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Abstract
Many have argued that supporting women’s leadership is an important pathway to women’s empowerment. However,
there is still a need for better understanding of how women become leaders, particularly at the grassroots level, and how
they support social change. This article explores women’s leadership as part of a grassroots microfinance organisation,
Rojiroti. Through interviews and focus group discussions, it finds that Rojiroti’s women leaders were motivated to become
leaders to create better opportunities for their families and communities, and that they lead in line with frameworks of
transformative leadership by supporting relationship building, by facilitating and guiding knowledge transfer and by pro-
viding space for reflection and skills for action (Wakefield, 2017). In particular, their situated knowledge was essential for
inspiring shared vision for challenging unequal power relations. Overall, better understanding their leadership, that partic-
ularly nurtures relationships and collaboration, due to their position as being from the social groups they sought to support,
is critical to the current challenges facing interventions and activism that seek to promote women’s empowerment and
contribute to social change.
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1. Introduction

Effective women’s leadership has often been associat-
ed with processes to challenge gender inequality and
as such is closely linked with theories of empowerment.
These theories have emphasised the role of women as
active agents of social change (Jenkins, 2011). It has
been argued that women’s collective power and lead-
ership are clear and necessary pathways to women’s
empowerment, and to inclusive and sustainable develop-
ment (Esquivel & Sweetman, 2016). However, although
it is rooted in feminist activism and theory, there have
been critiques of the concept of ‘empowerment’ as hav-
ing led to an instrumental and depoliticised approach
which has become “diffused and diluted” (Batliwala,

2007, p. 559). Scholars have argued that research into
women’s empowerment needs to focus on political con-
tention and engage with power relations that lead to
inequality. In line with this, current understandings of
empowerment specify the development of conscious-
ness, and direct exercise of power, to achieve change
(Nazneen, Hossain, & Chopra, 2019). This brings us back
to leadership since it is often essential for raising con-
sciousness and disrupting existing unequal power struc-
tures. Batliwala’s (2010) seminal work has emphasised
the need to better understand leadership, particularly in
the context of social justice. An understanding of where
leaders come from, and how they advocate for reforms
that disrupt discrimination, is important for considering
how social change can be supported.
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Microfinance has been considered by many as
an approach to promoting women’s empowerment
(Pokhriyal, Rani, & Uniyal, 2014); however, it has also
been widely criticised for being an example of where the
concept of ‘empowerment’ has become depoliticised.
For example, Kabeer (2005, p. 1) argued that microfi-
nance is no “magic bullet” for women’s empowerment
if it does not address the constraints on women’s agen-
cy posed by structural inequality. Indeed, giving money
to women and encouraging productive activities has led
to increasing pressure on women, rather than challeng-
ing underlying norms (Chant, 2016). Wilson (2015) pow-
erfully argued that the poorest women are often exclud-
ed from microfinance groups, and those that are includ-
ed are faced with increasing debts, whilst practices of
solidarity are replaced with individualised and neoliber-
alised cultures, which perpetuate unequal power rela-
tions within communities.

It is clear then that many microfinance organisations
do not support women’s empowerment. However, previ-
ous researchwith a grassrootsmicrofinance organisation
in rural India, Rojiroti, found that it operated different-
ly compared to the microfinance organisations subject
to mainstream critique (Gordon, 2016). Whilst microfi-
nance organisations predominantly provide services to
women, previous studies have noted a dearth of women
in leadership roles. For example, Hunt and Kasynathan’s
(2001) study, now dated, found that 70% of two micro-
finance organisations’ staff were men. Rojiroti, however,
is predominantly led by women from the communities
in which it works, with women making up 80% of overall
staff. Given the argument for the need to better under-
stand the role of leadership in challenging inequalities
(Batliwala, 2010; Jenkins, 2011), focusing on Rojiroti’s
women leaders may provide an important insight into
whether they can engage with power relations that lead
to inequality, and in doing so support social change.

Women living and working in their communities
have long demonstrated their leadership in transform-
ing power relations (Mwaura Muiru, Amati, &Wamaitha
Mbotela, 2012). However, others have noted that, while
there are important and significant insights on the col-
lective mobilisation of women as social actors, the role
of leadership within grassroots groups is less examined
(Subramaniam, 2011). Literature on leadership often
focuses on access to formal leadership positions, so still
too little is known about how women become leaders,
particularly at the grassroots level (Domingo et al., 2015)
and how grassroots women leaders contribute to social
change. By drawing on feminist political ecology (FPE)
and theories of transformative and feminist leadership,
this article therefore seeks to extend the literature, by
exploring women’s leadership as part of a grassroots
microfinance organisation in rural India. This article also
seeks to contribute to policy discussions by determining
in what ways interventions that seek to promote ‘wom-
en’s empowerment’ can better support women to direct-
ly exercise power. Additionally, in sharing women’s own

perspectives on their leadership, and exploring whether
leadership has contributed to social change, this article
has relevance for those working in feminist movements
that seek to effectively challenge inequality. To relate
this study to the broader evidence on leadership, exist-
ing studies will firstly be explored.

2. Exploring Women’s Leadership

Leadership is a contested concept, but overall involves
mobilising people and resources, as well as navigat-
ing power relations (Domingo et al., 2015). However,
in order to understand both what motivates leaders
to initiate change, and how they do this, it is impor-
tant to understand the way leaders interact with the
world and the choices they are presented with, in this
case as leaders of a grassroots microfinance organisa-
tion. Despite leadership being recognised as an impor-
tant pathway to empowerment and social change, lead-
ership in microfinance Self-Help Groups (SHGs) has been
afforded little focus in the literature. One of the few stud-
ies exploring leadership within SHGs found that wom-
en who became group leaders were more likely to be
younger, have higher education status, and be from
better-off families than other group members (Singh,
2014); it also found that external influences, such as
requirements for paperwork, often affected who was
able to be a leader. Another study compared leader-
ship in the Self-EmployedWomen’s Association’s (SEWA)
which consists primarily of female union members, to
the Grameen Bank, where there is more limited female
leadership. Randleman (2013) argues that women lead-
ers of SEWA enabled a more supportive infrastructure
which enabled them to challenge power inequalities in
the locations they worked. As limited attention has been
given to the study of women’s leadership within microfi-
nance organisations, there is sparse evidence of the role
of women’s leadership within these organisations in sup-
porting social change.

In place of a focus on leadership, the potential
for SHGs to support social change has been explored
in more depth. For example, studies have found that
SHGs exposed women to new ways of thinking (Sanyal,
2009) and supported the recognition of shared interests
(Janssens, 2010) which led some to challenge inequali-
ties. More recently Kabeer, Narain, Arora, and Lal (2019)
found that SHGs had provided a space in which wom-
en could develop consciousness and capabilities to take
the lead on key issues, such as children’s school atten-
dance. As Kabeer (2011, p. 518) noted, membership of
non-governmental organisations appeared “to be act-
ing as a seedbed for grassroots leadership in the coun-
tryside.” Broadly considered, grassroots leadership is a
bottom up change process, led by actors outside of
the dominant power structures which mobilises actors
and resources for collective action (Subramaniam,Gupte,
& Mitra, 2003). For example, Subramaniam’s (2011)
study in rural India found that grassroots groups played
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an important role in facilitating consciousness-raising.
Recently, Chaudhuri and Morash (2019) explored the
work of a group of grassroots women leaders who were
able to promote change by developing independent and
innovative strategies of intervention that worked in spite
of restrictive gender norms.

Therefore, the potential of women’s groups to create
supportive environments, that can develop conscious-
ness and the direct exercise of power to achieve change
is clear. However, further exploration of the role of wom-
en leaders within these groups could extend the litera-
ture on women’s leadership, as many grassroots organi-
sations that involve women’s leadership tend to be small
and localised and are thus rarely captured in the litera-
ture (Domingo et al., 2015). Focusing on Rojiroti’s wom-
en leaders will also provide a contribution to the limited
literature on leadership of microfinance organisations.

2.1. Rojiroti Leadership

Rojiroti is a grassroots microfinance organisation in the
sense that it is community-based, relatively small in
scope, and focuses on the issues that directly impact
members’ lives. As noted, microfinance has been strong-
ly critiqued as an approach to women’s empower-
ment. However, Rojiroti operates in distinct ways. When
Rojiroti begins to operate in a new area, community
mobilisers support women in joining SHGs. The focus
then immediately shifts to supporting women members
with an interest in, and aptitude for, facilitating groups
to become the group leader. This approach has meant
that Rojiroti is predominantly led by women, who also
make up themajority of Rojiroti’s managing board. As an
organisation, it is neither entirely bureaucratically struc-
tured, nor entirely collectivist, butmembers are engaged
in key decisions which indicates a distribution of author-
ity. Feminist scholars have examined this form of hybrid
group structure and leadership as contributing to the the-
oretical understandings of how collective action can facil-
itate consciousness-raising and lead to change in wom-
en’s lives (Purkayastha & Subramaniam, 2004).

Rojiroti operates in rural Bihar, where gender com-
pounds with other structural factors such as class and
caste, to inform social interactions (Govinda, 2008).
More than 90 percent of Rojiroti members are from
scheduled castes, tribes, or other disadvantaged castes.
This is markedly different from other microfinance
providers, with research indicating that just 20 percent
of all microfinance members in India were from sched-
uled castes or tribes (Sa-Dahn, 2017). In this context lead-
ers need to be able to understand the multiple forms of
marginalisation that group members face, as it has been
argued that in order for leaders to support social change,
concepts and ideas need to be adapted to the cultural
specificities of the social world in which women belong
(Govinda, 2008).

Given the limited literature on leadership within
microfinance organisations, Rojiroti provides an interest-

ing example through which to explore women’s leader-
ship on a small scale, with potential to broaden under-
standing of how women’s grassroots leadership can sup-
port social change. Additionally, it may provide insights
for both microfinance organisations and policymakers
who seek to contribute to ‘women’s empowerment’ on
how women’s leadership might be an important aspect
of tackling inequalities that constrain women’s ability to
directly exercise power. In order to explore the role of
Rojiroti’swomen leaders in supporting social change, this
article seeks to draw on insights from FPE and theories of
transformative and feminist leadership.

2.2. Theories of Feminist and Transformative Leadership

Batliwala (2010) writes that leadership is first and fore-
most about holding, exercising and changing the distri-
bution and relations of power. Feminist political ecolo-
gists suggest that gender is a crucial variable in under-
standing power, particularly in constituting access to, con-
trol over and knowledge of resources (Sundberg, 2017).
FPE was forged out of feminist and women-centered
scholarship and activism in environmental issues and was
also informed by critiques of how women and other
marginalised groups are excluded as knowledge holders.
FPE has thus been vital in arguing for engaging women as
political actors, and bearers and producers of knowledge;
for example, Rocheleau and Edmunds (1997) highlighted
that women in many rural areas manage spaces that are
nested in, or between, spaces controlled bymen. The abil-
ity ofwomen tobe recognised as agents of change is impli-
cated within these power relations, and thus their per-
spective is vital in considering how to negotiate for social
change. More recent FPE analyses have highlighted the
importance of a focus on the intersections of power and
oppression (Mollett & Faria, 2013), making it clear that
categories, such as class, ethnicity, caste and age, and
subsequent power relations shape leadership. This pro-
vides the starting point from which to consider how lead-
ers emerge, and how they contribute to social change.

In addition, the concept of transformative leadership,
long associated with feminist leadership and motivat-
ed by equity and social justice (Antrobus, 2002), pro-
vides a useful lens for an analysis of the role of lead-
ership in social change. A transformative feminist lead-
er is understood as an individual who seeks to mobilise
others around a shared agenda of transformation for
equality, uses power to nurture people and build commu-
nities, leading through consultation, participation and
consensus-building (Batliwala, 2010). This work on fem-
inist leadership emphasises a dual concern, firstly with
supporting women to take up leadership roles, which is
shaped by gender and power dynamics (as highlighted by
FPE), and also with them leading social transformation in
ways that other forms of leadership do not and cannot.
To explore both of these aspects, this article utilises an
analytical approach to explore transformative and femi-
nist leadership.
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Drawing on Batliwala’s (2010) work, Wakefield’s
(2017, p. 35) framework identifies transformative and
feminist leadership as: modelling feminist purpose and
principles, setting an example and appreciating inter-
sectionality; inspiring shared vision based on person-
al and collective reflexive learning; empowering and
enabling others to act through building interpersonal
relationships and trust; challenging patriarchal norms
and oppressive power; and supporting the care and well-
being of individuals and the group to contribute fully
to transformation. This analytical approach is used to
reflect on the actions of Rojiroti’s women leaders.

3. Methods

The data for this article come from my PhD research,
which sought to understand how membership of
Rojiroti influenced women’s financial, social and cultur-
al resources, individual and collective agency and what
effect this has had on girls’ education. The research was
underpinned by feminist standpoint epistemology and a
commitment to knowledge building that centres and pri-
oritises women’s expertise and experiences (Hill Collins,
1990). The study was also guided by the commitment to
research as being about “establishing, maintaining and
nurturing reciprocal and respectful relationships” (Smith,
2013, p. 129). My ongoing relationship with Rojiroti, for
over four years at the time, was the starting point of this
research, but I was positioned bymy gender, age and eth-
nicity as an individual, but also part of a collective reality
associated with histories of, and continuing, exploitation,
including through research processes (Smith, 2013).

The responsibilities as a researcher therefore
required being cognisant of power relations and seeking
to be critically self-reflexive and transparent about these
(Khatri & Ozano, 2017). Throughout, communication
with Rojiroti was important, asking them to contribute
to, and question my decisions, to try and ensure that
the methods were culturally sensitive and appropriate.
This was important for considerations about informed
consent and providing transparency about research deci-
sions and likely outcomes with participants. In relation
to exploring leadership, the nuances of intersubjectivity
in the way in which I was able to interact with staff mem-
bers and SHG members, is worth noting. For example,
having existing relationships with women staff may have
influenced their responses, as many of them reflected
predominantly positively on their work; whilst I consid-
eredwhether this was related to promotion of the organ-
isation, they were generally not hesitant to share areas
they could improve as a group. Although not related to
their individual leadership, it implied theywerewilling to
critically reflect. However, it is important to acknowledge
that there may have been other aspects of their leader-
ship which were not captured in this research. I have
also sought to continually reflect on ethical consider-
ations and challenges in more depth in other articles
(Gordon, 2019).

Overall, the research consisted of eighteen one-on-
one interviews and thirty focus group discussions (FGDs).
One-on-one interviews are an important way of gain-
ing an understanding of the perspectives and motiva-
tions of those involved in the organisation in leader-
ship roles, seeking insight into the way in which Rojiroti
operates from the reflections of staff members. To fos-
ter discussions among those not involved in the lead-
ership of the organisation, FGDs have been considered
a good approach to hear multiple and collective voices
(Liamputtong, 2015). The one-on-one interviews were
conducted with seventeen women leaders from Rojiroti
and one male staff member. As I did not want my pre-
existing relationship with Rojiroti to influence sampling,
I randomly selected eighteen participants from the over-
all sample of all staff at the organisation; this was a large
proportion of the overall staff number (31), so it sought
to reduce bias, but maintain diversity and breadth of
staff perspectives. The FGD sample came from a ran-
domly selected list of fifty Rojiroti SHGs; again, this ini-
tial approach sought to reduce the risk of bias as I had
engaged with many of its SHGs before. The thirty FGDs
were then purposively selected based on the availabil-
ity of members and to ensure that they represented
the diversity of ages, geographical locations and num-
ber of years that groups had been in operation. All inter-
views and FGDs were recorded, translated and tran-
scribed for analysis. The data were then analysed using
thematic and inductive coding relating to the overall
research questions.

During the inductive coding, a key theme that
became clear was the important role Rojiroti’s women
leaders played in supporting social change (which was
considered broadly to include any change in women’s
lives which they considered to be as a result of group
membership, particularly shifts that challenged inequali-
ties). Therefore, the coding of the data under this theme
(from the seventeen interviews with women group lead-
ers and all FGDs) is the main focus of the analysis for this
article. Ongoing collaboration with Rojiroti also meant
that I was able to follow up through informal discus-
sions to explore women’s role as leaders further with
them. As a result, in addition to the main focus of the
PhD research, the study also provided insight into gen-
der and leadership in microfinance organisations. Also,
in line with feminist standpoint epistemology, partici-
pants’ emphasis on the importance of women’s leader-
ship warrants explicit focus in this article. Of note, this
article does not seek to be generalisable; it provides an
in-depth exploration on the role of women’s leadership
in a single organisation. However, it may offer insights
of broader relevance about women’s leadership at the
grassroots level.

4. Where Do Leaders Come From?

Leaders are always situated in a particular context. In this
case, many women’s route into leadership came through
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joining SHGs that Rojiroti operated, inherently linking
leadership to their motivation to join these groups. This
focused mainly on their perception that joining Rojiroti
could provide positive opportunities for themselves and
their families: “I shed the purdah and joined this group
for the sake of my children” (Rojiroti Group Leader,
Interview #15). Onewoman explained how shewasmoti-
vated to lead groups to improve her own skills, and
the skills of her family and community. Women also
saw the role of leadership as enabling them to gain
desired independence: “Earlier I was confined to my
home, now I have the freedom to move and go out for
work” (Rojiroti Group Leader, Interview #4); “Women
were not allowed to step outside of their homes, and
they could never even think about working….I am part
of this group now, and I have reached up to the level of
overall treasurer” (Rojiroti Group Leader, Interview #2).
“Because of this exposure I can work in the school and
have gained status in the family and society” (Rojiroti
Group Leader, Interview #16). Feminist political ecolo-
gists have often highlighted how women’s lack of access
to resources, as a result of gendered power relations
within their community, restricts their ability to access
income-generating opportunities that support their inde-
pendence (Sundberg, 2017). In this context, patriarchal
social norms and practices place women in a situation of
dependence on male relations, who become the central
conduit for access to resources (Agarwal, 2003). Women
were motivated towards leadership by an opportunity
that subverted these power-laden practices and rela-
tions, and enabled access to resources, and subsequently
increased independence.

In the informal follow up conversations with Rojiroti
staff about their motivations for taking up leadership
positions, women also noted how they had taken these
roles because it was easier for women to reach and
connect with other women: “They will get more infor-
mation if there are women leaders” (Rojiroti Group
Leader, Interview, #2). They emphasised the importance
of their own identity in being able to better set up, sup-
port and share information with women. Many of them
saw a leadership role as one of responsibility to oth-
ers around them: “there is affection among group mem-
bers…we have become family” (Rojiroti Group Leader,
Interview, #1). As noted in the literature “group action
can be vital in supporting women’s self-esteem and self-
confidence” (Evans & Nambiar, 2013, p. 4); in this case
the experience of being in close relationships with oth-
er women appeared to build their sense of purpose and
confidence in their ability to act as leaders, and they
were motivated to support group members by taking
on these positions. A FPE perspective, which focuses
on the social relations surrounding who accesses ser-
vices and resources, and how access is achieved, would
argue that “women’s place-based politics is embedded
in, rather than removed from the material lives they
are trying to change” (Harcourt & Escobar, 2002, p. 11).
Thus, taking up leadership roles could represent a rein-

vention of practices and possibilities, whereby women
previously excluded from access to power could become
a conduit through which to transfer it to other women in
their communities.

Wakefield’s (2017) framework notes that women
investing in structures, processes and practices that dis-
able patriarchal norms is an important part of trans-
formative feminist leadership. Rojiroti women leaders
had noted that many other microfinance organisations
operating in their area had male staff; by becoming
leaders, women were dismantling the place-based norm
of men’s leadership of similar organisations. Women’s
perspective on their own drive to take up leadership
positions, to provide this close-knit form of leadership,
may also be seen as a reaction to this patriarchal norm
through its role in challenging power structures which
influenced access to opportunities and resources for
women. Women’s reflections on the way in which they
felt confident in these roles also reflects on this change
in practice and possibilities: “I might have grown old-
er age wise, but I feel much younger and more ener-
getic because of Rojiroti. I have learnt communication
and social skills and have started questioning and debat-
ing too” (Rojiroti Group Leader, Interview #6). Another
Rojiroti group leader reflected on her leadership skill
development: “Due to the meetings and the visits of dif-
ferent places, I want to visit newplaces to learnmore and
to see new things. It gives me confidence and exposure”
(Rojiroti Group Leader, Interview #14). Women’s lead-
ership is thus fluid, operating within existing networks,
but also creating new networks and opportunities which
have the potential to challenge unequal power dynamics.
However, whilst it is clear women leaders were motivat-
ed by this opportunity to provide alternative approaches
to accessing resources for other women, it is also impor-
tant to explore whether their leadership was able to con-
tribute to social change (Batliwala, 2010).

5. Do Rojiroti Leaders Demonstrate Transformative
Leadership and Support Social Change?

Findings showed that Rojiroti women staff often lead
their groups in ways that could contribute to challenging
inequitable social structures in three main ways: by sup-
porting relationship building within the SHGs, by facilitat-
ing knowledge transfer and by creating space for reflec-
tion and skills for action.

5.1. Leadership as Relationship Building

The FGDs highlighted the fact that group leaders do
not just come to deliver loans and leave. Rojiroti group
leaders provided emotional and social support, as sum-
marised by two group members, “we became close to
each other during the formation of the group” (FGD,
Interview #29); “During group meetings we come clos-
er to each other and discuss many things which increas-
es our awareness” (FGD, Interview #25). Group leaders
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also agreed that “the social aspects of meeting helps us
in bonding and providing solutions for fellow members.”
(Rojiroti Group Leader, Interview #8);

Other groups are limited to finance and they have
no concern about social or emotional values of their
members. Their relationship is solely of borrower and
lender. However, with Rojiroti, we are helped to grow
as a person, as the group understands our emotions.
(Rojiroti Group Leader, Interview #20)

In providing leadership that went beyond enabling
access to resources, Rojiroti women leaders were active-
ly building relationships between themselves and group
members, and among group members. Wakefield (2017)
emphasises building interpersonal relationships and pro-
viding space to help people to connect on a per-
sonal level as being important aspects of transforma-
tive leadership.

This relationship building was recognised as having
been fundamental to group solidarity in an example giv-
en by one of Rojiroti’s group leaders:

The sudden death of my daughter had a very nega-
tive impact on my mental health….They (other group
members) took me up to the hospital and provided
monetary help in my hour of need. I got all support
from them, which is the benefit of the group. (Rojiroti
Group Leader, Interview #18)

Another group leader highlighted this point too:

We discuss almost everything, and meetings help us
to bond and understand each other. We also share
our family problems and social issues. We also share
lighter moments and have fun. In short, these meet-
ings are quality time for us. (Rojiroti Group Leader,
Interview #13)

These examples relate strongly to Wakefield’s (2017)
observation that through building interpersonal relation-
ships, transformative leaders support the care and well-
being of individuals and groups. This can strengthen the
ability of women to stay connected and resilient in the
face of stress, which is vital to contributing to social
change through collective action.

FPE underscores the importance of situated knowl-
edge, and relationality (Elmhirst, 2015), which is impor-
tant for understanding how Rojiroti’s women leaders
were particularly able to build relationships among their
SHG members. When microfinance organisations chan-
nel leadership that is predominantly male, and often
from outside the communities they seek to represent,
this is likely to reinforce power dynamics as to who has
control over resources. Fewer shared lived experiences
may also inhibit deep connections or leader’s ability to
understand how to support the care and well-being of
individuals and groups. As one member noted: “Lady

can understand the problems of another lady better, it
doesn’t matter from where she belongs….We are asso-
ciated with this group due to Madam’s [Rojiroti group
leader] good nature” (FGD, Interview #26). Rojiroti lead-
ers also felt that their identity was an important part
of their role as a leader: “we belong to the same social
group, same language and same culture” (Rojiroti Group
Leader, Interview#2). Although ages varied among group
leaders and group members, Rojiroti’s women leaders
could understand experiences of marginalisation relat-
ed to gender and were similarly positioned by other
experiences of marginalisation related to class and caste.
Previous research has noted that a lack of attention to
caste and class differences inmicrofinance organisations,
and a lack of trust in leadership and poor communica-
tion among organisations, may impede a group from act-
ing collectively for change (Lahiri-Dutt & Samanta, 2006);
therefore, the relationships that Rojiroti women lead-
ers were able to nurture, which led to affinity between
themselves and group members, appeared to represent
a form of leadership that challenged, rather than repli-
cated unequal and unsupportive group dynamics.

Related to Wakefield’s (2017) framework, an appre-
ciation and an understanding of the intersection of
social categories, and how they connect to social justice
challenges and solutions is an important component of
transformative leadership. Acting from this knowledge
and understanding strengthened Rojiroti women lead-
ers’ ability to build and encourage strong relationships
that support individuals and groups and is essential to
thewider political processes required for transformation.
However, with any focus on leadership and its potential
to effect transformative change, even in circumstances
where strong relationships are built, the power dynamics
between leaders and groupsmust be considered and soli-
darity requires an active engagementwith power dynam-
ics (Sangtin Writers & Nagar, 2006). Thus, the above
quotation “We are associated with this group due to
Madam’s [Rojiroti group leader] good nature” must be
reflected upon. For any person to be associated with a
helpful resource as a result of someone’s good nature
(rather than because it is their right) has the potential
to replicate, rather than challenge, existing power rela-
tions, even if women come from the same social groups.
Therefore, while the potential for social change through
relationship building is apparent, more interrogation is
needed about whether it materialises.

5.2. Leadership as Supporting Knowledge Transfer

As noted elsewhere, leaders’ support to build skills and
information has the potential to challenge inequitable
structures (Subramaniam, 2011). Transformative leader-
ship is based on a radical learning tradition where infor-
mation and knowledge are an important part of the pro-
cesses of empowerment and collective action (Blackwell,
2006). The direct role of Rojiroti’s women leaders in
supporting knowledge transfer was noted by numerous
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SHG members in one FGD: “We were not even able
to sign, but after formation of the group…our coordi-
nator encouraged us to learn how to sign”; “After join-
ing the group, all the wisdom opened up. We did not
know how to sign, but didi [Rojiroti group leader] taught
us how to sign. We learnt the way to talk to some-
one.” Later in that same group: “Initially, not so many
people come to us while we attended the group meet-
ing, but now many people come to us, we talk to them
and this increases our knowledge and understanding”
(FGD, Interview #27). In another group, one member
noted of the group leader: “Whenever she comes, she
tells us some new things, so our level of understand-
ing increases” (FGD, Interview #3). Multiple group lead-
ers also explained how they shared knowledge on prac-
tical issues: “We also tell them about financial literacy,
how to calculate rate of interest etc.” (Rojiroti Group
Leader, Interview #8). One leader gave examples of a
range of information shared: “I helpedmembers to open
up their saving bank account and I have given advice to
them about doctors and hospital” (Rojiroti Group Leader,
Interview #10). The potential of sharing knowledge and
information is linked toWakefield’s (2017) consideration
that transformative leadership should challenge existing
inequalities, in order to empower and enable others to
act. In this context, where group members may not have
had access to formal education opportunities, in part
influencedby social norms that impact on the value given
to women’s education (Singh & Mukherjee, 2018), lead-
ers supporting learning is directly addressing discrimina-
tion and marginalisation.

Knowledge transfer was not only limited to infor-
mation about practical skills. In line with a transforma-
tive approach to leadership, that illuminates the invis-
ible structures and systems which serve to perpetuate
and normalise domination and oppression (Wakefield &
Zimmerman, 2020), Rojiroti group leaders spoke of their
role in challenging barriers to gender equality:

In the group, I discuss aboutmany things, it is not only
aboutmaking receipts for loans,members have learnt
to calculate their loans and interest on it. I discuss
about their children’s education, marriage etc. Social
awareness is created, and we discourage child mar-
riage or early marriage, for example. (Rojiroti Group
Leader, Interview #1)

Related to Rojiroti women leaders’ ability to build rela-
tionships, their strategies to challenge inequalities are
informed by their own personal experience and situated
knowledge of challenging conventional practices and dis-
crimination in the face of similar barriers. In the transfor-
mational leadership literature, leaders who are able to
inspire others to reflect on the way they do things, and
to provide ways to challenge gendered norms, are more
likely to achieve social change (Wakefield, 2017).

One SHGmember provides an example of howknowl-
edge supported women to fight for girls’ right to edu-

cation: “Earlier girls were exploited through domestic
violence, dowry or for other things. They were forced
to bring dowry. Education is being provided so that
they can fight for their rights.” Later in this same group,
“Now no one dare exploit as girls get knowledge so that
they can fight against exploitation” (FGD, Interview #20).
Transformative and feminist leaders use tools and pro-
cesses to surface harmful expressions of power with-
in institutions (Wakefield, 2017); in this case, access to
knowledge was considered to be crucial in enabling chal-
lenges to oppressive power. In previous studies of wom-
en’s grassroots leadership, knowledge transfer has not
always been an active part of women’s grassroots lead-
ership (Barrig, 1996). In direct contrast, Rojiroti women
leaders actively sought to share skills, ideas and informa-
tion, which appeared vital in supporting women to devel-
op the necessary capabilities to contest power dynamics
(Das & Dasgupta, 2013).

Inspiring shared vision, through individual and col-
lective reflexive learning and unlearning, another key
attribute of transformative leadership (Wakefield, 2017),
was also clear through discussions about women lead-
ers being role models. FGDs suggested that interaction
with group leaders had led to shifting perspectives about
girls’ education:

We have already said that when they [daughters] see
us attending the meeting, they get inspired. They see
she [Rojiroti group leader] comes to lead the meet-
ings, so we tell them that she leads the meeting
because she is educated. (FGD, Interview #20)

Rojiroti leaders also considered the rolemodel effect that
their leadership of SHGs could have on changing per-
spectives on girls’ education: “We, the working women
of Rojiroti, are role models for educating girls” (Rojiroti
Group Leader, Interview #10). FPE has consistently chal-
lenged essentialist notions of identity, arguing that the
symbolic meanings of place, practices and bodies are
(re)produced through everyday activities (Nightingale,
2011). It could be argued that Rojiroti women leaders
may have begun to challenge the boundaries of restricted
behaviour. As gender is constructed, it can also be recon-
structed through people’s everyday practices (Elmhirst,
2015), such as when women who previously have not
been in positions of leadership take up these roles. Using
Ray’s (2006) theory of aspiration building, the window of
aspiration is formed by a zone of similar, attainable indi-
viduals; therefore, the fact that Rojiroti’s women leaders
come from similar social groups is likely linked to their
ability to inspire shared vision, through their example of
the potential that social change could have.

5.3. Leadership that Creates Space for Reflection and
Skills for Action

As well as transformative leaders promoting collec-
tive learning and inspiring shared vision, Wakefield’s
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(2017) framework emphasises the importance of leaders
empowering and enabling others to act, often as a result
of processes of self-reflection. As one Rojiroti group lead-
er explained: “I listen to all of the members’ problems
and discuss the solutions within the group…life is chang-
ing because women are becoming aware and indepen-
dent” (Rojiroti Group Leader, Interview #7). This is often
explicitly about raising awareness on areas of discrimi-
nation: “I counsel the members and make them more
aware about their rights and social behaviour, trans-
ferring the skills of the debating for women in their
household. I believe in division of work in the house-
hold, so I share this” (Rojiroti Group Leader, Interview
#6). This is an important part of consciousness raising as
it enables better understanding of gender-specific con-
straints in women’s lives, as well as how to tackle them
(Subramaniam, 2006; 2011), demonstrating the link
between leadership and potential social change. In this
example, the less tangible aspects of transformative
leadership, namely nurturing relationships (Wakefield &
Zimmerman, 2020), supported the development of a
safe space for reflection and skill development.

There is extensive information about SHGs leading
to women feeling more confident and being able to
speak out. This is also associated with the literature
on women’s organisations (see Section 2) and is often
related to the fact that SHGs provide spaces for dia-
logue and collaboration through “ongoing processes of
learning, reflection, action, experience, observation and
analysis” (Kabeer, 2011, p. 511). In line with this evi-
dence, one of the Rojiroti group leaders considered how
these spaces had enabled the challenging of existing
power relations: “They can speak their mind now, where-
as earlier it was not possible for a woman to share
her views….Rojiroti has helped me and other members
to support their families and becoming aware about
things” (Rojiroti Group Leader, Interview #16). However,
to be able to create a space where women can analyse
their shared experiences of injustice and oppression in
a way that empowers and enables them to act to chal-
lenge it requires leadership which fosters trust among
group members.

Reflections from FGDs suggested that Rojiroti group
leaders ensured that power was diffused within their
groups, particularly encouraging collective leadership.
For example, although Rojiroti group leaders facilitate
meetings, they are organised by members and decision-
making is shared:

In our group,we fix the timewhile in other groups, the
coordinator fixes the time. Here we say to our group
leader to come as per our convenience. Suppose we
have to go harvest paddy, we would call her earli-
er. At the time of sowing saplings, we call her early
in the morning, but at the time of collecting grains
from the harvested crops we call her at noon. (FGD,
Interview #4)

Rojiroti group leaders play a facilitative leadership role
that supports women to connect, interact and actively
engage in leadership as a group. As noted in another
group “when all of us sign the paper, only then is the
loan approved….We take decisions with mutual consent”
(FGD, Interview #27). The ability to share their perspec-
tive in an environment where leadership prioritised the
power for group members to participate on an equal
basis, appears to have built up trust and the potential to
create spaces of openness where resistance can be culti-
vated (Wakefield, 2017).

Examples of how dialogue and reflection in groups
led to the development of skills for action were also giv-
en, as one group member explained: “Here (in group
meetings) debate takes place where we learn….It also
gives financial literacy which helps us in discussing with
male counterparts at home” (FGD, Interview #8). One
member explained how these spaces had enabled her to
challenge her husband’s lack of support for their daugh-
ters’ continuing education:

My husband has said that they did not need higher
education and he was opposing me, as he said that if
she attained PG level degree, then education required
for our son-in-lawwill be higher, but I am able tomake
more persuasive argument now since Rojiroti. (FGD,
Interview #11)

These examples provide evidence of how Rojiroti
group leaders demonstrated transformative leadership,
through ensuring collective structures that developed
women’s skills in safe spaces of dialogue and reflection,
which led to them actively challenge unequal power
structures (Wakefield, 2017).

Noted less often in other studies is how women’s
organisations in this context build these skills among
members, who go on to access to formal political posi-
tions. It appears that these spaces, where women had
the opportunity to share life experiences, seek solutions
to common problems, and practise diffused leadership,
may have supported building women into “communi-
ties of practice” that facilitated their “struggles in the
political domain” (Kabeer, 2011, pp. 513–514). For exam-
ple, the confidence and skills members gained through
their participation in diffused Rojiroti leadership struc-
tures led to them standing for more formal leader-
ship positions:

We get knowledge by discussing on problems and
solution with each other. We did not know the name
of each women prior to joining Rojiroti and now by
sitting in the groups, we know each other by name
also. I am representative of Panchayat Raj [local gov-
ernment]. (FGD, Interview #24)

Another woman in this group reflected on the impor-
tance of these spaces for improving confidence in
their leadership, as well as developing practical ways

Politics and Governance, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 4, Pages 180–190 187

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


in which demands for change could be made: “With
Rojiroti we are stronger at Panchayat….I am ward mem-
ber for last three years and have learnt how to influ-
ence Panchayat….I prepare strategies to put forward
our demands” (FGD, Interview #24). The collective
leadership fostered by Rojiroti group leaders has led
to the energising relationships that Wakefield (2017)
considered vital for thriving transformative leadership.
Although the exact changes women were making in
these formal leadership roles were not mentioned, their
ability to access these roles, which may not have been
possible previously, indicates social change in itself.

6. Conclusion

Overall, this article’s exploration of women’s leader-
ship within one grassroots microfinance organisation
illustrates the importance of grassroots women lead-
ers, who are able to organise around issues actively
and address multiple forms of oppression in the pro-
cess (Subramaniam, 2011). Driven by a strong sense of
responsibility to those around them, and their recogni-
tion that taking up these roles could provide greater inde-
pendence and opportunities, the ways in which Rojiroti’s
leaders worked were in line with understandings of
transformative leadership (Wakefield, 2017). Drawing on
data from seventeen interviews and thirty FGDs, this
study extends the literature through its exploration of
how grassroots women leaders took forward feminist
and transformative leadership approaches to support
social change. Analysis underscored by FPE highlight-
ed that women’s situated knowledge was particularly
important for building strong relationships, supporting
care and well-being of group members, and creating
safe spaces for personal and collective reflexive learning
which inspired shared vision and strategies for challeng-
ing of unequal structures.

These findings also highlight the attention that poli-
cymakers must pay to the ways in which programmes or
services are designed, and the crucial role of women’s
leadership within them to avoid depoliticised, and ulti-
mately harmful, approaches to empowerment. By taking
on leadership roles, it appeared that Rojiroti’s women
leaders had been able to reconstruct ideas around gen-
der roles and leadership which, combined with diffused
and collective decision-making and skill development,
challenged, rather than perpetuated existing inequali-
ties. The space for dialogue and reflection, in an envi-
ronment where leadership fostered trust and encour-
aged group members to participate on an equal basis
also opened up opportunities for more women to lead.
As recently argued byWakefield and Zimmerman (2020),
learning from this form of leadership that nurtures rela-
tionships and cultivates new approaches to decisionmak-
ing and action is critical to the current challenges facing
sustainable and equal development and therefore these
findings may also be relevant to activists mobilising to
challenge inequality.
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