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Changing Terms of Political DiscOUrSe 3

Women’s Movement in India, 1970s-1990s

The revolutionary changes which followed the two world wars created fora and siru
omen’s rights. By the beginning of the 19905 however, the international context |
advance of women's rights was being waged had been transformed. Debates being activ
very premises and values on which the movement had been based, It is againsi the
which have influenced the women's movement in India that one must evaluate the

(W

Indu Agnlhotrl
VYina Mazumdar

and locate its strengths and weaknesses.

1
Introduction

THE 20th century promoicd the cause of
gender justice by internationalising
struggles for equality by women and other
oppresscd pecople. Women's struggles
agansttheirsubordination were intertwined
in varying degrees with ideologies and
movements based onthe values of freedom,
scll-determination, equality, democracy
and justice. Confined earlier by locale or
limited foci, these now found expression
through movements against imperialism,
for national liberation and social
transformation. The defeat of fascism and
the forced retreal of imperialism around
thc mid-century paved the way for social
advance of which gendcr relations were o
kcy component along with the other broad
objectives of buman nghts and the end ol
inigquitous social orders. The revolutionary
changes which followed the two world
wars also created fora and structures that
promoted debates on women's rights. The
International Women's Decade was
initiated during this period of hope which
also posited a new International Economic
Order. By the end of the decade, however,
this hope was aircady shaky [Mair 1985].
In the mid-1990s, the context in which the
international struggle for advance of
women's rights is being waged has been
transtormed. Debates being actively
promoted today twist the very premises and
values on which the movement had been
based. Terms like empowerment, choice,
reproductive freedom, spiritual autonomy,
etc, are being appropriated by forcesinimical
to the goals of the women's movement. Can
the movement ensure the continued
existence of fora to mount pressure for
intervention in favour of more equitable
gender relations — both. at the levcl of
international realpolitik. as well as at ground
level processes?
ltis important to notc these international
devclopments since they have influenced
the movement in India from the start, If
we were to spell out the parameters within
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which the movement developed in recent
years, these would be (a) the decadal thrust
provided by the preparations for the UN
Confercnce in Mexico, and the initiatives
coming forth from the Non-Aligned
Movement in this context; (b) the history
of and relationship between carlier
movements for trcedom, equality and
democracy, values which werc subseque ntly
enshrined as basic political tenets in the
Constitution of India, and the constraints
felt towards achicvement of these in
independent [ndia, and (¢) the influence of
ideas coming across through the various
streams of the women's liberation
movements ol the west. Thus equality,
democracy and freedom were at the same
time, actual, notional and ideological goals
which the women's movement addressed
in all their connotations including specific
gender perspective and componeits.

11
The Indian Movement

Although in Tadia colanial rule amd the
frecdom struggle marked the beginning of
an awakening among women, differing
streams within the anti-imperialist anti-
feudal struggle posited different, even
contentious images of idenlities for women
[Sangali and Vaid 1989). But the nationalist
consensus symbolised in the Fundamental
Rights Resolution of the Indian National
Congress. 1931, postulated frecdom,
justice, dignity and equality for women as
essential for nation-building. The
Constitution assured these rights. In the
post-indcpendence period, however,
women exploring avenues for socio-
economic and political mobility came up
against the limitations of a third world ex-
colonial state. This posed conflicts between
their new rights and the vatues caretully
promotcd by alongstanding patriarchal social
hierarchy. Social disabilitics and gradual
isolation from the politico-ideological
struggles that were shaping the nation-
building process led to the fragmentation ot
the women's movement and the women’s

ctures that promoted debates
n whiich the struggle ﬁ:;r the
ely promoted today Iwist the
background of these developments

goals and directions of the movement

question faded from the public arcna
(GOl 1974, Mazumdar 1978].

This is not to imply that no Hrugg!ca
were waged during this period. But, with
the exception of the tempo built up before
the passage of the Hindu Code Bill, 1956,
(hese could not form the basis of spurring

agitations which could catch the public

imagination, cutting sectional demands and

organisations. |
In conlemporary Indiu the resurgence of

the women's movement and its contours
have to be sceninthe lightof: (1) The crisis
of state and government in the 70s going
intothe emergency; (2) the post-emergency
upsurge in favour of civil rights; (3) the
mushrooming of women’s organisations i
the early 1980s and the arrival of women .
issue on the agenda; (4) the mid-1980s,
marked by a fundamentalist advance: and
the 194905, when the crisis has deepened with
regard (o statc. government and :a._nc:iuty.
The women's movement in India is onc
of the many burgeoning effortsat reassertion
of citizen’s claims 10 participate as equals
in the politival and developiment process.,
This places it in a situation of direct
confrontation withthe forces of conservatism
and reaction. The fundamentalist onslaught
in one country alter another have expused
the vulnerability of women’s advance in
most places. In the third world as well as
erstwhile socialist states, however, the
combination of these with the onset/
acceleration of frec market capitalism has
both strengthened the powers of the
oppressors, as well as created new
instruments for hegemony, by weakening
the balancing mechanisms and idcologies
that sought to place limits on their rapacity.
o T LI AL S0 \ P S
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ealiure and the j:xii_{iﬂij'nr‘fﬂiiiltﬂé' which
HTIIISTE N AN S e [ironetive ey
e Ty rarural Wienira gy The
fundamentalist/revivalist face of many
social movements today is directly opposed
to the radical demands and upsurges coming

from below.

In India, the mid-1980s have seen an onslaught on even existing rghts of women through a harking back to 'tradition' and 'culture' and the positing of images which

emphsise women's reproductive role as the only natural, historical one

July 22, 1995

| 86Y

This content downlaoaded from 202.41.10.64 on Fri, 2! Dee 2018 18:14:46 UTC

All use subject to htps://aboul jstor.orgiterms

S

S ST e | W i— T e

|
— e sy o e - . g LT HT;-H?“.-F—--—""':

Scanned by TapScanner



T'hese decades in India have marked the

end of the age of complacency, apathy and

acceptance of the existing social order,

Undoubtedly. these stem from both
problems ol transition as well as the
outcome of the world's largest experiment
indemocracy. Shifts in foci and awareness
of problems that impinged on women's
lives, the social construction of gender
relations and the 1dentity of women from
different classes in their attempts to resolve
the problems of the national economy and
polity occurred during a period of
dissolving certainties that characterised
local, national or global systems.

This changing character and the
contradictions are reflected within' the
governmental structures and in a shifting
attitude towards the women's movement. A
major question facing all governments in
office has been how 1o respond to the
movement and its demand to place the
women's question on the political agenda.
The government's response has been
leetering between responding to the
conservative or the radical forces in dealing
with the women's question.

The women's movement, in turn, has
mounted pressures on the state and
government from the opposite end of the
Spectrum  [iself eXperiencing major
transformations, it has grown immensely
despite pressures from diverse areas. Within
the movement diversities manifested
themselves in many ideological cleavages
and fragmented. regionally uneven growth.
But the issues on which women first
articulated their visible opposition covered
a vasl terrain - ranging from those which
were gender-specific to those which
impinged on citizen's rights, class
formations, values and the direction of social
(ransformation.

The main concerns of the movement, as
itemerged, were laid outin the issues opened
up by the report of the Committee on the
Status of Women in India (CSWI) which
drew attention to the wide diversities in
‘culturally’ prescribed genderroles in [ndia’s
plural society. The committee raised serious
doubts about the ‘development’ or
‘modernisation’ models that not only ignored
the real differences that revolved round caste,
class and ethnic history, but exaggerated the
influence of religion, culture and ‘social
attitudes’ on gender role prescriptions.
Questioning the continued ‘invisibility of
women’ in areas/sectors where they were
largely involved, the CSWI pleaded for a
renewed concern that would reflect real life
issues and aspirations of the majority of
women (GOl 1974:3].

This disenchantment of women with the
post-independence ‘c;itvﬂlﬂpmen[' scenario
was not a stance dictated by exogenous
political considerations. Dﬂmugrgph?c
indicators hke the accelerated decline in

the sex-ratio, increasing gender Eaps in
lite-expectancy, mortality and economic
participation, or the rising migration rate
were disturbing enough. Combined with
this was the ulter failure of state policy to
live up to its constitutional mandates in
any ticld ol national development. The
CSWI noted clear linkages between
existing and growing social and economic
disparities and women's status in
education, the economy, society and the
polity [GOI1 1974:234), putting the demand
for equality on an uctual historical terrain.
+AISOIOTMEd 3 SIRINE.POIRTOE WO mer

In this paper we have confined ourselves

0 the movement’s responses to §ig

e We have
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focused on these not only because of
limitations of space, but because we see
a close link between the marginalisation
of women as economic beings (a trend
which is now on the rise despite the
movement's interventions in the last decade
and a half) and the rising trend of violence
targeting women. In India today the most
modern techniques of propaganda are used
10 project women as consumers and
reproductive beings rather than producers;
and, above all as members of one or other
particular communily which seeks to
establish its political identity by right of
birth, religion or culture. Fundamentalism
provides an ideological framework while
globalisation and glorification of the market
provides the operative instrument to
demolish women’'s claims to equality,
freedom and dignity as individuals. This
awesome combination poses a challenge
which is forcing women's organisations
Into rethinking, soul-searching and
questioning of their roles and identities in
the reshaping of the struggle.

This, however, does not mean that the
movementhas notintervened in other critical
sectors that affect the overall processes of
national transformation, e g, education.
science, technology, research and develop-
ment, management of natural resources and
food security. We have here focused on
three main aspects which are critical
determinants in the struggle for gender
equality.

The focus on these themes reflects both
the views of the authors as well as that of
activists in the movement. The method
followed is one of fairly widespread
consultation with activists through
workshops organised in different regions to
get a feedback on what activists considered
to be the major issues looking back on the
lasttwo decades.” The paper does not attempt
to write a history of the movement. It only
tocuses on the issues, trends and chailenges
as these have emerged while locating
women in the overall context of the

i

- Mathura case led to signj

iticﬂl

complexity of India's social and po! 1l as

entity of a democrac y-in-making, as W€
a4 democracy endangered.

11 -
Violence: Case of Expanding Aren

. , Os.
From its earliest phase in the late 197

the contemporary women's m”“mfg:
perceived growing violence as 2 ™M ;m
Issue, bringing ‘visibility' to the movemlm
itselt. This identification violence haf‘l“ »
been interpreted in many ways. by ana 4 |
of the movement. Primarily of coursé
hasbeenseenasa ‘rallyingcery’ ora ‘rallying
oint’,
. Violence, however, is perpetrated thrm%tgh
the giveninstitutions of the state, cnmmum\z’:
the family and society at large ‘" dT:ich
sustenance from prevailingideologies W h
seek to propagate status quﬂism mmugse
advocacy of ‘falling-in-line’, be it lnfﬂﬁpf}n ‘'
o transgression of social norms O mwh,‘:
which are defended in the name of age-0
customs and tradition, religious Of casll!:]
identities, or even political dissidence. SUC‘;
status quoists perceived the movement S
adoption of violence as a threat to basic
social institutions like the family, community
and construction of gender roles developed
by the elites and projected as universal o
“Indian” culture - at all levels. Over the
decades, however, there has been a change
in this perception.

S
t

Rare

It was the widespread, national level
campaign, in the course of 1979-80, on the
Mathura case which brought women’s issues
onto the public agenda. The Supreme Court’s
acquittal of two policemen involved in the
rape of a minor tribal girl brought to the fore
several crucial aspects of women’s
Oppression, viz, the roles of class and caste
in oppression of women, and the iIssue of
accountability of public servants and the
Judiciary in achieving the constitutional

guarantees. These were pointedly raised by

four law teachers in their protest to the chief
justice,

Must illiterate, labouring, politically myge
Mathuras of India be continually condemned
to their pre-Constitutional India fate? »

Though the agitation sparked off by the

ficant chap .
the Evidence Act, the Criminal P ges in

ce
Code and the Indian Pena! Code. fm‘lug::Z
rape, the changes
sufficient. The conc Pl
as

resisted and has only recently been adm;

through an amendment ip the Civj| R_ltltd
Act. Sigmificant loophojes nev nh'ﬂhls
remain, both with regard to the b clgss
implementation. and g
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While the movement' s understanding ol
the Issuc has widened, su ess has been
ymited due to both lacunae in the conceplual
defimion as well as monitoring ol
rocedures The defimtion of rape does not
extend o mantal rape and anomahes exist
hetween the ( tild Martiage Restraint Act
and the rape law 1nthatconsenlbis not required
for 1nlercourse 1N MAarmagc before the age
of 18 Also. whereas the character ot the
victim 1s not supposed 1o be a consideration
in determining rape, claugan In ;;1r||cr
|:gu]g[mn to the contrary ellect continue (o
he used and even the Supreme Court has
violated the principle ot custodhal rape on
(s count There 15 also the element of
'prm'm‘dlm”' or, as the Supreme Coun put
1 recently while reducing the sentence in
one case, inability toresistiemptation so that
rape became A 't‘ﬁMf of passion’ Apart
from all this there 1s the inability and
unwillingness of the state machinery 1o act
in a manner as to collect evidence in order
to prove rape. As has been highhighted n
the case of rape of nuns in Gujraula, UP,
the law lcaves sufficient loopholes for
agencies such as the concerned police and
medical personnel to not act, with perfect
impunity. Of late, the movement 1s
emphasising the rising trend in child rape,
and demanding new legislation to combat
the trend

ANTI-DOWRY AGITATION

Of all the agiations focused on violence
the one that most touched the public
imagination, the media and the widest
sections outside the pale of organisations,
was Lhat which protested against dowry and
dowry-related violence. It 1s the anu-dowry
agitation which emerged as a rallying cry.

The ‘atrocities against women' headline,
attracted attention 1n the post-emergency
scenario of ‘excesses’. and the "Brides Are
Not for Burning' slogan focused media
attention both in India and .abroad on
women'’s lives. The question has often been
posed, whether it perpetuated the ‘'women
as victim' syndrome? But for those who
became crusaders in the fight against dowry
the movement transmitted a pulsating sense
of energy which over ime got transformed
Into a brand* of activism which asserted
women s agency in social change. [t was this
public assertion of what had till then been
S€en as a pnvate agenda, which shook older
Organisations from a seemingly unending
S]umbcr_

One of the amendments in the Criminal
Law, Section 49%8-A passed in the wake
of the agjtation. encompassed for the first
tme a detinition of cruelty which included
oL just physical but mental cruelty as
well. One of the most commonly used
clauses in cases filed by women. the
'nvoking of the clause has in effect focused

on the 1ssue of domestic violence I'he

successive campaigns brought Into focus
the trauma women undergo within the
conlines of the ever-enduring lamily,
glamornised by policy-makers and ehie
groups in general, as "the bavic foundation
of Indian society”

By 1982 orgamisations 1n Delhi and
elsewhere huilt up formdable evidence of
dowry-related murders being passed ofl as
‘suicide’ or accidents | Kishwar and Vanita
1984 Kumnar 1992 Inseveral cave activists
had (hemselves recorded the dying
declaration ol victims and urged the courts
olreat thisas evidence Newspaper hcadlines
screamingly reminded readers tha! ‘dowry
deaths were on the increase Bul the
government, the police and other official
agencies alongwith society al large slumbered
In insensitivity and the convenient middle
class ploy was used to dismiss torture of a
young bnde as an “internal family matter’
It was a consistent, widespread mass
campaignbothindividually by organisations
and jointly under the aegis of the Dahcj
Virodhi Chetna Manch (DY CM ) that tinally
mounted pressure on the government 10 acl
1f only out of political expediency The Law
Commission undertook a suo motu study on
improving the law (0 combatl this social
menace more clfectively. The parliament
appointed a joint committee of both houses
of parliament 10 review the working of the
Dowry Prohibitivn Act Though members
were drawn from all political parties. it
included several leaders of national women s
organisations and led to one of the rare
occasions of “all the women spcaking with
one voice” [Government of India 1981
Palnwala 1985]

What came into focus in the course of the
campaign was a clear link between dowry
and the urge to accumulate consumer items
as well as mobilise resources to be used as
‘investment’ or ‘capital’ to stan petty business
or enterprise [Karat and Agnihotnn 1993]
These facts were so stark that for the high
court to assert that the giving of gifts was
customary was sure lo invite the wrath of

women's organisations hEdiony ofihe

men

HG]U g

more. and also actmeved e Tre
that may be rased 18, way i::
postinie o fight doywty 1N s vocial ¢ ‘Trey
where both caste and consumensm age
penetrating deeper”’” Matnimomal columng
of leading daihes now proudly classify
advertisements along casfc hines, and
consumersm has spread 1l tenlacies far
and wide n Indian society. The DVCM
demand o! comprenensive i€gisiation
including changes n the whole gamut of
inheritance/succession/propery laws has
gone unheeded, prompting €ven leminists/
erstwhile ferminists 1o rething dowry
(Kishwar |98%a. 19%8b| Dowry, far from
heinga deep-rooted’ Indian tradition. is the
fastest way 10 make quick money in India
while also claiming social sanction and
legitimacy {Srinivas 19%3] In fact despite
the mos! visible solidanty shown on the
1ssue 1n the mediz, concerned women
parliamentanans and activisis, 'n¢ 155u¢ has
today been relegated to the background from
the public eyeinthe face of more ‘immediate
and ‘pressing’ problems. which are not
altogether separate frum Ihe social agenda
inherent in the anti-dowry campaign. In fact
with the given state of 2 son-preference in
Indian minds amniocentesis and sex -selechon
also draw their rationale from the dowry

menace.

AMNIOCENTESIS AND SFX SELECTION

In 1974 the department of human
cytogenetics, All India Institute of Medical
Sciences (AIIMS), New Delh, stanted a
sample survey with the aid of amniocentesis

AlIMS knew that the 1lests were being
followed by abortion of female loetuses
While the AIIMS tests were stopped by
1979, reports came in from Amntsar in
Punjab where medical entrepreneurs openly
advertised their services referring to
daughters as a ‘liability’ to the tamily and
a ‘threal to the nation’s population
problem Expectant parents were exhorted
to avail of the services of clinics to nd
themselves of the daughters to come. At

mmmam N VIEWe mceting convened in New Delhi in July
dPaisE fact that 10 210yess Sines the DOWISREERS52 a three-point position was arrived at

Broftbitron AcrofiSot ohivoneronvicten=Sw herin' (a) government was requested 10

However, as anyone in the movement
would today testify, even as increasing
‘cases’ of harassment and torture are
registered with the numerous complaint
cellsas well as legal aid centres, the menace
of dowry has increased mainfold Did the
focus shitt from fighting dowry to only
highlighting dowry deaths, asks an activist?
Why could we not end dowry, ask others?
There are no simple answers. While analysts
have critiqued the movement for an
emphasis on legal remedies, the fact is thal
the movement addressed itself to much

resirictuse of amniocentesistoonly teaching
and research establishmenis. (b) the Indian
Medical Council was requested to take severe
acuion against members induiging n
unethical practices, and (c) women’s
Organisations were (o remain vigilant against
the spread of the practice for commercial
purposes [Mazumdar 1994

_Whlle government did i1ssue some
circulars to this effect, not such action
fn.llnufr:d. In the meantime the sex deter-
mination business had came to stay, with
clinics spreading even 10 small towns and
information on this count reaching families
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cn were otherwise unaware of tech-
ojogical advances. Tndﬂy the busincss
flourishes more rampantly in North India,
where insome places which carlier practised
female infanticide. fcmale foeticide has come
in. From the south. alarming reports have
come 1n ol the prevalence of female in-
(anticide among the Kallars in Tamil Nadu,
[ronically, this was not a tradition of the
community. Approval and connivance for
the practice are being granted by an emerging
new prosperous community leadership which
includes cducated professionals as well as
pohticians.

In 1985, The Forum Against Sex-
Determination and Sex-Pre-Selection
(FASDSP) was formed in Bombay. The
Forum addresseditself to the entire spectrum
of new reproductive technologies. It sought
wideralliances, undertook surveys, and filed
a public intcrest litigation. A private
member’s bill introduced in the state
asscmbly, torced the government to move
into action. The bill, finally adopted by the
Maharashtragovernmentin 1988 had several
lacunae as does the central government' s bill
passed in July 1994 A question that has
arisen from these long campaigns and the
debate 15, what about the women who practise
female focticide orinfanticide”? The new law
treats them as guilty and punishable. But
does a woman in India have the right to
choose or decide?

PoruLaTiON PoLiCY

A strange link has united sex-selection
followed by female foeticide and female
infanticide, Both cite national population
concerns as the instigation for these anti-
women acls, The government of India’s
current efforts to formulate a new population
control policy in consultation with or at the
behest of its international benefactors,
include a series ol measures foisted on
women after the initial attempts at
vasectomy during the emergency period
met with stiff resistance. The notable
features of this policy are that (a) it is
premiscd on the assumption of the
population bomb theory; (b) women feature
as the main targets since they are the agency
of reproduction; (c) the contraceptives
include steroids and hormonal injectables
with long-term effects on the hcallh of the
user; (d) no provision/consideration for

itoring of impact.” |
mw:::mcn'gsurganisalinns have been fighting
for several years against the entry Ff these
hazardous contraceptives which t’:‘!.p[UI!
women's desperate need lor safe
contraception”, and proposals for coercive,
‘fascisl’ punilive measures such as cha?gcﬁ
o the People s Rcpresentation Au to
:jrilgquuli |y those witliiiore than two children,

: tv Bunefits Act to restrict
and in thc Matermty S en. while
(he benefils up 10 twe CH ren,

Increasing leave provisions for abortions.
These concerns were articulated forcefully
pefore a recent expen commiltee appointed
by government of Indiato draft s new national
population policy * The committee' g report
while upholding gender equity as r.ruuiall
and declaring its position as pro-poor, prﬂ:
women Iand Pro-nature, recommends
disincentives and other measures that have
united many women's Organisations in
protestand one woman member dissociating
hcru:lf_ from the recommendations” ’ [t has
also stirred up a public debate.

Pouimcal VioLence

[Inahighly charged political environment,
violence against women too is viewed
through coloured lenses. Whereas the
movement has attempted to contextualise
the woman victim on the basis of prevalent
social inequalities, the prevalent divisions
In s0ciety take the edge out of the
condemnation of the crime per se. Thus in
every incident of violence against women,
}hc atlempt is made to underplay the crime
itself by tocusing on the identity/position of
the perpetrator as well as the victim in order
to mobilise support on the basis of defined
parameters of polarisation in the specific
context. These can be caste, community,
regional or even politico-ideologicai. Thus
rape and other atrocities inflicted on women
agd others in Nagaland, Manipur, Assam,
Tripura, Punjab or Kashmir by the armed
or par-military forces can be condoned by
the adminstration as well as government
under cover of action taken to put down
subversive aclivities. A more perverse
definition of pro-national activity incomplete
violation of constitutional guarantees, human
rights as well as women'’s rights would be
difficult to find. It isthis ‘teaching a lesson’
to curb dissidence (whatever its shape or
form) which is disturbing. Given the trend
of growing criminalisation of politics in
India, this form of violence can be crucial
in keeping women away from public life.”
In fact this also reflects a cynical societal
response (o Lransgression by women of given
norms of social behaviour, which in turn are
defined along lines of caste and status.

This applies to the increasing social
acceptance of violence against women. In
recent years there has been aspate of incidents
of stripping, rape and other forms of
humiliation inflicted on dalits as well as
other women in different parts nf' _thc
country inrecent years, This 1S in‘addmﬂn
Lo earlier instance of lynching of women
on suspicionotbeing ‘witches’. Many'h:éwc
seen in these the reflection of new political
configurations and conflicts arising nut_nf
the aspirations of upwardly mnbl_lt:
backward castes. This comes E‘D"fg-w‘”:
‘eassertion of authority by traditiona
community and religion-based structures.

Claiming sanction and power '¢ 4g of
authority on the basis of various bﬂn[ndil
identities, there is in contemporary and
apowerful ganging-up of conserv2ive Y
reactionary forces which ESE"‘“IIhEr
impose moral prescripts. Where -
processes fail, gender equality an
rights to frc:dﬂrn i!.q oppﬂiﬂd 1hrﬂus:
intimidation, humiliation and ”i?l“"c.c :
complete violation of norms of civil Emiclll‘);
What is important is that even 83 s
movement for women's rights ,::
strengthened, there is the OppOS!
phenomenon of increasing social acceplance
of violence and its use for political P“"PO"::J'
This violence is limited neither to the perso
sphere nor to the framework of man;wﬂm;]"
relationships [Karat and Agnihotr 199i -1
It is notable that response from socid
scientists on the themeof violenceIn g
and specific to women has not been very
illuminating. There have been few studies
of the patterns of violence'‘or even cau
analysis [Das 1990; Datar 1993]. While the
movement itself identified violence 333"351
women in many ways and has cxpandﬁd 1ts
horizon in terms of definition of violence
also, corresponding perspectives in terms of
analysis of the phenomenon are sin gularly
lacking. Within the movement of course
differing perspectives continue to persist.
While there is a shift away from the earlier
emphasis on domestic violence alone, there
is a simultaneous trend of subsuming other
arenas of conflict - communal conflicts,
fundamentalism, even economic conflicls
within ‘violence against women’?
Conceptually, this gives primacy to a gender
perspective, but it oversimplifies conflict in
other spheres and other levels of societal
existence, by reducing them to a one-
dimensional affair. Such conceptualisation
also ignores differences in perception of
these varied conflicts among diverse groups
of women.

IV

Fundamentalism and
Communalism

The wave of fundamentalist xenophobic
upsurges sweeping across the world threatens
the international women’s movement as a
whole. In_lndia the complex social structures,
evonomic constraints and politicg|
opportunism have provided ample breeding
ground for the growth of revivalist idmlggi“
and identity politics. These have adopted
aggressive postures, showing scant regard
forthe Indian Constitution or the f undamental
rights it guarantees. All religious, ethpic or
cultural fundamentalists are basical]y hostile
to gender equality whatever the rhetoric the
profess. Y

As early as 1983, "a deal’ was reported)
struck between the government of India 4

the Akali Dal, spearheading the agitation fg
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a Sikh state, 1o withdraw the agitation il

government of Indin accepted a separate
personal luw tor S1khs. The bill dralted by
the Dal would have deprived Sikh women
ol their nghts 1o a share in their fathers’
property (provided under Hindu Succession
Act 19S86) of right of divoree except
through the dispensation ol the religious
heads (against the provision of the Hindy
Marriage Act), and would have legitimised

polygamy through the custom of chadar

andaczi, claimed as o 'Sikh custom’, Protests
from national women's organisations and
others, backed by several Sikh women,
including five village mahila mandals,
apparently compelled GOI 10 change its
mind and no bill was introduced.

1985 however marked a shift in Indian
politics. Pro-liberalisation statements and
measures by the government on the economic
(ront bcgan (0 bc¢ combined with
compromiscs and even advancing the cause
of fundamentalists. People’s disenchantment
with the nature and pace of India's
developiment was sought 10 be offsct by
successive governments by playing the
‘communal card with cach community to
win their support.

May 1986 witnesscd a total surrender by
the government to Islamic fundamentalism.
The Muslim Women's (Protection of Rights
on Divorce) Act 1986. deprived divorced
Muslim women of their right to seek
maintenance under section 125 of the
Crniminal Procedure Code, a secularlaw open
to all communities [Engineer 1987].

The act came in the wake of a year-long
debate on the Supreme Court judgment in
the Shah Bano case. While upholding a
Muslim woman's right to this legal remedy
not available to them under Islamic personal
law, the court observed that it was high time
for government 1o think of" a uniform civil
code. In the months that followed. Muslim
fundamentalists organised themselves for a
show-down with government, accusing itof
interference with Muslim Personal Law. It
is no comcidence that the campaign
proceeded alongside protests against the re-
opening of the gates of the Babri masjd
which Hindu fundamentalists claimed was
the birth place of Lord Rama. Women's
organisations campaigned and drew supporl
from large numbers of Muslim women
especially from thc poorer sections,
intellectuals and reform groups trom the
community against the bill. The Bharatiya
Janata Party however, suddenly espoused
the demand for the uniform civil code,
Muslim fundamentalists responded with the
hysteria of ‘Islam in Danger’. Despite sharp
differcnces within the ruling party and the
resignation of a Muslim minister (who had
opposed the hill), the bill was enacted with
the help of a three-line-whip issucd by the
Congress 1o its members [Hasan 1989
Palriwala and Agnihotri 1993].

Petitions challenging the new law as anti-
constitutional arc still pending hearingin ”Wj
Supreme Court, Mcanwhilc, organisations
report that many more Muslim women come
10 discuss their problems and pﬂ[’lltlpﬂtlc in
other campaigns for women'’s rlghlﬁ.l"

In September 1987 1n Dcoralo, 8 Vl”ﬁ_‘Bf
in Rajasthan, Roop Kanwar, 4 yOung bride
burnt to death sitting atop the funeral pyre
of her dead husband, while several thousands
of people watched and even chanted slogans
glorifying sati. Though a few in the media
came out with strong statcments against the
event, many played it up as il it was a relurn
to pristine glory, likening Roop Kanwar to
a devi (goddess), who presented a sharp
contrast to the urban elite, westernised
feminist women who had disowned their
traditional values. Sati therefore was soughl
lo be projected as asort of ethnic re-assertion
of indigenous womanhood."

The state government remained paralysed,
despite massive protests by women's groups,
and a court order to stop the celebrations of
the event. Bul protests from all over the
country forced the government of India to
intervene, belatedly. with aquite unnecessary
and ineffective law against both the act and
the glorification of sati. A strange feature
of this law is to make the victim, if she
cscaped death. culpable for attempted
suicide. "

Women's organisations, somc scholars
and legal experts argued that sati was murder,
that its worship in Rajasthan and elsewhere
was being encouraged by the rich Marwari
business community and the landed Rajputs.
They also prophesied that glorification of
such heinous crimes would encourage
violence as well as the positing ol a lamily
and community bound identity for women.

AYODIHYA: PRELUDE AND AFTERMATH

In Deccmber 1992 when aggressive Hindu
fundamentalists demolished a 500-year old
mosquc in Ayodhya. claiming that it was a
mandir (temple) whichmarked the birthplace
of Lord Rama. the government’s paralysis
was fully exposed. indicating the depth of
the cnisis of state and government. It also
deepened cynicism about the state's
Jegitimacy. The demolition also sparked off
riots in several parts of the country.

The overtly political manipulations of
fundamentalists also found other victims.
Several scholars were threatened or
harassed fornot adhering to fundamentalist
versions while writing cultural. religious
or even literary historics with a gender
focus. Therc have becn several such
indications ol growing intolerance. These
were not confined to any single community.
Repeatedly. during discussions on the
movement, activists expressed the view
that countering communal politics is the
preatest challenge before the movement.
Many expressed the need to delinc religion

and secularism 18 MOTe positiy,
values. and 1o discuss links wie
Progressive organisations. '

.ﬁ\cnwsls CXpress coneern al the rupyyre
with the essence ol progressive movements
of the 19th and early 20th centunies. The
growth of a metropolitan culture angd
continued use of English as the ltngua frunca
ol officialdom often makes the non-English
speaking fecel alienated (rom the emerging
clite cultural ethos. Thisdisjunctiec situnption
was capitalised by communal partics who
stepped in to fill the void.™

Of lale there are many activisis who have
established dialogue with reform movemcents
and women's groups coming up within the
religious framework. It is argucd that this
is necessary since rcligion seems to be the
only outlet sanctioned by society foradvance
of women'’s latent Lalents. There is also an
ongoing debate regarding retricving religion
from fundamentalists and highlighting the
progressive aspects of socio-religious reform
movements. Others argue that such
instrumental usc of religion, al this critical

EFAwMﬂ
“ \hreat onl

juncture of its politicalisation would nol

only be self defeating., but might even prove
hazardous, since it may lead to thc assumption
that reform too can come only through
preordaincd idioms in denial of secular
space. Activists from minorily communities
argue forcetully that they can advance only
if the majority does so. Respecting people’s
faiths is one thing. Bul excessive
preoccupation withreligious analysis within
the movement would endanger the fragile
solidarity that has been achieved.”

The movement has sought to counter
communal propaganda amongst women.
Orgunisations have inlervened according to
their capacities in riol situations to provide
relict as well as (o start a process ol dialogue
between women of difterent communitics.

Apart from several local initiatives by the

myriad women's organisations, at least lwo
rallies of several thousand women each were
heldin Ayodhya, 1989, and Lucknow, 1992.
Nevertheless, as had been witnessed on
previous occasions, when a clash took place
between women and fundamentalism. the

tnaction of the government on the plea of
itself

neutralitly was a stancc which
constituled an active intervention.

The fundamentalist/communalist organi-
sations, awure of the ferment in women's

minds, are today making a bid to channelise/
narness the nascent consciousness about
women’s rights for theirown purpose. Taking

advantage of women's deep altachment 10
religion they are today floating new

organisations and {ronts such as the

Hindu Mahila Sammelan and the Durga
Vahini, whercin women's role as mothers.
progenitors and defenders of the faith, etc,

are !'nightighted along with their role in the
tamily. Fundamentalists of all hues have

moved in this direction.

the basi:
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Awareness of the global nature of this
threat only increases the need to understand
the basis or reasons tor the spread of
fundamentalist or communahideologies, and
thewr persistent hold on many women, The
connections between state, government and
communal torces within the country are
apparent. But what are the global torces that
lie hidden behind this phenomenon? The
Indtan experience certainly does not support
the interpretation of such movements as a
revoltaganstthe spread of materiahist values.
Evidence 1s gquite contrary to this thesis, On
the other hand, the anti-women tace to the
new trend ol communahsm indicates a
rupture with past cultural values cutting
across rehigions,

Given the patnarchal deology of family
and community honour, during riots women
were mvariably the primary targets of attack
by the other group and were subjected 1o
rape and humiliation in order to devalue and
demoralise membgers of the “other
community. However, activists leel that
women's role as instigators ol violence also
requires carclul analysis which can only
emerge from developing greater insighty
into the ways i which caste, communiy
and gender intersect. This challenges an
essentalist construction ol the feminine
dentity ' A the same ume. instances
abound ol women playing a compassionate
role 1in protecting members of the othe
community, often incurnng personal risk.
Such acts were also in contravention with
the expressly stated intent ot ideologues
and the wishes ot their own tamily or
communily groups.

These acts of compassion, however, need
1o be understood against the deological
rhetoric ol communalism because many of
the women subscribed to 1t The emergent
paradox was women sympathising with the
victimhood of the minonty groups and yet
mouthing particularly rabid deological
positions. Post-ecmergency India has seen
many communal nots but the nature of
violence witnessed in the last round after the
mosque demohition episode was marked by
the specttic targeting ol women lor sexual
attacks and perversities inthicted primarily

on women from the minority community.
A joint delegation ol national women's
organisations which visited three of the riot-
alfected cities in February 1992 found some
other significant features [YWCA 19913].
(1) The women who were the most aftected
in the rots were the ones whose needs were
the ‘least attended o’ and relief itself had
become a cause for “further exploitation,
corruption, poisonous propaganda™

(h) Over the yecars “some amount of
communal relocation ot populations’ had
taken place as an outcome ol urban housing
schemes, which had contributed to alicnation

and growth of suspicion along with lack of

communication between groups,

(¢) In nonc of the arcas had women been
included in the peace committees set up to
restore normalcy, and

(d) No thought had been given to the
psychological rehabilitation of traumatised
childien, who wiltnessed acts of violence
against thewr lamihies.

The delegation also came up with some
questions about women's organisations in
the context of Ahmedabad, for,

even the most committed work among
vulnerable sections of women is not capable
of enabling such women 1o liberate them-
sclvcxfmmlh:,-prcxﬁurcsnr'rhviswc|dcnut}f
politics, without a conscious direction to
confront this type of politics which is so
iimical to women’srights and the movement
for equality |[YWCA 1993:23.24).

\%
Women as Economic Beings

It violence was the rallying issue for
women's orgamsations, the marginalisation
and 1mpoverishment of the majority of
women within the transforming economy
became the entry point tor academics into
the movement. The CSWI's initial analysis
was bascd more on inlerences, the cries of
thousands of poor women across the country
voiced betore the committee, and
demopraphic evidence of a secular trend of
decline in women’s value in the economy
and society as a whole. The complexities ol
the relanonship between macro-economic
changes and women’s status issues - al
difterent levels ol society — had been
neglected by social analysts tll then. The
commitiee appealed o the social science
community o study this relationship on a
continuous basis [GOI 1974

Comciding with the increasing intensity
of critiques of the dominant mode! of
economic growth emanating from various
parts of the third world, women’s studies in
India began and grew rapidly in 1t initial
stages 1o study this interaction '’ The
Women's Studies Programme of the Indian
Council of Social Science Research helped
to start oft a research process heavily biased
in favour of ‘invisible” women, 1 ¢, poor
working women in rural and urban areas.
This focus not only fed new information to
the movement but transtormed many of the
academics into active participants in the
women's movement, where they exerted a
definite influence in the choice of priorities
and lines of advocacy for dialogues with
policy-makers. The focus on cconomic
themes by the Indian Association of
Women's Studies inits National Conferences
facilitated the interaction between academics
and activists.

A third factor was the emergence ol some
large organisations ot poor women in the
informal sector."™ The dynamism in strugglc
demonstrated by these groups became amajor

focus in the search for alternative siralcgics
of development - with organised groviP® {:5
women fromthe grass roots as primary agen
of change,

A new national government
opened up various development
[or review,'" The combined pressure of a
group of women members of pﬂrlmmtnl
(rom different political parties, Hmeﬂ
concerncd burecaucrats and a leading soc1al
scientist (the late Ra) Krishna) in lh_c new
Planning Commission led to the constitution
of several working groups, to search tor
alternative strategics 1o arresl the
marginalisation of the majority ol women =
cspecially the poorer — through prevalent
development policies. These working groups.
which included both women's studies
researchers and some activists, recerved as
a4 major input a memorandum authored by
the ICSSR's Advisory Commitiee On
Women's Studies. The memorandum
highlighted the problems ol ncreasing
devaluauon of women in the economy “."d
society, and recommended special leliilt'.‘:g.l“l!!i
for employment, health and education.”

These documents, along with the CSWI'S
report  and some of its  major
recommendations were (o form the intal
thrust of demands by a network of national
women's organisations that came 1nto
existence, informally in 1980, The
memorandum Indian Women inthe Laghties:
Development Imperatives, one of the first
joint statements by women's organisations
stated that

~.unlessexpheit provision for the imperative
developmental needs of women is made 1
the Sixth Five-Year Plan, the conditions of
women will continue to decline notwith-
standing constitutional pledges ol equality
and justice and the parlainentary mandate
forremoval of disparitics and discrimination
|All India Women's Confercnce 1980)).

[t recommended that the family/household
approach in programme thrusts be replaced
by “explicit mention of women as a larget
group”, since the ‘invisibility” ol women to
planners and administrators was rooted in
the “tendency to view women only through
the screen of families and houscholds and
not as individuals 1n their own nght”. This
reinforced the perspectives of women's
cconomic  role as “marginal Hnizi
supplemental™ [All India Women's
Conference 1980]. The demands included
a special component approach with
earmarked resources and separate monitoring
arrangements in each of the Sectora)
programme thrusts; inclusion of child care
centres within the Minimum Needs
Programmc: and the demand for joiny ‘pnttusl‘
(land titles) tor women and men
voiced by poor peasant women !

Not surprisingly some of the demangg led
1o a ‘sharp exchange’ with regard (o the
“philosophy of the t'amily-huusehmd

n |97?
p{'}liﬂi\‘-‘s
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approach™ The official representatives came
i for attack since the women maintained
that “'the planners’ detence ol the family
seemed to be motivated by status quoism™.*

Despite the government’ s reluctance — this
dialogue, backed by several women MPs
from opposttion parties who were members/
lcaders of a network of national women's
organisation resulted in the appearance of
a chapter on Women and Development in
the Sixth Five-Year Plan for the first time
in the planning history of India (Sixth Five-
Year Plan 1980-85, Chapter 27).
Acknowledging the government's own
latlure to achieve gender equalily, the Plan
stated explicitly that without economic
independence, equal access lo e¢ducation,
skill-training, and family planning services,
the constitutional guarantee of equality
would remain a myth (Sixth Five-Year Plan
1980-85. Chapter 27). Hencetorth all anti-
poverly programmes were directed to include
women das Largels. In cases of assets
distributed by povernment (productive/
homestead land. technology, etc) -
government promised to “endeavour to
provide joint titles to husband and wife",
plus give priority to ‘female hceaded
households’ (Sixth Five-Yecar Plan 1980-85.
Chapter 27).

Women have comprised a crucial
component of those struggling for land and
forest rights, against the havoc wrought by
construction of large dams and ecological
disasters. struggles for fishing rights in coastal
walters, for recognition as workers in
governmental networks of hcalth and child
care services. as urban unorganised labour,
migrant labour and rural workers [Sarkar
1995 forthcoming]. In all these they have
fought for basic rights as workers, for equal
wages and better working conditions.
Microstudies have highlighted the role
women play tn all these sectors. But a fuller
history of these numerous and multifarious
struggles 1s still awaited.

The women's movement has consisicntly
demanded implementation of genuine land
reform. Nevertheless defenders of the
‘family’ accused women's organisations of
arresting “distributive justice' by demanding
women's right to a share of productive
resources. A study ol land ceiling laws
enacted by diflerent states brought out clearly
that many of the ceiling laws, were
discriminatory and thus unconstitutional.
State procedure/rules for redistribution were
cven more so. In one case, where a group
of peasant women challenged theirexclusion
from getting title to redistributed land in the
Rajasthan Canal Area in the Rajasthan High
Court.™

The closing year of the Women's Decade
marked a high tide. A new government,
headed by Rajiv Gandhi, announced in
January 1985 that women would receive
greater priority than before.”* The same year

government of India hosted thc second
NAM Conference on Women and Develop-
ment, and the official delegation included
several leaders of the national women's
organisations. Not content with this, the
Delhi-based network of organisations held
1Its own review a week betore the NAM
Conference and separately distributed their

report to all delegations [GOI 1985].

But the tide receded fast, for reasons
discussed carlier. The widening divergence
between the perspective of the government
of India and movement-based initiatives on
genderroles, issues and participation became
clear with the release of two documents in
1988,

Shramshakui, the Report of the National
Commission on Self Employed Women and
Women in the Informal Sector. (0 an extent
represented the voice of a substantial section
of the women’s movement and of women’s
studies’ scholars, who were inducted into its
various task forces. Activists helped in
organising public hearings with women
workersintheinformal sector - inboth urban
and rural areas [Government of India 1988].
Thf:n: were shadesof divergence or differcnce
in emphasis in the approach to the problem
of women in the informal sector. A large
section of women activists went along with
government in its active promotion and
special emphasis on the role of women in
the self-employed and home-based sectors,
while others differed with this approach.
The latter felt that this reinforced the process
of marginalisation and was a retreat on
government's earliercommitmenttobringing
women into the ‘productive’ sphere. The
dilemma was a genuine one. No one disputed
that the limited opportunities for economic
carnings should be expanded and work
conditions in this sector be improved. The
pointatissue was whethertaking cognisance
of the fact that at stake was the survival of
entire households one should settle for little
‘bits and crumbs’. As one economist put it,
“the women’s movement should have fought
harder tor gender cquality in the labour

T4

market/force’.~

The National Perspective Plan for Women
(NPP) up to the year 2000 was, on the other
hand, prepared by a team of consultants {or
the Department of Women and Child
Development wilh no interaction with
activists. The draft, placed for endorsement
before a National Committce headed by the
prime minister faced opposition from some
members who found the absence of women's
organisations’ representatives inexplicable.
The organisations in turn demanded a
national debate before the document was
adopted.’ The same demand was echoed by
anational seminarof women NGOsconvened
by the Central Social Weltare Board. Since
the government seemed 1n no mood to do
this, the organisations look upon themselves
to proceed 1n the matter by holding a debate

in Delhi which was then followed by s¢ve
state-level discussions.

In their critique of the NPP. women's
organisations pointed out that the proposey
plan’'s recommendation to bring women
“into the mainstream of development”
ignored '“the reality ol women’s
marginalisation being the result ol such
‘mainstream’ development”, Earlicr, NAM's
New Delhi Document had also admjtted that
marginalisation had been “intensified by the
current processes of ecconomic change and
may continue in future” [GOI 1985].

The cntique foundthatthe NPP s approach
omitted the earlier thrust for convergence ot
economic and social services with
organisation for collective strength and
participation, and demonstrated a trend
towards centralisaion, disregarding the
ongoing debates on the need for
decentralisation and democratisation of the
planning process. The proposed reservation
of 30 per cent seats for women in elective
bodies, to be filled by co-option or
nomination in the 1nitial stage, revealed the
government's intercst in subverting the
representative process. Another real danger
came trom the ‘preferential emphasis 1o be
given to the unorganised seclor.

Rejecting all these anti-democratic
proposals, women's organisations demanded
(a) the constitution of statutory, autonomous
women’'s commissions at the centre and in
the states with abroad-based, representative
composition; (b) inclusion of child-care as
a priority within minimum needs from the
next plan onwards; (c) ratification of the
International Convention on Elimination
of Discrimination Against Women; and
(d) due recognition of national
organisations of women al all levels of the
planning and decision-making processes.?’

The movement has adopted a multi-

‘pronged strategy on this issue. While the

specific skills of women’s studies’ scholars
have been directed at evolving a critique of
the macro-level policies of government, grass
roots level initiatives to develop alternatives
have been stepped up. One of the biggest
mobilisations of women in Delhi from all
over the country, in September 1989, was
of over 20,000 women demanding the right
to work

Women's organisations have mush-
roomed - sometimes combining 1ssues at
the workplace and family environment,
sometimes as sub-commiltlees within
existing trade unions or joint fronts. Many
groups at the grass roots level have directly

entered or sponsored income-generation

activity, with SEW A heading the list as the
most well known combination of the two.
Even though women's participation 1n
trade union activity and involvement at
the level of decision-making still remains
abysmally low, over the last two decades
at least the problem has been highhghted
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= and the class and gender bias marked out
tor criticism
.uhi‘n;::-\ Llll:lr:i flLlh{:L ~::::am;[lT}-ptlim{ lcies basically
enhance rather ll.l';lrl rtr.:dt:]~d-[ '“m}l wm-”u
sneng B peciple ;n Tu"ur:r llt;ummlllu;s
would make the L‘lﬂ]tliilﬂl l |: [h-] lhu-t ”-“H
ol women already ot Im-ljung
el Al e y struggling for survival in
the informal sector still more vulnerable:
and (¢) they ux—’uul!r;l contribute to the social
lurhulgnuc and violence, of which women
and children are the major victims. Critiques
have also condemned violence stemming
tromthe promotion ol consumerist lifestyles
through the mass media as such lifestyles
irap women into the stereotype ol being
objects and subjects of consumerism [Bhasin
and Agarwal 1984]. It is important to note
that the [ew important concessions wrested
from the government in the poverty
alleviation through economic development
programmcs provided some space for urban
poor and rural women to use the opportunities
made available to organise and articulate
their demands. However, the macro-policies
remaining untouched and unchanged.
continued the processes of marginalisation.

The issuc facing the movement today 1s
about the relevance of these debates and
etforts. The earlier critique of macro-policies
was from a standpoint of introducing a pro-
women approach within the given
paramelers. using the constitutional
guarantees as the basic reference point.
Today. Indian women feel that the structural
adjustment programmes and the package of
economic ‘reforms’ threaten not only earlier
gains. but also the stated national goals by
successive governments. While the
movement was critiquing the development
model. SAP has now removed the few
regulatory/compensatory aspects of India’s
mixed economy. leaving ‘global market
forces’ the sole players in the field. The
processcs, especially to those with
‘nconvenient historical memories, bear
significant resemblance to what happened
lo the Indian economy, and to women’'srole
in the economy in particular. during the
colonial period (Krishnaraj 1988; Patnaik
1993 Krishnamurty 1989: Ghosh etal 1994;
Mitra 1979].

This tcalisation has made unity amongst
differing organisations casier (0 achieve
today. In a joint statement women's
organisations asserted: “We say noto Dunkel,
no to GATT, we oppose the unrestricted
entry ol TNC's into the Indian economy .

They argued that

discussions on the impact ol the new
economic policies usually focus on the
impactonthe organised sector, since women
makc up only a small percentage here it s
assumed that the unpact s minimal. We
need to unitedly and forcefully correct the
picture. In our multidimensional roles. as
workers, as peasanls, as producers. as

Cilizens, as mothers, wives. daughters. as
women. the economic policies hit us (he

hardest™ 7

The r.w{:r_'.lll impact of SAP has 10 be
undprﬁim}d in the context ol the overbearing
reality that already 94 per cent of the women
workers are part of the informal sector and
that they constitute half the labour force in
the unorganised sector." What is the future
lying ahead for women in an economy which
itself shall be struggling to find a space
within the model ol ‘sustainable
development’ under the aegis of a carefully
orchestrated Structural Adjustment
Programme”’

CONCLUSION

The contemporary women's movementin
India spans a large canvas. There are small
groups as well as large national level
organisations.’' While some are recent having
been formed only over the last two decades,
others go back to over 50 or even 100 years.
Some organisations focus on single issues
while the mass organisations cover a vasl
range. The organisational structure as well
as activities undertaken differ.

The movement has been fraught with
tensions, rifts and differences, reflecting
differing notions of what are women's 1Ssues
or how the movement should proceed to
focus on these. In comparison with the early
years of the decade, today it is much easier
o come together. With an experience of
working together for over a decade and a
half women’s groups in the country are
fairly well aware of the issues they agree on
and where they differ. However, neither the
agreement nor should the differences be
seen as static or in a frozen time framc.
Whereas ideological differences remain and
perspectives differ, the overall thrust is in
favour of unity in action.™

The same attitude is reflected in the issucs
being taken up. In the 1970s the movement
took off as part of an overall build up against
the authoritarian regime symbolised,
ironically, by a woman prime minister. [t
then got fragmented and even perhaps
insulated. For a while even overtly political
statements were resisted. Today it is much
easier to come together even on a platform
to denounce the economic and other policies
of the government. The 1990s represent a
trough in the political graph, where the need
to join hands and build alliances with other
forces 1S even greater,

The women’s movement has undoubtedly
grown. Its outreach is far becyond the figurcs
of enrolled membership of organisations.
These have now totake note of the increasing
articulation of confidence by women at the
grass roots level. Nothing illustrates this
better than the response to the literacy
campaigns in several states where earlier
attempts to reach women had been abysmal

1HE u:hlil'l'm[t:d

tailures. At a genceral level _
terate learners

that two-thirds of the neo-li
as well as two-thirds of the volunteers ..u‘t‘:
women |Government ol india 1994]. The
impact of the literacy movement came {0 be
highlighted in the context of the anti-arrack
movement in Andhra Pradesh. However
another remarkablc achievement 1n recent
years has becn the process sel in motion by
the implementation ot the 73rd and 74th
constitutional bodies which provide tor 33
per cent representation for women 1n local
bodies in rural and urban arcas. |

Whercas observers rightly see 1n this 4
gualitatively new dimension that has been
added to the women's movement thmlulsh
this development, the depth and complexities
of these linkages are yct to be understood.
In rural India. as also in the cities, it is the
new found articulation and confidence }vhlﬂh
is coming into conl(lict with the cnnsuhdmed
combinc of conservative social forces which
draw strength from the regressive steps taken
by government as well as political
representatives of reactionary forces. It 1s
the latter which are today preparing to mount
an onslaught through the political process
to check women's halting steps to advance
and strengthen democracy in India. +

Movement politics. as it has developed In
India, tends to show-up elements which arc
unclassifiable, Ideological differences
exist — but within a continuum — and lend 1O
get blurred when strategic choices have to
be made between priorities. But the debates
continue and the questions persist. Is the
movement’s decentralised structure and
multiple arenas ol interaction a point of
strength or weakness oOr both? Is the
movement's ‘excessive preoccupation’ with
the state's development policies and
legislation “welfarist’ in its objective rather
than ‘feminist’ or ‘radical’? Does the
extension of the issue of violence against
women from the domestic to the social and
political spheres indicate a backsliding or an
advance? Or does it successtully combat the
dichotomy posed between ‘economic
welfarism’ and ‘body politics’? Should the
women's movement get involved with
1SSUES rplated Lo environment, population.
Fhlld r!ghts, glnbalisalianjmarkﬂtisalinn,
|1nterngtmn;l dcbi burden, all of which arise
from its widening base at the grass roots
level or should it retain its autonomy whije
restricting 1ts tocus?

Clearly, as it has developed, the focys
could not be confined to the issue of
interpersonal rela‘uqnships, The limits 10
creating an essentialist. biological entiy
well as identity of ‘woman’ have h Y as

: , cCome
only too obvious. While the ideolan ¢
outreach of “femininc’ identity p““l_ﬂgmnl
widened. thisspread hasalso demolisheg 1
qusrltsed Image sou ght to be createq Fr:;.hf:
different starting points, organisations ha:;

moved towards a more holistic vision, A
- AS
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the proto-fascist undertones of political
evenis/ provesses become clearer llnng with
the state’s surreder to them, the need to join
hands is feltever more deeply, lest we come
out with a cri de coeur — "we have the
movement but they (the other?) have the
women' While the movement 18 aware of
these challenges the strength of its grass
rools support base provides a ray of hope
that counter-actions and counter-ideologies
are not impossible.

Notes

[This paper. commissioned for a volume of
studies on the women's movement in different
countries, was written on the basis of a process
of wide-ranging iter-action 1n four regional
consultations 0 incorporate acuivists' own
perceptions of current challenges It was not
included in the volume since the authors refused
o comply with large-scale revisions in the text.
deleting certain sections by the editor/
publishers/the agency funding the study The
deletions included the introduction and
concluston. the section on population policy as
well as large parts of the discussion on
communalism/tundamentalism, on the grounds
of their not being “specific to the women's
movement in India™ Instead new paragraphs/
pages were incorporated which contradicted
the views of the authors The political context
in which women’s struggle was being waged
in India was c¢dited out altogether. Reports of
the consultations which provided the evidence
tor our analysis shall be published shortly.
There s a wide difference in the age of the
two authors of this paper. However, both happen
to be students ofhistory. Whatimually brought
us together was the contemporary women's
movement seffortin india to bring out a journal
in Enghsh Vina Mazumdar was the first
publisher of Manush: and, Indu, a member of
is editonal collecuive Our hink with the
movement could be put very logistically - there
1s perhaps notasingle jomnt statement/document
of the women’'s movement which may have
emanated from Delht to which both or either
of us. individually or as part of sponsoring
women's organisanons - the Centre for
Women's Developinent Studies and the All
India Democratic Woimen's Association, have
notbeen signatories. Our doubts, dilemmas and
convictions 1n some way reflect the continuum
of consciousness passed over from one
generation of Indian women to another |

| A recent study. making note of Towards
Equality as a reference point, points out that
as a “founding text™ 1t is perhaps a good
measure of “the contrast between the Indian
movementand the movementin the US, which
often cited Betty Friedan's The Feminine
Mystigue as the book that set the women's
movement in that country going"'. Sec Tharu
and Lalitha, K (eds), 1994, Wanien Writing
in India. Vol 11, OUP, p 101

2 The first such consultation was held in
Bombay where activists from Maharashtra
and Gujarat parucipated At a siumilar
txercise in Calcutta. groups and
organisations from West Bengal, Bihar and
Onssa came together. The third consultation
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|3
|4
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16
17

|8

In Delhi brought together activists from the
northem and central region and the southemn

region activists met in Hyderabad in
November. Reports of these consultations
shall be published within the year.

‘Open Letter to the Chief Justice of India, 1979",
Supreme Court Journal, 1979, 4, pp 19-22
The comment on the committee achieving
solidarity despite party-based differences was
made by Susheela Gopalan, MP, and general
secretay of AIDWA.

‘Perspectives from the Women's Movement:
Health and Population’ in Some Issues in the
Struggle Jor Waomen's Equality, 1994
(henceforth, Some Issues): a joint document
published by the Delhi Network of Six
National Women's Organisations. pp 10-17.
Joint Memorandum 10 Swaminathan
Commirree by 12 Women's Organisations,
November 12, 1993 (unpublished).

Open Letter to Swaminathan Committee. Cf
Indian Express. July9, 1994, and The Pioneer.
July 11, 1994,

Cf Resolution adopted in neeting to plan
JointActionagainstCriminalisation of Politics
and Sexual Abuse of Women, Delhi, October
22, 1994 (unpublished).

A common custom among peasant
communities, aimed at preventing partition
of property by making a widow marry her
brother-in-law.

Information received in conversation with
AIDW A acuvists in Delhi; also Razia from
Patel, The Times of India, Rescarch
Fellowship, Study of Muslims in India
(unpubhished).

Tanasarta, editorial, September 18, 1987,
also sece Nandy, Ashis "‘Human Factor’ in
The Hlusirated Weekly, January 17, 1988,
pp 20-23

For debate on "voluntary’ sati see Vaid, S and
Sangan, K, ‘Insututions, Beliefs, Ideologies:
Widow Immolation in Contemporary
Rajasthan’, Economic and Political Weekly,
Vol XXVI, No 17, Apnl 27, WS 2-18. Also
sc¢ ‘From the Buming Embers’. A film on
sati by Mediastorm. Also see. Mani, Lata in
Sangan and Vaid. 1989, op cir.

All the consultatons emphasised this 1ssue.
These points emerged from a discussion on
Fundamentalism and Violence during the
Consultaton 1in Bombay, January 1994,
organised jointly by the Centre for Women's
Development Studies (CWDS) and the
Maharashtra Abhyas Vidyapecth o review
the last two decades ot the Movement
(henceforth Bombay Consultation). Cf
Waomen's Movement: Towards a Critical Self
Appraisal Repart on Consultation, 1994
(forthcoming), CWDS.

Plenary session. V National Conference on
Women's Studies (NCWS), Jadavpur, January
199]. The themne of the conference was
‘Religion, Culture and Politics’.

Bombay Consultation, op cit

It was the first priority area in the Indian
Council of Social Science Research's
sponsored programme of women's studies.
Sec Criticul Jssues on the Status of Women,
1977, ICSSR.

SEWA Ahmedabad, the Working Woimnen's

Forum, Madras, the Annapurng
Mandal, Bombay, etc.
19 The general election of 1977 remoyeq
government led by Indira Gandhi, for the
excesses of herruleduring the emergency and
a non-Congress government came to power
at the centre for the first time.
20 Critical Issues on the Status of Women, op cit.
21 The demand for Joint pattas was earlier made
by peasant women in two officially sponsored
meetings in West Bengal: Srate Conference
on Women and Development, Calcutta, 1979
and Orientation Camp for Seasonally Migrani
Women Labourers, Jhilimili, Bankura, 1980.
It is ironical that the demand which brought
on the movement the charge of ‘trying to
break up the family’, was ardently advocated
by three representatives of the Governinent
of India in 1992 at a conference on Peusant
Women and Environment of [ndia,
Bangludesh, Nepul und Pakistun. See Report
of the Lahore Conference 1992, Aurat
Foundation and Unifem: also Mazumdar V.
Embruacing the Earih: An Agendu for Partner-
ship with Peusant Women: 1994, UN FAO.
22 Vina Mazumdar to Lotika Sarkar, M-6/80,
September 12, 1980, CWDS files, and
Vina Mazumdar to Ashok Mitra, M-6/80,
October 1. 1980, CWDS files.
23 Chaurteron Employment, March 8, 1983. Also,
Appeal to NAM Summit, New Delhi, 1983,
reported in all national dailies on March 11,
the day before the suinmitended. For NAM's
decisions on women - see The Nun-Aligned
Maovement and the International Women's
Decade: A Summary of Decistons, CWDS
I19R3. Also Tomsic, Vida- 4th J P Naik
Memonal Lecture, CWDS. 1986.
24 President’s Address to the newly elected (in
December 1984) parliament at its opening
session, January 1985
25 Nirmala Banerjee, See Report of Calculid
Consultation, CWDS, forthcoming, 1995,
26 Joint Press Statement by Natuonal Women's
Organisations, July 6. 1988, Also National
Perspective Plan: A Perspective from the
Women's Movement. Report of u Nunhonal
Debuate by Women's Orgamisations. 1988,
New Delhi, CWDS (mimeo).
27 Nuationul Debuie, 1588, op cit.
28 The memorandum submitted to the president
asserted that “the struggle for economic
independenceis of prime iimportance if women
are to achieve equality and lead a life of
dignity”. At this rally as on other occasions
activists pointed to the paradox ol govern-
ment continuing 1o view women as
supplementary earners even thoughall records
show that over 30 per cent of rural housholds
are headed by women. Cf Women s Equality,
July-December 1989.
29 ‘Why We Need to Struggle against the New
Economic Policies'? in Some Issues. op cit.
p 3 |

30 ‘Organising Women in the Unurgnn{ﬂd
Sector. Some Issues': Workshop organised
by National Labour Institute (NLI).New Delh,
1994,

11 Some of these may ¢ven have a membership
going up (0 a few milhion: AIDWA =35
million. NFIW. | million, YWCA 15,000

Mﬂh;l

iy

Scanned by TapScanner





