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The Third National Conference on Women's
Studies sponsored by the Indian Association of
Women's Studies was held at the Panjab Universi-
ty, Chandigarh, from October 1st to 4th, 1986.
Under the broad theme of ““Women, Struggles and
Movements’’, fourteen subthemes, each lending it-
self to several discussion sessions, and three plenary
sessions were organised. The subtheme sessions
ranged from women’s involvement in struggles in
different economic spheres, their participation in
political and religious struggles, and struggles in the
domain of culture, and the relationship of these str-
uggles to other democratic movements. Drawing in
about 350 participants, it included women from
different regions in the country, as well as from
different vocations, all involved in one way or the
other with the women’s movement in the country.
Two major issues of debate among the participants,
though had been raised in the earlier confe-
rences were raised more sharply. Perhaps much
graater clarity on these issues are emerging, though
not a consensus, Thsse were the questions of
autonomous women’s organisations and their relat-
ionship with broader democratic movements. Auto-
nomous is being increasingly understood as outside
of any form of political aegis, without at the same
time succumbing to any depoliticizing attempts.
This understanding manifested itself at the time of

v

inauguration and at the subsequent General body
Meeting : that in future, the IAWS Conferences
should be free from the presence of political figures.
Secondly the distinction drawn between activists
and researchers, the group felt, had not only tende-
ncies to lead to domination of one group (this was
also an issue raised in the Trivandrum Conference)
but was often found to_ be incorrect. The problem
of identity of the women’s movement and of the
participants in it, is much more than a question of
semantics . or labelling. Increasingly it is viewed
that the distinction between ‘Theory’ and ‘Practice’
would be more adequate than any other.

The theme of the Conference and the subtheme
sessions were organized so as to facilitate the parti-
cipation of both those engaged in practice and
those drawing theoretical insights. Most sessions
had wide ranging discussions on ‘practice’, emphas-
ing all along that the objective of the women’s
movement can be achieved only at the level of
‘practice’, with theory being a tool and a facilitat-
or of understanding.

In what follows, a brief summary of the disc-
ussions held in each of the sub-theme sessions are

presented.

We wish all our members and readers a very happy and blessed

New year-




Sub Theme 1 :

Women in Agrarian Struggles ; Coordinators: Tanika Sarkar & K. Saradamoni

In the 4 sessions on Women in Agrarian Stru-
ggles we were lucky to face a strikingly wide range
of themes. There was an interesting cross section
of historical studies and analysis of current politi-
cal struggles, of experiences of social workers and
of women involved in militant protest movements,
of different shades of radical critics commenting on
historical and literary texts, often with conflicting
slants.

Of a total of 9 papers, 3 studied the mechani-
sm of mobilisation of women and forms of their
participation in Gandhian movements in U P. and

Gujarat. All 3 papers dealt with areas which are

relatively well documented in established historical
works Yet none of the mainstream historians had
shown any awareness of the even conventional
archival data which conveys a clear idea about the
activism and militancy of rural women. An integr-
ation of this new material should lead to a major
restructuring of the substantial historiography on

U.P. and Gujarat peasant nationalism. A very inte-

resting discovery was how, within the overarching
frame of the national struggle, an independent and
often problematic space was created by women
participants who began to articulate their reflections
on gender relations and occasionally formulate rad-
ically unconventional stands. Shireen Mehta's paper
on Kheda and Gujarat struggles does not question
the shaping hand of the Congress leadership. Dipti

and Kapil's papers on U.P. Kisans on the other hand
share a very different slant. More studies on the
relations between women'’s initiative and Congress
|leadership should add a valuable dimension to the
debate initiated by the subaltern studies project
and open up new areas of complexity within auton-
omous subaltern movements themselves.

There were 4 papers on current rural struggles
and women’'s organisation - at Bihar, Himachal
Pradesh, the Marathwada region and 5 Tamilnadu
districts, Struggles involved expropriation and
redistribution of the land of a Bodh Gaya mohant;
the!politics of liquor.licensing at Himachal Pradesh;
struggle over acquisition of canal water and public
lands by untouchable poor peasants in drought
prone Marathwada villages; everyday struggle for
self- respect, employment and justrce _among
Tamllnadlandless labourers. 'One very . interesting
point’ that’ emerged from  Chetna, Fatima and
Shailaja’s papers is that even though all began
work with mass_ level organisations and with

issues like land, labour, water and work after a
certain point they all felt the need for separate
women'’s organisations, while still sharing and
actively fighting for their original concerns. In
many ways these papers initiated very lively and
wide ranging discussions. The intricate and highly
scrambled lines of caste, property structure,gender
relations, domestic politics and state power were
concretised through vivid as well as highly theori-
sed accounts of long and active srruggles. Yet we
had the impression that the flow of ideas was
really one way; that Fatima, Chetna and Shailaja
will not go away with any better ideas about the
future of their struggles or the nature of their
experience. The debates that they have initiated,
however, will hopefully lead to more mature refle-
ctions about their problems. In future there may
be more fruitful dialogues. It makes one uncom-
fortable to have to speak on these lines as they
s.sound so much like the ritual and rather meaning-
less genuflection made by ‘academics’ towards
‘activists'-yet this supposedly was the experience
of this sub theme. Construction of an image of
of the peasant women as a sexual and militant

~person was the thrust shared by Suzie Tharu and

iMalini Bhattacharya in the final session - Suzie's
-paper..was more cancerned about the way in
which the peasant women thus depicted, respon-
ded to the ideology behind such construction.
Malini’s paper about the class character of sexu-
ality looked at the images of peasant women in
Manik Bandyopadhyay's fiction of the 1940s and
.showed how Manik challenged the naturalistic
depiction of the peasant woman's sexuality as
that of ‘birds and bees’ for the consumption of
~the middle class. He shows how through militant
struggles sexuality breaks its stereotyped bound-
i.aries, gets access to.new dynamic potential.

Susie’s paper presented a theoretical introdu-
ction to the writing of an oral history after inter-
viewing some of the major women figures of the
Telerigana armed struggle and the way in which

 mainstream accounts have blotted out of existence
‘the woman’s question within it. Sundarayya’'s

account, which does have-a most sensitive awar--
eness of the women’s presence still considered:
the Party’s failure to tackle questions of women's
lives as a moral rather than a political lapse.
Reconstructing history by bringing women into
it, thus, opens enormous possibilities of discover-
ing new sources and methodologies which enric-
hes the entire discipline.
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Sub Theme 2: Women and the Industrial Working vvcvlass I_Vloverﬁ,ent ; Coor:di'r)étdr 5 1

Maithreyi Krishnaréj it ngy

The panel hoped to examine the major conc-
erns of women workers in the organised industry
in recent years, the extentor manner in which
women's issues have been or not been ‘incorpor-
ated in the union struggles, the growth of women’s
consciousness, and the styles of participation
that have emerged. A major concern of the sub
theme was how to align gender issues within the
working class movement, and whether the exist-
ing nature and-structures of unions permit such
alignment, and if they do not what alternative
styles of struggles would become necessary.
There were 9 papers in all, organised around 3
sessions and one joint session with subtheme 4.

In session 1T Padmini Swaminathan illustrated
the patriarchal views of the State and male work-
ers with respect to-two important pieces of legis-
lation :the Minimum Wages Act and" the Equal
Remuneration Act. She showed how, these progr-
essive laws do not eliminate discrimination beca-
use discrimination is built into the laws themsel-
ves, and it is necessary to challenge the assump-
tions underlying these laws.

Nivedita Menon examined the attitudes and
policies of three national trade unions (INTUC/
AITUC/CITU) towards women workers guestions.
She comes to the conclusion that woman as
worker is not taken seriously by the male domin-
ated unions. Though the left unions are more
sensitive and have a structural understanding of
women's problems, this is not reflected in their
actions. While acknowledging that women's par-
ticipation is constrained by household duties,
nothing is done to Tlessen those ctonstraints.
Separate women'’s wings have devoted attention
to women's issues at the work place after 1980’s,
but the party journal does not take cognisance of
these efforts. . ] :

In'the second session Vibhuti Patel’s paper
referred to the ongoing debate on whether separ-
ate trade unions for women would better serve
the interests of women. It is generally felt that a
separate,women'’s union may be divisive and ins-
tead problems specific to women could be taken
up in the general unions through women's groups
acting as pressure groups. She cited several
successful instances of such interventions in
Bombay where the Forum intervened and express-
ed solidarity with women workers in Parle, Gluco,
Sandoz, garment, pharmaceutical, Electronics
industries. The issues were : change in shift tim-
ings, creche, separate toilets, transport etc. Sant-
osh Sood presented an analysis of women work-

er's participation in trade unions in Chandigarh.
Problems of women workers in Chandigarh
are similar to women workers in general, except
for the fact that patriarchal values are stronger.

. Thediscussion in the group highlighted three
issues (a) Women's participation in the sense of
membership and participation in demonstrations
is readily encouraged by unions but active invol-
vement in. decision making, in organising, and
leadership is not encouraged (b) the need for
autonomous women'’s groups to support women
worker’'s struggle so as to exert pressure on male
dominated unions (c¢) the need to educate women
workers op. the necessity to learn new skills (d)
the .need for left unions to take account of gender
issues (such as family violence) as much:as, those
of class and to recognise how caste and:commu-
nal stratification have an impact on women work-
er's job.allocation, ;

15 The second group of papers dealt with spec-
ific examples of women ‘worker's struggles in
different .industries. The “papers presentéd "and
discussed were : Ritu Dewan’s “'Nature of Union-
isation of Women Workers in the Pharmacéutical
Industry’in the City of Bombay”, Nishta Tombat’s
““Women in the Bombay Textile Strike’” and Chh-
aya Datar’s “"Dynamics of Organising Bidi and
Tobaceo Workers at Nipani’'. t £ g

Ritu began with a short history of the strugg-
les relating to four important issues affecting
women workers in the pharmaceutical industry
namely, the marriage clause, permanency, mater-
hity -benefits _and creches lllustrations were
given from Boots Drug Co. The peculiar charact-
eristics, of union struggles. in this . case was. the
decline in-union militancy.over time. She conte-
nded that the nature of unionisation of. women
workers must be perceived as the result of narro-
wly -economistic -and short term. goal oriented
policies of union leaders .that failed. to ‘link -the
issue of maternity benefits or removal of marriage
clauce to the general oppression of women ‘in.a
patriarchal society.-Their home' life “and. work
place were compartmentalised and women: never
talked- to. other. 'women about: ‘their. personal
problems. : VB 1 ina o

. Automation in the Pharmaceutical  Industry
was another important issue.. While it.did not do
away with-women'’s jobs, it increased -their'work
Joad due to the pressure. to meet the “speed :of
machines and it did cut off future employment.
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Nishta spoke on the participation of women
in working class households in the Bombay Text-
ile strike. Many women had to suddenly assume
the bread winner role. In this they faced the rese-
ntment of their men who were ashamed to have
their women support them. The impact of the
strike on women workers was strong - they began
discussing it, came to know of the world outside,
began to articulate their views and opinions.
However even when a woman worker died in
police firing, the union did nothing to help her
family. The strike cost many workers their jobs
permanently. In the discussion, it was felt that a
follow up study of the strike would be useful.
It was also necessary to distinguish between the
role of women workers who were wives of textile
workers and women workers who were not.

Chhaya Datar's paper evoked considerable
discussion around the issues of mechanization,
automation, decentralization, the role of women's
organization vis-a-vis the formal set-up of a trade
union. It was pointed out that it is essential to
probe into the conditions under which mechaniz-
ation takes place, very often prolonged labour
unrest could lead to mechanization. "It was also
felt that unions and managements collude on this
issue add the first victims of such mechanization
are invariably women. Very few unions have taken
an independent stand on mechanization.

In the last joint session with sub theme 4
session, Rohini Gavankar’'s paper, presented a

case study of “Air Hostesses in Indian Airlines,
Western Region”. This group of women were
earlier viewed as having the status of a glamour-
ous occupation but the author traced the course
of deglamourisation. Working conditions have
become hazardous and several discriminatory
clauses relating to grade, age of retirement,
health conditions marriage clause etc are skill
operative. These have led to airhostess’'s aware-
ness regarding their plight as women workers.
Their problems have not been taken up by the
general union. As their problems are specific
there is an attempt being made to form a separate
cabin crew union. A separate women’'s union or
women's wing will not be helpful, the women felt.

In conclusion only a couple of papers actually
analysed in detail the specific process involved
in organising women workers, the styles of parti-
cipation that could be more suitable to women,
and the difficulties of overcoming caste loyalties.
Some important suggestions were that (a) women
‘s groups outside the unions can act as pressure
groups to activate the unions to take up women's
issues (b) left parties must make a serious and
concerted effort to educate male and female work-
ers in unions by emphasizing long goals rather
than purely short term economistic goals (c) the
importance of preserving records and documents
about struggles, because unions do not preserve
these, and any one doing some investigation has
to depend on those who participated recalling
them,

Sub Theme 3 : Women, Informal Sector and

Forms of Struggle ; Coordinator : U Kalpagam

There were fifteen presentations grouped in
four sessions. Substantively it was noted that
the informal sector should be perceived in the
context of the total economy and not as an inde-
pendent or marginal activity, and that it could
only be understood within the macro level devel-
opment and industrialisation policies being
followed.

The informal sector was a highly differentiat-
ed sector covering a wide range of occupations
with women in the lowest rungs, and it was
noted that different forms of occupations require
different forms of organisations and struggles. It
was necessary to understand the different types
of occupations in their specificity. Various forms
of categorisations were discussed. It was noted
that significant differences existed depending on
the relationship to the subsistence, petty commo-
dity production or capitalist economy. Maoreover,
different forms existed within the same industry-
for example production remaining in the informal
sector and marketing in the formal sector.
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Questions were raised about the necessity to
be clearer on what the role of informal sector
should be in the economy. The bulk of informal
sector workers were concentrated ata subsiste-
nce level, working long hours for low wages
under extremely hazardous conditions The issue
of the effect of industrialisation raised the ques-
tion of protection of informal sector work. The
issue of reservation was debated. Reservation
policy had protected work in some cases but had
not in others. Varous kinds of informal sector
activity needed different types of organisations.
Informal sector organisations have to tackle prob-
lems ranging from wages, credit, housing, mark-
eting, raw material supply, child care and health.
These organisations needed to work on two fronts
-fighting for these services from the state, and
organising these services themselves from their
own resources.

Various forms of organisations have develop-
ed amongst women informal sector workers. The



process of developing such organisations, and the
struggles they have taken up were described and
analysed. These examples are too many to discuss
here but include organisations amongst tobacco
workers in Nipani, contract workers in State ent-
erprises in Madras, domestic servants and vendors
in Bangalore etc, Some of the issues discussed
were : to what extent these organisations lead to
empowerment or social control, to what extent
can empowerment of women informal sector
workers occur through self activity, are women'’s
organisation a new form of exploitation legitimi-
sing the putting out system of large multinationals
etc.

The relationship of informal sector women's
organisations to other forms of struggle and organ
-isation was also discussed. How could trade
unions be involved in organisation of workers in
the informal sector ? Was there a conflict of in-
terest between the two ? How is the women’s
movement related to women's struggles in the in-
formal setor ? It was observed that communalism
had severely affected informal sector women
workers by fragmentation of the movement

Different kinds of informal sector activity
also needed specific types of policies, and speci-
fic policies for few occupations were discussed.
Some general policies which could be considered
for all sectors were

1. Social security/welfare scheme for insurance,
health, housing. creches etc.

Employment guarantee schema.

Credit.

BPw N

Setting up of tripartite scheme of govern-
ment, workers and employers for the major
industries for example, construction.

The group felt an urgent necessity to set up

“an ongoing task force on women in the informal

sector. It was felt, this was crucial today because
the current policies being followed was severely
affecting women informal sector workers. For
example in the food processing industry where
we are seeing the entry of large scale automated
industries in traditional food lines. The task force
would act as a watch dog agency and also do the
research and net working amongst women's
organisations in the informal sector to further the
interests of women informal sector workers. More-
over, the government of India has set up two
National Commissions on self employed and on
unorganised workers. The group felt that it was
crucial to ensure that the commissions be sensit-
ised about the specific invisibility of women in
the informal sector and that the methodology of
survey and investigation be sensitive to this prob-
lem of invisibility, for example in most home
based workers women do not identify themselves
as “‘workers’’. The group felt that women organ-
isations and researchers should be included in
all stages of the commissions’ activities to ensure
that the needs of women informal sector workers
were adequately represented.

Sub Theme 4 Professional Women

's Struggles ; Coordinator : Vasanthi Devi

The Professional class is of recent origin. In
its present form itis a product of the colonial
times. Women's entry into the professions is
still more recent, coinciding with the spread of
women’s education and the rise of an educated
middle class. Since independence women have
started entering the professions like teaching,
nursing, banking, different levels of government
and private sector and recent fields like journalism
management, medicine, engineering and so on.

Unionization in moest of these professional
sectors is growing recently with encouraging res-
ults. Service associations of employees have
come into existence in each sector, some affiliat-
ing to central trade unions. Many of them have
distinguished themselves with high levels of acti-
vity and have waged many struggles.

The group decided to pose the following
issues for discussion :

(1) Do the core studies presented establish the
perceived low levels of trade union and str-

uggle participation among women in the
professions ? If so, what are the implications
for the future of trade unions and for the
larger democratic movements, when women
are entering the professions in increasing
numbers If women form a passive and doc-
ile section of employees, that could easily
yield to intimidation and harassment, is
there not a danger of women being used as
strike breakers ?

(2) Factors responsible for low levels of struggle
participation among women. Are they main-
ly rooted in the class and cultural backgro-
und of women in professions - educated,
urban, middle class ?

(3) The instances when such limitations are
overcome,

(4) The factors that promote militancy.

(5) Are these factors replicable ?

(6) - What are our suggestions for strengthening
trade union and struggle ' participation
among women in professions ?



(7) Do women need separate unions ?

(8) The issue of politicization of trade unions
and its implications for the wider participa-
tion of women and women'’s reactions to it.

Fourteen papers, classified into three groups
were presented touching professions as varied as
school, teachers, airhostess, nurses and journal-
ists.

The first group of papers dealt with trade
union struggles and women’'s participation in
them They presented the two recent, major
teacher’s struggles, the 42 day long Tamil Nadu
teacher’s strike covering three and a half lakh
school and college teachers and the 74 day long
Delhi University teacher's strike covering over
5,000 college and university teachers Three
papers dealt with the struggles of the nurses in
Maharashtra.

The second group of papers dealt with the
low participation of women in trade unions and
the extent to which women specific issues were
taken up by trade unions There was one paper on
women bank officers in Gujarat and one on
women employees of the banking sector in
Gujarat at different levels.

The third group of papers focussed on the
problems faced by women professionals Papers
in this group covered airhostesses, journalists and
a few analysed problems faced by women profe-
ssionals of different categories. at home and at
work place.

The major factors identified as being respon-
sible for the low level of participation by women
in trade union and struggles were :-

The double burden of professional and family
responsibilities ;

the role imposed on women by the prevail-
ing value system and class morality, by the
traditional division of labour and stereotyp-
ing of sex roles, which make them victims of
authoritarian practices at home and at work
and inhibit association with trade unionism ;
the failure by trade unions to take up women
specific issues ;

lack of information and awareness among
women members ; the failure of frade unions
to work out methods to break this informa-
tion barrier While the above factors are

powerful inhibitors there are cases where they
are smashed. The experiences of the Tamil Nadu
and Delhi University teacher’'s strike show how
women could overcome these inhibiting factors
and demonstrate great militancy and courage. In
these instances, it was mainly due to identifica-
tion with the issues of the struggle, the capacity
of trade unions to take up women specific issues
and to counter other inhibiting factors. It was
clear that in some professions the working hours
make the double burden of professional and
family responsibilities more taxing. Yet even in
such cases. as was demonstrated by the experien-
ce of the nurses, great determination is shown.

Some of the specific problems women profe-
ssionals face include sexual harassment, arbitrary
transfers which interfere with family responsibil-
ities, discrimination in jobs which have tradition-
ally been male dominated, etc.

A suggestion for separate trade unions for
women in each profession was discussed but was
rejected as it had dangerous implications for the
unity of trade union movement and women
would unconsciously become a party to the game
of the ruling classes to split working class move-
ments. Instead, women’s wings' could be formed
in each trade union.

One of the suggestions for strengthening the
participatior, of women in the struggle was the
formation of a forum to bring women of different
professions together, where their shared experie-
nce in withstanding repression and in overcoming
societal barriers would help in strengthening their
active participation.

The group discussed the failure to implement
existing provisions .concerning support facilities
to working women, like creches, maternity leave,
working women's hostels, restrooms, toilet facil-
ities, protection against health hazards etc. and
demanded they be strictly implemented.

The question of politics intrade unions and
political intervention by the government and poli-
tical parties was also discussed. The debate, it
was felt, should centre not on whether there

should be politics, but on the nature of that
politics.

The group registered its strong protest again-
st the anti-women and anti-working class bias
of the official media.



Sub Theme 5: Women in Youth and Students’ Struggles in India; Coordinators :
Sujatha Madhok & Prabha Krishnan

This subtheme attempted to examine women’
s participation in student and youth struggles at
both local and regional levels. It also focused on
autonomous women’s struggles on democratic
and feminist issues because these will provide
much of the support for the women’s movement.
It hoped to examine the role of student wings of
political parties to see how far they facilitated the
emergence of a female leadership.

Four papers on student agitations at the
regional level were presented. They were Saras-
wathy Rao’s paper on the recent anti-reservation
stir in Andhra Pradesh, another by Tanushree
Gangopadhyay on the reservation stir in Gujarat,
third by Niroj Sinha on the Total Revolution
Movement in Bihar and fourth by Saswati Ghosh
on the naxalite movement in West Bangal A det-
ailed and painstaking analysis on autonomous
women’s struggles in Delhi University and its
colleges by Deepti, Vrinda and Madhuri was also
presented

On the political party front there was only
limited response. Only one paper by Amarjeet
Kaur who for ten years was the general Secretary
of the All India Students Federation, the Youth
wing of the CPl.

The main question that was sought to be
addressed was on the nature of women s partici-
pation and leadership in these movements To a
large extent one failed to do so ; and this was
disappointing since this area is largely unexplor-
ed. Instead several presenters concentrated on
detailing events and programmes in which women
participated but did not follow it up with analysis.

In the paper on the anti-reservation stir in
Andhra Pradesh, it is interesting that the struggle
began in an elite women's college in Hyderabad
and was followed by the involvement of profess-
ional and co-ed colleges. Women were very act-
ive in this struggle. Details of various programm-
es and activities, such as polishing shoes, clean-
ing streets etc, were given. It may be inferred
from these activities that the upper caste students
feared they would be reduced to such work, if the
reservation policy continued.

The paper on the reservation stir in Gujarat
pointed out that students were used by political
‘parties which could not openly express their rese-
ntment against reservation for fear of eroding
their mass base Upper caste women swelled the
ranks of the agitators but were not in the leader-

ship, which was controlled by proxy by the polit-
Ical parties.

The next two papers focussed on people’s
movements whose cadres comprised students
The paper points out that women were drawn
into the JP. - led movement when men were
arrested and they appealed to women to carry on
the campaign. The inspiration for most of them
came from leaders like Guru Golwalker, Nanaji
Deshmukh and Jai Prakash Narayan - all men.
They had no female role models.

The paper on women students in the Naxalite
Movement in West Bengal showed that:Charu
Mazumdar initially discouraged women students
fron_r going to the villages. Despite this, women
pamqupated in the movements in large numbers.
Wl!hln the movement adherence to gender role
typing prevailed with women having to cook and
serve food at political meetings rather than parti-
cipating in decision making. In the process of
struggle adherence to social structures such as
marriage was abandoned, with men and women
living together with the sanction of the group.

Amarjeet Kaur's paper was a critique of the
educational system, the decline of plan allocations
for this sector, the neglect of primary education
and the low literacy rate, particularly among girls
The lack of ideology based politics, she said,
leads to diversiorary and disruptive outbursts
among students and the accompanying goondai-
sm discourages girl students from widespread
participation in cam pus politics.

An interesting study of autonomous women’s
struggles emerged from Delhi University where
in the past decade, particularly the past five vears
there has been considerable activity. The issue
on which there have been several protests is
sexual harrassment which is common in buses,
on the streets of tha campus, outside the gates of
girls’ colleges etc.

There have also been anti-beauty contest
agitations, protests against sexual comments on
students through obscene rags brought out by
fellow students, anti-dowry protests, hostel agit-
ations for more freedom and agitation for affilia-
tion of women's colleges to the DUSU. A street
play Ahsaas on women's conditioning was evol-
ved by students as a consciousness raising tool.

This paper also examined the concepts of
male and female space, the hostility of male
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students when a traditionally male college be-
comes co-ed, and the insecurity of women in co-
ed colleges where all areas other than class-rooms
the library and the girls common room are consi-
dered male space and women feel they are break-
ing a taboo if they go to the canteen or any
games room.

In this environment women students cannot
participate in everyday college activities, let alone
in political activities. In contrast women feel more
free in women’s colleges.

Women students, especially lower middle
class students are also hampered by family press-
ures by having to get home early and by having
to do housework. Finally, the paper commented
on the fact that even feminist politics has not
attracted the majority of D.U. students and the
reason seems to be the divide between English
speaking upper middle class women activists and
the rest.

From the papers and the discussions, certain
questions arise. It appears that in many movem-
ents women have been used, their presence in
the movement is worthy of press coverage, and,
during rallies, dharnas or gheraos they cushion
male agitators from police repression. When male
leaders are jailed women can be counted upon to
keep the movement going. In the Andhra Pradesh
and Gujarat movements it appears that women
have been used to maintain caste dominance by

their own families and caste groups. The active
involvement of mothers in the Gujarat stir can
also be seen in this light. Their need to defend
their children’s particularly their son’s career
interests, indirectly perpetuates both cast> and
patriarchal dominance.

Other presenters, however, have noted that
many women have had to struggle within the
family for the freedom to participate in movem-
ents, example, in the JP and CPI (ML) movements
Even within movements women have to struggle
to gain autonomy and participation in decision
making, to be able to speak up at meetings etc.

We find that women have a greater need for
a support structure if they are to enter struggles
and political life. This support could come from
the family or friends or women’s groups but with-
out it, itis difficult for women to sustain their
involvement in political life Even with some
family support women eventually find that they
have to struggle within the family and some
succumb to these pressures but those who go
through this process emerge with renewed
strength.

These seems to be a correlation between in-
volvement in broader political movements and
identification with women's issues When women
go through a political struggle on democratic
issues, the level of politicisation helps to sustain
them through further struggles.

Sub Theme 6 :

Women and Indian Nationalism ; Co-ordinator : C.W.D.S.

The conceptual approach to the sub-theme
was prepared by a planning group consisting of
social scientists who have been studying dif-
ferent aspects of Indian nationalism, and
women's studies specialists. The planning group
also helped to identify names of persons in diffe-
rent regions who could be asked to prepare pape-
rs. Some papers were also voluntarily contributed.

The conceptual approach focussed on re-ex-
amination of Indian nationalism from the perspe-
ctive of (a) women's participation, (b) the signi-
ficance of the situation of women from different
classes, castes, communities and the nature of
their participation in these struggles, and (c) the
articulation of the debates on the women's ques-
tion at various levels and stages of these strugg-
les which could provide an operational character
and their eventual outcome in influencing the
situation, the role and the participation of women
in post-Independence India Following this appr-
oach it was decided 10 organise the sessions
under four topics :-

8

a) Culture Consciousness and Social Liberation
with a view to explore the growth and articulation
of consciousness of women and about women
within the context of the socio-cultural processes
which are manifested in women’s exploitation,
subordination and even forms of violence against
women. To what extent did the cultural struggle
embodied in the socio-religious movements dur-
ing the 19th century look at these problems and
formulate solutions ? How did women perceive
men-women relationships and their position in
the family etc, ? What were the socio-cultural
imperatives which enabled women to participate
in the national movement ? Did their participation
stem from a consciousness of the liberation poss-
ibilities ?

b) Nature of Women’s Participation - The actual
roles played by women - overtly or covertly, ex-
-amining their_background, their perception and
the way in which their roles were perceived by
their own family, the neighbourhood, the commu-
nity and the leadership. Specific case studies



were invited of institutions, organisations and
movements which promoted women'’s activism.

c) Development of Ideologies - the aim was to
explore various ideologies regarding women'’s
position and roles in society that affected the art-
iculation or non-articulation of the women’s que-
stion and the impact of women'’s participation on
these ideologies.

d) Nationalist Historiography and the Women's
Question - this was intended to examine the
social vision of historians whose writings contri-
buted substantially to the nationalist movement.

The sub-theme attracted a lot of interest from
a number of scholars from history, sociology and
political science. A total of 23 papers were rece-
ived. Two other papers were reported to have
been completed, but were not received. Maxim-
um interest appears to have been stimulated by
topics (a) and (c). The regional studies on natu-
re of women's participation provided considerable
information on women's participation in the Non-
Cooperation and the Civil Disobedience Movem-
ents. Unfortunately, most of them did not include
in the coverage the other struggles by peasants,
workers or different sections of the population.
Practically all the papers indicated a gradual in-
crease in women'’s consciousness which eventu-
ally brought them into active participation in
these movements.

Two of the papers focused on regional varia-
tions in levels of participation within the same
province and tried to relate hem to the prevalent
literacy and educational levels of women and cul-
tural patterns. During the discussions, other par-
ticinants admitted that it was important to exam-
ine such regional variations even within a provin-
ce, and look for explanations not only in literacy
and educational levels, but also in the agronomic
situation, the work patterns and work load on
women and the existence of consciousness rais-
ing/mobilising institutions or organisations in the
areas. While most of the papers referred to the
emergence of women's organisations and women
leaders in promoting women's organisations and
women leaders in promoting women’s patrticipa-
tion, some of the case studies on religin-reform
movements in the Bengal region pointed out that
while the educational thrust and promotion of
women's organisations by these movements crea-
ted opportunities for women to get together-to
develop some collective consciousness - which
ultimately encouraged many of them to enter the
freedom struggle, there were contradictions with-
in the ideologies regarding women's roles in
society within these movements, which remained
unresolved. This contradiction was brought out
sharply in the case of the Ramakrishna-Vivekan-
anda order. On the one hand, the ideas of this
group of thinkers, including the two women-

Sarada Devi and Sr. Nivedita - promoted the
ideals of women’s shakt/ and the need to create
opportunities for them to fully develop their pers-
onalities and sense of service to the people and
the nation. On the other hand, there was an em-
phasis on the mother-role and an underplaying of
the problems of oppression of young women and
widows. However, the order certainly promoted
the ideal of one nation, one people-rejecting the
caste and community barriers, that divided the
people of different communities. The approach of
the Brahmo Samaj, on the other hand, was found
to be much more identified with those reformist
views which rejected the institutions of child
marriage, ban on widow-marriage and Purdah
They encouraged women's education and organi-
sations to promote women's mental development.
However, here too the emphasis cn the familial
role was predominant.

Some of the papers written for topic (a) crit-
ically examined these limitations of the 19th Cen-
tury reform movements. Case studies from Gujarat,
Bengal and Maharashtra found serious limitations
in the thinking and behaviour of the reformers.
While the Reformers beiieved themselves to be
working for the advancement of women, most of
them appear to have been oblivious of women'’s
perceptions about their own position and roles,
or the issues to which they gave priority. The
case study from Gujarat brought this out sharply
indicating how blind some of the reformers were
to women’s inner conciousness or their perception
of their own dignity in husband-wife relation-
ships. ‘

Practically all the papers which focused on
topic (a) found this limitation in the reform move-
ments Some papers found evidence of an under-
current within the reform movements to impose
what they described as the colonial or Victorian
model of the family and women’s role in it on
Indian women. They found close inter-relation-
ships between the nature of the colonial state,
the values emanating from that state-which in-
cluded a large section of the intelligentsia - and
the cultural defence motivation that influenced
many of the social reform movements.

British officials used the position of women in
what they projected orsaw as traditional Indian
society as an indication of the latter's degradation
and “‘barbarity’”” The colonial policy towards the
status of women in India was “‘influenced by the
victorian idealisation of masculinity’’, but did not
see any parallels between different cultural forms
of male domination and female subordination in
India and the West. This thesis was demonstrated
through an examination of the use of the age of
consent issue by the colonial power in the case
of Bengal-where the intention was to downgrade
Bengali men.



Such a colonial view was critically examined
by another paper which sought to refute this
notion of orientalism, from the perception of a
few women’s reaction to the new ideas being
championed by the social reformers which includ-
ed their husbands and other relatives, by re-
examining some of the autobiographies or diaries
left behind by these women.

While this methodological approach poses
considerable difficulties, there was a consensus
that much more attention has to be focused on
re-examining available literature by women, espe-
cially biographies and autobiographies, to under-
stand these issues and the undercurrents of this
period from the women's perspective. Present
scholarship on these reform movements (which
adopted the status of women as a central theme)
seem to have remained constricted by the bound-
aries set by the nature of the colonial state, the
ideologies that it had promoted for its own inter-
ests and the ambivalent attitudes of many of the
reformers, because they were attempting to de-
fend Indian culture while being unconsciously
influenced by the colonial ideology. Greater
emphasis on women's perspectives could perhaps
help liberate scholars from these restrictive boun-
daries.

These methodological issues also dominated
the discussion on the development of ideologies
Two papers which concentrated on the ideology
of the Gandhian movement also found the ideol-
ogy of the latter as an alternative to colonial ide-
ology which sought to create ‘a political, social
and moral culture within the digits of which the
rulers could control, manipulate and direct colo-
nial society’’. The alternative offered by Gandhi
preferred the value of social responsibility to
social mobility or respectability, or notions of
modernity created by the colonial culture, which,
in turn, was internalised in different degrees by
both the liberal or the left-oriented movements.
According to this author, the Gandhian ideology
deliberately adopted ‘feminine’ values of service
to others, sacrifice and asceticism as opposed to
individualism, competition and aggressive self-
development which emanted from the colonial
culture. Even revolutionary violence, in her view.
was traditionally associated with a concept of
manliness, power, military strength and solution,
as against “‘the notion of non-violent, pacifist
feminine power to move human hearts and
minds’". In her view, it was this emphasis on
feminine values as well as the constructive prog-
ramme set down by Gandhi that drew women in
such large numbers to this movement. She also
argued that Gandhi did not reject the realities of
women'’s oppression, but sought to release them
from the ‘defeatist, slave mentality” and ‘spiritual
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paralysis’, to assert themselves to promote ‘mutu-
al good'.

The second paper found in the Gandhian vis-
ion of Swaraj, women's ‘‘collective representation
by means of which the superiority and inviolabi-
lity of indigenous social tradition is demonstrated
against the modern”’. In her opinion, the predo-
minant patrilineal ideology, individual property
rights and nuclear family householding systems-
derived by the liberals from Christian or colonial
influence - disrupted the “‘highly sensitive cultu-
ral balance of social integration worked out thro-
ugh the medium of women'’ in traditional socie-
ty. She links this thesis with the diversity of
social institutions in the sub-continent which
permitted diverse codes of conduct for different
groups, many of which came under sharp critici-
sm as ‘immoral’ ‘promiscuous’ or ‘barbaric’ by the
liberals.

These presentations generated a sharp discu-
ssion, Many of the participants emphasised that
such analyses ignored differences in classes and
social groups and exploitation of women as pea-
sants and workers. Some participants criticised
Gandhi for using women as instruments, and
questioned why he emphasised the model of Sita
and not that of Durga or Lakshmi Bai. One paper
focussing on women in revolutionary movements
posed the thesis that such women were, in fact,
changing role models and values for women, from
sufferino, subordination and service, to heroism
and sacrifice. Though one of the papers on Gand-
hian ideology was based on interviews of a
number of women who had followed Gandhi,
participants felt that much more work needed to
be done on the less known women who had part-
icipated in these struggles. The issue was also
raised that some distinction needed to be made
between mobilisation strategies and the cultural
symbols used for that purpose by Gandhi and
other nationalist leaders including women leaders
and their vision of the future society that they
wanted to build after freedom. In this context, a
suggestion was offered that the terms ‘extremist’
and ‘moderate’ used by the Raj to classify Indian
nationalists have also imposed certain constrictive
influences on the analysis of different aspects of
Indian nationalism. These terms refer to methods
of struggle, not the ideological foundations for
the future society.

There was a consensus that the compulsions
of overthrowing the colonial state and the need
for an united front in the mass movement left
many contradictions in ideologies and visions for
the future unresolved within the nationalist deb-
ates, which now need to be examined afresh. The
women's question and the implications of the
principle of gender equality adopted in the Fund-



amental Rights Resolution of 1931 represents one
of the most important of these unresolved deba-
tes. There was also a consensus that the women's
movement today faces a similar situation, where
the needs of joint action in the interests of wo-

men evoke ideological controversies and compr-
omises which affect the quality of perspectives,
strategies and methods of mobilisation or of seek-
ing alliances.

Sub Theme 7 : Religion, Secularism and Women's Rights : Coordinator : Susheela Kaushik

This sub theme had two sessions and took
up five presentations. The first session dealt with
the nature of women’s participation in the anti-
reservation issue. The two papers presented were
: (1) “"Women's participation in the Anti-Reserv-
ation agitation in Ahmedabad, 1985, by Sujata
Patel, and (2) ‘‘Reservation Movement : The Rep-
roduction of structural Inequalities by Suguna
Pathy. One more paper was circulated on the
theme ““Women and antireservation stir in Ahme-
dabad’’ by lla Joshi. Sujata Patel gave in brief
form the major characteristics of the agitation in
terms of its caste and class bases as well as the
role of media and womean’s organisations. The
discussions mainly centered around the role of
organisations like SEWA and AWAG and clearly
pointed out how often the intervening action
taken by these organisations, against the atrocit-
ies committed against women, came to be inter-
preted as pro-higher caste in view of the political
situation. Sujata Patel clearly pointed out in
this context, the dilemma posed to women and
men of the intellectual groups who are pro-lower
castes and minorities, when the social situation
is complex where often the question of women'’s
rights get merged with the caste and communal
divide. The necessity of the hour seems to be for
one of more independent investigations of such
events and developments by women.

The paper of Suguna Pathy posed another
type of dilemma - Can we tackle women’s probl-
ems and struggle insulated from the broader soci-
al realities which is one of structural inequality ?
She concluded that inequality make the reserva-
tion a privilege for the urban men and women,
for the richer land owning and professional class-
es and that the reservation issue divide men and
women equally along caste lines and thereby
weakens both the class solidarity as well as the
women’'s movement The discussion that follow-
ed tried to grapple with this.

The second session took up three presenta-
tions - all of themin a way in three different
spheres. The first one by L. Thara Bai dealt with
“The Unknown Participants of a Regional Move-
ment : A study of the Participation of women in
the Anti-Hindi Agitation of Tamil Nadu®. The
main thrust of the paper was that while women

participated in great numbers in the Madurai area,
their participation was not taken note of, and was
mostly ignored by the media

The discussions pointed out that often the
causes for which the women participate get blur-
red or even obscurred by the title of the agitations
which tend to present a lopsided view of the aims
and issues for which women and men participate
in an agitation. Even while it was a linguistic
agitation women mainly participated in it because
they viewed it as a regional and cultural agitation.

The second paper was on ‘The Participation
of Tamil Nadu Women in the Struggle against
atrocities in Sri Lanka’’ by Saraswathi. The paper
traced the historical background of the present
liberation struggle in Sri Lanka and the imperat-
ive to take to arms as it was felt all others means
had failed.

The group expressed its concern and solidar-
ity with the women and men of Sri Lankan Tamils
and resolved to bring this to the attention of all
the participants in the conference by a resolution.

The third paper was of Sujata Miri on women
and Khasipar Society of Meghalayan region. The
paper challenged some of the popular myths
about the rights of women in this matrilineal
society by way of female Inheritance and focuss-
ed on the pattern of male domination particularly
in the political and social spheres. The discuss-
ions which were interesting, mainly centred
around the decline in the position of women as
result of the so-called ‘modernisation process’,
The situation is complicated because of the role
of religious dominations in this traditional socie-
ty and the growth of modern professions through
the influx of people from other regions of India.
By and large the women have not yet organised
themselves against this, though one can see the
beginning of it in many young women opting
to be single and rejecting marriage.

A paper by Neera Chatterji on the “Particip-
ation of the Lushai women in political struggles”
was also circulated.
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Sub Theme 8 : Religion, Secularism and Women’s Right Co-ordinators -
Uma Chakravarty and Sudesh Vaid

| Issues

We had 4 sessions and 13 papers, two sess-
ions dealing with the contemporary situation and
two with the social reform and nationalist period,
The papers related to different religions and
various regions.

In the sessions on the contemporary situa-
tion, the main issues taken up were the Muslim
Personal Law, and the increased communalization
in Ahmedabad, Punjab, Delhi and Hyderabad.

Discussion on the contemporary situation
often tended to reflect the need to re-interpret
religion for humanistic and egalitarian ends. In
that sense, the intelligentsia is being forced into
facing the dilemmas of the late 19th and early
20th intelligentsia, as seen in the papers examin-
ing the past. The problem of the idea of secular-
ism as defined in the constitution and its role in
the development of present communal forces also
came up for discussion. The papers on the past
brought out the ambiguities of the use of religion
for secular ends and its role in constituting the
new woman who would participate in the mak-
ing of new India Peformist ideals had no hes-
itation in incorporating revivalist beliefs, partic-
ularly in the late 19th and the nationalist
movement The discussion often tended the refl-
ect the need to critically evaluate the ambivalent
legacy left us by the emergent ideolgies on wo-
men’s role and status which simulatneously enla-
rged the public sphere of women even as it cont-
ained them through its “'progressive’’ use of
religion.

Il Group discussion

There was a felt urgency about the question
of religion due to the fact there has been severe
communal violence in various places like Ahmed-
abad, Hyderabad and Delhi. The emotional urge-
ncy came through in the discussions very vividly.
This urgency was shared both by activists from
organisations working in different cities and by
those who were looking at past movements. The
concern. for the present was the motive force in
all the presentations and the discussions How-
ever, it was felt there was not adequate examin-

ed in some papers relating to the past and the
present situation.

It was also felt desirable to look at the relat-
ionship between religion and patriarehy. Further,
while religious manipulation of women had been
stressed in the papers and discussions, what need-
ed to be pointed out was the role of women in
maintaining traditional religion.

Finally questions were raised as to the point
at which religious identity becomes a communal
identity, and the taking on of the latter even by
those who may not be active believers or practit-
ioners of the religious group they may belong to,
Another area which needs to be explored is when
the communal identity becomes primary how far
does gender identity get subsuned within the
communal.

111 Suggestions

1. Time for sessions was too short so that the
discussion at the end of the session could not be
tied up. Time for presentation should have been
limited to 20 minutes for each paper.

2 Different structuring of the sessions so that
papers relating to the same topic or issue could
have been discussed together rather than in diff-
erent workshops under various sub-themes.

3. Since our workshop tended to focus on regi-
onal studies, it was suggested that similar studies
on one topic should be conducted for several
regions; e g. the Catholic church in various parts
of the country.

4. Various theiretical frameworks were being
used by the paper readers as well as by particip-
ants. It would have been helpful if the theoretical
frameworks had been spelled out and explained.

5. Since this was a conference of academics
and activists, the papers should not be too abstr-
act

6. There should have been one or two sessions
with the students of the host university as they
did all the work without any opportunity to parti-
cipate in the workshops.

Sub Theme 9 : Women and Violence ; Coordinator : Nandita Haksar

The first session in which there were five
papers focussed on autonomous women's groups’
perspectives of the problem of women and viole-
nce. Vibhuti Patel outlined some Feminist Criti-
ques of the Theories of Violence. The four other
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papers presented here by activists of four women's
groups:- Saheli of Delhi Women's Centre Bom-
bay, Chingari and AWAG in Ahmedabad respect-
ively. Saheli and Women's Centre raised the
question whether it was possible to organize



women around issues arising out of violence.
Both organizations have over the years got enor-
mous experience in dealing with cases and both
are now facing the problem of finding ways to
organize around them.

Chingari highlighted the problem of mobilis-
ing women by castes and communities in the
midst of anti-reservation movement and commun-
al violence. What was significant about the Chi-
ngari analysis is how the communal riots affected
all women but affected them in different ways
and also divided them sharply.

The discussion centred around the following
issues: The problem of mobilizing women into
action around ’strategic gender’ issues. While
women expressed great sympathy with activists,
welcomed women’s centre, they could not be
organized for action. One person suggested, this
is because they barter their real interests with pra-
ctical interests like water, price rise etc.

But despite this all the autonomous women'’s
groups felt that women could be organized around

issues of violence if the groups were larger and
could coordinate more effectively.

The other discussion was around the role of
religion. There was a debate about the use of
traditional symbols in a feminist movement. One
of the participants felt that if she took on the grab
of Santoshi Ma then may be people would listen
to her ; another person felt that even symbols like
burkha could be given new value. Some felt that
the war was not against symbols. This was felt
most keenly by women working in areas where
there is increasing communal tension - namely
Andhra Pradesh and Gujarat. They have seen how
fundamentalists and anti-reservationists have
managed to mobilize women on a large scale. On
the other hand, some women - a minority - felt
that traditional symbols could not be used to sp-
read new ideas. Also, there was aneed for a
more rational approach.

Communal violence and riots, it was noted,
push the issue of domestic violence into the back-
ground. There is a need for a widening of horizon
to link with other democratic issues.

The second session was on the State’s respo-
nse to violence against women. There were five
papers. Ishrat Shamin, a sociologist from Bangla-
desh shared her country’s experience where rape
cases were tried in martial law courts which
imposed death penalty. The second paper by Ved
Kumari surveyed the legal debates around the
issues of rape and dowry. A controversial sugge-
stion was that the prior history and character
were relevant in judging the raped victim but not
of the man accused in the rape case. Seema
Skhare analysed the working of S 498A IPC

.which was introduced recently and which makes
It a crime for the husband or his relatives to treat
the woman with cruelty. The other two papers
were small but interesting. One by Rita Sarin was
a case study of women prisoners in Tihar jail who
were basically victims of family violence; the
second by Anita Dhanda was on the underlying
assumptions of the Indian Lunacy Act.

The third session focussed on whether wo-
men were drawn naturally into non-violent strug-
gles or whether they participated in “‘violent”
struggles. Three papers were presented in this
session.

The first paper was by Malancha Ghosh (of
Nari Utpurin Virodhi Manch, Ranchi) had an int-
ersting contention, that the Gandhian struggles
were not really non-violent because people went
into the movement knowing they will face violen-
ce. Chetna from Chhatra Yuva Sangharsh Vahini,
questioned the manner in which the question was
posed; she said the test of whether a -struggle is
violent or non-violent is whether the end aim/
objective is to establish violence. In her experie-
nce women moved naturally into all struggles.
She lamented that participation is judged only in
numbers. She felt the real test was how far
women were involved in decision making. She
felt that political organizations needed to recog-
nize patriarchal violence which perpetuates gender
based inequality - both within the organization
and outside. Ajitha spoke from her experience in
the (CP1) M-L Movement She said that if women
did not participate in violent or non-violent move-
ments it was because of patriarchal attitudes in
society which inhibited their participation. There
is need to detect patriarchal violence and fight
against it politically. Dr. Baruah from Dibrugarh,
Assam, made a short intervention. She made a
comparative study of women's participation in
both violent and non-violent struggles with part-
icular reference to Assam and drew the conclus-
ion that women give better response to armed
struggles then to those using Gandhian methods.

Among the issues raised, debate centred
around the problem of defining what was ‘viol-
ent” and what was ‘non-violent’, It was felt that
there was need to redefine these concepts in the
light of experience. For instance, when we talk
of men facing torture. we say he was brave, cou-
rageous and did not break down But for women,
her quality of endurance is praised One person
felt that the definition of violence had to be with
reference to ideology.

The question whether women are naturally
violent or non-violent was also raised It was
agreed that no such generalization.could be made
on innate qualities of men and women. Many
activists expressed that women felt a sense of
freedom during struggle.
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Sub theme 10 : Ideology, Political Parties and Groups ahd the Women’'s Question in
Post-independent India ;: Coordinator : Anjana Mangalagiri

This sub theme was organised keeping in
perspective the women’s movement in post-inde-
pendent India that incorporated women'’s strugg-
les at different levels; struggles emanating from
broader political forums and those spearheaded
by women'’s groups across the country. The major
thrust of this sub theme was to examine the
issues in women's struggles and the underlying
ideological currents therein. Such a discussion,
it was felt, would not only inform us of practical
struggles and political programmes, but more
important, it would outline the recent trends and
perspectives on the women’s question and the
related strategies of mobilisation. The sub theme
also focussed on the state and status of women’'s
issues within the movement as also the structure
of women'’s organisations themselves.

This sub theme identified grass-root women's
organisations as vital agencies of social change.
An effort was made to discuss how women acti-
vists related to political parties and organisations
as also their ideological perceptions on women's
struggles. In this regard the sub theme conducted
aworkshop of women’s groups and activists on the
problems and prospects of the women’'s move-
ment, focussing on the question of ideology and
the related strategies. It must be added here that
this debate continues.

The issues that emerged for intensive discu-
ssion in the sub theme pertained to a critical
examination of the nature of women's struggles,
the existing state of the women’s movement and
the structure of women’s organisations.

It was felt that the political perspectives with
which the women’'s movement had started, had
taken us a long way There was a need now to
reflect on the new political dimensions that had
emerged in the course of the practical struggles.
All of us collectively realized that the women's
movement was one of the most articulate and
sustained among people’s movements in this half
of the century. It has had its impact in many
spheres of political life and social existence. A
significant achievement had been the emergence
of autonomous women's groups that questioned
the role of women in the social and political
arena and evolved alternate modes of organisa

tion and styles of leadership for collective forms
of functioning.

The women's movement was unique in that
it nurtured an intrinsic commitment to open self-
criticism, self-evaluation and political growth. It
was reiterated that another distinctive contribu-
tion of the women’s movement was the develop-
ment of a political perspective and social consci-
ousness thatcut thorugh caste class and religion.
This is certainly a vary significant development
in the political culture of post-independent India

It was agreed that the women's movement
had thus far drawn its sustenance from other ex-
isting ideologies (e.g. Liberal/Gandhian, Marxian)
and had perhaps reached a point, wherein these
perspectives were insufficient to adequately arti-
culate women's oppression. The group realised
in the course of the discussions that there was a
need to understand the relationship between
gender, age and power which the existing theor-
etical frameworks could not entirely explain. Per-
haps the theory of patriarchy provided the possi-
bility of such a framework for analysis. It was
pointed out that such a framework must not only
explain the exploitation in the social relations of
production but also oppression emanating out of
reproduction and power relations thereof.

Among the issues that came up for discuss-
ion were that of the process of articulation of
knowledge and incorporation of experiences from
below The middle class and the urban-based
activists openly recognized the importance of the
existing experiences and the process of learning
from women at the grass-roots and identifying
their strengths. At the same time, the reverse
process of sharing information (not handing it
down) but personally participating in the process,
was crucial to the empowerment of women.

Last but not least it was strongly stressed
that there was today a real need to celebrate and
reinforce the links that women’s movement had
made and must make with other people’s move-
ments (working class struggles, ecology move-
ments, peace movements, civil rights movements
anti-communal struggles etc). in the process of
building a depatriarchized, humanist, socialist
society.

Sub Theme 11 (a) : Women's Struggles for Education with special reference to Weaker
Sections and Minorities Coordinator : Sharada Jain

This report is based on the discussions held
in three formal and one open session The fifteen
papers presented had a wide coverage both in
terms of regional representations as well as of
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issues. The regions included Tamil Nadu, Kash-
mir, Assam. Rajasthan. Bihar, Gujarat, Maharas-
htra, Punjab and Delhi What emerged centraily
over the four sessions was that the issue of



women's struggle for education was basically
linked to the larger and deeper issue of social
justice. The struggle for education by women,
particularly of the weaker sections therefore has
to be seen within this larger socio-economic-pol-
itical reality in which they exist.

The papers were in the form of both case-
studies and theoretical analyses. They can be
seen in three main categories : (i) providing the
description of the present scenario via-a-vis
women’s education, (ii) a historical analysis of
education for women, and (iii) future perspec-
tives.

The set of papers which described and anal-
yzed the present scenario via-a-vis women’s
education converged at the following points : (i)
despite a good deal of theoretical attention and
some sort of revision in resource allocation for
women'’s education, the actual situation continu-
es to be depressingly the same, if not worse. This
was clearly perceived in view of the realization
that whenever special inputs are brought in a
situation of "‘inequality of conditions”’. they tend
to be used by the more privileged in the context,
whatever ‘“‘extension’’ in education has taken
place, it has in effect led to greater alienation
and elitism even amongst the women. (ii) the
educational system has been ineffective in initia-
ting any process of reversing the power relation-
ships in the society. This has hit women severely
at all levels (iii) the problem of women's educa-
tion could not be understood in terms of isolated
factors. The neglect of women's education is in
effect rooted in the internalised image of ‘women’
which is being continually perpatuated by various
social processes. Hence an approach to counter
the situation has to be evolved in a holistic
manner taking full cognisance of the various
factors interacting and moulding the dominant
image of women.

The need to analyse the cris-cross pattern of
the present situation led to a historical analysis
of the growth of the educational system. It was
pointed out that the system addressed itself main-
ly to the upper class and higher middle class in
the society. Even in these classes, the neglect of
women'’s perception has been glaring The fact
that most peopl2 found education to be unsuitable
for women owes its roots to the design of educa-
tion as well as the perceived role of a woman as
a wife and a mother. To bring about any change
it was necessary to revise both these factors. A
time has come when what the society thinks at
present as ‘suitable’ education for girls needs to
be radically questioned and revised. A corollary
to this position also emerged in the recognition
that in all struggles that are taken up for and by
the deprived groups, it is the man-woman confli-
ct which comes up making women’s subordina-
tion evident in some form or the other.

With respect to future perspectives there em-
erged two main strands of thought which were
distinguishable, though converging. The field
workers/activists felt that the issue of women's
education has to be linked to the needs felt and
perceived by the women themselves, in their im-
mediate contexts. They saw a teacher as an over-
all 'worker’ or facilitator working with them on
larger developmental issues also. The education
can, in fact, be initiated only by someone who is
overall involved with and has a sense of belong-
ing to the group, thereby involving the commun-
ity to reflect the social processes.

Questioning the existing situation was seen
as the first step in the educational process. It
was felt that without this questioning the ‘desire
for change’ does not arise which is the necessary
base for the initiation of educatiorn.

While assistance towards economic freedom
is necessary, itis not a sufficient condition for
achieving the major objective of education. The
ultimate aim of education is an overall empower-
ment of women, though the prospect of econom-
ic freedom can be a strong motivational force in
initiating an educational process.

The professional educationists made some
strong observations regarding curricula, method-
ology and resource allocation in the educational
system as projected for future. It was felt that the
content of education needs to be changed to ful-
fil the needs of women as individuals and as
conscious participants in the society. This, in
effect, implied that a sense of identity and revised
(non-sterotyped) roles need to be strengthened
through what is taught. It was also mentioned
that women’s need and ability to deal with
science and mathematics is equally important.
The marginalisation of girls from the ‘scientific
world" has resulted in crippling women’s develo-
pment and thereby of the nation as a whole The
recognition that women's ability to receive train-
ing in new technology was the same as that of
men, needed to be shared and translated into
action to remove the ‘fear psychosis’ arising in
women whereaver new technology is concerned.

The sexist bias in the curriculum, text books
and in the transaction of curriculum need a rigor-
ous examination as well as revision. The fact
that the bias extends in the attitudes of the teac-
hers necessitates involvement of teachers in the
revision of the curriculum

The teacher’'s pivotal role in all systems
(formal and non-formal) necessitates a very sign-
ificant attention to the training programme. A
change in attitudes towards women and women's
issues through pre service and in-service teacher
training is central to the possibility of any change
in the existing state of affairs.
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The group felt that a detailed discussion is
required regarding the methodology of teachers’
‘training.' A-decentralised and innovative pattern,
allowing flexibility for contextual perceptions,
was envisaged by the group as necessary for effe-
ctive implementation of the New Education Policy
specially in regard to weaker sections and
minority. .

A very strong point which came through in
the open forum discussion was the distress which

the participants felt regarding the counter forces
to education through media and commercial inte-
rests. It was felt that no amount of revision of
curricula, training, methodology etc. can counter
the damage which the media is doing through
perpetuating the two extreme image of women :
the traditional home-bound daughter and wife
and the ultramodern, westernized women of the
commercial ads. Some positive action is very
necessary to curb the dissonance in values per-
petuated through such potent educational tools.

Sub Theme 11 (b) Women's Struggles for Health and Nutrition with Emphasis on

Weaker Sections and Minorities ;

Coordinator : Padma Prakash

The first session was on the campaigns
currently being undertaken by women’s and other
people’s group campaign against aminocentesis
and campaign against Net-En: The paper on Net-
En Campaign by Vimal Balasubrahmanyam noted
that Net-En is something of a landmark campai-
gn. It is the first major women-and-health issue
taken up in“a concerted way by women’s groups.
Secondly this is the first example of preventive
action, launched by the women’s movement.
Thirdly it highlighted the possibility of women
and health groups forging links.

It noted that more doctors and nurses should
be drawn into the campaign. Also they are
seen as women-and-health issues which is detri-
mental. It stressed the need for greater awareness
of family planning ideology and better infor-
med about social and medical issues. To draw
women who are affected is an important agenda
of the movement. To that end women’s groups
should monitor family planning program and
should establish a locus standi for acting as
watchdogs in health centres.

The Aminocentesis campaign that first took
off four years ago has now entered in a big way.
in the intervening period however there has been
an extensive spread of clinics;.

This issue ‘brought to the fore the feminist
position that the method of science need to be
critically examined. Not much discussion could
however take place on it. Some of the issues
raised was regarding the relative usefulness of
ammocehmesns and the consequences of its
banning:” “The Shheli group also put forward
certain features' ‘of their campalgn and drew
attention'to'the fact that women’s activist groups
had not'been responding to their repeated efforts
to:draw them ' into’the campaign. Ishrat Shamin

dealt with sterilization campaign in Bangladesh,.

particularly - to- misuse of family planmng at
ceﬂaln E}bmfs ‘ \

g e v“

35, The_pbésrbilrtv and feasiblhty of tncludmg’,

doctms m the campargn of promotmg |nformed
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consent and the preservation of medical ethics
was discussed.

Organisation such as SEWA has found that
many health problems of women are directly
related to their living conditions such as shortage
of toilets and water. The fact that women have
to go great distances to defecate and at only
particular times has caused urinary tract infections
and diahernal diseases, SEWA also highlighted
lack of welfare measures by gover nment such
as maternity benefits for informal sector
workers. There were also occupational health
problems such as low back pain, deteriorating
eyesights, miscarriages, high material mortality.

““Women's Voice" highlighted the atrocities
perpetrated in the name of family planning and
how they organised against it.

Sakiya Khan's paper emphasized the need
for communication strategies Discussion centered
around the need for communication links between
the activists in various parts. The fact that
women'’s health problems are neglected both by
the women themselves and the health care facili-
ties was also discussed. Struggles for women's
health must go hand in hand with other struggles

The next session was on contraception and
women. The paper by Manisha Gupta put the
issue of women and contraception within the
perspective of women’s role and location in
patriarchal class society. The changing role of the
family determines the reproductive potential of
the woman. In the .existing context birth control
abortions or even goodimaternal health carein
the absence of basic questioning of a women'’s
role in society would end'up merely replacmg an
old set of traditions'withinew ones It is necess-
ary also to question how and why these reprodu-
ctive technologies are developed at all ? Who
decides on the priorities'and research ?

It was note_d‘ that there is a need to counter
the point .of view that 'contraception leads to
sexual availability. in the existing anti-women



milieu avoiding unwanted conceptions becomes
the women's second best line of defence.

The current trends in family planning appear
to be more progressive - they have coopted many
of our slogans and demands as for instance child
survival MTP. The scope for struggle in this
changed content was discussed, It was noted
that there should be more campaigns about
issues such as Net-En, Aminocentesis and redist-
ribution of resources.

It was also felt that sufficient attention
should be given to local practices among tribals -
their ideas about pregnancy and contraception.
Another important issue raised was the alternati-
ves to Injectible bontraceptives, as none of the
barrier devices are even available.

Meenakshi Shukla’s paper on nutrition was
mainly on anaemia. She noted the fact that this
is a major cause of maternai mortality and ill-
health, and is due to the poverty and nutritione-
vicious circle. A second paper by Rajini Jain
was based on a study of 92 mothers in Hissar
which revealed the different pattern of food in-
take in different caste and income groups.
Shantha looked at Lambini’'s in Karnataka, in
particular how changes in thelr life style have

often led to the deteriorating health of women.
The discussion took off at the level of taboos and
dietary practices.

The issue of fast foods was raised and it was
pointed out that there was need to provide alter-
natives. These alternatives could be like what
Sukhatme is doing in Pune. Another alternative
was that there could be urban cooperatives
which could sell these.

The fact that the thrust was seen to be on
things like nutritional supplements and not food,
water filters and not clean water, was also noted.

It was also pointed out that the psychology
of women has been defined by men. There is
need for redefining these by women. In particular
it was important for issues of female sexuality.
Mental hospitals were noted to be male oriented
and patriarchal. wr

One paper highlighted the sexist ideology in
medicine. It talked about the expression of the
choesive framework in medicine which is sexist
and race and class biased. It was pointed out
that the expressions of this ideology was seen
at the level of practice, in terms of defining
problem areas (e.g.) wife battering.

Sub Theme 13 : Sexist bias in Media ;: Coordinators : Kamala Bhasin & Kali for Women

In this sub theme 5 sessions were organised,
each of which had 30-60 men and women partic-
ipating. The sessions looked at one area where
women have been trying to create an alternative,
and that is the area of media The attempt was
to get women and women's group from different
parts of the country who have been working lon
this issue i.e. analysing media and creating their
own alternatives - songs, posters, films and
audio-visuals, theatre, magazines and books It
is significant that the women’s movement has
understood the importance of media and seized
the opportunity to gain control over it -if not its
resources - then at least its messages.

The attempt was to have women come and
share their experiences and their understanding
of this issue, and the session had examples of
their work in all these media. to illustrate the
presentations. There were posters that women'’s
groups had made, cassettes they had recorded,
films and audio-visuals they had made, plays
they had enacted and books they had written and
published.

The sessions began with the assumption that
all media are guilty of sexist biases, that they
have become powerful manipulators of images
and creations of distorted realities, and that their
reach and impact are now staggering. The link

between mainstream media and patriarchal
economic and political structures was established
at the very outset.

Relatively less time was given to analysis
because it was felt that a fair amount of this has
already been done and has been discussed at
other meetings, conferences, discussions groups.
There was however a brief introductory session
that analysed the portrayal of women in Tamil
women’s magazines, the image of women in folk
songs sung in a village near Delhi and a percep-
tive analysis of women painters in modern India
and how women have been painted by men. In
the analysis session, an extremely revealing video
and TV programmes was presented. This was the
outcome of an analysis of all TV programmes
over a one-month period. It looked at the portra-
yal of women in news, farm programmes, art and
entertainment, films, sports, development, childr-
en’s programmes etc The study found that
blatant and sustained negative biases existed in
all programmes in this Government-controlled
medium that is supposedly a medium for social
education. It found that all figures of authority
are men, that 77% of newsmakers are men
(accompanied sometimes by their wives), that
women are predictably shown as submissi. e,
dependent, slavish - and brainless. This particu‘;ar
presentation evoked spontaneous response fro m
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the participants, and there was considerable disc-
ussion on how women could (a) counter this
assault by film and TV, and (b) systematically
create our own alternatives that will not only
reflect a truer reality, but will energise. our work;
will create not only alternative images and mess-
ages, but alternative uses of media. It was felt
that the evolution of the women’s movement
over the past ten years and the issues it has rais-
ed, the process it has adopted and the values it
has tried to live by, have been critical in determ-
ining the way women have used media and the
objectives it has tried to achieve In the session
on songs the group of Chipko activity shared
their songs, which were like easy lessons in
ecology, and which are being used to mobilise
people.

It was clear that the media most used by
women were songs, posters, and street theatre,
primarily bacause they were used (a) in situations
of low literacy, and (b) to strengthen and
emphasise the interpersonal and interdependent
relationship of those who were creating the alter-
natives and those for whom they were being
created. This was expressed again and again by
-all speakers who stressed the value of this exper-
ience and recognised its importance .in both
mobilising women and carrying the struggle
forward. The involvement of ordinary women in
creating their own songs, posters, theatre has
brought out their hidden creativity, given them
self-confidence as well as exploded the myth that
only artists make posters, only poets write songs
and only professional actors act.

It was emphasised that while creating these
alternatives, the-collective process of creation

helped to articulate the messages more clearly,
sharpen the focus, and importantly clarify our
own perception of the issues being dealt with,
The common thread that ran through all the pres-
entations was the exhilaration of creation itself,
and of then using these songs. posters etc in our
work.

In the session on films, videos and audio-
visuals it was said that earlier the women’s
groups hesitated to use these media because of
their esoteric nature and high cost and the fact
that hitech had a tendency to create hierarchies,
but now women feel that it is necessary for
women to control the electronic media also
considering the impact these media have in our
countries. A critical issue raised was that of diss-
eminating and distributing films and audio-
visuals, because once alternatives have been
created, their accessibility should also be ensured

At the conclusion of the session, the ques-

“tion of defining alternatives was raised and some

discussion generated. What is a woman's film,
for example ? In creating new images, are we
simply replacing old stereotypes with new ones ?
Are wetiying to alter the language of these
“various forms in any way, and if so how ? How
‘do ‘we reconstruct after deconstructing and dem-
ystifying ? How relevant are our alternatives and
how can we ensure that they penetrate the main-
stream media and mainstream consciousness. All
_participants strongly felt that it was easy enough
to speak to an initiated audience like the one
present but that clearly the task of reaching out
to a far wider audience and radically altering
‘perceptions still lies ahead of us.

The Third National Conference on Women's Studies also issued an appeal
through the Press-to the women of Punjab

We, women from different parts of India have
come to Chandigarh for the Conference of the
Indian Association for Women's Studies.

These days you have been much in our hearts
and minds .

As women, we understand that besides the
every day struggle of your lives you have had to
find the strength to cope with the increasing vio-
lence, tension and despair. We want you to know
that we-share your agony and your tears. So
many of you have experienced so much pain in
this turbulent time in the history of Punjab.

As women who would like to see a peaceful
society for the people of Punjab, we are deeply
convinced of the urgent need to consider the
forming of a Peace and Human Rights Commiss-
ion comprised of women from all over the country.
We would like to see the Commission intervene
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for peace in Punjab and alsé to undertake similar
work in other parts of the country.

We write to each of you and to the several
existing women'’s organisation to join us in our
appeal to the State and to its agencies to conduct
an earnest search for a long visible political solu-
tion in an atmosphere of peace for the various
issues in Punjab.

We appeal to all the protesting groups parti-
cularly those who have chosen the path of arms
not to tear asunder the fabric of Indian society.
We appeal to all women and men in India to
generate an atmosphere of peace where we are
without fear in the words of Tagore

“Where the mind is without fear
And the head is held high .....
Into that haven of freedom
Let my country awake’’.



The Conference adopted following Resolutions :

1. The Third National Conference on Women's
Studies condemns the inaction of the Govern-
ment of India and the Indian Medical Council on
the issue of misuse of amniocentesis. The pract-
ice of using amniocentesis with the sole objective
of reducing female births, through gender-speci-
fic abortions has become a profiteering industry
and is increasing despite repeated appeals by the
women's movement to prevent this practice, and
keep amniocentesis restricted to its proper use
for genetic research, and service in cases where
it is medically desirable. The promises in this re-
gard since 1983 have remained unimplemented
and the Medical Council has taken no heed of
our appeals. This is symptomatic of the continu-
ous devaluation of women in this country. If the
government of India wishes to demonstrate its
concern for women as genuine and match its
rhetoric with action it must immediately ban the
private practice of amniocentesis. We again urge
the Indian Medical Council to take stern action
against doctors who are responsible for this prac-
tice, and appeal to all medical professionals and
the Indian Medical Association to devise suitable
measures to eradicate this practice which reduces
medical ethics to a mockery. We also request
the media not to accept advertisement about
Amniocentesis clinics. .

Movéd by : Vina Mazumdar
Seconded By : Lucy Jacob

2. This conference is shocked at the alarming
incidence of female infanticide in certain districts
of Tamil Nadu and elsewhere. It is all the more
shocking that this horror is of recent origin and
is fast proliferating due to mounting dowry dem-
ands, commercializing of the whole value system
and a distorted developmental process taking
place. This conference demands that the Govern-
ment of India and the Government of Tamil Nadu
direct urgent and massive efforts to curb this ab-
omination, to identify and eliminate its root caus-
es and to generate effort to open up considerable
economic opportunities for women and the mou-
nting of a relentless campaign against it, involv-
ing women's and other democratic organisations
and educational institutions in the locality.

Moved By : Vasanthi Devi
Seconded By : Ananti

3. We strongly protest against the introduction
of and experimentation on NET-EN and Norplant
two long acting, immasive, harmonal contracept-
ives which at present are being tested on poor
and uninformed women. These contraceptives
have dangerous side effects on women and their

progeny which are being ignored. They take the
control of reproduction away from the women.

We demand that the government immediate-
ly stop experimentation with these drugs and ban
them.

We also demand that the government imple-
ment a people oriented health policy devoid of a
sexist bias which promotes contraception not in
isolation but as an integral part of a maternal
and child care programme.

Moved by . Nandita Gandhi
Seconded by . Kalpana Mehta

4. The Third National Conference on Women's
studies condemns Muslim Women's Protection of
Rights on Divorce Act that keeps Muslim Women
out of the perview of Sec 125 which gives the
right to maintenance to a divorced wife.

) It also demands, the formation of-a non-sex-
ist sepular family law for all citizens of India irre-
spective of their religious background.

Proposed by : Vibhuti Patel
Seconded by : Ritu Dewan

5. The Third National Conference on Women's
Studies demands the inclusion of the right to em-
ployment as a fundamental right inepthe constitu
tion. Employment andeconomic independence for
women is a necessary condition-for their emnaci-
pation and equality. The promot?bn of self empl-
oyment and home-based production by the Gove-
rnment of India without adequate legislative pro-
tection or recognition of the structural constraints
on womzan's employment concerns us deely. We
urge the Government of India to frame a compre-
hensive legislation for the protection of ail labour
in the unorganised sector in consultation with
Trade Unions and other organisations which-have
been struggling for such protection of this se¢-
tion of workers. i ' 3
Moved by : Rajni Palriwala
Seconded by : Vimal Balasubramanyam

6. The participants of the Third National Confe-
rence on Women's Studies view with grave con-
cern the atrocities committed on Tamils in Sri
Lanka They condemn them vehemently and dema-
nd that all acts of state terrorism perpetuated on
innocent Tamils should immediately be stopped.

They urge the Indian government to accord
recognition and support to this struggle of the
Tamils for their traditional home land identity
and self-determination.

Moved by : Saraswathi
Seconded by : Susheela Kaushik
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7. The Third National Conference on Women's
Studies condemns the brutal state repression of
the struggles of the peasantry in various states
particularly as brutally revealed in cases like the
recent Arwal massacre and in the suppression of
the democratic protests made in Bihar and else-
where against it.

Proposed by : Malancha Ghosh
Seconded by : Meena Menon

8. Nursing being a profession consisting of
99.99% female members, must get its significant
role in decision making in health matters.

Health for All by 2000 AD is only possible
if we have 7 million of nurses by 21st Century.
Hence separate budget or even Ministry to deve-
lop hundreds of more colleges and schools of
nursing all over the country would help all the
sections of society.

Today we have only 1} lakhs of nurses which
is like a drop in the ocean and who are on break-
ing point bearing the pressures of work.

9. Taking into consideration the increasing
number of dowrydeaths, the Third National Con-
ference appeals to all Women's groups, education-
al institutions and government bodies to make a
concerted effort to combat the evil of dowry.

Proposed by : Seema Sakhare
Seconded by : Vibhuti Patel

10. This house notes with concern the growing
communalism in the state of Punjab, Gujarat, in
the Union Territory of Delhi and several other
parts of the country. The house condemns the
suppression and repression of human rights by
the state in the name -of fighting terrorism and
the acts of the terrorists in the name of religion.

We feel that while communalism divides
people and affects the poor, it divides us as wo-
men furher into our communal, caste and class
factions Women of this house condemn commu-
nalism as it takes our struggle for emancipation

backwards by centuries as the burden of mainta-
ining our'teligious and "community’s identity will
be placed us.

The rising religious fanaticism is cementing
partiarchy furfher and strengthening the perpetra-
tion of religious and personal laws which are
anti-women to say in the least.

We have found that the state and the Indian
polity has through acts of omissions and commi-
ssions helped communal forces whether it is thr-
ough legislation or communalization of the state
apparatus which weakens and makes a mockery
of the secular foundations of the Indian state.

Proposed by : Sangeeta from ‘Chingari’
Seconded by : Nandita

11. The Third National Conference on Women's
Studies expresses its concern at the escalating
nuclear arms race and the growing threat of nu-
clear war. Besides being a threat to peace this
armsrace is diverting large sums of money and
resources away from development. Women and
children in the Third World are the major victims.

This Conference sees in the aggressive plans
to extend nuclear militarisation into space as rep-
resented by the Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI)
the newest and greatest threat to world peace. It
expresses its shock at the rejection by the USA,
of all peace initiatives in terms of reducing exist-
ing arms concentrations, complete stoppage of
further production and creation of nuclear free
zones.

This Conference expresses its solidarity with
the struggle of women and men all over the
world against the growing threat to peace. It
calls upon women in our country to intensify this
struggle by joining it actively and in ever larger
numbers.

Moved by : Shaswati Mazumdar
Seconded by : Madhumita Pal
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