on their
way with aid, or organized transportation possibilities to certain destinations
(Respondent 13). Together with her feminist organization, another respondent
was able to support migrants with transit shelters which granted them security
when waiting for their trains (Respondent 5). Where governmental help was absent, feminist activism and advocacy in India supported and secured the migration processes, ensuring many migrants a safe journey to their destinations.
Next to the lack of aid and relief support to migrants and low-income households, some of the respondents had noticed a lack of awareness about Covid-19
among rural households and communities. A respondent who works with rural
communities described how the awareness of the disease in the villages was
“near zero” at the start of the pandemic (Respondent 3). To inform the people
about the pandemic, the organization added a component about Covid and safety
to their awareness initiative (Respondent 3). Another respondent who works for
an organization which is based in rural areas as well, reported that they had
started a new program for awareness creation and vaccinations which was
funded by a Dutch organization. She deemed this to be an important project, as
many people were misled by the bad information management of the media and
the government, thinking that the vaccination was not highly effective (Respondent 2). Hence, the awareness creation initiatives of the respondents provided people with verified information on the disease and the vaccination.
The report of the initiative Vikalp Sangam (2021) highlights a project which
reacted to the grievances in market supply chains due to the pandemic. When the
pandemic started, the lockdown measures caused markets to close which hindered rural people in particular to sell their harvest or purchase other relevant
goods. After the markets and supplies had been shut down during the lockdown,
different women organized supply chains between certain urban and rural areas
(Vikalp Sangam, 2021). In these supply chains commodities like wheat, spices,
and sanitary pads for girls were included (Vikalp Sangam, 2021). Sanitary pads
were produced in a cheap way and provided to different surrounding areas to
provide girls with a hygienic way through their time of the month (Vikalp Sangam, 2021). The initiative Vikalp Sangam (2021) hopes that these efforts and alternative ways of supply chains will last longer to ensure sustainable supplies
within the recovery period of the lockdown situation.
Some women’s organizations turned their attention to new and increasing
forms of child abuse during the pandemic: With the rise in child marriage and
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new forms of online abuse as explained in chapter four, respondents started raising awareness to people about these new and exacerbating implications. Before
the lockdown, a respondent's organization had raised awareness about child marriage and trafficking with the help of comic books. The respondent said that the
comic book had been revised due to the pandemic. A new part had been added to
create awareness to the parents and children of the dangers on the internet, including online abuse and trafficking (Respondent 3). Another respondent described different methods of her organization to tackle the rise in child marriage:
For all those who did not have access to internet, an auto campaign was started
by the organization: A car would drive through the streets to announce the information to bring awareness to the local families (Respondent 2). A second less
accessible way to create awareness was through certain websites. To reach their
goals, respondents also worked together with local governments: To establish
awareness on the downsides of child marriage, the organization worked together
with the local government office, from where announcements via microphone
took place once a day (Respondent 2). With the rise in different forms of human
trafficking, another respondent started a training program to teach the local police how to deal with the rise in human trafficking cases (Respondent 1). According to the respondent, there is no particular law that the police could have followed on how to act in these specific cases (Respondent 1). Organizations supported and worked together with local governments to tackle these arising problems of child marriage and online trafficking.
Also, the rise in domestic violence accounted for responses from feminist activism. A respondent explained how she had started a helpline to aid the increasing number of victims of domestic violence during the pandemic (Respondent 1).
Therefore, she had gathered psychologists who would take the calls to talk to the
women. According to the respondent, every day, they got between 10 to 20 calls
from victims. Together with local police officers, they then tried to help these
women (Respondent 1). Thus, where many activists strongly continued their existing agenda of helping victims of domestic violence, there were also new feminist projects which were started to take on the rise in domestic violence in India
during the lockdown as explained above.
Feminist activists also tried to mitigate the digital divide that had increased
because of the intensity in online use during the pandemic. A respondent who is
the founder of a girl's empowering organization in rural areas described a new
initiative where children were provided with smartphones and tablets to be able
to take part in online schooling (Respondent 1). Additionally, the respondent has
offered online courses to these children. These efforts have helped many children
and prevented their school dropouts during the lockdown phase.
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As these examples show us, feminist activism has been reacting to different
needs of the people in India which reshaped their agenda. They stepped into new
spaces which opened due to the governmental neglect of the problematics that
evolved due to the lockdown measures and the pandemic. With relief work and
advocacy, they tried to mitigate the despair of as many marginalized people as
possible, not only women. Where the government did not provide enough awareness of the pressing issues around Covid-19, respondents saw the need to act and
help people to understand the situation. Lastly, respondents described how they
reacted to other urgent issues for women, such as the increase in child trafficking
and child marriage, the rise in domestic violence, and the digital divide. At some
instances, activists and organizations have been working together with the government to provide the best outcome possible. With these additional initiatives,
feminist activism engages and maneuvered civic spaces where the government
was not able to provide or react upon sufficiently to mitigate the despair in the
country.

7.2.2

Maneuvering Spaces through New Channels of Communication

During the pandemic, offline activism was not always possible. Lockdown
measures and social distancing made it difficult for feminist activism to exercise
their programs and campaigns in the usual way. The curbed political space added
some difficulties to exercise feminist activism in India. In this section I want to
focus on how feminist activism maneuvers the civic space through adjusting their
communication channels. Amongst these are new usage of different media, online
and offline, to make activism possible during a lockdown. In this part I discuss
whether the unforeseen change in communication channels produces opportunities or drawbacks to maneuvering the civic space for feminist activism in India.
Before starting with the obvious adjustment to online media, I first want to
explore alternatives to online communication which respondents and their organizations came up with to continue and widen their awareness campaign despite the restrictions of the pandemic: Especially in local areas, not everyone had
online access. To reach those who lack the latter, two respondents and their organizations found a way to channel their awareness campaign though a different
medium. As described in the previous section, a respondent and her organization
created awareness campaigns on the increase in child marriage issues. Because
of the Covid-19 lockdown, the information was given via microphone announcements from cars riding through the streets, or from the local government office
(Respondent 2). The other respondent described how her organization had man-
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aged to set up a local radio program for their communities in Telangana (Respondent 3). The radio programs provided awareness about child marriage and
trafficking issues in many different dialects of the local language (Respondent 3).
According to the respondent, the radio program became quite popular and was to
the liking of the communities. Without using online means, the awareness creation campaign had hence managed to reach a lot of people despite the lockdown.
By becoming creative and finding new ways of communicating, these respondents
used different media channels to widen their reach of awareness creation.
The shift to increasing online communication during the pandemic is the most
obvious way in how feminist activism navigated the civic space to exercise activism. Of course, as discussed in earlier chapters, an online shift of activism had
happened already before the pandemic. However, the pandemic had forced many
activists to operate whole projects and campaigns through online means. As described by several respondents, this shift was not easily manageable due to the
insufficiency of digital infrastructure in certain regions. A respondent who works
in rural communities in the state Telangana noted that the organization was lucky
that they had started rural resource centers with internet facilities just before
the advent of the pandemic (Respondent 1). In this way, they were able to stay
connected with the staff and the girls she had worked with through online means.
Another respondent whose organization works in rural areas as well had shared
a similar story: The organization had given out digital devices such as phones to
the local staff members just before the pandemic which had helped them to stay
in contact during the lockdown (Respondent 3). However, some tasks are difficult
to apply online. The field of social work and social development requires personal
contact as noted by a respondent (Respondent 1). This and the fact that not everyone might have online access gives limitations to the online shift in campaigns
and programs. Hence, these drawbacks describe the restraints to an otherwise
useful channel.
As mentioned before, the respondents made use of digital devices and online
channels to communicate with colleagues during the lockdown, often via zoom or
google meets. They kept contact and communication going through telephony or
WhatsApp. Before the advent of the pandemic, all respondents used to work physically with women or colleagues, or even traveled to the field. Respondents described how they started communicating more regularly with local staff members
and coordinators which they had otherwise only visited once a year (Respondent
9, Respondent 3). To keep track on what happens in the communities, a respondent who works for a Dalit-rights-based organization noted that they were now
able to meet virtually with local women's and children's teams to discuss the situation at hand (Respondent 9):
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“We also are meeting them virtually in our women's team, […] so I also talked to the
women and children online. I think that opened up the opportunity to actually interact and
to find out, because we are at the center of the Country and they are in a village, the entire
thing of coming together and connecting. That has really helped us to connect well. This
is one of the opportunities that we can take into our work form here.” (Respondent 9,
September 08, 2021)

The online connection was perceived as an opportunity by another respondent
who works with feminist collectives: Through several types of channels, such as
online meetings and telephony and the newly established community contact,
they were able to reach out to many more women than before (Respondent 12).
This had proven to be useful for connecting activists and organizing their activism. Therefore, the extended use of online channels and digital devices proved to
be useful for feminist activism.
Additional to the communication opportunities, some respondents had used
the "pause” during the lockdown to partake in online webinars and online education. One respondent who works as women advocate but also founded her own
organization to empower girls described how she participated in different international webinars and conferences (Respondent 1). She partook in a series of
webinars by UNICEF, which offered an exchange possibility of data to understand
what is happening in the field (Respondent 1). Some of the girls of her organization were able to take part in those conferences (Respondent 1):
“And similarly, we had UN conferences, where even our girls also could partly participate
in some of the conferences. So that gives them some exposure. And they were happy that
they were part of those international conferences.” (Respondent 1, August 07, 2021)

Also, other respondents described how they took part in national or international
seminars and used the lockdown period to educate themselves further in their
fields in this way. The respondents connected and exchanged their knowledge
through online channels not only within their country, but also internationally.
Moreover, respondents noted different advantages of the online shift for their
work. When before the pandemic digital devices had been used only for necessities in the working process of some organizations, it now became an essential
part of working: A respondent described how digitalization had changed the way
of working in her organization (Respondent 3). Not only did the organization
profit from the accuracy of online reporting, but they also used digital means to
create new databases for their work in rural communities. She further describes
how the organization had “pivoted” when the pandemic hit, and they understood
the crucial role of communicating online (Respondent 3). In fact, her organization
soon started creating digital training opportunities on their subjects (Respondent
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3). Another respondent reported about a website that had been set up for information purposes on governmental lockdown measures and for information on the
care provided by institutions (Respondent 12). Overall, the shift to online channels brought out useful working processes for organizations and the respondents
which might be sustainable, even after the pandemic.
When talking about the use of online channels during the pandemic, of course
social media activities should not be neglected. During the pandemic, social media platforms like twitter and Facebook were increasingly used as a tool for feminist activism. Feminist Activists used different hashtags to create awareness,
amongst which #ViolenceAgainstWomen, #India, #COVID, or #SexGenTech (on
gender inclusive technologies) (Dehingia & Raj, 2021). In fact, some of the respondents had claimed that they had used social media platforms to bring forward their agenda too. One respondent who works for a feminist youth organization started a whole awareness campaign via social media as other options
were limited during the lockdown (Respondent 10). Another respondent described how her organization had expanded their awareness campaign to
YouTube and other online platforms (Respondent 3). Next to awareness campaigns of feminist organizations, also grassroot feminists use the platform to
bring forward their agenda and to amplify voices of minority groups (Dehingia &
Raj, 2021). According to the article of Dehingia and Raj (2021), tweets of these
feminist activists often included topics of caste-based violence and feminist activism around socially marginalized groups. A respondent who works for a Dalitrights based organization described how they made use of these types of tweets
and posts form grassroot levels during the pandemic:
“All these news were not reported in the media, we caught it all on the social media. This
all went on the social media, where whoever had a phone, they were reporting if something
happened. […] We were tracking all these cases on social media, on Facebook and that is
how we took up the case and we are following it now.” (Respondent 9, September 08,
2021)

Connecting with people through social media to help them was a new possibility
for this organization, which was not used before the pandemic in such a way.
Hence, social media created new online possibilities to receive attention.
Overall, the change of channels and the shift to more online activism during
the pandemic has offered the respondents many possibilities to exercise their activism despite the lockdown measures. Hence, the change in channels helped feminist activism to maneuver the spaces to exercise their activism. Despite its positive contribution to the situation, it is important to remember that the change in
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channels was not always able to replace the physical work in the field (Respondent 10). Especially the online shift excluded those without digital devices or access to the internet.

7.3

MANEUVERING SPACES - RESILIENCE OR VULNERABILITY?

During the interviews, respondents uttered different opinions about the
changes and adaptations of their activism to the shrinking civic space during the
pandemic: Some respondents started doubting the effectiveness of their activism
during the health crisis, whereas others felt more confident about their activism's
impact and saw opportunities in the situation. For this last section, I will look at
how the respondents themselves discuss and reflect on the setbacks and the opportunities of their activism. I will discuss the respondent's reflection on the thin
line between vulnerability and resilience of feminist activism.
First of all, it is important to point out that there were more difficulties and
drawbacks to the pandemic for feminist activism than advantages. When asking
for her opinion, a respondent described the enormity of the challenges for feminist activism during the pandemic (Respondent 11). She tried to be optimistic
about further developments:
“I think at the moment, the challenges are far greater. I mean, opportunities will obviously
emerge from them, but the challenges are far greater.” (Respondent 11, September 14,
2021)

The multitude of challenges was also felt by other respondents who had talked
about setbacks in their work. One respondent who works with girl children in
rural areas noted how much work of the past 20 years had “gone back” (Respondent 1). She describes how she had been working in these areas to prevent child
labor and child marriage to provide more possibilities for girls. However, with
the advent of the pandemic, numbers of child marriage and child labor rose again
in these rural communities (Respondent 1). Hence, despite the opportunities, it
is important to keep in mind how much work of activism has been undone which
causes far great challenges to feminist activism compared to opportunities.
Because of these challenges, some of the respondents started doubting the impact they were making during the pandemic. Especially one respondent expressed
her concerns about the way activism had changed and adapted to restrictions
during the pandemic. According to her, she likes to believe that despite the

86

changes to her organization's activism, the cause will remain the same (Respondent 10). However, she shared doubts about these changes too:
“[…] I would say the activism has changed. I feel the kind of work my organization does
is inherently activism, so I would not say activism has stopped, it has changed and is perhaps not reaching the people that we wanted to reach. Because with the shift online, the
people that we would ideally like to do activism for are invisible in all of this because of
very lacking digital infrastructure, so which we are still trying to fix, but there is only so
much that a small NGO can do. […] I think we are still trying to figure out what our activism means now.” (Respondent 10, September 09, 2021)

Not being able to exercise the activism in the common way built up doubts about
its effectiveness and its impact. Especially when being dependent on online devices, one might start doubting whether the practiced activism reached the marginalized. The respondent agreed that activism had changed, but she seemed unsure about the meaning of activism now (Respondent 10). Hence, the changes in
the organization's activism resulted in uncertainties about the meaning and the
effectivity of feminist activism.
Despite the doubts about the changes within activism, many respondents saw
a chance for resilience creation within their organization. Several respondents
noted that they experienced the first period of the pandemic as a valuable time
to reflect upon their activism. A respondent who works with a rights-based organization did not perceive the situation as a setback, but rather as an important
pause in which they could reflect on their ways of working (Respondent 9). A
respondent who is a leftist activist noted that a situation like the pandemic shows
an organization “what can be done” to enhance its functionality (Respondent 11).
According to her, the pandemic shook the organization that she works with out
of its comfort zone; it showed them the "weaknesses” in their organization and
displayed possibilities to overthink their systems (Respondent 11). She described
the crisis situation as an “eye opener” and came to understand the uncertainties
of life (Respondent 11). One way of changing the present system for her organization would include the strengthening of local units (Respondent 11). Amplifying
leadership and self-sufficiency on the local level would then account for more
independence in decision making. In the same line of thought, the respondent
working with a Dalit rights-based organization noted the following:
“[…] We do not know what will happen next. Are we prepared or are we scared of what
will happen? So, I think, pausing and then coming together as a team, as a community and
then figuring out solutions... I think that gave us a lot of strength and that gave us a lot of
motivation to go ahead. But in terms of the political environment, I am not quite sure, but
I think Covid gave us a pause to rethink and then to move ahead.” (Respondent 9, September 08, 2021)
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This pause of working, hence, forced the organization to come together and reflect on the problems at hand. Many respondents experienced the situation as
time to reflect on their organization's system and way of working only to enhance
their processes and build up resilience within their organization.
Furthermore, respondents talked about their opinion on the prospect for overall feminist activism. Of course, how the impact of the pandemic will influence
feminist activism eventually is not yet foreseeable. Hence, the following opinion
pieces are only hunches of what might happen in the future and what could be
done to achieve gender equality. During the interview, I asked two respondents
about the possibility of another wave of the feminist movement triggered by the
Covid-implications for women and girls. Both respondents described themselves
as being involved or as part of the feminist movement. The respondents considered this development as plausible due to the rise in the overall inequality which
was triggered by the pandemic in India. However, for another wave of the feminist movement to happen, it would take a certain capacity and strength in society.
One of these respondents who describes herself as a leftist activist explained:
“I think the pandemic has actually brought out the inequality and the gender aspects. […]
The question is, is our movement strong enough? And does it have the vision and the capacity to transform this into a wider movement for equality in general, to push the
agenda? As a feminist movement, or as a women's movement, we've already had these
issues on the agenda. So can COVID and issues that came out due to COVID help to further
that and build wider solidarity, for instance, across countries across class, across whatever divisions that exist even today.” (Respondent 11, September 14, 2021)

Hence, whether another wave of movement will evolve is unknown and up to
different factors which are not foreseeable. A respondent who works with feminist collectives and networks explained the importance of solidarity building and
networking between the feminists (Respondent 12) She described how feminists
must overcome the differences and binaries between them to function stronger
together (Respondent 12). Overall, the future is not to be predicted, however, to
have a stronger stance and to make a greater difference in the future, feminist
activism must find solidarity amongst each other despite their differences.
The reflection of the respondents on the situation of their activism does not
only show the differences in personalities, but also the differences in their approaches to exercising feminist activism. Where some see more drawbacks to the
respective changes of their organization, others see opportunities to grow and to
reflect. When talking about resilience or vulnerability of feminist activism, the
reflection of the respondents shows that resilience can be formed out of a vulner-

88

able momentum like the pandemic. Whether feminist activism can build solidarity though resilience and enable the women's movement to start another wave of
feminism due to the rising inequality levels is not something that can be predicted
as yet.
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8 CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION
In this final chapter I will not only summarize, but also discuss this research
and its findings. At first, I am going to conclude this thesis on feminist activism
in India during the Covid-19 pandemic by summarizing and interpreting the findings. I will do this by answering the overall research question of this thesis.
Thereafter, I will end the thesis with a discussion. In this part, I zoom out to analyze the significance of the thesis. Moreover, I will reflect on limitations of the
research, its findings, and its theory, and discuss unresolved questions.

8.1 CONCLUSION
Feminist activism in India had to undergo changes and challenges when wanting to operate during the pandemic. Oftentimes, it was not an easy process to
keep the activism going. Despite the hurdles, activists and advocates did not give
up on their goal to empower women and help people in despair. In this research,
I aimed at answering the question: In what ways is feminist activism in India
trying to contest gender inequality during the Covid-19 pandemic. To conclude
my thesis, I here lay out and summarize my research results by answering the
sub-questions in the following.
At first, I looked into the development and the situation of feminist activism
in India before the pandemic. Historic events and the evolving different feminist
waves and women movements in India led Indian feminist activism to where it is
today. The Indian traditional culture and the Indian societal structure define the
meaning of feminism in the Indian context. It is important to note that feminism
in the Indian context is not to be compared to the understanding of the Western
context due to the differences in socio-cultural, political, and economic conditions. These differences induce context specific problems for women as well as
unique ways of feminism and feminist activism to go about these issues. The
unique context of feminism and feminist activism in India was the starting point
for my thesis. It gave an understanding to the preconditions of feminist activism,
including factors as online presence, as well as previous governmental amendments which influenced the civic space already before the pandemic had started.
When the Pandemic hit, the strict lockdown measures of the government immediately backfired, causing more despair in the country than before. In this thesis I aimed at finding out in how far the pandemic and its lockdown measures in
India caused gendered implications and hence, influenced the work that feminist
activism had achieved over the years. With the help of the respondents, I found
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out that many women were marginalized in the new situation, on economic and
on social levels. The situation did not only make Indian women more vulnerable
to job losses, compared to men but it also triggered new problems of genderbased violence and in health care for women. Overall, one can conclude that those
groups and households who were marginalized before got marginalized even further due to the lockdown measures. Wide reaching policy responses to offset
these implications of the pandemic seemed to be mostly absent. Solely the issue
of domestic violence got some attention from the government. The overall picture
shows a widely absent reaction and withdrawal from ongoing, exacerbating and
emerging gender issues (as well as other issues) by the government during the
pandemic. This suggested a breach of the social contract, as the government did
not abide to its duty of keeping its citizens safe.
The circumstances of the pandemic did not only create gendered implications,
but they also implicated challenges to the respondent's activism and advocacy. I
aimed at finding out what challenges women’s organizations and activists experienced during the lockdown in India and how they managed to adjust. Therefore,
I analyzed the challenges that the respondents faced in exercising their activism.
From movement restrictions and the closure of courts, up to funding problems,
the inability to protest as well as the personal struggles; respondents felt the
impact of the lockdown measures on their ability to exercise their initiatives and
programs. Some initiatives had to be stopped in the beginning of the pandemic.
The switch to online communication with stakeholders, gatekeepers, and colleagues helped the respondents to somewhat adjust to these impediments during
the pandemic. The change in approaches enabled the respondents to continue
their agenda within the margin of the situation’s possibilities.
Next to all these challenges and changes to feminist activism during the pandemic, I aimed at analyzing how feminist activism maneuvers the civic space
while being influenced by the governmental actions. The governmental neglect of
the newly emerging implications of the pandemic suggested a breach of the social
contract with its citizens when following Pelling and Dill’s disaster politics theory
(2010). This might have opened space for civil society or other actors to renegotiate the power structures. However, as the Indian government is authoritarian,
it had been curbing especially the political space for other actors, making sure
that governmental critics are silenced. Form the governmental actions we can see
that the pandemic was partly instrumentalized to silence critics and to prohibit
protests. Also, NGOs had to deal with newly implemented governmental control
of foreign fundings. This did not only diminish the political space for civil society,
but it also decreased the civic space for organizations and activists. Hence, feminist activism and the rest of civil society were not only limited to make use of the
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civic space by lockdown measures but also by the governmental actions to deepen
their position of power.
Despite these limitations, feminist activism understood to maneuver the civic
space. By reacting to different current needs, respondents engaged in spaces
where the government was not able to provide or react upon sufficiently. When
reshaping the agenda, feminist activism reacted amongst others to the extensive
need of relief of vulnerable households in the first period of the pandemic. The
efforts of the respondents to provide aid did not in first instance focus on women
only, but rather on marginalized households in general. With providing aid they
stepped out of their goal to contest only gender inequality but tried to hamper
the most pressing issues instead. Next to the aid provision, some respondents
started acting on the newly emerging problems for women that were caused by
the despair of the lockdown measures. With help of different channels than before, the respondents were able to maneuver the civic space despite all the limitations at hand. The continuation of activism was solely made possible through
the creativeness and adaptability of the respondents to the situation.
Despite the above-mentioned adaptation to the circumstances, respondents
had different opinions on whether the pandemic resulted in the creation of resilience or rather vulnerability to feminist activism. Many respondents perceived
the pandemic as a valuable time to think about their approaches to activism. Others shared a slightly more negative perspective on the pandemic induced implications for their activism. Discussing the reflection of the respondents on the
matter made me realize the thin line between resilience creation and vulnerability. Resilience is not created when being unaware of being vulnerable.
Overall, feminist activism in India maneuvered the shrinking civic space to
continue its initiatives and projects and even to reacted to the implications of the
pandemic. Despite several limitations including the governmental limitations
and the lockdown measures, feminist activism tried to adjust and adapt to the
current situation. By reacting to the pressing needs of the citizens, they widened
their initiatives and provided gender unspecific help to households in need. The
pandemic might have pointed towards a watershed moment for feminist activism
in India. Where some processes will deter to their original form, other changes
might be of a permanent nature. This might include the necessity of maneuvering
the civic space through governmental limitations to activism. The increasing use
of online communication might be a beneficiary change for the long run. The
same counts for the shift in responsibilities to the local level. This might empower
people in rural areas even more. However, as the pandemic is yet ongoing, it is
hard to say in which way feminist activism in India will develop and how its approaches to contesting gender inequality might change in the future.
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8.2 DISCUSSION
Without a doubt, reflection is an important part of research. It does not only
help to classify the findings in a wider context, but it also enables the researcher to see the limitations of the research. In this bit, I aim to reflect on the
research's significance, its limitations, as well as on questions that the research
leaves unanswered.
At first, I want to zoom out and position my research on feminist activism in
India during the Covid-19 pandemic in the broader picture. Undoubtably, the pandemic has changed not only the circumstances of women in India, but also the
approaches to feminist activism. As this research thematizes feminist activism
during a pandemic, it contributes to the debates around disaster politics. Disaster
politics often refer to natural hazards which are rather short lived, while their
destructive forces are high. The pandemic, however, has a longer momentum
without any infrastructural destruction. Hence, the pandemic is a rather different
disaster compared to natural catastrophes such as earthquakes or tsunamis. With
this thesis I contribute to the debate of disaster politics and add insights on how
the civic space is maneuvered by Indian feminist activism during such a longlasting disaster such as the Covid-19 pandemic. Furthermore, the thesis contributes to the research on feminism and its activism in non-Western countries. Even
if other non-Western settings might feature different historic, cultural, traditional, economic, and political backgrounds one can reason that the presence of
lockdown measures and social distancing must have influenced the other countries’ feminist activism as well. Therefore, the research contributes to two different scientific debates.
When zooming out and discussing the significance of this thesis, it is important to mention what this research might say about the future of women's
rights in India. Quite frankly, this research cannot predict the future developments of the gender equality aspect in Indian society, especially because the pandemic is still ongoing. However, it suggests a direction and might hint towards a
certain development: The lockdown restrictions which limited the movement of
feminist activism were temporary. However, the newly developing governmental
hurdles for NGOs, human- (and hence, also women-) rights activism, and governmental critics will last longer. Hence, the law amendments which curb the political space and secure the power of the government will also shrink the civic space
for activists and advocates in the long run. Next to that, the pandemic had gendered implications which put many women in India in a more vulnerable position
than before. Many women were pushed back into their traditional gender roles.
These developments do not seem very promising for future developments of
women's rights and gender equality in India. Despite all this, there is no reason
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to believe that gender equality and the advancement of women’s rights in India
is developing towards a general downward slope: With eager continuation of
feminist activism, the setbacks of the pandemic might not manifest as permanent
step back for women's rights and gender equality. Despite the shrinking civic
space, feminist activism has proven to be able to adapt to exceptional situations
and find ways to continue their activism. The online organization will most likely
play a crucial role in feminist activism in India even after the pandemic. With
increasing internet access off people in India and which offers global content
through social media, traditional patriarchal customs might decrease within society throughout the next generations. However, as patriarchy is deeply entrenched in the Indian society, a development towards more women's rights and
gender equality might only evolve slowly. Having said that in my opinion there is
potential for the issue around women's rights to slowly improve in Indian society
despite many setbacks induced by the pandemic as well as governmental restrictions.
Having discussed the significance of this research, I now aim to reflect on its
limitations. First, it is necessary to discuss the scope of the research. As the pandemic is an ongoing crisis, the further development of feminist activism in India
during the pandemic is not included in this research: I started my writing process
as the pandemic was still ongoing. I might have missed out on developments that
happened after my data collection. Any further developments would require additional research. In addition to that, the results do not go deeper into the greater
discussion on achieving deeper institutional and societal transformation towards
gender equality. The results show that feminist activism during the pandemic
was rather based on the momentum than to think about structural change to
achieve gender equality. Focusing on the current needs and being busy with the
newly emerging problems, respondents were not strategically planning to gain
more political influence to achieve deeply rooted societal changes on institutional
or political level. To the contrary, some respondents even stepped away from
their feminist goals to aid the people that were in need. Hence, like all research,
the results of this thesis only have a limited scope.
Lastly, I aim to engage with and reflect on parts of the theory. Here, I want to
discuss the concepts feminist activism and patriarchy once again to understand
my choice of wording in this thesis.
In this thesis I thematized feminist activism, however, I did not refer to the
respondents as feminists. I made this decision after asking respondents about
their relation to feminism during the interviews. Their answers were diverse and
seemed to be informed by different discourses, individual, and intersectional ex-
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periences. Some respondents called themselves a feminist whereas others refrained from calling themselves a feminist for various reasons. Some thought of
the term as too radical to describe their work, another respondent thought of the
term as too limiting to describe her efforts. These differences in perception of
feminism can be explained by Mohanty’s theory (1988): According to Mohanty,
feminism is not just a single notion defined by Western authors, but it has different meanings and approaches in different cultural and socio-economic settings.
She denounces the neglected diversity amongst women in non-Western countries. Following Mohanty’s theory, also in India, there is not simply a single understanding of feminism: The diversity amongst women plays into the different
perceptions, definitions, and notions of feminism of the respondents.
Not all participants called themselves feminists. Nevertheless, I decided
to call the research subject feminist activism. There is a difference between calling oneself a feminist activist, which depends on one's opinion and individual
preference, and to exercise what I call feminist activism. Despite the already discussed differences in preferences, agendas, and beliefs amongst all the actors
who are advocating and taking a stand for women in India, the term feminist
activism is used in this research as an umbrella term to refer to the overall efforts
to empower women. The term can be understood in line with the discussed theory
of Mohanty (1988), which decolonizes the Western understanding of feminism
and points out the agency and diversity amongst women and, also, the multiplicity of the term feminism itself in non-Western countries.
When discussing gender inequality, it is hard to not bring up the term patriarchy: Patriarchal structures in society are often blamed for producing gender
inequality. Patriarchy is often portrayed as the wrong that feminism seems to
oppose. In this way, there is also a monolithic thinking around patriarchy. However, if the term feminism carries a multiplicity in understanding according to
Mohanty (1988), then also the definition of patriarchy can vary amongst those
who seek to contest it. In this research I did not discuss the meaning of patriarchy
with all the respondents. However, throughout the research I came to understand
that the term patriarchy might have different meanings in different geographical,
cultural, economic, and social contexts. This assumption is closely connected to
Mohanty’s understanding of feminism. Hence, it might be of importance to decolonize the notion of patriarchy as well to perceive the term not as a wholistic evil
that feminism is opposing but rather something that can vary from background
to background.
One thing is for sure: Feminist activism in India changed due to the pandemic.
Whether it is as effective as it used to be and whether some of these adjustments
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will remain after the pandemic situation has passed is a different question. However, in my opinion, respondents did manage to maneuver the shrinking civic
space which allowed the continue their activism and react to newly emerging
problems. Despite the shrinking spaces, activists and advocates seemed determined enough to work around these difficulties and find space to exercise their
activism through different means to contest gender- and other inequalities in India.
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APPENDIX
APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW GUIDE

Instructions for the introduction:
-

Intro of interviewer (name, student of WUR, study)

-

Purpose: I am looking at feminist activism in India in the context of the Pandemic,
how the pandemic might challenge activism or might even create new opportunities to bring forward feminist agenda

-

Adhere to the Confidentiality policy of the university: Information of this interview will be used for writing my Master thesis research only.

-

I will of course anonymize you and the information that you give to me, unless it is
ok for you if I use your name or the name of your organization in the research

-

Would it be ok if I would record this interview? It will be used for the purpose of
easy transcribing so that I do not miss out on any information. The transcriptions
will not be shown to any third parties. The recordings will be safely stored at the
University for ethical reasons

-

Please feel free to ask any questions if something is not clear

-

The interview might take about 60 minutes, but you can end the interview at any
time if you wish to do so, you of course have the freedom to not answer a question
if you feel uncomfortable doing so

-

Any further questions so far?

-

I suggest starting with the interview, so first I will ask you some questions about
your activism and feminism and then I will proceed to ask about the Pandemic.

Interview Questions:
Could you tell me a bit more about your activism?
E.g.:
- What do you do?
- What are your ambitions in activism?
- …
Would you describe yourself as a feminist activist?
E.g.:
- If yes, why? Could you elaborate on that?
o What does feminism mean to you? What is your perception of feminism?
- If no, why not?
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o
-

Do you feel troubled with that term? Why?

…

Do you think that Covid is causing gendered problems in India?
E.g.:
- If yes:
o Where do you see the most problems for yourself and other women in
India (or from the experience of your activism)?
o Is the infrastructure still sufficient to support the activism?
o Does the government respond to these issues?
▪ If yes: What are gendered responses of the government?
▪ If no: In how far did that influence your activism?
- If no: why not?
- …
How has the agenda of your activism changed with the outbreak of Covid-19 in India?
E.g.:
- Adjustments of Agenda?
- Differences over time?
- …
Did you change the channels of your activism?
E.g.:
- How do you go about the activism now?
- How do you go about it now compared to before?
- Were there any measures over time which made it harder to act out your activism?
o If yes: Did you adjust during this time?
o Passive/active? o Location, online/offline?
- …
Did you notice any difference in how people responded to activism?
E.g.:
- Were they attentive to the new problems/your activism?
o Did you notice differences in attentiveness?
o Did they show interest in the activism? Were they engaged?
- Did the government response to your activism? o Remoteness: Infrastructural
challenges such as phone availability, affordable calls?
- Education as dimension
- …
Does your activism face any other particular challenges or experiences new opportunities due to Covid?
- Challenges
- Opportunities for activism
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Ending:
Short summary
Do you have any questions for me? Or would you like to add something? Is there anything you think I should have asked you? Thank you so much!
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