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1

Intersecting Transitions

he book sets out to trace a finite moment in a sweeping transi-

tion, the spread of ambitions among young graduate women
for lifetime careers in urban India. The larger process is made up
of several intersecting transitions—demographic, educational, eco-
nomic, and social—each of which has its own history and trajectory.
Yet there is another transition embedded within these—an emerg-
ing and changing sense of self among young women, one that is
flexible, capacious, agreeable, and cooperative, yet firmly focused
on freedom. The finite moment, occurring in various forms and in
scattered urban locations across India in the early 21st century, is
illustrated in multitude of stories, reflecting both a delicate balanc-
ing act and a surge of determination. These are stories motivated by
well-laid plans, held by young women and their parents, to make a
partial but powerful change in the gender expectations of the past.
The transition is thus a historical one, bringing together the life plans
of two or three generations of people, with roots reaching even
further back into the past.

My project has been to understand the aspirations of a small
subset of the current generation of college-going women, and to
learn how and why their aspirations differ from those of eatlier
generations of their peers. These daughters appear to be valued
by their natal families for a wider variety of reasons than similarly
placed daughters previously were. This project, then, contributes to



2 Valued Daughters

a developing literature on where, and to what extent, gendered social
change may be currently happening in India.

The book is based on research carried out in late 2013 and early
2014, when 1 collected interview data in three Indian cities from
young women aged 17-25 who were studying in college or postgrad-
uate programs and planning on lifetime careers, and whose mothers
had never had one. This last qualification was an important filter,
maintained across all those selected for interviews, for the purpose
of understanding intergenerational changes in urban female aspira-
tions. Each research subject was introduced to me by one of her
professors. The university sites chosen for the research were in
Allahabad, Mumbai, and Vadodara. Interviews collected in these
cities are then placed in relation to others which were collected from
some students and some young employees in an earlier research
project in Bengaluru (previously Bangalore; Clark and Sekher 2007).

The total size of my sample is only an average of eight in
each city, an infinitesimal amount, seemingly providing absolutely
unrepresentative anecdotes. These are not full ethnographies;
they can comprise only a sketch. Yet this examination of a small,
focused, and nonrandom sample is meant to provide a useful
approach to consider important issues in the study of social
change. The idea of transitions that intersect with one another is
somewhat different from the points of view taken by many other
studies of Indian social phenomena, one which can be seen as
an experiment in social history and social historical demography.
This is meant to be a research effort in what I would call gualita-
tive social demography. Supported by some secondary data analysis,
it constitutes an exploration to see if qualitative and quantitative
research methods can be better combined when trying to under-
stand women’s history and unfolding present circumstances. Such
an experiment may prove to be important to consider because
demographic research is so quantitative, while women’s studies
research tends to be intensely qualitative.

An approach that is both nuanced and yet broad is needed to
gain perspective on the changing motivations of young women,
the role of college education in impacting their career goals and
their marital and reproductive plans, and the elements that make up
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female autonomy and agency. Beyond what this book can attempt
to fulfill, but can only suggest, is the need for ethnographies of
educated women’s social and economic behaviors, with their
various and conflicting motivations, at highly disaggregated levels
like neighborhoods, castes, villages, tribes, and religious groups.
Different groups of women who are currently getting educated may
have different levels of choice about their careers, marriages, and
future. How are their choices shaped or constrained by the web of
relationships in which they are embedded? How are changes in their
choices being shaped by historical forces that are still unfolding?
What effects do their choices have on the overall system of social
reproduction, which may provide us with a more comprehensive
picture of demographic and social change as it is occurring?

I approach these questions by interviewing young women in
college, looking forward to having lifelong careers. In the effort to
understand a generational shift in gender relations that is going on
in some families regarding young women’s professional aspirations,
seen in light of the varied social locations these families inhabit, two
basic focus areas have emerged. Understanding this generational
shift seems to call for (a) a focus on new kinds of subject and identity
formation taking place among young women as part of their college
education process, and (b) an analysis of what kinds of families are
now sponsoring their daughters’ lifetime career ambitions, and why.
An earlier notion that this generational shift as young women’s career
aspirations would be mainly an upper middle class phenomenon is
not borne out by the research. Class enters into the framework along
a wide spectrum, ranging from some class locations of relative privi-
lege to others of urgent need. The research has also undermined
an initial notion that upper-caste status would be nearly universal
among career-oriented young women.

The one-hour interviews I had with female students took place
one-on-one, often in a college classroom we had to ourselves. I
pursued a list of questions with them about their education, career
plans, parents’ circumstances, family support, future marriage plans,
desires for children, planned usage of money they earned, thoughts
on work—family balance, and ideas about the nature of professional-
ism. For some interviewees, when it became possible, a home visit
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followed with the daughter present to help translate and/or add
to her parents’ comments. I was not bound by my questionnaire
and did not force a return to it if the conversation moved to other
areas subjects wanted to share. In every case, the research subject
was eager to participate. Research subjects and their families were
informed that their names would be changed, and that some details
would be omitted or altered to protect them from identification.
The interview material was arranged into blocks of text that did not
reflect the uneven way the conversations actually developed, but that
stay true to the life narratives, which were shared.

Theoretically, a combination of the ideas of Sen and Bourdieu
is of particular interest for this project. Both thinkers deal with the
effects, benefits, and drawbacks of education, so that their works
are appropriately applicable to a project where higher education
plays a central role. Amartya Sen (1999, 2009; also see Agarwal
2005) is famously noted for stressing both personal and the overall
social and economic effects of enhancing people’s freedom and
developing their capabilities and choices. Education is one of the
most potentially enhancing factors in this theory. Pierre Bourdieu
(1977, 2010; and with Passeron [2000]), by contrast, is known for
his analysis of social props and barriers under the label of cultural
capital, governed within the individual by a set of predilections
that helabels as the habitus. These nearly unconscious usages lurk
beneath the surface, either hobbling or helping in enabling the
fulfillment of ambitions and social aspirations that people associate
with becoming educated.

In Sen’s Develgpment as Freedom (1999), there is a chapter, “Women’s
Agency and Social Change,” in which he sees women as “dynamic
promoters of social transformations that can alter the lives of both
women and men.” Touching on key issues we are exploring in this
study, he writes,

[t]he relative respect and regard for women’s well-being is strongly in-
fluenced by such variables as women’s ability to earn an independent
income, to find employment outside the home, to have ownership
rights and to have literacy and be educated participants in decisions
within and outside the family.
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Two important outcomes can result from having literate and
educated women earning their own incomes, he believes—this can
enhance “the social standing of a woman in the household and the
society,” and “women’s agency and voice, influenced by education
and employment, can in turn influence the nature of the public
discussion.” More than 15 years after this influential work of Sen’s,
in the present study we are in a position to form an impression of
recent social transformations that have been motivated by young
urban women gaining education in the hope of obtaining educated,
professional level employment. We are able to ask in detail how these
transformations have recently affected women’s standing within their
households, and then to consider briefly how they may be influenc-
ing the public discussion on many issues.

In Distinction (2010), Bourdieu draws a picture of the refinements
that people lack if not brought up with them, such as a fine taste in
classical music. This type of knowledge and formed taste are seen
as distinguishing persons seeking positions, whether in employment
or in society and politics, from one another, to the point where the
more refined candidates may win these contests. These cultural
distinctions may read as slightly archaic in relation to today’s socie-
ties. A taste for classical Indian music was richly cultivated in past
decades in elite Indian families (Chaudhuri 2009), and their offspring’s
social and employment advantages may have been partly connected
with this refinement. But the sense of high culture versus low culture
drawn by Bourdieu has faded in this current markedly neoliberal era,
with its instant online global interconnections, fashions, and fads.
Added to a picture of Bourdieu as the author of a complex theory of
cultural capital in the construction and reproduction of class, I would
also draw attention to a more colloquial notion that has burst these
boundaries, lost or forgotten its roots in Bourdieu, and is used more
widely. In writings connected with race and caste relations, particularly,
without any citation, notions of cultural and social capital are widely
and rather loosely used to reference traits and abilities inbred from
childhood, based on advantages held and imparted by people’s natal
families. Either in a close reading of Boutdieu or in a more colloquial
use, the concept of cultural capital and its formation are very impot-
tant and, in a wide variety of current literatures, quite inevitable.
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In looking at the stories collected, I have also been reminded of
“modernization theory,” a loose construct that has been used for
many decades with the contents of the “modern” shifting across
time frames. It is a framework of which I am quite critical, as will be
detailed throughout the book. One of its abiding interests has been a
notion called female autonomy, which is hard to pin down (as lucidly
discussed by Basu 1996), but which has been seen as an instrumental-
ist variable, leading mainly to the accomplishment of goals outside
itself. In its very instrumentality, it fits oddly but aptly into several
other theoretical possibilities. To give an important example, one may
fruitfully use postcolonial feminist theoretical constructs in disclosing
the new forms of oppression and patriarchal hegemony that clearly
still circumscribe the freedoms of the young subjects whose stories
I am collecting. In the bulk of this book, however, I am interested
in elucidating the liberatory potential of these stories, which appears
richly to exist in some, though truncated in others. The limitations of
the stories and the hopes they express, as well as their portents for the
future, will be discussed as the narratives proceed.

Ideas elaborated in Sen and Nussbaum’s capabilities approach
(Nussbaum 2001, 2011; Nussbaum and Sen 1993; Sen 1999, 2009)
give rise to a term I have found it useful to coin in this work. Using
their framework as a springboard, I identify an assertiveness capabil-
ity, vividly demonstrated by the young women still in college whom
I interviewed, and I view it as a realized source of moral force and
personal identity creation in itself. I discuss the limitations that such
a capability may contain. With reference to Bourdieu (1977, 2010), 1
address forms of social and cultural capital as they bear on a discussion
of how gender relations can be changed or entrenched, and evaluate
which of these tendencies I believe is the stronger. Toward the end
of the book, I undertake to spell out my understanding of ways in
which a long-standing system of social reproduction is now undergo-
ing alteration, and to add my judgment of ways that this process is
larger than may have been envisioned in other feminist work.

The narrative perspective is one closely focused on female career
aspirations, parental support, and the future family formation strategies
that young women believe would support them in maintaining a career.
The aspirations that are now being fulfilled are those of the parents for
their daughters to be educated and prepared for careers. The further
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aspirations, whose fulfillment is as yet unpredictable, are those of the
young women themselves to actualize and fulfill their goals of having
careers for a lifetime. These two sets of aspirations, by the parents and
by their daughters, are somewhat different, but they add together to
create a structure that supports the valuing of the daughter as an agent.
We will examine how in each case she also remains an embedded agent.

This is a book about young women who (so far) have been
uniquely lucky. Their stories contrast most cruelly with those of gitls,
so much less privileged in residential location and family sensibility,
who do not get to continue in school even to the secondary level,
when they long to do so (Majumdar 2011: 212-236). The good luck
of my research subjects is made up not only of their urban residence,
with its broad exposure to multiple possibilities, and their families’
support for them, based on particular family needs and hopes; these
young women have also been very successful students, fortunate in
the favor in which they are held by their professors and mentors.
Additionally, they have all studied in English medium colleges, and
that is the language in which this research was conducted.

The discrimination in my study against all the other kinds of
female students who exist adds up to a kind of elitism of focus. I put
this on the table forthrightly, so that critics may ask why these fortu-
nate and rather exceptional girls are important to look at in consider-
ing societal change. My answer is that, even with all their luck so far,
they represent, by way of the filter of mothers who never worked,
a certain slice of ordinary urban middle class families or would-be
middle class families as predominantly found in these same cities
just a generation ago. Mothers who did not work were the standard
in the vast majority of urban middle class families in previous years.
The families of my subjects in the late 20th century were not ones
in which the preponderance of members were either very highly
educated or cosmopolitan. Some of the families I examine were elite
in caste, class, or both, though others were not, but none had figured
in the ranks of female professionalism in the past.

This book ultimately attempts to locate and to project forward
some elements of a path toward greater gender equity for young
women living in cities, loyal to their families of origin, hopeful of
finding an appropriate fit within their families-to-be, and yet trying
to become professionals. 1 foresee many daunting challenges that



