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Introduction 
More than seventy years since the independence of India from a colonial state, not much has changed 

for the women of India. Gendered inequality from early marriages to lower literacy rate among women 
to gendered division of labour to gap in paid labour and formal employment has marred the conditions 
of women. 

The cultural construction of gendered identity and roles for women specify their positioning in 
a society. Ridgeway and Correll (2004: 510-11) define gender as “a multilevel system of difference 
and inequality… involves cultural beliefs and distributions of resources at the macro level, patterns of 
behaviour and organizational practices at the interactional level, and selves and identities at the individual 
level”. The understanding of the gendered roles comes to us fairly early in life. In early childhood years 
children imitate the gender role behaviours through the process of socialization (Berk 2013). Based 
on our gendered identity a range of characteristics pertaining to and differentiating femininity and 
masculinity are determined with time and space. They are navigated via our culture specific gender 
roles and identity. Gendered behaviours are learnt through family and other social institutions leading 
to gendered socialization. With being socialized into societal expectant roles and behaviour women 
learn to act according to the localized feminine role such as taking care of younger siblings, caregivers 
for elders, etc. depending upon the cultural context. 

Construction of  Gender identity
The famous axiom by Simone de Beauvoir (2011) in the Second Sex, “one is not born, but rather, 

becomes, woman”, argues that existence precedes essence, as women are groomed to internalize certain 
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assumptions about femininity from an early age. Early scholars like Oakley (1972) argues that gender 
roles and identities are learnt by a child through “imitation” and “identification”. Over the years scholars 
have shifted their positioning, arguing that gender is not primarily a role or identity being taught in the 
family but an institutionalized system of social practice with differentiation between man and woman, 
which organizes social relations of inequality based on this difference (Lorber 1994; Risman 1998; Ferree, 
Lorber, Hess 1999; Glenn 1999; Ridgeway Smith-Lovin 1999; Ridgeway and Correll 2004). As Anderson 
(2009) argues that society uses gender to shape daily life and create gender differences through sexual 
division of labour, occupational sex segregations, unequal pay for similar jobs, allocation of caregiving 
responsibility, etc. Gender relations are defined through unequal positioning of women in society. The 
cultural beliefs of differentiation between men and women and how they are expected to behave are clear 
part of the system of difference that gender follows (Ridgeway and Correll 2004). It defines the gender 
relation between men and women and their negotiation of power and status in their daily lives. 

Contextualizing Gender dynamics in rural India 
Given that gender relations are interwoven within the social context, women’s experiences have been 

found to differ by class and race (Goldberg and Perry-Jenkins 2004). For the women living in the rural 
India, gender dynamics are different from that of metropolitans or in the developed world. They negotiate 
in day-to day life with rural masculinities in rural households, communities and institutions. Rural life 
in India is diverse with its own pattern of law, culture and social organization; agriculture not being the 
only means of earning. Village economics has diversified, villages are no longer isolated, there is complex 
diversity in villages not only vertically but also horizontally (Jodhka and Simpson 2019), like caste and 
gender relations. More so, with increased rural-urban mobility, villages are in continuous confluence of 
change which is having an impact on the socio-cultural context of the village. 

The social status of girls and women in rural communities contribute to their intensity of lived 
experiences rather than of their male counterparts and the city dwellers; from exclusion of acquiring 
financial, physical and social resources to decision making and gendered impact of poverty (Moletsane 
and Ntombela 2011).  Chowdhry (2019) in her study of rural Haryana shows how different aspects 
of rural life, from masculinization of space to “honour”, shape gender identities with men in access 
and control over material, socio-cultural and ideological resources. She argues that “honour” produces 
inequality and hierarchy for women which stretches from observance of modesty to seclusion of female 
spaces to control over their sexuality.

Added to this regional specification of gendered life is the dimension of religion. For Muslim women 
in India, even though theologically, women in Islam are at par with men on the question of equality in 
matters including that of property and divorce. However, patriarchy has affected the interpretation of 
theological texts including Quran and Hadith which in turn has moulded the Shariah law to be patriarchal 
in relation with the status of women (Ahmed 1992; Engineer 1994).  Roy (1979) argues that religion 
regulates not only the sacred but also the political among Muslims in north India, with gender norms 
being followed in the traditional authoritarian structural framework. Saiyed (1992) argues that it is the 
historical connect of Indian Muslim women with patriarchy and low socio-economic conditions along 
with the cultural context of the Indian subcontinent that these Muslim women have not been able to 
take the advantage of the rights granted under theological text. It is both the structural and institutional 
factors that pose impediments before the Muslim women (Husain 1998). As Hasan and Menon (2004: 
242) in their pan India study say “Gender discrimination coalesces with class inequalities in perpetuating 
disempowerment of Muslim women”. After their work, the deplorable conditions of Muslim women 
economically, educationally, socially (seclusion and lack of mobility) have been confirmed further by the 
Government of India (2006, 2007). 
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A number of studies on Mewat 1 region on Meo Muslim women in rural Haryana has focused on their 
cultural aspects like dressing patterns, marriage, women engagement in agricultural work, along with 
care work at home, exclusion from inheritance in paternal property, practice of dowry, lack of family 
planning, education, political participation, and material backwardness (Amir -Ali 1970; Aggarwal 
1971; Shamsuddin 1981, 1983; Shams 1991; Sikand 1995; Jamous 2003; Raffique 2016). Most of 
the studies on Mewat region have focussed on the socio-cultural aspects in generic manner, specific to 
Meo’s. However, the present study examines the lives of women of different castes inhabiting the rural 
from their perspectives focusing on the interplay of gender identity with gendered roles in their everyday 
lives. There is a need to look into the socio-cultural context of Mewat region from a gendered lens. 

Present Study
The present study focuses on the lives of Muslim women in rural Haryana with emphasis on how 

they negotiate their day-to-day life with respect to their gendered identities. The paper takes into account 
the question of gender to analyse the power exercised by these women on their life choices. It examines 
how various dimensions of gendered life like educational status, aspirations, work both paid and unpaid, 
mobility to gendered behaviour conformity through stereotypes against women, stated son preference, 
family honour, threat of second marriage and dowry shape the gender relations for rural Muslim women 
of Haryana. It also examines various gendered perceptions which reiterate gender bias against women. 
This study is unique as it explores the gender dynamics among Muslim women in rural Haryana.

The study has been conducted in Haryana’s Nuh district, in Ferozpur Jhirka block.

Haryana is a federal unit in northern India infamous for gender discrimination with “low female sex 
ratio, neglect of female child, including infanticide” and “honour killings” (Chowdhry 2019: 60 & 105). 
Haryana has twenty-two districts. District Nuh has been classified the most underdeveloped district of 
India (NITI Aayog 2018) across health and nutrition, education, agriculture, water resources, financial 
inclusion and skill development (Institute for Human Development 2008). It is populated by 52.45% 
males and 47.54% females with literacy rate of 73% males and 37.60% females (Nuh 2022). It has rural 
population at 88.59% with 79% Muslim population (Nuh 2022). Despite Muslims being the largest 
community at 79 % in the district, they are way behind on almost all indicators of socio-economic 
progress in the district (Census of India 2011). The district has six blocks. Ferozpur Jhirka is among  
the most backward on indicators of standard of living, health and gender  2; with lowest female literacy 
rate and highest gender gap in literacy in the block (Institute for Human Development 2008; Sehgal 
Foundation 2015). The sampled village has been selected randomly. It has a majority of Other Backward 
Caste (OBC) Muslims which include Meo, Faquir, Lohar, Nai 3 and other castes among Muslims. 
Besides them there are a few Dalit families from the non-Muslim community. 

The present study is qualitative in nature. In-depth interviews have been used to collect the data 
from Other Backward Caste Muslim women, as OBC Muslims are among the most backward in the 
Muslim population (Government of India 2006). OBC is a term used by the Government of India to 
classify castes which are at educational and social disadvantage. In the study eight respondents from 
various OBC castes i.e., ‘Meo’ (2), ‘Faquir’ (3) and ‘Nai’ (3) have been interviewed. Oral consent has 

1 Mewat is a cultural region extending from Faridabad in Haryana to Alwar in Rajasthan, southern part of 
Haryana and north-eastern Rajasthan. Mewat, takes its name from its majority inhabitants, the Meo community or 
caste group. Inhabitants of the region are called Mewati.

2 The block has 2.4% female headed households. It has gender gap in literacy of 35.8% and 21% in enrolment. It 
has 0.58% women in jobs, with 4.49% men in jobs. The has the highest percentage of women fetching water at 100%. 
(Sehgal Foundation 2015:74).

3 As per the Haryana OBC list Meo, Faquir, Lohar and Nai are classified as OBC castes.
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been taken from the respondents for academic reproduction. Pseudonyms have been used to conceal 
the identity of the respondents to maintain confidentiality. 

The paper follows the theoretical framework of gender as a social structure, system, institution of 
social practices involving mutually reinforcing process at different levels. (Lorber1994; Risman 1998; 
Ridgeway and Smith-Lovin 1999; Risman 2004), wherein gender is a socially constructed stratification 
system of power and inequality varying across time and space. It is used to understand the unique 
positions of these women and their positionality and negotiation in their daily life with their unique 
identities.

Findings
Profile of the respondents 

The profile of the respondents shows that two are full time homemakers, one non-married student 
pursuing her Bachelor of Arts and five are engaged in paid work (one school teacher, two school cooks 
for preparing mid-day meal in village school, one anganwadi  4 worker, one shopkeeper).  The respondents 
are in the age range of 18 to 58 years.

1. Educational Status

The literacy rate of Muslims is 59.1% with 67.6% male literacy and 50.09% female literacy (Government 
of India 2007). District Nuh has a literacy rate of 56.10% with 37.60% females (Nuh 2022). Raffique 
(2016: 60) marks traditional outlook, patriarchal social structure, the seclusion of women, early 
marriage, low level of aspirations and overall poverty as major reasons behind educational backwardness 
among Meo women. Although change has occurred in terms of female literacy when compared with 
the earlier decades. However, it is snail-paced with gendered barriers for girls in attainment of education. 
The dropout rates for girls are high, with early dropouts and girls assisting their mothers in household 
chores, grazing cattle and roaming in Aravalli hills to collect firewood (Sikand 1995). In the present 
study, similar findings have been observed in the village: Asma, a homemaker in her late thirties tells that 
her two daughters have to drop out from school due to the load of housework. Bushra, a student in her 
early twenties, remarks that she is one of the two girls pursuing graduation in the village and many girls 
fail in board exams due to their engagement in household chores. This matches the findings of Amir-Ali 
(1970: 131) that 50% people do not send their children to school as they could not be “spared” from 
household and field work.  

The drop out of girls is in unison with discouragement towards educating girls and getting higher 
education. It is also linked with the restriction on young girls, especially adolescents, to go outside. 
Both Azra, a school teacher in her late thirties and Bushra say that they have faced discouragement from 
the family to study after schooling. Bushra’s younger sister Heena, a homemaker in her late teens has 
been married after her 10th standard as she has not opposed getting married whereas Bushra refused 
to marry as she wanted to complete her graduation. However, Bushra says that her father would not 
let her study after graduation and she has to comply as “one has to listen to parents also.” Azra has 
been also discouraged when she filled the forms for B.A through distance learning. At that time, both 
her brother and father said discouragingly, “discouragingly, “kya karna hai padh ke? ”[what’s the need 
to study?].” However, she has been able to continue her education as her in-laws asked her parents to 
get her admission in Master’s program (as she has been engaged when she has been in the last year of 
graduation). 

4  Anganwadi workers are those who work in Anganwadi centers which have been established by the Government of 
India to tackle malnutrition and child hunger in 1975 under the program Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS).
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On the girl’s dropouts in the region, Azra remarks about cultural reasons behind it. She says:
Very few people send their girls to study. Because they think that girls would get out of their 

hands after studying Hindi and they should be taught only the Quran. If they go out then 
men outside will see them, with this the society will think wrong. They think that the girls who 
are studying are a very bad thing happening. It’s like doing something out of societal norms.

However, Azra notes how things are gradually changing. The gradual change can be marked as Amir-
Ali (1970: 87) noted a change from a “definite” no to a “reluctant” yes and “why not” on educating girls. 
She notes, “now some people are letting their daughters study but, in my time, 18 or 19 years used to be 
the maximum age of marriage. If the girl used to age more than that, they used to believe that the girl 
has gotten old (boodhi) at home.” 

2. Aspirations

Aspirations are an essential part of one’s imagination to strive for their better lives. Bell (1963) has 
conceptualized aspirations to be of two types, real (achievable in near future) and ideal (wish to achieve) 
(Harrison 1969). In case of Indian Muslim woman, Jamil (2018) argues that they create and negotiate 
their dreams in pre-existing conditions of poverty and communal prejudice and violence. They “actively 
and realistically assess their powerlessness and make decisions in tune with the assessment” (Jamil 2018: 
77). The same can be seen in the study as women realistically shape their aspirations.   

Out of eight women, only four could express and articulate about their aspirations. Bushra aspires 
to “study further.” She has expressed the hinderance to it with her parents thinking of marrying her. For 
married women, the dreams and aspirations have revolved around their family. The women are capable 
of grasping their socio-cultural milieu and are conscious enough to not have unrealistic hopes. Naila, a 
mid-day meal cook in her late forties says “Shauk to sab cheez ka raha, baki pura na hua to kya kare” [I 
have many desires. Desire has been for everything, what to do if they are not fulfilled]. For oneself, the 
woman does not have much aspirations but they have hopes that the hardship that they have endured, 
their children would live a better life and get good education both for daughters and sons. They also 
aspire for a good job for their sons and a good marriage match for their daughter. Rather, if possible, 
they want their material condition to alleviate as Noori, a mid-day meal cook in her early thirties says “If 
I get a chance then I would build my house, marry my girls, make some jewellery, etc.” Also, for some 
women, especially those who have experienced the city or are educated, a better life means being able 
to live in the city with freedom, to wear and do what they want to. As Azra wants to live in the city and 
wants her children to study in English medium schools to have better education and job prospects. 

3. Women and work

All women, both married and unmarried, are engaged in unpaid housework in their household in 
the region (Amir-Ali 1970; Moore 1998; Siwach 2020).  Housework for women entails cooking food, 
cleaning the house, taking care of children and tending their cattle, collection of water, firewood and 
agriculture (Shams 1991). However, in terms of formal employment there is huge disparity in terms of 
women work participation in the formal sector. Total work participation rate is 26.6% in Nuh district 
opposed to 35.2% in the Haryana, with women contribution as 12.6% as opposed to 39.3% men in the 
district (Census of India 2011). 

Over the last several decades. discourse about division of labour in household have gained prominence, 
including the additional burden of unpaid “second shift” undertaken by women at home after their 
paid work (Thompson and Walker 1989; Hochschild and Machung 2012). Besides being engaged in 
formal and informal economy, all women participants also contribute in farm labour and household 
work. Even the theological advice of religious organization such as Tabligi Jama’at, which is active in the 
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region, generally objecting women to work outside in the farms, has not worked. This unacceptance is 
linked as “women, through childhood, adolescence and adulthood, play a major role in household and 
farm labour” (Mayaram 2017: 269). 

For women whose family belongs to the lower middle-income category, working outside is a means 
of survival for family or additional income of the family. However, working outside the home is done 
with family’s consent or family’s insistence. Naila joined as a school cook when her husband has been 
very sick for a long time. Also, Maryam, an anganwadi worker in her late fifties has started working when 
her husband died. Both Naila and Maryam have started working to support their families. 

Azra has been allowed, in her words “given permission” to work under the condition that she works 
in family-owned school. She has been offered a government job but her husband has not allowed her to 
take that offer. She has shared that otherwise her husband does not like that she goes anywhere out to 
do a job be it private or government. Also, Noori has started working in school when her mother-in-law 
asked her to join the same post after her superannuation. 

Zainab, a store owner in her late thirties has been running the shop for the last five years to support 
her household income. Her shop has dry snacks like chips and biscuits and it has also catered to the 
needs of girls and women- as it has items like sanitary pads, cosmetics, artificial jewellery, footwear and 
readymade garments. So, it serves as a multipurpose store for the village women where they find all their 
personal requirements under one roof that too managed by a woman. 

Heena, who used to stich her clothes before her wedding, explained that the unmarried girls generally 
learn stitching and tailoring suits. She explains that they take it up as a means of earning till their 
marriage. The money being earned from tailoring have been used for self-expenses as well as collecting 
dowry items. 

However, along with the paid jobs performed outside one’s home, it is inevitable for these women 
to do their household work. This labour undertaken at home has been attributed to “female physique 
and personality, an internal need, an aspiration, supposedly coming from the depth of female character” 
(Federici 1975) in the gendered distribution of work. Amir-Ali (1970) has mentioned that many Mewati 
felt the educated daughter or daughters-in-law would not work and hence teaching girls has been equated 
with rejection of household work by them. This perception that educated girls would not undertake 
household work, and its results on parents withdrawing girls from getting education, has put an added 
responsibility on educated girls to break this perception by undertaking household work along with 
education or paid labour. The perception towards women working outside and earning has changed 
in the last five decades, however the change in numbers is miniscule but it is significant qualitatively. 
Azra argues that educated girls are more responsible towards their homes as she narrates many instances 
wherein many uneducated brides separate from their very old mothers-in-law, who would have to do 
all the household work by themselves. Being an educated daughter- in-law she does not want anyone to 
blame her education for any possible misconduct against defined gender roles. As she says:

I also work, I go to school, work at home, cater to the buffaloes, etc. I have to work at 
home otherwise it would be said that someone’s daughter in law is educated and she does 
not do household chores. I do not want to be such an example. At least they can say she is 
educated and taking care of household responsibilities and we will also educate our daughter.

This justification is refuting the bias that educated women would refuse to undertake household 
chores and especially “frown at cleaning the cow barns” (Amir-Ali 1970: 87). With the gendered division 
of labour, it becomes inevitable for women to take this responsibility, as men do not share household 
responsibilities like cleaning, cooking, washing clothes. This has put women in precarious situation 
wherein they cannot even employ a domestic help for household chores. More so, due to caste-based 
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hierarchy it becomes difficult to employ a cook. As Jamous (2003) explains that it has been impossible 
for his family to employ a cook during his fieldwork in the region due to the caste-based hierarchy.  

The same burden of work is also on college going Bushra. She explains that she has to do household 
work “whole day” along with her studies especially after her sister’s marriage. She has been also engaged 
in farm related work including the collection of firewood from the hillocks. On the contrary, she also 
expresses pride and explains the compliments on the fact that she does the household work along with her 
studies. It shows how societal pressure is put on working women to develop “Superwoman Syndrome” 
(coined by Shaevitz (1984)) to not just fulfil but excel at various roles together like of a working woman, 
a good mother, a good daughter-in-law. This is also used as a strategy to forward the idea of an ideal 
educated woman who can manage both her home and work. As Azra is the example of an educated wife 
living in the village. Her demeanour and actions also work as a benchmark for others to imagine how an 
educated bride is like. She also takes this image making very seriously by being a good daughter in law as 
just before the interview, she has been working in the kitchen and has served tea to her in-laws.

4. Gendered Mobility 

Living in rural Haryana women experience exclusivity of male and female spaces which also 
determines their scope of mobility around them, which defines spatial segregation for women in those 
spaces both in and outside the village (Chowdhry 2019; Siwach 2020).  Siwach (2020) argues that the 
nature of women’s work and gender roles (daughter, mother-in-law or daughter in law) determines their 
access to streets, shops, pounds, bus stops, farm, etc., and if their presence can be substituted, then “she 
does not need to be there”.  

The present research discusses two types of mobility patterns for the women. First, the movement 
to go outside village to acquire higher education. Second, the movement to go outside the village to visit 
market and going to natal families. 

In terms of educational mobility Azra remarks that how she has to suffer inconvenience in terms of 
commuting, she recalls, “It used to be a huge trouble to travel the distance of seven km, as there were 
no special vehicles apart from public transport. Only the bus used to come, sometimes it used to be so 
crowded that I missed buses at times.” 

Even now, after fifteen years the problem of commuting to colleges outside the village is extensive. 
It is faced by Bushra even now. She either goes with her friend who is pursuing graduation to town 
using public transport, from there her brother drops them to college on his bike or her brother directly 
drops her to college. Associated with it, are other gendered prejudices which affect their education. As 
Azra remarks, “To commute to other schools outside the village there is no public transport facility, 
only shared auto rickshaws go. The auto rickshaws are heavily congested, in the sitting capacity of ten 
passengers they want twenty people to sit. In such a situation, who would send their daughters?”

 In terms of mobility outside the village out of the ten women interviewed only two of them go out 
unaccompanied by men. Their husbands drop them to the town bus stop from there they go to visit 
their natal family along with their children as Naila goes to another block in Nuh and Asma goes to 
Uttar Pradesh. The question of mobility of women outside the village is different in different families. 
Moore (1998: 14) has also documented her fieldwork in the 1970s that women do not go out to other 
villages alone. Women who go out of the village are either accompanied by men from their family or 
they go in groups, for example school picnic, anganwadi worker Maryam going for a workshop in nearby 
town or city. 

Azra remarks that when it comes to going to town market few families allow on festivals or some 
other occasions. Otherwise, usually the father or husband or brother purchase the clothes and the 
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women don’t need go out for shopping. There is a restriction on young girls, especially adolescents, to 
go outside. Azra remarks that after the onset of puberty there is no permission to go out to market, to 
relatives and they can visit only maternal uncle or grandparents’ home, that too with parents. Due to 
limited independent mobility women have expressed hesitation that they would not be able to commute 
independently as they have never been given freedom “to do so”. She says that “if a woman in the village 
goes out, a number of people comment that xyz’s woman (falene ki aurat) has been roaming in the 
market”. Hence, the “men of the family make it sure that they don’t have to hear such comments so they 
don’t allow their women to go out alone in public spaces.” Although, restriction on mobility has not 
been accepted by her but she also defends it as she says:

He [referring to her husband] thinks that the women who go out their thinking 
become immodest (galat), or they are glanced immodestly (galat nazar). At some point 
what he says is right as the society here is so. Because if one goes out in a bus, then people 
touch here and there, something happens somewhere. So, it’s better to stay at home.

However, Noori says that she always goes out of the village with her husband and never alone. Her 
husband always takes her along for buying clothes as he says, “our choices are different, you choose.” 
She also goes to her parent’s home with him. She expressed, “I do not go alone. I feel afraid as I have 
never gone alone. Even if I have a fever, he would ask me to come to the bazaar. No one has imposed 
restrictions, it’s just that I do not feel like going myself.”

5. Gendered Behaviour Conformity 

Women are expected to conform to gendered behaviours which are deemed appropriate i.e., non-
masculine and adhere to and uphold the honour of the family. As Medick and Sabean (1984) argue that 
households are dependent on the larger society for its ranking in the hierarchy of honour and for finding 
suitable marriage partners. Any digression from such behaviour is met with scrutiny and sanctions 
from either/ both the family member or/and community. These gendered prejudices are linked with 
normalized masculinity (Chowdhry 2019) which affect the daily activities and decision making of girls 
on their bodies. In the present study, gender behaviour conformity has been observed in a number of 
ways such as gender stereotypes against women, stated son preference, family honour, threat of second 
marriage by husband and reaction of mother-in-law towards dowry.

a. Gender stereotypes against women

Gender stereotypes are beliefs that society has the about features of women and men, varying 
across space and time (Martin and Dinella 2001). They cast women as “supportive, caring, warm 
and emotional” opposed to men as “ambitious, assertive and competitive” (Rudman et al., 2012). 
Social role theory argues that gender stereotypes originate from men’s traditional role as providers 
and women as home makers (Eagly, Wood and Diekman 2000). As gender stereotypes cast women 
in certain feminine roles, they are expected to conform to stereotypes that are present in a society to 
maintain the unequal power relations between men and women for status quo. 

In the present study we have found certain stereotypes against women. Azra explains how she has 
often heard gendered comments when she used to go to school. She says: “Often, people remarked 
that my parents have no shame they are sending a grown up 5 (jawan) girl to school, do they want her 
to do a job? etc.”  Similarly, Naila recalled her experience of people commenting on her when she 
started to work. She shared that people made double meaning statements like “look! how she goes 
after getting ready! (naha dhoke jaawain hai).” This reflects the bias against women working outside 
their families. She says that she has not cared for such remarks since her family has no objection. Upon 
the question of unacceptance from people she remarks that “it is Allah who is seeing everything. If 

5  Late Adolescent 
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someone is saying ‘let them say it’.” Women who have support of their families vis-à-vis education and 
job, they do not bother much about societal perceptions. This reflects the changing role stereotype 
against women with time wherein now there are more women who work in paid jobs outside their 
homes.

However, certain stereotypes take more time than others to change like driving a vehicle by a girl. 
This includes riding a two-wheeler vehicle like cycle or scooty  6. As Azra mentions that “If a girl rides 
a scooty there would be a ruckus (bawal), people will make all sorts of comments... scooty is such a 
faraway thing, girls even do not think of riding cycles here.” 

b. Stated son preference

Son preference has been widespread in India (Bandyopadhyay 2003; Pande and Astone 2007; 
Robitaille 2013; Klaus and Tripandjan 2014; Mitra 2014) due to various reasons like son as the 
biological heir of the family, the cost of raising daughter along with the cost of marriage including 
dowry borne by the natal family and the financial advantage of having a son (Gupta et al., 2003). 
Apart from the financial burden raising a daughter means extra cost to be incurred to protect her 
honour and chastity (Arnold et al., 1998) by the natal family. The desire to have at least one and 
comfortably two male heirs has been stated by the women themselves, reflecting internalized gender 
hierarchy by women, which in turn would secure their position in the family by giving birth to a son. 
Women enjoy elevated status when they give birth to sons but contempt when a daughter is born 
(Sudha and Rajan 1999). Asma who has eight children of which two are sons says that she wanted 
to have two sons and she kept trying till she has a second son. Now, she has. However, Noori kept 
trying till she has one son. She narrates, “Now we have eight children. It was a helplessness (majboori) 
as I had only daughters and now, I have a son... If I had given birth to a son in the beginning, we 
would have had only 2-4 children. Although there has been no pressure to give birth to a son but I 
understood it myself and kept trying till a son was born.” 

c. Threat of second marriage by husband 

Women are generally married at an early age in the region and are expected to comply with these 
gendered norms. Husbands have the tendency to give threat of second marriage in matters of marital 
discord and non-conformity of their wives to the gendered roles. The weakening of marital bonds leads 
to emotional and physical abuse, threat of remarriage for women, which becomes more prominent in 
cases of diagnosis of female infertility, and they are expected to agree to live in polygamous marriage 
(Mumtaz, Shahid and Levay 2013; Sheoran and Sarin 2015). It is projected as symbol of masculinity 
to exercise control over women. As Azra stated:

In our society women live in a constant fear as husbands give this threat that they would 
bring another wife. Even if he becomes old, this threat never ends. Even on small matters this 
threat is given. This is a common thing. They even do it... If a husband and wife are not having 
harmony in married life and if the wife leaves for her parents’ home, then husbands even 
marry again, without her knowledge. And they tell her after they bring their new bride home.

d. Family Honour

Honour being the most treasured value in the Indian subcontinent irrespective of caste, regional 
and religious identity, families maintain their honour or “izzat” through the chastity of their women, 
maintaining the “purity” of family and caste (Vishwanath and Palakonda 2011; Chakravarti 2018; 
Chowdhry 2019; D’Lima, Solotaroff and Pande 2020; Dublish and Khan 2021). Elopement and 
honour are linked together; for women elopement is the only way to fulfil their “love” and “choice” 
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as their families would not accept exogamous marriages, however, families feel humiliated by the 
elopement and believe that it has compromised the honour of the family (Amir-Ali 1970; Still 2011; 
Chakravarti 2018). Honour of the family is exercised by controlling the sexuality of women through 
control over their mobility, separation of space and intermingling with the other sex, as family’s 
honour is believed to be embedded in the body of the women. As Azra mentions, “Eloping cases have 
happened a lot. More restrictions are imposed because of this. Elopement is like a blot which doesn’t 
get washed for generations. In our society all these things are looked at carefully. Male honour is most 
important. At times if the girl has done some scandal (kand) then families will sever all ties with her.”

e. Reaction of mother- in-law towards dowry

The practice of dowry in India irrespective of the religion and caste is widely known. In case of 
Haryana, Chowdhry (2019: 128) argued that employed men keep the dowry market going with 
“surplus of girls” at the top and dearth at the bottom of the class hierarchy. The finding of the present 
study matches with Sikand (1995) that Muslim population in the study area are governed by their 
customary laws not Muslim Personal Law, wherein instead of inheritance from father’s property 
to daughters, dowry is given to daughters at the time of marriage, which is often a matter of social 
prestige for the natal family. Heena explained that there is no marriage without dowry. In her marriage 
INR Seven lakh rupees have been spent and even after that her mother-in-law has not been satisfied 
with the dowry items. The reaction of her mother-in-law reflects that how women keep the gendered 
hierarchy against women alive with comments and remarks in daily life. This depicts power asymmetry 
between the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law which perpetuates intra-women violence, especially 
in case of dowry (Gangoli and Rew 2011).

Discussion
The present paper highlights that in the northern Indian context of the socio economically 

marginalized Mewati Muslim women, gender is experienced and exercised through the intersection 
of their identity as a woman embedded in the region-specific cultural norms and their socio-economic 
conditions. The prevalence of gender-based hierarchy is present in the daily lives of the Muslim women 
irrespective of their class identity, the geographical identity of living in a village in Mewat region and 
federal state of Haryana, infamous for its gendered prejudices, forms their identity. The intersectionality 
of their identities and social relations defines their gender experiences. Doing gender with adherence to 
gendered division of labour like engaging in household work, assisting one’s mother in housework and/
or sibling care, even if it results into dropoutism from school shows observance to gendered socialization 
by women. The social processes of socialization, internalization, identity work, construction of 
selves at individual level; status expectation, trading of power for patronage at interactional cultural 
expectational level and distribution of resources at institutional level shape the dimensions of gender 
structure (Risman 2004). Their unique identity in consonance with the gendered norms determine 
their preferred roles and actions, like not driving two-wheeler, showing son preference, not going alone 
outside the village.

The restrictions on mobility, hindrances to educational achievement especially outside the village, 
absence of financial autonomy and the gendered dichotomy of the space defining where women are 
supposed to be in like working in field or home and not going alone out of the village facilitates and 
continues gender “as a system of difference and inequality” for women.  Hence, gender as a structural 
institutional construct and maintains the subordination of women as a group against men as a group 
(Lorber 1994). The maintenance of gender inequality is ensured through embodied cultural expectations 
thrust upon women (Risman 2004).

The notion of honour that is the honour of the family and the community is an important trait of this 
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region; acts as justification to ensure avoidance of any situation which may lead to premarital sex or affair, 
being eve-teased by men, including going outside the village alone either for studying or other reason 
like shopping. Structural barriers like absence of safe mode of public transportation becomes means to 
control her sexuality through controlling her mobility instead of creation of enabling environment to 
acquiring further education. The notion of honour and to abide by the gendered norms binds women 
even after they have achieved education or are engaged in formal labour to ensure their acceptance in the 
village. As a family maintains, i.e., either loss or gain honour through “proper or improper behaviour” 
of their women (Chakravarti 2018: 143). The findings of the study suggest that control acted upon the 
bodies of the women not only controls their sexuality but also affects their personality in terms of self-
confidence and low self-esteem. 

Power exercised over the body of the woman by control over her movement, sexuality, education, 
labour and finances, which are in sync with the gendered norms of the region further magnify the social 
and economic inequality that she faces. It is voiced by the respondents of the study that this constant 
negotiation of the body with the gendered norms, make them struggle for rights like education and 
economic wellbeing. As they do want better education and economic prospects for themselves and their 
families in the current social, economic, cultural and geographical location.

Summing up
The findings of the study indicate power asymmetry exercised through the gender identities. 

Inequality in education, mobility, work pattern indicates the imbalance of power. The conformity to 
gendered behaviour maintained through gender stereotypes, son preference, threat of second marriage 
by husband, family honour, reaction on mother in-laws on dowry shows dominance over women by 
both men and women (especially older women), to keep the power status quo, ensuring their traditional 
role of homemaker as the primary identity as women, who actively takes part in making and modifying 
the system of gender. It brings out that control over the body and sexuality of woman forms an integral 
part of their being and existence, which define a woman’s performance of their gendered roles and 
behaviour. 
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