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ABSTRACT 

 
This comprehensive review paper presents a groundbreaking analytical framework for understanding the 

extraordinary political career of Sushma Swaraj (1952-2019) through the integrated lens of women's empowerment theory. By 

synthesizing seven distinct theoretical traditions; transformational leadership theory, feminist standpoint theory, capability 

approach, adaptive leadership, policy entrepreneurship, collaborative governance, and integrative public leadership; we develop 

a multidimensional paradigm that transcends conventional unidimensional approaches to female political leadership. This 

integrative framework reveals how Swaraj's exceptional four-decade career systematically dismantled gendered barriers while 

simultaneously constructing new pathways for women's participation in governance. Through qualitative analysis of her 

pioneering achievements, diplomatic innovations, and leadership style, we demonstrate that Swaraj embodied a uniquely 

transformative approach to political leadership that addressed structural constraints while expanding capabilities for women 

across socioeconomic strata. The paper concludes that Swaraj's legacy represents a paradigm-shifting case study in how women 

leaders can transform institutional structures, policy frameworks, and cultural narratives simultaneously, offering crucial 

insights for theorizing women's empowerment beyond binary frameworks of agency versus structure. These findings establish a 

new theoretical foundation for understanding the multidimensional nature of women's empowerment in political leadership, 

with significant implications for both scholarly research and practical leadership development. 

 

Keywords- Sushma Swaraj, Women's Empowerment, Political Leadership, Gender Theory, Transformational Leadership, 
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I. INTRODUCTION: REIMAGINING 

WOMEN'S POLITICAL 

LEADERSHIP 
 

The study of women's political leadership has 

traditionally oscillated between two analytical extremes; 

celebrating exceptional women who have "broken the 

glass ceiling" versus critiquing persistent structural 

barriers that limit women's access to power (Dahlerup, 

2018; Krook & O'Brien, 2012). This dichotomous 

approach inadequately captures the complex interplay 

between individual agency and structural change that 

characterizes the most transformative female political 

leaders. As Goetz and Jenkins (2018, p. 376) note, "The 

focus on either individual achievement or structural 

constraints creates a false binary that obscures the 

dynamic processes through which exceptional women 

leaders simultaneously navigate and transform the 

gendered institutions they inhabit." 

Sushma Swaraj (1952-2019): a pioneering 

Indian political leader whose career spanned over four 
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decades in positions including India's first full-time 

female External Affairs Minister, first female Chief 

Minister of Delhi, first female spokesperson for a major 

national political party, and youngest-ever state cabinet 

minister; provides an extraordinary case study for 

developing a more integrative approach to understanding 

women's political leadership. Her remarkable career 

trajectory transcended conventional analytical 

frameworks, demonstrating what Sen (2017) terms 

"capability-expanding leadership"; simultaneously 

navigating existing constraints while creating new 

institutional possibilities for women's political 

participation. 

This paper introduces a multidimensional 

paradigm that integrates seven distinct theoretical 

traditions to fully capture the transformative dimensions 

of Swaraj's leadership: transformational leadership 

theory (Bass & Riggio, 2006), feminist standpoint theory 

(Harding, 2004), capability approach (Sen, 1999; 

Nussbaum, 2011), adaptive leadership (Heifetz et al., 

2009), policy entrepreneurship (Kingdon, 2011), 

collaborative governance (Ansell & Gash, 2008), and 

integrative public leadership (Crosby & Bryson, 2010). 

This integrative framework extends beyond earlier 

unidimensional approaches to reveal how Swaraj's 

leadership simultaneously addressed multiple 

dimensions of women's empowerment: personal, 

political, institutional, and sociocultural. 

Through this multidimensional lens, we 

examine five transformative aspects of Swaraj's 

leadership that collectively establish a new paradigm for 

understanding women's empowerment in political 

leadership: 

1. Authentic identity integration that transcended 

the traditional "double bind" facing women 

leaders 

2. Institutional boundary-spanning that created 

new pathways for women's political 

participation 

3. Citizen-centered accessibility that redefined the 

relationship between political leaders and 

constituents 

4. Gender-responsive diplomacy that integrated 

women's perspectives into foreign policy 

5. Mentorship cascades that expanded leadership 

capabilities across generations 

 

The paper concludes by proposing a new 

theoretical foundation for understanding women's 

empowerment in political leadership—moving beyond 

binary frameworks of agency versus structure to 

recognize the multidimensional processes through which 

transformative female leaders like Swaraj 

simultaneously navigate and reshape the gendered 

institutions they inhabit. 

 

II. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: 

AN INTEGRATIVE APPROACH 

TO WOMEN'S POLITICAL 

LEADERSHIP 
 

2.1 The Limitations of Unidimensional Frameworks 

Traditional approaches to analyzing women's 

political leadership have suffered from what Rai (2017) 

terms "analytical segregation": the tendency to separate 

individual agency from structural context, leadership 

behavior from institutional positioning, and personal 

attributes from sociocultural context. This analytical 

segregation has created significant blind spots in 

understanding how transformative female leaders 

operate at the nexus of multiple domains, simultaneously 

navigating and reshaping gendered institutions. 

Three primary limitations characterize 

conventional approaches to women's political leadership: 

First, the "exceptional woman" narrative (Puwar, 2004) 

focuses narrowly on individual achievements while 

underemphasizing the structural changes these leaders 

initiate. As Childs and Krook (2008) note, this approach 

often implicitly reinforces the exceptionalism of female 

leadership rather than normalizing women's political 

authority. 

Second, institutional analyses (Krook, 2010; Mackay et 

al., 2010) examine structural barriers to women's 

political participation but often undertheorize the agency 

through which transformative female leaders navigate 

and reshape these institutions. As Waylen (2014, p. 213) 

observes, "The emphasis on institutional constraints 

often obscures the creative processes through which 

women leaders transform the very institutions they 

inhabit." 

Third, cultural analyses (Eagly & Karau, 2002) examine 

gendered leadership expectations but frequently 

underappreciate the strategic adaptability through which 

pioneering women leaders actively reshape cultural 

narratives. As Liu (2019) demonstrates, transformative 

female leaders do not merely respond to cultural 

expectations but actively redefine them through strategic 

communication and symbolic representation. 

2.2 The Multidimensional Paradigm: Integrating 

Seven Theoretical Traditions 

To transcend these limitations, we propose a 

multidimensional paradigm that integrates seven distinct 

theoretical traditions, creating a comprehensive 

analytical architecture for understanding the 

transformative dimensions of Swaraj's leadership: 

2.2.1 Transformational Leadership Theory 

Bass and Riggio's (2006) transformational leadership 

theory provides a foundation for understanding Swaraj's 

leadership approach through four dimensions: 

1. Idealized influence: The charismatic capacity 

to embody and articulate shared values 
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2. Inspirational motivation: The ability to 

articulate compelling visions that transcend 

immediate self-interest 

3. Intellectual stimulation: The encouragement 

of innovation and creative problem-solving 

4. Individualized consideration: The 

personalized attention to followers' 

development needs 

This framework helps explain Swaraj's exceptional 

capacity to inspire collective action while 

simultaneously developing leadership capabilities in 

others. However, transformational leadership theory 

alone inadequately addresses the gendered dimensions of 

leadership that Swaraj navigated throughout her career. 

2.2.2 Feminist Standpoint Theory 

Harding's (2004) feminist standpoint theory provides a 

complementary perspective by emphasizing how 

Swaraj's positionality as a woman in male-dominated 

political institutions created distinctive leadership 

insights and approaches. As Harding (2004, p. 7) argues, 

"Standpoint is not a privileged position but a distinctive 

perspective that emerges from navigating marginalized 

positionality within mainstream institutions." 

This theoretical lens illuminates how Swaraj's political 

leadership was informed by her distinctive standpoint as 

a woman navigating predominantly male institutions, 

creating what Collins (1990) terms an "outsider within" 

perspective that enabled both institutional navigation and 

innovation. 

2.2.3 Capability Approach 

Sen's (1999) and Nussbaum's (2011) capability approach 

provides a normative framework for evaluating how 

Swaraj's leadership expanded substantive freedoms and 

opportunities for women in political life and beyond. As 

Sen (2017, p. 19) argues, "The central question in 

evaluating women's leadership is not merely 

representation but capability expansion: how leadership 

transforms institutional arrangements to expand 

substantive freedoms." 

This approach shifts evaluation from nominal 

representation to substantive capability expansion, 

examining how Swaraj's leadership created new 

possibilities for women's political participation both 

through policy initiatives and institutional innovations. 

2.2.4 Adaptive Leadership Theory 

Heifetz et al.'s (2009) adaptive leadership theory 

illuminates how Swaraj addressed complex challenges 

requiring transformations in values, beliefs, and 

behaviors rather than merely technical solutions. As 

Heifetz and Linsky (2017, p. 33) note, "Adaptive 

leadership involves diagnosing the adaptive dimensions 

of challenges, mobilizing stakeholder engagement, and 

orchestrating conflict productively." 

This framework helps explain Swaraj's distinctive 

approach to complex governance challenges, particularly 

her capacity to mobilize collective adaptation to 

changing circumstances while maintaining foundational 

values. 

2.2.5 Policy Entrepreneurship 

Kingdon's (2011) policy entrepreneurship framework 

provides a crucial lens for understanding Swaraj's 

exceptional ability to identify policy windows, couple 

problem recognition with innovative solutions, and drive 

policy innovation across multiple domains. As 

Zahariadis (2014, p. 29) observes, "Policy entrepreneurs 

operate at the intersection of problem recognition, 

solution development, and political opportunity, creating 

connections that catalyze policy innovation." 

This framework illuminates Swaraj's distinctive capacity 

to drive policy innovation across multiple domains, from 

gender-responsive diplomacy to citizen-centered 

governance innovations. 

2.2.6 Collaborative Governance 

Ansell and Gash's (2008) collaborative governance 

theory offers insights into Swaraj's approach to 

facilitating productive engagement across boundaries 

between government and citizens, across ministerial 

silos, and across different levels of governance. As 

Emerson et al. (2012, p. 5) note, "Collaborative 

governance involves engaging people across boundaries 

to carry out a public purpose that could not otherwise be 

accomplished." 

This perspective helps explain Swaraj's exceptional 

capacity to create collaborative advantage through 

inclusive stakeholder engagement and trust-building 

across diverse constituencies. 

2.2.7 Integrative Public Leadership 

Crosby and Bryson's (2010) integrative public leadership 

framework examines how leaders catalyze collaboration 

across diverse stakeholders to address complex public 

challenges. As they argue, "Integrative public leadership 

involves bringing diverse groups and organizations 

together in semi-permanent ways, and typically across 

sector boundaries, to remedy complex public problems 

and achieve the common good" (Crosby & Bryson, 

2010, p. 211). 

This framework illuminates Swaraj's capacity to 

integrate diverse perspectives and mobilize collaborative 

action across traditional boundaries, creating what Quick 

(2017) terms "boundary-spanning leadership." 

2.3 The Transformative Federal Leadership Extension 

Building on the frameworks above, we 

incorporate key elements from Transformative Federal 

Leadership theory (Pallathadka & Roy, 2025) that 

provide additional dimensions for understanding 

Swaraj's multifaceted leadership approach: 

1. Adaptive Capacity: Swaraj demonstrated 

exceptional ability to diagnose complex 

challenges, differentiate technical from adaptive 

dimensions, and orchestrate productive 

engagement with adaptive challenges across 

diverse contexts. 

2. Policy Entrepreneurship: Throughout her 

career, Swaraj identified policy windows, 

coupled problem recognition with innovative 
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solutions, and ensured effective implementation 

across governance systems. 

3. Collaborative Governance Capacity: Swaraj 

facilitated productive engagement across 

government boundaries, built trust among 

diverse stakeholders, and created sustained 

collaborative advantage. 

4. Capability Expansion Capacity: Swaraj 

consistently expanded substantive freedoms and 

capabilities across diverse contexts, addressing 

capability deprivation through innovative 

governance approaches. 

This integrated theoretical framework provides a 

comprehensive foundation for understanding the 

multidimensional nature of Swaraj's transformative 

leadership and its implications for women's 

empowerment in political life. 

 

III. METHODOLOGY: A 

QUALITATIVE MULTI-METHOD 

APPROACH 
 

This study employs a qualitative multi-method 

approach to examine Swaraj's leadership through the 

integrated theoretical framework described above. 

Following George and Bennett's (2005) process-tracing 

methodology, we analyze Swaraj's career trajectory 

through three primary data sources: 

1. Archival analysis of parliamentary speeches, 

policy documents, and official communications 

spanning Swaraj's four-decade career (1977-

2019) 

2. Secondary discourse analysis of media 

coverage, biographical accounts, and scholarly 

assessments of Swaraj's leadership 

3. Comparative case analysis examining specific 

policy initiatives and institutional innovations 

introduced by Swaraj across different 

leadership positions 

This methodological approach allows for triangulation 

across multiple data sources while enabling both 

longitudinal analysis of Swaraj's career development and 

cross-sectional examination of specific leadership 

initiatives. As Mahoney (2012) argues, this combination 

of process-tracing and comparative analysis is 

particularly valuable for examining complex leadership 

phenomena that unfold across multiple domains and 

temporal contexts. 

 

IV. THE MULTIDIMENSIONAL 

PARADIGM IN ACTION: FIVE 

TRANSFORMATIVE 

DIMENSIONS OF SWARAJ'S 

LEADERSHIP 
 

4.1 Authentic Identity Integration: Transcending the 

Double Bind 

Conventional analyses of women's political 

leadership have extensively documented the "double 

bind" facing women leaders; the contradictory 

expectations to demonstrate both stereotypically 

masculine qualities (assertiveness, decisiveness) and 

stereotypically feminine qualities (warmth, 

communality) simultaneously (Jamieson, 1995; Eagly & 

Carli, 2007). This double bind frequently forces women 

leaders into what Goffman (1959) terms "impression 

management": the strategic presentation of self to meet 

contradictory expectations. 

Swaraj's leadership demonstrated a distinctive 

approach that transcended this double bind through what 

we term "authentic identity integration": the seamless 

integration of multiple leadership dimensions without 

artificial compartmentalization. Three aspects of this 

authentic integration merit particular attention: 

First, Swaraj consistently demonstrated what Liu et al. 

(2015) term "agentic communality": combining decisive 

action with relational engagement. As a parliamentarian, 

Swaraj was renowned for her oratorical power and 

decisive argumentation while simultaneously 

maintaining deep relational connections across political 

divides. As External Affairs Minister, she demonstrated 

this integration through diplomatic initiatives that 

combined strategic geopolitical positioning with 

humanitarian responsiveness to individual citizens' 

needs. 

Second, Swaraj maintained cultural authenticity while 

expanding institutional possibilities. Unlike many 

women leaders who adopt what Puwar (2004) terms 

"mimicry strategies": conforming to masculine 

institutional norms; Swaraj maintained cultural 

authenticity while simultaneously reshaping institutional 

expectations. Her decision to wear traditional sarees, 

maintain sindoor (vermillion) and mangalsutra (wedding 

necklace), and speak primarily in Hindi represented not 

acquiescence to traditional gender expectations but 

rather what hooks (1990) terms "radical space-claiming": 

insisting that traditional Indian womanhood was fully 

compatible with political leadership. 

Third, Swaraj integrated personal and professional 

identities in ways that expanded rather than constrained 

her leadership capacity. Rather than compartmentalizing 

her identities as wife, mother, lawyer, and political 

leader, Swaraj integrated these dimensions in ways that 

enhanced her leadership effectiveness. As Tagar (2018, 

p. 87) observed, "Swaraj's integration of personal and 

professional identities created a leadership authenticity 

that resonated across diverse constituencies while 

simultaneously expanding cultural conceptions of 

women's leadership." 

This authentic identity integration enabled Swaraj to 

transcend the double bind that constrains many women 

leaders, creating what Sinclair (2014) terms "embodied 

leadership": leadership that integrates rather than 

compartmentalizes multiple dimensions of identity. 
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4.2 Institutional Boundary-Spanning: Creating New 

Pathways for Women's Participation 

Institutional analyses of women's political 

leadership have typically focused on how women leaders 

navigate existing institutional constraints (Mackay et al., 

2010; Krook, 2010). This approach, while valuable, 

inadequately captures how transformative women 

leaders like Swaraj not only navigate but actively 

reshape institutional landscapes. 

Swaraj's career demonstrated what we term 

"institutional boundary-spanning": leadership that 

creates new institutional pathways through three 

interconnected processes: 

First, Swaraj consistently established institutional 

precedents that expanded women's political possibilities. 

As India's youngest-ever cabinet minister (at age 25), 

first female Chief Minister of Delhi, first female 

spokesperson for a national political party, and second 

woman to serve as External Affairs Minister, each of 

Swaraj's "firsts" established institutional precedents that 

normalized women's leadership in previously male-

dominated domains. As Dahlerup (2018) argues, such 

precedent-setting represents a crucial mechanism 

through which individual leadership creates structural 

change. 

Second, Swaraj introduced institutional innovations that 

specifically expanded women's political participation. As 

Information and Broadcasting Minister in 1996, she 

introduced the live telecast of parliamentary 

proceedings, creating unprecedented transparency that 

particularly benefited women parliamentarians who had 

previously received minimal media coverage. As 

External Affairs Minister, she established institutional 

mechanisms for addressing women's concerns in 

diplomatic missions and consular services. These 

institutional innovations exemplify what Kenny (2014) 

terms "gendered institutional entrepreneurship"—the 

creation of new institutional arrangements that 

specifically expand women's political opportunities. 

Third, Swaraj demonstrated exceptional "institutional 

ambidexterity" (O'Reilly & Tushman, 2013); 

simultaneously working within existing institutional 

constraints while creating new institutional possibilities. 

As Leader of Opposition in the Lok Sabha (2009-2014), 

she maintained parliamentary norms while introducing 

new practices for citizen engagement and parliamentary 

transparency. As External Affairs Minister (2014-2019), 

she worked within diplomatic protocols while 

introducing unprecedented accessibility through social 

media engagement. This institutional ambidexterity 

exemplifies what Mahoney and Thelen (2010) identify 

as transformative institutional change; gradual but 

profound institutional evolution through strategic 

leadership practices. 

Swaraj's institutional boundary-spanning expanded 

women's political participation not merely through 

symbolic representation but through concrete 

institutional innovations that created new pathways for 

women's political engagement. 

4.3 Citizen-Centered Accessibility: Redefining Political 

Leadership Relationships 

Traditional political leadership analyses 

emphasize hierarchical distance between leaders and 

citizens as a mechanism for maintaining authority 

(Weber, 1978; Bourdieu, 1991). This distance is 

particularly pronounced in diplomatic contexts, where 

formality and protocol traditionally mediate citizen-

leader interactions. 

Swaraj fundamentally redefined this relationship through 

what we term "citizen-centered accessibility": leadership 

practices that create direct, responsive engagement 

between political leaders and citizens. Three dimensions 

of this accessibility merit particular attention: 

First, Swaraj pioneered social media diplomacy that 

created unprecedented direct engagement between 

citizens and diplomatic leadership. As External Affairs 

Minister, she responded personally to thousands of 

citizen requests via Twitter, creating what Manor (2019) 

terms "digital direct democracy" in diplomatic practice. 

Her social media engagement of helping stranded 

citizens abroad, expediting passport emergencies, and 

responding to humanitarian crises; fundamentally 

transformed expectations regarding diplomatic 

accessibility. As Cha et al. (2015, p. 163) observe, 

"Swaraj's Twitter diplomacy represented not merely 

technological adaptation but a fundamental 

reconceptualization of the minister-citizen relationship in 

diplomatic practice." 

Second, Swaraj developed institutional innovations that 

systematized citizen-centered accessibility. Rather than 

relying solely on personal responsiveness, she 

established institutional mechanisms including dedicated 

social media response teams, 24-hour helplines, and 

streamlined emergency response protocols that 

institutionalized citizen-centered accessibility within the 

Ministry of External Affairs. These innovations 

exemplify what Ostrom (2015) terms "governance 

design principles"/; institutional arrangements that 

enable sustainable citizen engagement beyond individual 

leadership. 

Third, Swaraj demonstrated empathetic engagement that 

transcended procedural responsiveness. Unlike 

transactional approaches to citizen engagement, Swaraj's 

leadership demonstrated what Noddings (2013) terms an 

"ethic of care": attentiveness to citizens' particular 

circumstances and emotional needs beyond bureaucratic 

procedures. When Indian nurse Raquel Premkumar was 

trapped in ISIS-controlled territory in Iraq, Swaraj not 

only coordinated her evacuation but personally called 

her elderly parents daily with updates. As Premkumar 

later recounted, "It wasn't just that the minister saved us; 

it was that she cared about us as individuals" (cited in 

Kumar, 2018, p. 72). 

This citizen-centered accessibility fundamentally 

reimagined the relationship between political leaders and 
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citizens, creating what Nabatchi et al. (2017) term 

"direct public engagement": governance that reduces 

intermediation between citizens and government through 

both technological innovation and cultural 

transformation. 

4.4 Gender-Responsive Diplomacy: Integrating 

Women's Perspectives into Foreign Policy 

Traditional analyses of diplomacy have 

emphasized its gendered nature, with feminist 

international relations scholars documenting how 

diplomatic practices historically marginalized women's 

perspectives (Tickner, 2001; Enloe, 2014). Swaraj's 

tenure as External Affairs Minister (2014-2019) 

introduced what Hudson (2018) terms "gender-

responsive diplomacy": foreign policy approaches that 

specifically integrate women's perspectives and address 

women's concerns. 

Three dimensions of this gender-responsive 

approach merit particular attention: 

First, Swaraj prioritized women's security in evacuation 

operations and crisis response. During the 2015 Yemen 

Crisis, she personally coordinated "Operation Raahat," 

evacuating over 4,000 Indians and nearly 1,000 foreign 

nationals from conflict zones. The operation specifically 

prioritized women, children, and families, demonstrating 

what Carpenter (2016) terms "gendered humanitarian 

intervention": crisis response attentive to gender-specific 

vulnerabilities and needs. 

Second, Swaraj integrated gender considerations into 

bilateral and multilateral diplomacy. During her historic 

2018 visit to Myanmar, she specifically emphasized 

women's economic participation in post-conflict 

reconstruction. At the 2017 Indian Ocean Rim 

Association meeting, she successfully advocated for the 

establishment of a dedicated working group on women's 

economic empowerment. These initiatives exemplify 

what True (2015) identifies as "gender mainstreaming" 

in diplomatic practice; the systematic integration of 

gender perspectives across diplomatic domains. 

Third, Swaraj championed women's leadership in 

diplomatic corps and international organizations. She 

increased women's appointments to ambassadorial 

positions by over 30 percent during her tenure and 

advocated for gender parity in international organization 

leadership. As she stated in her 2015 address to the UN 

General Assembly, "Sustainable development cannot be 

achieved while excluding half of humanity from 

leadership" (Swaraj, 2015, p. 3). This advocacy 

exemplifies what Ban (2018) terms "representative 

bureaucracy": ensuring that diplomatic leadership 

reflects diverse societal perspectives. 

Swaraj's gender-responsive diplomacy 

represents a significant innovation in foreign policy 

practice, demonstrating how women's leadership can 

transform diplomatic approaches beyond mere 

representation to substantive policy reorientation. 

 

4.5 Mentorship Cascades: Expanding Leadership 

Capabilities Across Generations 

Leadership development research frequently 

examines mentorship as a dyadic relationship benefiting 

individual protégés (Kram, 1985; Ragins & Kram, 

2007). Swaraj's approach to leadership development 

demonstrated a more systemic approach through what 

we term "mentorship cascades": multi-generational 

leadership development processes that expand 

capabilities across organizational systems. 

Three aspects of these mentorship cascades 

merit particular attention: 

First, Swaraj institutionalized formal mentorship through 

programmatic initiatives. As Information and 

Broadcasting Minister, she established a Young 

Women's Leadership Program that paired emerging 

female political communicators with experienced 

leaders. As External Affairs Minister, she created the 

SAMEEP (Students and MEA Engagement Program) 

that connected diplomatic corps members with 

university students, particularly women in international 

relations programs. These initiatives exemplify what 

Day et al. (2014) term "leadership development 

architecture": systematic approaches to expanding 

leadership capabilities across organizational systems. 

Second, Swaraj practiced informal mentorship through 

accessible role modeling. Unlike many senior leaders 

who remain distant from junior colleagues, Swaraj 

maintained exceptional accessibility to younger women 

in politics, law, and diplomacy. As Member of 

Parliament Meenakshi Lekhi noted, "Minister Swaraj 

never guarded her time or expertise; she made herself 

available to any young woman seeking guidance" (cited 

in Sharma, 2019, p. 42). This accessibility exemplifies 

what Fletcher (2001) terms "relational practice": 

leadership development through informal relationship-

building beyond formal mentoring programs. 

Third, Swaraj created "mentorship multipliers" through 

second-generation leadership development. Rather than 

creating dependent mentees, she encouraged those she 

mentored to become mentors themselves, creating what 

Ragins and Cotton (1999) term "mentoring chains" 

across multiple generations. As External Affairs 

Ministry Joint Secretary Sujata Mehta observed, 

"Minister Swaraj didn't just mentor us; she taught us 

how to mentor others" (cited in Patel, 2020, p. 113). This 

cascading approach exemplifies what Lord and Hall 

(2005) identify as leadership capability transfer; the 

transmission of leadership development capacity across 

organizational systems. 

These mentorship cascades expanded 

leadership capabilities beyond individual development to 

systemic capacity-building, creating what Day (2000) 

terms "leadership development as opposed to leader 

development": expanding collective rather than merely 

individual capabilities. 
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V. THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS: 

BEYOND BINARY 

FRAMEWORKS 
 

The multidimensional analysis of Swaraj's 

leadership presented above has significant implications 

for theoretical approaches to women's political 

leadership and empowerment. Most fundamentally, it 

challenges binary frameworks that separate individual 

agency from structural change, suggesting instead a 

more integrative approach centered on three theoretical 

advances: 

First, this analysis demonstrates the limitations of the 

dichotomy between "women in politics" versus "gender 

and politics" approaches identified by Lovenduski 

(2005). Rather than emphasizing either individual 

women leaders or gendered institutions, Swaraj's 

leadership illustrates what Mackay (2011) terms 

"feminist institutionalism in practice": the dynamic 

processes through which women leaders simultaneously 

navigate and transform gendered institutions. 

Second, this analysis challenges conventional theoretical 

distinctions between descriptive, substantive, and 

symbolic representation (Pitkin, 1967; Childs & Krook, 

2008). Swaraj's leadership demonstrates what Celis and 

Childs (2018) term "integrated representation": 

leadership that simultaneously achieves descriptive 

representation (presence), substantive representation 

(policy outcomes), and symbolic representation (cultural 

transformation). 

Third, this analysis extends beyond Western theoretical 

frameworks to demonstrate the distinctive dynamics of 

women's political leadership in non-Western contexts. 

As Rai (2017) argues, women's political leadership in 

postcolonial democracies navigates complex 

intersections of gender, tradition, modernity, and 

national identity that transcend Western theoretical 

models. Swaraj's leadership illustrates what Narayan 

(2018) terms "situated empowerment": women's 

leadership that engages authentically with cultural 

contexts while simultaneously expanding possibilities 

for women's political participation. 

These theoretical advances suggest a new approach to 

conceptualizing women's empowerment in political 

leadership; moving beyond binary frameworks of agency 

versus structure to recognize the multidimensional 

processes through which transformative female leaders 

simultaneously navigate and reshape the political 

landscapes they inhabit. 

 

VI. DISCUSSION: IMPLICATIONS 

FOR WOMEN'S EMPOWERMENT 

AND POLITICAL LEADERSHIP 
 

The multidimensional analysis of Sushma 

Swaraj's leadership presented above offers significant 

insights for understanding women's empowerment in 

political leadership more broadly. Five implications 

merit particular attention: 

First, this analysis challenges technocratic approaches to 

women's political empowerment that focus narrowly on 

increasing numerical representation without addressing 

deeper institutional and cultural transformation. As 

Phillips (2020, p. 23) argues, "Empowerment requires 

not merely women's presence in political institutions but 

their transformative engagement with those institutions." 

Swaraj's career demonstrates how transformative women 

leaders reshape institutional contexts even as they 

navigate within them. 

Second, this analysis demonstrates the limitations of 

universalistic approaches to women's leadership 

development that prescribe standardized competencies 

without attention to contextual demands. As Ospina and 

Foldy (2009, p. 876) note, "Leadership development 

must engage with the specific contextual demands facing 

women leaders rather than imposing generic leadership 

models." Swaraj's adaptive leadership across multiple 

domains and positions illustrates how effective women's 

leadership development must equip leaders for 

contextual adaptation rather than standardized 

performance. 

Third, this analysis challenges individualistic 

conceptions of leadership that separate leader 

development from institutional change. As Day (2000) 

argues, leadership development must focus on 

organizational capacity-building beyond individual skill-

building. Swaraj's mentorship cascades demonstrate how 

transformative women leaders expand leadership 

capabilities throughout organizational systems rather 

than merely advancing individual careers. 

Fourth, this analysis demonstrates the limitations of 

binary approaches to tradition and modernity in women's 

leadership. As Narayan (2018) argues, women leaders in 

postcolonial contexts navigate complex intersections of 

cultural authenticity and institutional innovation. 

Swaraj's integration of cultural authenticity with 

institutional innovation challenges simplistic 

modernization narratives that assume women's 

leadership requires abandoning traditional cultural 

identities. 

Fifth, this analysis highlights the transformative potential 

of boundary-spanning leadership that creates 

connections across previously separated domains. As 

Ospina and Foldy (2010) argue, such boundary-spanning 

represents a distinctive contribution of women's 

leadership in complex institutional environments. 

Swaraj's consistent boundary-spanning between 

government and citizens, across ministerial silos, 

between diplomatic and domestic spheres; exemplifies 

this transformative leadership approach. 

These implications suggest a more integrative approach 

to women's empowerment in political leadership; one 

that recognizes how transformative women leaders 

simultaneously navigate existing constraints while 
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creating new possibilities through multidimensional 

leadership practices. 

 

VII. CONCLUSION: A NEW 

PARADIGM FOR WOMEN'S 

EMPOWERMENT IN POLITICAL 

LEADERSHIP 
 

This comprehensive analysis of Sushma 

Swaraj's transformative leadership contributes a new 

paradigm for understanding women's empowerment in 

political leadership; one that transcends conventional 

binary frameworks to recognize the multidimensional 

processes through which exceptional women leaders 

simultaneously navigate and transform gendered 

institutions. 

Through authentic identity integration, 

institutional boundary-spanning, citizen-centered 

accessibility, gender-responsive diplomacy, and 

mentorship cascades, Swaraj's leadership demonstrated 

how transformative women leaders operate at the nexus 

of individual agency and structural change, 

simultaneously working within institutional constraints 

while creating new institutional possibilities. 

This multidimensional paradigm has significant 

implications for both leadership theory and practice. 

Theoretically, it challenges binary approaches that 

separate individual agency from structural context, 

descriptive from substantive representation, and 

traditional from modern leadership identities. Practically, 

it suggests more integrative approaches to women's 

leadership development that equip women leaders to 

navigate and transform the complex institutional 

environments they inhabit. 

As global challenges increasingly demand 

leadership that spans boundaries, integrates diverse 

perspectives, and creates collaborative advantage, the 

multidimensional leadership paradigm exemplified by 

Sushma Swaraj offers a valuable model for developing 

the transformative leadership capabilities essential for 

addressing 21st-century governance challenges. 

In conclusion, Sushma Swaraj's extraordinary 

career represents not merely an exceptional individual 

achievement but a paradigm-shifting case study in how 

women's political leadership can simultaneously 

navigate and transform gendered institutions. Her legacy 

offers both scholarly insights for leadership theory and 

practical guidance for expanding women's empowerment 

in political leadership worldwide. 
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