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1
Minding the Gap:  
Gender and Property Ownership

Faridaben lives in a two-room house in a “regularized” slum in Ahmedabad, 
India, with her husband and five young daughters. She works as a seamstress 
sewing sari blouses for women in the neighbourhood. Her husband is an 
auto rickshaw driver. Faridaben admits that business is frequently not steady 
and consistent enough for their combined incomes to meet the growing 
needs of the family. Her oldest daughter is sixteen years old and helps Fa-
ridaben with her tailoring business. Faridaben wanted her daughter to finish 
secondary school but was forced to withdraw her from school when she 
completed grade five to help supplement the family income. The younger 
girls still attend the local elementary school, but Faridaben is unsure whether 
they would all be able to continue. A neighbour persuaded Faridaben to 
open a savings account with a local cooperative bank three years ago. After 
a year of regular saving, she qualified for a small housing loan. She used the 
six thousand rupees (US$150) she received to install floor tiles in her home. 
The previous dirt floor had caused Faridaben a lot of trouble, dirtying any 
blouses she was sewing that dropped on the floor. She frequently lost a por-
tion of her income to the extra cloth she had to buy to replace the blouse 
pieces that fell – no matter how careful she was. Matters were made worse 
during the rainy season when water entered the house and the floor turned 
muddy. The first loan enabled Faridaben both to improve the physical qual-
ity of her home and to protect her income. She was able to repay her first 
loan in small monthly instalments. She used a second loan to install a sturdy 
iron door that could be locked from the inside of the house. Ensuring the 
physical security of their young daughters had become a serious concern 
for Faridaben and her husband. Locking the door at night, they said, helped 
them sleep a little easier. Faridaben is now applying for a third loan, which 
she hopes to use to plaster the brick walls of her house and to install a tiled 
roof to replace the tarpaulin sheet that currently covers the house.
 The Ahmedabad Municipal Corporation (AMC) recently approved house-
hold-level infrastructure upgradation for Ambedkar Nagar, an unserviced 
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4 Minding the Gap

slum in the city. Although they are somewhat distrustful of the AMC’s inten-
tions, the residents of Ambedkar Nagar are anxious and eager to receive the 
benefits promised by the slum upgradation project, including secure land 
tenure, which they emphasize will motivate them to attempt to upgrade 
their homes incrementally. Ratnaben lives in a straw hut in the slum with 
her husband, a factory worker, and four young children. She wakes up at 
five o’clock every morning to stand in line for water. The community of 150 
households shares one water tap, which works for only one or two hours 
each morning. There is no municipal garbage removal service in the com-
munity, so residents pool money to pay a private contractor to rid the area 
of its refuse on a monthly basis. There is also no electricity in the commun-
ity. Since kerosene is expensive, most residents, including Ratnaben, who 
embroiders wedding saris on contract, must finish their daily activities before 
sundown to minimize the use of lanterns. None of the families in Ambedkar 
Nagar has toilets in their homes. There is one public toilet in the commun-
ity, but whenever there is a storm, the shallow drains clog up and render it 
unusable. All residents are forced to use railway tracks, riverbeds, and other 
public areas as toilets. They are subjected to ridicule, and women are vulner-
able to sexual assault.
 That secure land tenure and adequate housing, or the lack thereof, have 
a significant impact on the lives of people does not require justification. This 
book was not motivated solely by the desire to demonstrate the relevance 
of land tenure, housing, and sanitation services in the lives of low-income 
urban populations. There is a large body of literature produced by policy 
makers, planners, architects, and designers within governments and inter-
national agencies that addresses the importance of adequate and appropriate 
housing in improving the quality of lives of low-income families in the 
developing and developed world. The increasing concern with housing low-
income populations in the developing world has placed shelter prominently 
on the agendas of research and development agencies (Hoy and Jimenez 
1991; Jimenez 1984, 1985; Satterthwaite 2003a). However, far less attention 
has been paid within such discussions to the specific land and housing needs 
of low-income women. Thus, whereas research and scholarship on housing 
policy, for example, focus explicitly on why it is necessary to distinguish the 
housing needs of developing world populations on the basis of income, there 
is less emphasis on understanding shelter needs on the basis of gender. Simi-
larly, although 1 billion people – or about 32 percent of the world’s urban 
population – live in slums (UN-Habitat 2003), very few efforts have been 
made to understand the causes and consequences of urbanization from a 
gender perspective or to engage with the lived realities of women in slum 
communities in the developing world.
 How important is landed property in women’s lives? Do women such as 
Faridaben and Ratnaben have land and housing needs that differ significantly 
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5Minding the Gap

from those of the men in their lives? What specific factors impede or facilitate 
women’s ability to access and control landed property? How can state agen-
cies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) support women’s attempts 
to acquire land, housing, and sanitation services? What specific skills, op-
portunities, and legislative and policy changes do women need to empower 
themselves vis-à-vis men in the ownership of landed property? Do women 
in slum communities face social and economic challenges that differ from 
those faced by men? How do social hierarchies of class, caste, ethnicity, lit-
eracy, and other markers intersect and influence women’s entitlement, or 
lack thereof, to landed property? This book seeks to answer these questions 
in the context of urban contemporary India. It explores the challenges and 
opportunities facing women in securing access to and control over land and 
housing in low-income settlements in Indian cities. I chose to focus specific-
ally on urban low-income women in this book because of the central role 
that land tenure, housing, and infrastructural services such as water, elec-
tricity, and sewerage can play in their lives, and because of my observation 
that their needs have been marginalized even more than those of their rural 
counterparts both in academic scholarship and in development planning.

Women and Property Ownership: Why It Matters
The study of the social, economic, emotional, and cultural significance of 
land and housing in different societies has had a long history, and much 
has been written about the complex, frequently contradictory, meanings of 
“property.” Many scholars emphasize the “situated nature of property” (Moors 
1995, 5) by documenting how the significance of wealth and resources can 
be revealed only through an understanding of concepts of persons, things, 
and valuables within specific cultural systems. Writing mostly about the 
Latin American context in the early 1970s, John Turner maintained that 
housing is not so important for what it is as for what it does for people. He 
emphasized that the worth of the physical product cannot be assumed to 
lie in its physical qualities but, rather, in the relationship between the object 
and the user (Turner 1972). Turner found too that in their search for shelter, 
low-income households were motivated by economic opportunity – reflected 
primarily by the desire to secure shelter close to sources of employment; by 
security in the form of legal tenure and protection from eviction; and by 
status – as an outward manifestation of improved economic condition. There 
are several critiques of the political and economic implications of Turner’s 
ideas (see, for example, Burgess 1978, 1982; Harms 1982); however, none 
draws attention to the complete lack of any gender analysis in his work. 
Drawing upon Turner’s findings, it is easy to understand that Faridaben’s 
home does not simply provide shelter for her and her family; it also strongly 
influences her ability to make a living as a seamstress. However, the fact that 
women’s incomes tend to correlate more strongly and positively with the 
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6 Minding the Gap

adequacy of housing, since they are much more likely to be engaged in 
home-based work, finds no mention whatsoever in Turner’s work. Similarly, 
Ratnaben and her husband’s excitement about water taps and toilets is 
understandable from Turner’s perspective, given that such basic services not 
only improve the standard of living for the urban poor but also provide de 
facto tenure security and protection from eviction. The enormous improve-
ments such services would bring to the lives of women in the household – by 
reducing the daily drudgery of procuring water and the indignities of reliev-
ing themselves in desolate public spaces – do not even appear in the form 
of a footnote in Turner’s scholarship, or, thus far, even in its criticisms.
 Like men, women acquire property through inheritance, purchase in the 
market, and/or distribution by the state. However, unlike men, women in 
many societies face specific gendered constraints that limit access to land 
and housing. This acknowledgment has emerged much more recently in 
policy debates as a result of academic scholarship in gender and development 
as well as activism around land tenure and housing. This book attempts to 
engage with both the closed doors as well as the windows of opportunity 
that women encounter in seeking access to land and housing in urban con-
temporary India.
 Issues related to women’s access to land tenure, housing, and property 
rights have acquired prominence in research and in development organiza-
tions in South Asia only in recent years. It has since been documented 
through multiple sources of evidence, mostly in the rural context in South 
Asia, that women’s ownership of land and housing offers a vital form of 
security against poverty and associated economic and social status that other 
forms of income do not (Agarwal 1994a; Chen 1998; Nussbaum 2000). Since 
private ownership rights in landed property hold a privileged position in 
the South Asian context, it has been suggested by several researchers that 
property ownership strongly influences gender relationships both within 
and outside the household, and that women’s struggles for a legitimate share 
in landed property have the potential to become critical entry points for 
women’s overall empowerment. S. Basu (1999), for example, writes that 
property often emerges as the cornerstone of women’s self-empowerment 
to challenge numerous actors: the state, contractors, landlords, husbands, 
and parents. Documented benefits of women’s property ownership include 
increased intra-household bargaining and decision-making power; reduced 
levels of domestic violence; greater control over the education and welfare 
of children, especially girls; and reduced anxiety about abandonment and 
physical security. Researchers in the southern state of Kerala, for example, 
found that 49 percent of women with no property reported physical violence, 
compared with only 7 percent of women who did own property (Panda 
2002). Protection of land rights is also stressed for widows and unmarried 
women in urban and rural India because it has been repeatedly observed 
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7Minding the Gap

that property-owning widows living alone or with their children were treated 
with much greater respect and consideration than those who did not own 
property (Chen 1998; Chen and Dreze 1992; K. Singh 2004).
 Despite such compelling evidence, governmental responses to women’s 
needs in South Asia have continued to concentrate almost exclusively on 
health, nutrition, and income-generation schemes over gender-focused re-
form of landed property rights, legal literacy, and political equality. Barring 
some notable exceptions, NGOs in the region have also shown unwillingness 
to involve themselves in the complications of addressing issues of land and 
property for women – issues known to be controversial in any country but 
that are especially sensitive in India, with its strong patriarchal culture and 
religious or cultural laws that influence and “normalize” inequalities – despite 
continued assertion by scholars and practitioners that, in addition to eco-
nomic opportunities, women need independent and equal rights in land 
and property ownership to be able to empower themselves to have equal 
footing with men in society (Agarwal 1997, 2002a; Baruah 2003; Basu and 
Rajan 2006; A. Sen 1999). Even feminist organizations with explicit goals to 
improve women’s social and economic status have engaged much more 
actively with employment and wages as the vehicles for change than with 
property ownership (Baruah 2004a, 625).
 Unfortunately, although access to land and housing is one key issue, 
women’s control over, and ownership of, such assets is quite another. Gender 
equality in legal rights to own property does not guarantee gender equality 
in actual ownership, nor does ownership guarantee control. Despite de jure 
national constitutional guarantees to women of equal property rights, issues 
of ownership, access, and control are confounded in practice by antiquated 
gender discriminatory laws and public policies; assumption of congruence 
in interests within the family; strong male vested interests in land and 
property; gaps between the central government’s policy directives and their 
multiple interpretations at the state level; entrenched patriarchal notions 
of “appropriate” gender relations; and the associated resistance to women’s 
inheritance and ownership of land and landed property. Women’s owner-
ship or rights of use can be guaranteed only through land and property 
rights that relate to an enforceable claim, ensuring women’s freedom to 
rent, bequeath, or sell the property (Strickland 2004). Even in countries 
where property rights are legally conveyed, differences in the application of 
the statutory and customary laws mean that women’s property rights still 
may not be guaranteed. A 2001 household survey in Pakistan revealed that 
women owned less than 3 percent of the plots, even though 67 percent of 
the sampled villages reported that women had a right to inherit land (Mason 
and Carlsson 2004).
 In her research in Kerala, arguably the most socially advanced state in 
India, Arun (1999) found that lack of direct access to productive resources 
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8 Minding the Gap

is common even in households where women own land. This is a significant 
factor in perpetuating not only household poverty and economic inequality 
between women and men but also social and cultural inequalities both inside 
and outside the household. Arun’s findings in Kerala echo a study from 
northwestern India, where many women who inherited land had only 
minimal control over the land they officially owned (U. Sharma 1980).
 Women’s organizations in India have aligned themselves strategically 
much more actively around issues such as dowry and the elimination of 
domestic violence against women than around advocacy for housing and 
equal property rights. Consequently, although these groups have mobilized 
quite successfully over the years to pressure the government into reforming 
rape and dowry laws, for example, mobilization on the issue of women’s 
property rights has been scattered and limited. This may be partly attribut-
able to the women’s movement in India, and in the rest of the world, having 
been forced to prioritize issues of “recognition over those of redistribution” 
(Fraser 1997, 12). Much attention has been focused on the unique identities 
of developing-world women and the influences on them of differences in 
class, race, ethnicity, and nationality (see, for example, Mohanty 1988, 2003). 
The rise of identity politics in the global North and South has to some extent 
shifted the focus of gender justice away from issues of political economy 
and redistribution and toward those of cultural identity. As a result, the 
relationship between fundamental factors affecting the lives of poor urban 
women, such as gender and property, and the potential for transforming 
gender relations through the material basis of women’s ownership of landed 
property has not been sufficiently explored. Therefore, one of the primary 
goals of this book is to explore the continuing importance and implications 
of issues of redistribution and to demonstrate their interconnection with 
issues of recognition.
 Women’s rights to land and property have been emphasized at the national 
and international levels as a critical prerequisite for gender equality, even 
if, as Tinker (1993) argues, nowhere is the move toward equity more difficult 
than in policies to change women’s rights to land and housing. Numerous 
organizations and researchers have documented challenges that women 
encounter in seeking to register land and houses in their names or their 
daughters’ names instead of in the names of their spouses or sons. Even a 
simple step such as securing joint land and housing titles for women is in 
practice fraught with difficulties since most property laws in India continue 
to reflect the old assumption of the unitary male-headed households where 
titles were granted principally to men. Female-headed households, divorced 
or separated women, unmarried women, widowed women, migrant women, 
and disabled women experience their own sets of stumbling blocks, fre-
quently compounded by the interaction of other factors such as class, caste, 
religion, language, level of education, legal literacy, place of origin, and male 
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9Minding the Gap

migration. In the study of women and property, the total is more than the 
sum of its parts precisely because most women face complex interrelated 
vulnerabilities in their lives. In this book I grapple with this complexity by 
addressing women’s needs for land and property not just in legal and eco-
nomic terms, as other researchers have done, but also in the context of their 
day-to-day social lives and realities. The exploration and unpacking of the 
interconnected vulnerabilities that impact women’s ability to access and 
control landed property – over and above the legal, socio-economic, and 
cultural impediments – is a prominent theoretical and conceptual contribu-
tion of this research.
 Housing is widely accepted as a vital indicator of quality of life (Payne 
2001; UN-Habitat 2003). Ownership and control over assets such as land 
and housing provide direct and indirect benefits to individuals and house-
holds, including a secure place to live, the means of a livelihood, protection 
during emergencies, and collateral for credit that can be used for investment 
or consumption (Doss, Grown, and Deere 2008). Inadequate housing is an 
extremely visible dimension of poverty and vulnerability. Poor urban resi-
dents typically identify adequate housing as being among their top three 
priority needs. Lack of access to formal sources of housing finance and 
building support is emerging as one of the most significant obstacles to the 
reduction of urban poverty, hampering both the improvement of shelter 
conditions and local economic development (Malhotra 2003). That quality 
low-cost housing and basic services are difficult to deliver is perhaps best 
borne out by the miniscule number of organizations involved in this sector 
as compared with those involved in health and microcredit interventions, 
among others (Baruah 2004b). South Asia and other regions of the developing 
world have witnessed a veritable explosion of organizations seeking to sup-
port the “income generating” activities of low-income women in the informal 
sector. The portfolio of the microfinance sector has grown to include inter-
ventions such as financial planning, counselling, and microinsurance ser-
vices. On the other hand, very few microfinance institutions have explicit 
mandates to provide financial services or technical support for the improve-
ment of living and working conditions of low-income women. Therefore, 
one of the other major objectives of my research is to narrow the glaring 
information and research gap between the overwhelming focus in South 
Asia on the study of women’s access to microcredit for entrepreneurship and 
the corresponding scant attention paid to the study of microfinance as an 
enabling tool for securing adequate land, housing, and basic services.
 Since so many microcredit programs have mushroomed around the world 
in the past few decades, and so much energy has been expended in research-
ing and evaluating them, a substantial body of literature has been generated 
that points to the sector’s most prominent accomplishments and failures. 
In recent years, there have been calls from credit practitioners and scholars 
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10 Minding the Gap

alike to broaden the sector’s portfolio from solely credit provision for self-
employment to include other activities in support of women’s economic 
activities, for example, entrepreneurship training, appropriate technology 
development, market strategy, provision of work protection, social security 
benefits, and housing programs (Carr, Chen, and Jhabvala 1996; Gilbert 
2004; Remenyi and Quinones 2000). A few organizations have taken on new 
responsibilities with varying levels of success. SEWA Bank, for example, 
identifies scaling up its housing microfinance programs and securing suitable 
policy instruments to increase urban women’s access to adequate housing 
and basic services as among its most prominent current challenges (B. Bhatt 
2003; Vyas 2007). One of the goals of this research is to provide a broad and 
critical assessment of the potential for employing credit as an intervention 
for developing housing and basic service delivery.
 Gender-related research on land and property in South Asia has almost 
overwhelmingly focused on rural women and their unmet needs for agri-
cultural land (see, for example, Agarwal 1994a; A. Cooper 1988; Custers 
1987; Gupta 1993). The corresponding land and housing requirements of 
urban women in terms of financial services, tenure, planning and design of 
living space, physical comfort, sanitation, space for income-generating ac-
tivities, and access to public services have received low and woefully inad-
equate attention in research and policy formulation. A few women’s 
organizations in South Asia have independently taken on issues of women’s 
shelter and housing. The Nari Udyog Kendra in Bangladesh, for example, 
provides low-cost housing for families and affordable hostel facilities for 
single working women in Dhaka, and the SEWA Bank in India provides 
housing loans for women and advocates on their behalf for relevant policy 
implementation. However, a review of the literature reveals no broad-based 
concerted effort on the part of state agencies or NGOs to put housing issues, 
particularly for urban low-income women, on the agenda for priority atten-
tion. This neglect mirrors a parallel gap within academic scholarship, where 
the relationship between poor urban women and landed property has re-
mained virtually unattended and little theorized. Therefore, the case for 
raising the visibility of these issues and building capacity for research and 
action is pressing indeed. By focusing on land tenure and housing for low-
income women in urban areas in India, this book stands to fill not one but 
several gaps in theory, research, capacity building, and policy formulation.

Organization of Affiliation
To conduct this research, I sought an affiliation with an organization that 
had a specific mandate to improve the living and working conditions of 
low-income urban women. I chose the Self Employed Women’s Association 
(SEWA), a trade union founded in 1972 to organize women in the informal 
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11Minding the Gap

sector in the western Indian state of Gujarat, partly because of the tremen-
dous success it had enjoyed in promoting the causes of informal sector 
women, and partly because of the organization’s ability to employ empirical 
research about its membership to support its activities and advocacy.1 SEWA 
memberships are open to urban as well as rural women engaged in the in-
formal sector. In the international development community, the name SEWA 
has become synonymous with the organizing and mobilizing efforts of self-
employed women. The SEWA model of unionizing women through coopera-
tives has been replicated in Turkey and Yemen, as well as in post-apartheid 
South Africa through the efforts of the Self-Employed Women’s Union 
(SEWU) in KwaZulu-Natal. My personal and professional commitment to 
social justice goals and feminist principles also influenced my decision to 
affiliate with SEWA. Since the empowerment of low-income informal sector 
women is the overarching objective of this book, and certainly of SEWA, I 
wanted to ensure that the objectives I set for the book, as well as the research 
methodology I employed to meet them, were connected in principle to 
feminist struggle.
 SEWA’s articulation of housing, housing infrastructure, and landed prop-
erty rights for urban low-income women as one of its most pressing priorities 
further convinced me to select it as an organization of affiliation. Discussions 
with women in leadership positions within SEWA revealed that despite issues 
of ownership of land and property being crucial to much of its urban mem-
bership, this was an area toward which SEWA was just beginning to turn its 
attention. Thus, although SEWA has attempted to meet the shelter needs of 
its membership indirectly through its microcredit services for over three 
decades, and more directly through its slum upgradation and housing ad-
vocacy activities since the establishment of the Gujarat Mahila Housing 
SEWA Trust in 1992, the momentum has been building up over the years 
for a grounded case study to explore the specific opportunities and constraints 
low-income informal sector women face in securing access to and control 
over landed property. Thus, the opportunity to fulfill such a timely research 
gap not just within academic scholarship but also within an organization 
committed to empowering women influenced my decision to conduct the 
study in collaboration with SEWA.
 More than four decades of “development” in the so-called Third World 
have not resulted in the predicted absorption, or even the significant dis-
placement, of marginal small-scale economic activities by large-scale tech-
nology-intensive ventures, even in countries that have witnessed dramatic 
economic growth and rapid industrialization. Brisk population growth, 
increasing landlessness, inadequate social support programs, and growing 
rural-urban migration are presumably some of the factors that have ensured 
that large enterprises are unable to create enough jobs to absorb the swelling 
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supply of labour. Under these circumstances, increasing numbers of urban 
and rural people have been forced to, or have chosen to, create alternative 
sources of employment. All such unregistered, and therefore unrecognized, 
manufacturing, service, and petty trade activities have come to be known 
collectively as the “informal sector,” the sector of economic activity that is 
not registered with government agencies and does not comply with regula-
tions governing labour practices, taxes, and licensing (Dignard and Havet 
1995). In countries such as India, the informal sector accounts for 93 percent 
of the total labour force and 64 percent of gross domestic product ( Jhabvala 
and Subrahmanya 2000). Because it is contradictory and unjust to describe 
such a large dynamic workforce in terms that relegate it to a peripheral pos-
ition, many authors and activists prefer to use the term “self-employed,” 
arguing that these workers are essentially entrepreneurs since they assume all 
the risks of their businesses (E. Bhatt 1995; Jhabvala 1994). I support the use 
of the term “self-employed” to describe people who attempt to generate 
independent livelihoods under various circumstances over other terms with 
pejorative connotations, for example, “casual” work; illegal connotations, 
for example, “black economy” – derived from the Italian lavoro negro, trad-
itionally used to describe people with connections to the mafia; or “marginal” 
economy, which utterly fails to capture the significant economic contribu-
tions of the sector. My concern with the use of the term “self-employed” 
arises from the possible confusion of the meaning attributed to it by Western 
capitalism. Self-employment in the context of the developed world implies 
informed choice to pursue independent livelihoods in the presence of other 
opportunities, whereas in developing countries an overwhelming number 
of people, especially poor women, are driven to it not out of a desire to be 
entrepreneurial but because of a lack of options and unmet household sub-
sistence requirements. I use the term “self-employed” to describe workers 
in the informal sector in this book, but within the context of the developing 
world as described above.
 In her study of the women’s movement in India, Leslie Calman (1992) 
sees two major ideological and organizational tendencies within the move-
ment: one, largely urban based, that focuses on issues of rights and equality; 
the other, both rural and urban based, that emphasizes empowerment and 
liberation. According to Calman, the women’s rights advocates see women’s 
concerns as issues of civil and political rights – the rights of women as equal 
citizens with men – and aim for equality under the law. The women’s em-
powerment advocates, on the other hand, see women’s concerns as issues 
of economic and social rights – the right to a livelihood and to determine 
one’s own future – and aim for the personal and community empowerment 
of poor women. Calman further observes that those women’s organizations 
that seek to empower women focus on the material conditions to which 
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women are subject and make consciousness-raising central to their organ-
izing. The first step in organizing for empowerment is to get groups of 
women to analyze their common problems and then to seek solutions col-
lectively. Based on their common understanding of a given situation, the 
women’s group sets the agenda for action. Under Calman’s classification, 
SEWA is a leading example of an empowerment organization because of its 
focus on the material conditions of women’s lives and on organizing and 
conscientizing both rural and urban informal sector women.
 With a membership of over 500,000 in Gujarat and over 1 million across 
India, SEWA is currently by far the world’s largest women’s trade union 
(Chen 2008). In addition to constantly expanding and adapting its activities 
and services to suit the needs of its membership, SEWA has established strong 
links with national and international policy, research, and advocacy organ-
izations. The International Labour Organization’s Convention on Home 
Workers and the Supreme Court of India’s recognition of the right to vend 
as a basic human right and to a just licensing policy for street vendors, for 
example, came about largely as a result of SEWA’s advocacy. SEWA’s founder-
leader, Elaben Bhatt, spearheaded the establishment of Women’s World 
Banking, based in the Netherlands and the United States, with an aim to 
empower low-income rural and urban women by improving their participa-
tion in sustainable livelihood activities through access to financial services. 
It was also largely SEWA’s work that inspired the inception of Women in 
Informal Employment Globalizing and Organizing, a global research-policy 
network based at the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard 
University that seeks to improve the status of the working poor, especially 
women, in the informal economy through better statistics, research, pro-
grams, and policies, and through increased organization and representation 
of informal workers. The availability of these external resources, as well as 
SEWA’s considerable experience in collaborating on research projects with 
academic researchers and international development agencies, motivated 
me to select it over other organizations in the region. Therefore, my research 
was completed through a case study selected and conducted in collaboration 
with SEWA and its sister organizations, the Gujarat Mahila Housing SEWA 
Trust (MHT) and the Shri Mahila SEWA Sahakari Bank (SEWA Bank).
 Given the collaborative nature of my research and my dependence on 
MHT for research assistance, I was compelled to address the issue of how I 
would maintain my intellectual independence and critical edge during my 
time in Ahmedabad even before I embarked upon the research. This was a 
serious concern, especially since SEWA’s reputation as a widely celebrated 
showcase institution within development circles made it almost impossible 
to find non-hagiographic literature on the organization. The work of Lamia 
Karim (see, for example, Karim 2004, 2008), who has written extensively 
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14 Minding the Gap

about the challenges of conducting critical research with showcase institu-
tions such as the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee and the 
Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, influenced my thinking and enabled me to 
design strategies to maintain my intellectual autonomy and critical skills 
during the research process. I was acutely aware as a result of engaging with 
this literature that immersing myself in the work and culture of a primarily 
grassroots organization such as MHT for an extended period, albeit as an 
independent researcher, carried with it the implicit threat of involuntary 
conversion into a high-level staff member. During my time in Ahmedabad, 
I frequently received requests for writing funding proposals, designing sur-
veys, and making presentations at conferences on behalf of MHT. This 
underscored for me the need to develop strategies to optimize my fieldwork 
experience by agreeing to participate in initiatives and projects outside of 
my own research that could enrich my findings while staying true to the 
objectives I had set for the study. With this in mind, I agreed to participate 
in conferences and research activities that were centrally relevant to my 
research goals and politely turned down offers to participate in those that 
were not. This strategy seemed to serve its purpose, and although I benefited 
significantly from participating in activities such as an MHT-sponsored 
workshop on urban low-income housing and designing a pilot survey for 
initiating slum upgradation in the smaller city of Ankleshwar, I was happy 
to decline an offer to evaluate the appropriateness of MHT’s disaster re-
sponse and preparedness activities in the rural areas of the Kutch district 
in Gujarat.
 My fluency in Hindi obviated the necessity for translation services and 
enabled me to interact directly with my research participants, yet I initially 
felt dependent on my research assistants for my orientation to the slums. I 
was able to find my bearings after the first or second visit to each slum. To 
ensure that all my interactions with research participants were not taking 
place in the presence of the research assistants, I frequently stayed behind 
in the slums and interacted individually with slum residents after the focus 
groups were completed and the MHT fieldworkers had headed back to their 
offices. SEWA’s Exposure and Dialogue Program, described in Chapter 4, as 
well as tea and dinner invitations to the homes of research participants, gave 
me an opportunity to interact directly and independently with women in 
slums without MHT’s mediation.
 I used the library facilities at SEWA Academy and the archives at MHT 
extensively during the course of the fieldwork. I appreciated the opportunity 
to immerse myself in the literature on SEWA and its activities, but I was aware 
of the need to familiarize myself with more than just internally produced 
documentation and evaluations of the organization’s programs. I made the 
effort to find external evaluations of SEWA and MHT’s work at the Gujarat 
Institute of Development Research and other organizations in the city. Some 

baruah hi_res.pdf   24 9/20/2010   1:53:58 PM

Sample Material © 2011 UBC Press
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of the insights into MHT’s work provided by NGOs such as Ahmedabad Study 
Action Group, Disha, Saath, and World Vision offered me a new analytical 
lens through which to examine its work vis-à-vis other organizations in the 
city, and these perspectives feature prominently in this book.

Roadmap for the Reader: Organization of Chapters
In Chapter 2, I frame and locate the questions my research posed about 
women’s need for land, housing, and basic services within different theor-
etical approaches to gender and development, ranging from the welfare, 
efficiency, and anti-poverty approaches of the 1970s and 1980s to the more 
recent empowerment, rights-based, and capabilities-based approaches of 
the 1990s and the new millennium. Based on a review of literature on gender 
and land rights in South Asia, Africa, and Latin America, I also identify the 
factors that are most likely to facilitate or impede women’s attempts to in-
herit, purchase (or receive from the state), and control landed assets in 
contemporary India. In Chapter 3, I provide a general orientation to the 
context in which the study was conducted, including background on the 
city of Ahmedabad, its major industries, its cultural and religious compos-
ition, and recent events that have had dramatic impacts on the city’s mood 
and milieu. I also provide a detailed introduction to SEWA and its sister 
organizations, most notably the organizations that collaborated on the re-
search project, namely, the Gujarat Mahila Housing SEWA Trust (MHT) and 
the SEWA Bank. I end the chapter with a description of the key characteristics 
of the communities in which the research was conducted and their implica-
tions for the research process and outcomes.
 Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7 report the major findings of the research. Chapter 
4 deconstructs the complex interconnected vulnerabilities women experi-
ence while performing their duties in the market, the family, and the com-
munity. I examine these vulnerabilities in the context of implications for 
access to and control over land, housing, and housing infrastructure. Chapter 
5 explores the nature of land tenure and property rights in urban areas and 
their implications for women. I raise key issues that need consideration in 
developing a gendered vision of urban land rights, tenure, and reform. 
Chapter 6 provides a synopsis of shelter finance sources in India and of 
the potential for housing microfinance to meet the shelter needs of low-
income households. In this chapter, I make policy recommendations to 
improve the accessibility and affordability of housing-related services and 
financial products for low-income women in the informal sector. I also 
emphasize conflicts and complications that may arise from unquestioningly 
accepting, as much of the development practitioner community does, that 
providing women with microfinance can promote gender equality within 
and outside the household. Chapter 7 dwells upon institutional issues in 
partnership projects. It is based on information derived from formal and 
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16 Minding the Gap

informal interactions with the staff and fieldworkers at MHT, other local 
NGOs, the Ahmedabad Municipal Corporation, private sector representa-
tives, and funding agencies. Using MHT as a case study, I elaborate on chal-
lenges and opportunities that NGOs engaged in housing activities may face 
in collaborating with partners with different core philosophies, motivations, 
working styles, strengths, and constraints. I also briefly explore the potential 
of organizing women around their housing needs to secure more strategic 
gains in political participation, community leadership, and transformation 
of gender relations within and outside the household. Chapter 8 concludes 
the book with a summary of major research findings, their broader policy 
implications, and a reflection on the theoretical and conceptual anchors 
that provided the most appropriate frameworks for conducting exploratory 
interdisciplinary research on gender and landed property in the context of 
urban India.
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