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Editorial

"Poverty, Survival and Struggle for Ch~ge" was the broad theme-oLthe-Eourth National Conferen~omen's
Studies, sponsored by the Indian Association for Women's Studies, which was held at the Andhra University, Waltair
from 28-31 December, 1988. This biennial feature of the lAWS has now come to be an event which all those who
have a stake in Women's Studies and Women's Development look forward to.

The conference focussed on rural women, particularly those of poorer households, that are seeking sheer survival in
the face of multiple odds as well as struggling to transform the condition of their existence.

The objective was to understand the social context of gender inequalities within the families and outside in access
to basic needs and productive resources; the decision making processes; the opportunities and so on. There were
twelve subthemes ranging from women's access to productive resources, the impact of technological changes,
environmental degradation and regeneration on women's work, health and survival, women's instrumental value in
family survival, the formal and informal processes of change such as education and socialization, the role of
ideology, culture and politics, the gender violence generated by family, community and state. and the form of state
intervention, legal processes and coHective struggles for change by poor women. :;rhe.overlapping subthemes had
joint sessions. There were three plenary sessions. One as always, was on women in the State where the conference is
organized; this time the focus being on Andhra women. The other two focussed on Feminism and Forms of
Interventions in their various manifestations.

The inaugural address by Prof. K.V. Ramana, Vice Chancellor, Andhra University, set tone for the conference by
suggesting the need for a network of rural women's organizations, a close linkage between research and action and a
triangular set of activities involving research, teaching and action in the universities. Welcoming the participants,
Dr. Ila Pathak in her Presidential address echoed the same concern by calling for a close cooperation between the
academic community and women's organizations. The Valedictory session was presided over by Shri E.D. Subha
Rao, Mayor of Vishakapatnam.~

A recurrent theme in every conference is the perception by some activists that women's studies are not part of the
women's movement. The fact that the former is one kind of intervention which is as essential as the struggles for
reforms needs to be articulated in more fora. Perhaps we need a redefined conceptual perception.

Following is the brief presentation of the discussions held in the sessions in various subthemes and panels. There
were a total of 56 sessions in which 316 participants exchanged their perceptions on the issues of poverty, struggles
and swvival of rural women in India.
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Sub Theme 1: Access to Productive Resources and the Social Organization of Production; Coordinator:
Manoshi Mitra

The sub theme on Access of Women to Productive Re­

sources concentrated on the following areas of concern:

- Impact of privatization of common property resources on
rural poor women.

- In the absence of other inputs, inability of rural poor
women to make productive use of land even when they gain

ownership rights to land.

-Need for rural women to be organized to gain access to
the means of production on a collective basis.

-The appropriation of women's labour with the evolution
of tribal societies from food gathering to agriculture.

- Increasing loss of women's autonomy with the rise of
pri vate property.

The theme identified for the first session was the changing
patterns of women's access to productive resources due to
macro impinging on the local level agrarian social struc­
tures. These macro forces comprising of imposition of
colonial rule, alien legal systems, rise of colonial state
power, bureaucratization, commercialization of subsistence
oriented economies, and privatization of productive re­
sources, led to the shrinkage of common property resources
(CPRs.), erosion of women's usufructory rights; and par­
ticularly in tribal societies, it led to loss of women's auton­
omy in society and in family to the extent of women
becoming property of men. The papers highlighting the
above theme were:

Minoti Kaul' s "Women and Common Land Resources in

the Villages of the Union Territory of Delhi", Devanathan' s
"Changing Patterns of Women's Access to Productive Re­
sources and the Control over the Fruits of Their Labour

among: Tribes of JharKhand", and "Access to Productive
Resources and the Social Organization of Production- A
Case Study ofPatharghatta in Deoghar District" by J. Sinha
and S. Das.

In her paper, Minoti Kaul charted the course of the impact
of the growth of Delhi on the villages surrounding it. As a
result of this growth, the autonomous existence of the
villages was greatly disrupted, affecting the common prop­
erty resources in the village. Prior to the urban explosion, the
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rights to use homestead land in the villages were controlled
by a local elite. There were restrictions on transfer of
agricultural lands to 'outsiders'. This automatically limited
the use of common property resources to the inhabitants of
the village. On the other hand, increasing over-use of com­
mon property resources could not be prevented as landless
households, which could not get rights of decision-making
but could use the common property resources, increased.

However, the local decision-making was gradually super­
seded by the extension of the state power in 1954. Under the
new laws the villages were opened to outsiders. Common
property resources were increasingly leased out to those
households that could show themselves as being 'poor'.
Women were not specificall y targetted. As of now, the ac tual
poor households which acquired such lands are marginal
farmers. The well-to-do farmers are keen to give up portions
of their agricultural holdings and get themselves registered
as 'poor' in order to get allocations of residential plots from
the common properties to be sold thereafter to land specula­
tors.

Women have not benefited from the distribution of com­

mon property lands. This was due to increasing costs of
cultivation and low productivity which led to lack of market­
able surpluses. Women have suffered from the reduction of
common property resources due to both legislation and
encroachment.

The suggestions made in the paper were to associate
women with the management of water resources and affor­
estation of the leased out lands rather than the use of these

lands for cultivation. Afforestation with fodder species will
ease the livestock burden on the common properties and will
also add to women's income through dairying.

The next paper presented by Devanathan dealt with the
historical and cO!1temporary forces leading to male appro­
priation of the means of production, and of women's labour
leading to their loss of access and autonomy. The author
began with the need felt by the tribals to preserve their own
identity. What struck him abouf the tribal way of life more
than other features was the hard, labour-intensive work
performed by the women.

Looking at the process of transition, he found that the
phenomena of male appropriation of women's labour started



even prior to the rise of private property. He used the term
'lineage mode of production' to understand societies where
groups of families had special access or privileged access to
good quality lands and forests. These were not classes, but
privileged groups. Among the Kolarian tribes of Jharkhand,
this kind of access was limited to office bearers in the village
society. Women's labour was used to exploit this preferen­
tial access to resources.' Patriloclll marriage ensured that
accummulation took place in the husband's house.

Despite prevalence of preferential access for certain
families, the precolonial situation in these tribes (which
ranged from gatherers to agriculturists) was marked by the
absence of indigenous state formation. With British rule, the
exogenous agents of the new state emerged as the Dikus. the
new exploiters. Land access patterns also changed. Earlier
patterns based on usufructory land rights of households were
replaced by ownership rights.Outsiders came to occupy
positions of power. This led to a situation full of contradic­

tions. While !he new legal system was based on absolute
ownership, customary rights of women based on usufruct
remained in some instances, e.g. the rights of widows to a life
interest on husband property. This right is not tolerated by
male agnates anymore. Characteristically, women without
adequate male support become victims of violence and
witch-hunts leading to physical elimination. The nature of
witch-hunts has changed to become an instrument of physi­
cally eliminating any female claims to male agnatic prop­
erty.

Another area of loss of women's autonomy is in the
control over their own labour and the fruits thereof.

Increasingly,with differentiation in tribal society, women's
labour was appropriated by men. While this happened in
varying degrees among different groups, among the Kolar­
ian tribes the women still retained control over the fruits of

their labour. Among others, like the Kherwars for instance,
women's labour was appropriated and women lost access to
the market.

Janaki Sinha next presented her paper which dealt with the
present impoverished situation of the Santhal women, and
the need to organize them towards greater aicess to re­
sources. She discussed the efforts of an NGO with these

vwomen, and the problems related to such efforts.

In the discussions which followed the presentations, sev­
eral points were raised. First, it was important to study the
actual impact, on rural poor women, of individualized lim­
ited access to resources granted under government pro­
grammes. Most of the time they are left as vulnerable and
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assetless as before, or perhaps more burdened. Secondly, the
loss of access to common property resources leads to in­
creased marginalization of rural poor women. Thirdly, pol­
icy implications arising out of these were:

a) Need to foster the growth of organization of rural poor
women;

b) Collective access to productive resources is more
relevant for rural poor women than individual access, where
they lose out to better-off men;

c) Sustained wage support is essential for the creation of
economically productive assets in backward area;

d) Training in organizational management is essential to
enable poor women to manage their own org:.mizations/
enterprises.

e) Infrastructural facilities have to be built up by the state
to enable rural poor women to run their own enterprises on
a viable basis.

In the second session two studies from Haryana were
presented, on patterns of women's decision making. The
first by Indirawati et al., pertained to rural women's role in
work and decision-making patterns in the domestic and farm
sectors. The data presented showed women's overwhelming
work contribution in the domestic and the farm and livestock

sectors. The second paper by T.Verma et aI., related to
rationality in decision-making of farm women under ad­
verse conditions in Haryana. The differential level of ration­
ality in decision making of these women was found to be
very high in case of the death of the earning member, fol­
lowed by heavy indebtedness, family conflicts, illness and
theft.

The discussion that followed raised several fundamental

questions regarding research on rural women, such as: who
decides criteria for rationality? and, are women regarded as
irrational creatures? It was also proposed that research needs
to be done on the backgrounds of those who judged the
rationality, or otherwise, of rural women's decisions in order
to expose the prevalence of biases which operate in a large
gamut of women's studies. It was suggested that decisions
which appear perfectly rational from the point of view of the
poor rural women, may appear highly irrational from a male
urban middle class perspective. Here a note of caution was
to be exercised regarding the undue stretching of the gender
divide among middle class professionals as many of them
share biases of their male colleagues. Top down mentalities
will have to be avoided to make women's studies more

meaningful to the women's movement.

The next four papers were discussed in ajoint session with



sub-theme 8 which was organized around relationships
between changes in the social organization of production,
technological change in this sphere, and ideological changes
affecting women's position and status vis-a-vis control over
resources and decision- making. The fIrst paper was by G.
Dietrich on Women, Ecology and Culture. Her presentation
concerned the issues of the environmental crisis and com­

munalism of which women were primary victims Hence,
women have to come up with alternatives. Dietrich elabo­
rated the concepts recently thrown up by Maria Mies and
further elaborated by Vandana Shiva. These relate to the
historical growth and domination of male, western, colonial
power which destroyed the access to resources, knowledge
and productive work which women did in the erstwhile
agrarian societies, and replaced it with the profit motive.
While Mies has argued about capitalist patriarchy from
European history, Shiva has extended this to the area of
ecology, based on the destruction of pre-colonial systems
where women played valuable roles in management of
resources and production. Colonial and western patriarchal
models destroyed and replaced these systems of production
and knowledge. As a result of this, women were confined to
production of labour power and the obligation of the state to
make provisions for this sphere was negligible.

Dietrich, while agreeing with Mies' and Shiva's extension
of Mies' concepts upto this point, regards the outlook of

Shiva on patriarchy in the Indian context as being a western
intervention, as naive. Sources of patriarchy have predated
colon~ism in the sub-continent and it was important to keep
this in mind. Again caution must be exercised when stressing
the slogan of women as Shakti and Prakriti as these slogans
can be communalised. This came out recently in communal
riots when Hindu upper caste women were used against
Muslim/Dalit women. Discussion following the paper
brought up several key issues.

First, the participants found links demonstrated between
environmental crisis and the rise of communalism and their

debilitating impact on women most illuminating. These
linkages were sought to be more clearly established. Sec­
ondly, most agreed with the critique of patriarchy and its
manifestations in the context of India, as contributing to the

. subjugation of women. Thirdly, a need was also felt to
examine the other dominant ideologies and concepts which
had shaped women's role and images and were distorting
reality.

Tribal Matriliny in Transitions: The Garn, Khasis and
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Lalungs of North East India presented by Bina Agrawal tried
to trace (a) the in~erlinks between ecology, economy, tech­
nology, marriage norms and women's social and economic
position; (b) the historical and cO!1temporary fa::tor ieading
to changes in the various elements which constitute the
fabric of these communities; and (c) the variability in re­
sponses and adaptations to these factors which help question
unilinear and unidimensional interpretations of social and
historical changes.

Bina Agrawal further highlighted several explanations,
more in the nature of myths, which are usually forwarded for
explaining the marginalization of women. These were the
pressures of population on a limited natural base; the adop­
tion of new techniques of cultivation; the spread of commer­
cialization and the penetration of market forces; and state
policies. She stated that these factors provide only a limited
picture of the nature of changes and the implications for
women. Development conceived only in economic terms,
based on a model of patriarchy and individual project-con­
sideration, were the more important factors that have led to
th.e erosion of the traditional institutions with unfavourable

repercussions for women at large. While there was general
agreement with the author on the need for reconsidering
development patterns in rural society, a strong concern for
widening the context of discussions to include rural poor
women in general was expressed by the participants. A plea
was also made for a more exhaustive analysis of the factors
that were responsible for the loss or continuity of women's
status.

Rajni Palriwala's paper on Property, Family and Gender
presented a case study based on field work in a village in
Sikar District, Rajasthan. While examining the rights to
different forms of property, movable and immovable, pro­
ductive and non-productive, the paper elaborated on the
linkages between property, family and gender in the context
of class, caste and kinship. Access to new productive re­
sources follows the patterns of control of earlier resources.
Ultimately, the paper highlighted forcefully, despite
women's labour being crucial to the organization of produc­
tion, the denial of rights to productive resources controls
them, practically, and ideologically. The need to evolve
suitable strategies to deal with such constraints, social,
ideological and political, for the ultimate empowerment of
women can hardly be overemphasized.

Most of the presentations and discussions that followed
expressed such a concern.



Sub Theme 2: Technological Change, LabourProcess and Employment; Coordinator: Nata Duvvury
J

Eleven papers were presented under the sub-theme
'Technological Change, Labour Process and Employment"
in five sessions, namely: the female labour participation and
the household; adoption of domestic technology: prospects
and problems; dimensions of female wage employment in
rural India; impact of agricultural technology on women and
technological change in fishing sector and its implications
for women.

Throughout the sessions, the discussions centred around
the following major issues: (a) subsistence contribution of
women to family income; (b) factors contributing to

women's participation in economic activities; (c) techno­
logical change and ilS impact on women; (d) sexual division
of labour; (e) the problems of separating household and
economic activities; and (f) the process by which women are
moulded to suit the needs of capitalism.

The group highlighted the substantial contribution of
women to family income in subsistence economy, especially
in rural areas. However, this situation is undergoing mpid
change with mechanization and technological changes.
Sexual division oflabour which leads to differential income

earning by men and women workers, and concentration of
women in unskilled occupation are some of the reasons
responsible for the low level of earnings of women.

The discussion on the factors contributing to the entry of
females into labour force revealed that poverty is the most
important factor. Other factors are desertion, widowhood,
illness and disability of male members to earn income etc.
which lead to the formation of female headed households.

Internalization of the ideology that domestic responsibilities
like the care of children, and the welfare of the members rest

with women also has an important role in pushing women to
join labour force. Periods of stress and strain such as
drought, famine, poor harvest etc. force women and even
children to join labour force to keep up the real income of the
family. Hence any study of the household should be linked
to the broader processes that take place in the world system.
It was also highlighted that the Capitalist system perpetuates
lhe subordination of women by pulling them into low wage
employment and through the putting-out system of produc­
tion. The system fully exploits women using the ideology
that women are supplementary earners. Thus, the capitalist
intervention into the family further degrades the position of
women.
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Another issue which was examined was the role of women

in the decision making regarding the adoption of domestic
and farm technology. The group felt that it was largely
influenced by the scale and level of investment of the
technology. Women's role in decision-making is meagre in
the adoption of technologies involving more capital even
when they are for domestic use.

The impact of technology was examined with the experi­
ences of adoption of technology in agriculture and fishing
industry. In both cases, it was found that new technologies
have an adverse impact on women in the long run. First, it
leads to the displacement of a large nUfllber of women
workers and reduces the employment opportunities. Sec­
ondly, women are forced to concentrate in unskilled or semi­
skilled works with low returns and poor working conditions.
Thirdly, it causes the migration of workers from one area to
another in search of jobs. Technological change in some
industries like fish processing affected the break down of
caste occupational barriers. Fish processing, where once
only women of fishing comunity were engaged, changed he
social composition of the work-force with the introduction
of new technology and work setting. Women from outside
traditional fishing communities also started taking part in
fish processing. It was also pointed out that many occupa­
tions in which women concentrated were characterized by
occupational healtk hazards. Thus, women in agriculture are
prone to rhuematism, backache etc. and in fish processing
they are prone to malnourishment, rhuematism, stomach
ache, back pain, pain in joints etc.

The last issue raised in the panel was the problem of
separation of household from economic activity. The group
pointed out that it was very difficult to separate these two
spheres of activities, especially, in rural households where
women combine their domestic work with cattle rearing,
processing of foodgrains etc. So, it was suggested that
effective means be developed to identify these two spheres.

Research priorities
(1) Develop a common and viable method of identifying

household work and economic activity separately.
(2) Develop technologies that will reduce the drudgery of

women and at the same time will not displace them. The

scale and capital investment level in ~echnology should be
kept low so that decisions regarding its adoption rest with
women.

(3) Evaluate gender difference in productivity across



operations and across regions.

Recommendations
(1) Policies should be framed and implemented to ensure

equal wages for men and women.

(2) Effort should be made to minimise the displacement of
female labour resulting from adoption of technology and to
provide alternative employment for the displaced women.

(3) Protective measures should be provided to women
working in hazardous occupations.

Sub Theme 3: Environmental Degradation and Regeneration; Coordinator: Kumud Sharma

Environmental issues cannot be separated from develop­
ment issues. Development priorities, policies and strategies
have been responsible for environmental degradation. The
dilemma of development today is which way to progress, at
what cost and at whose cost? People's struggle against
poverty and survival is also an ecological struggle fighting
against environmental degradation which is both politically
and economically produced and is linked to the concept of
need, consumer habits, life styles and production methods.
S tate interventions in the form of policies, laws, regulations,
etc., for the management of natural resources, redefine
people's relationship to resources and their access and
control over it

The dominant development paradigm where technologi­
cal choices are made is usually considered unproblematic.
However, technology has paid more attention to maximising
utilization of resources rather than ensuring its sustainable
use. For example, the technological progress in harnessing
water resources has paradoxically coincided with water
scarcity in thousands of villages. Large valley projects have
dislocated millions of people and destroyed their livelihood
base through submergence of irreplaceable forest wealth
and agricultural land and destabilization of the ecology in the
catchment areas. On the other hand, increasing privatization
of grOund water resources in cash crops and in green­
revolution areas, to which only rich farmers have access, has
resulted in the lowering of the water table and an increase in
the number of water-scarce villages. Both drought and flood
are the result of mismanagement of our water and other
natural resources.

Chitra Ghosh in her paper raised the issue of the decline
and deterioration in the management of traditional sources
of water in rural areas, exposing people, particularly women,
who are the carriers of water, to various health hazards. She

pointed out that in India 70% of the surface water is polluted
and the principal victims are the underprivileged class and a
majority of women. She argued that the Government's
health programmes cannot achieve their objectives if we
neglect the sources of many of the health problems.
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The claims on water resources by agriculture, industry,

energy etc., apart from its demand for domestic use, have
created another set of problems resulting from pollution of
surface and sub-surface water from disposal of industrial
waste, use of pesticides and the biological pollution of water
where only a single source is available.

During the discussion it was suggested that women's
organizations should not only pressurise the local pan­
chayats to maintain the traditional source of water by utilis­
ing existing source of funds available from NREP, and
RLEGP, but also evolve systems of community manage­
ment of water resources like Pani Panchayats in Maharash­
tra.

We know that bio-mass based rural energy systems are
facing crisis due to deforestation, degradation of common
resources, increasing privatization of land etc. The forest
management policies have concerned themselves more with
commercial interests and raw material needs of industries

and market economy rather than the day to day subsistence
needs of rural poor households. Women's ecological
struggles have pointedly focussed the links between defor­
estation and the ruraI fuel wood crisis, women's increasing
work load and the deterioration in nutritional and health

status of the family. Afforestation efforts to produce bio­
mass to meet the fuel, fodder and small timber needs of rural

households have gone off the rails.

Three papers presented by R R. Alluri, Lalit Yadav & R
K. Sharma, and S. Nirmala Kumari examined the environ­
mental and energy constraints in rural areas.

RR Alluri presented a comparative study of various types
of fuel utilization patterns in the rural sector and conversion
costs for replacing one fuel by another. He argued for the
judicious mix of commercial and non-commercial sources
of energy. During the course of discussions it was stressed
that the presentation was largely concerned with safety,
availability, efficiency and cost-effectiveness of various
domestic fuels and it totally lacked rural women's perspec-



tives about availability, use and management of bio-mass
based energy sources.

The joint paper by Lalit Yadav and R. K. Sharma was
presented by Ashima Sharma titled "Constraints in the Use
of Conventional Energy Sources in Rural Households and
an Alternative Strategy". It dealt with the problems faced by
rural women with the. existing energy use system and how
they perceive energy problem. The data for the study was
drawn from a sample survey of 250 respondents spread over
the three agro-climatic zones of the State of Haryana.

The study observed that the existing energy consumption
system is not only time consuming, but also involves high
cost of labour and health problems. It was observed that rural
women are in favour of non-conventional technologies.
However, problems related with cost, availability and prac­
ticality of these technologies in rural sector, were posing a
problem. Keeping in view the cost aspects, the authors
suggested the need to make available efficient and smoke­
less cooking stoves and the installation ofbio-gas plants and
solar cookers and heaters on a cooperative basis.

Nirmala Kuman's paper on "Increasing Work Burden of
Rural Women in Changing Environment of Villages" was
based on data collected from two villages in the Chandragiri
MandaI of Chittoor district in Andhra Pradesh. The paper
argues that collection of fodder and fuel wood has turned to
be a major item of work for rural women. The increase in
their work burden was contributed by indiscriminate felling
of trees and allocation of waste land to different categories
of people in villages. Interestingly, her data shows that due
to increasing work burden many families have preference
for girl child although it was not clearly articulated by them.

Two papers by Manoshi Mitra from ILO and Minothi
Padhi from Gram Vikas, Orissa, examined the role of com­

munity based organizations in environmental management
and alternative strategies of meeting the basic subsistence
needs of rural women. Manoshi Mitra's paper on "Environ­
mental Degradation and Regeneration: Alternative Strate­
gies for Development" stressed on community based envi­
ronment management with a focus on women. Environment
defined as access to food, water, shelter and medicine for all,
irrespective of any distinctions of age, gender and class,
denotes the totality of the production-base of a region. Public
intervention, in the name of efficient management of re­
sources have, since colonial times, resulted in denial of

access to food, water, shelter and medicines to the poorer
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strata of women in villages and tribal communities, whose
lives are inextricably linked with the environment for ages
and whose deprivations are related to the degradation of
environment.

In this context, she stressed the need to promote projects
such as rotational harvest, among others, for providing sus­
tainable livelihoods to women. She cited three case studies

where approaches have been adopted for wasteland devel­
opment involving poor rural women's organisations and for
providing collective access to land with a view to ensure
self-reliant livelihood to rural women. While the ultimate

success of such projects depends on institutional linkages,
technical and other inputs, women's control over assets, de­
cision making etc., the issues of organizational structure and
collective action are important

Minoti Padhi in her paper 'Environmental Degradation
and Struggle for Change--Kerandimal Experience', drew
attention to the environmental degradation and the conse­
quent problems faced by the tribals in Kerandimal Hill range
situated in the eastern part of Ganjam district of Orissa. The
hardships faced by women of the region who are not only
poor but are denied the basic minimum needs as a human
being, despite trekking long distances to fetch water, collect
fodder, fuel and firewood. Though the Gram Vikas is work­
ing with these tribals since 1979, it could not do much to
mitigate the hardship of these hapless women because of a
lack of women volunteers willing to work among them.
Based on the experience of the community forestry pro­
grammes in operation in the area since 1985, the author,
however observed that "once women become organized and
get an opportunity to prove their capabilities they can im­
prove their situation through their organized action".

On a different level, Chattrapati Singh's paper on "Com­
munity Resource Management and Law-Alternatives for
Curriculum Development" highlighted the fact that the
feminist critique or the extensive ecological discourse has
not made much impact on curriculum development and
courses that are currently being taught. This is not due to any
dearth of knowledge on the subject of women and ecology.
He strongly felt the need for incorporating the available
knowledge into the courses taught in universities and col­
leges for the transformation of current thinking on these
issues by critically analysing the ways in which state margi­
nalises women. He pointed out that the way in which the
management or rural management courses are structured
pushes people out of knowledge systems and does not take
into consideration grass root realities.



Sub Theme 4: Education and Socialization: The Formal, non-formal and informal process; Coordinators:
Lalitha Ramdas and Prabha Mahale

The sessions were organized on the basis of certain broad
themes, given the focus of papers:

(A) Regional case studies which dealt with the implication
and nature of educational and training processes, in the
formal and non-formal context for rural women/girls.

(B) Examination of curricular, formal, and non-formal
and educational material for gender differentiation and sex­
bias.

(C) Literacy as a tool of empowerment for women and
girls.

The group started out with the hope of sharing strategies
and recommendations. However, the range and nature of
discussions touched on varied, complex, philosophical,
political and structural issues pertaining to education and
socialization which left us with many questions but few
answers. These issues have again been divided into certain
broad areas.

One of the basic issues that emerged as a result of the
various presentations and discussions was the questioning of
the role of education. This is a question with serious impli­
cation for the women's movement. It was discussed whether

the role of education was to provide the opportunity for so­
cial and material mobility and competitiveness with regard
to occupational placement, or whether the role of education
was to stimulate questioning, release creative energies and
generate self awareness. Those roles of education were also
discussed in which the realities of education for rural women

and girls were best answered. The feeling was tha~ educa­
tion should be in tune with a fair and equitable vision of
social reality. Education should encourage self-reliance, and
independent decision-making, rather than be a concept of
knowledge as a commodity. It is not simply the acquisition
of the three r's that the rural women need. It was stated quite
clearly that education for rural women/girls had to be context
specific and need based both in context and methodology.
Another key area which is directly associated is that of
alternative value systems. The women's movement needs to
take stock of and examine the present value systems and its
implications for women's education. The dichotomy bet­
ween the values and social attitudes that the present system
demands and elicits and the value system that it hopes for
was elaborated. .

The aggressive mode of the present value system can be
seen in its expectation with regard to education. Concepts,
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such as, success in society are largely determined by the
input of formal education. Moreover, this success is associ­
ated closely with aggressive competitiveness, and quite
clearly couched in masculine terms. The central dilemma
then, is to ensure that an alternative value-system be associ­
ated with concepts like success. It is towards the creation of
a support structure, with an alternative vision of society and
the kind of value systems that would prevail there, that the
women's movement must reflect upon.

Within the context of education training for rural women,
non-formal education was a key area of focus. Even here,
however, it must be stated that there was a difference in the

approach and the opinion as to what constituted the means
and end of non-formal education. It was felt by some that
non-formal education need not be bound by any restriction

to the formal system and could be a means of empowerment
by focussing on issues central to the oppressed and the dis­
advantaged. If education can be seen as a critical enquiry, i.e.
also creative enquiry, then, non-formal education could be a
positive experience when viewed in the above setting.

Another major area that came under attention, was the
examination of gender differentiation and sex-biases in
educational materials, school curriculum and in the hidden

curriculum i.e. the class-room environmenL. Papers fo­
cussing on two different states, Tamil Nadu and Gujarat, re­
emphasized the fact that text-books in various regions have
to be examined for gender biases and alternatives be put
forward.

The recommendations placed before the participants at
the conference were to systematically put together a pro­
gramme of action that will facilitate the development of non­
sexist training and education material. It is vital, that the
findings be disseminated among various women's gorups,
and especially, inputs be made into teacher training insti­
tutes. It is essential, to put together an alternative curriculum,
one that will stimulate the need to question and be creative.
It is only then that both the content and methodology of the
~ducational process can be truely strengthened. It is hard to
isolate content from methodology and clearly both need our
special efforts.

It is also important to state that it is not just non-sexist
educational material that will spearhead positive change,
especially in the mral setting where text-books are not the



reality. Very often, it is the class-room environment in the
formal and non-formal sense that is an integral part of the
process of learning. Hence, attempts must be made for
evolving strategies that will ensure that this class-room
environment is altered from its present, blatant sexual dis­
crimination patterns.

The teacher's attitudes and behaviour that reinforce gen­
der biases need to be eXamined. The role of the teacher, in the
rural context, cannot be looked at in isolation as he or she is

a part of the community, and hence, strategies for future
interventions should be developed with the aim of involving
the community at large, i.e., including the health extension
worker and other community organizers. It is interesting to
note, that despite the overwhelming feeling, the primary
school teacher's role is crucial. The absence of primary
school teachers among the delegates was noted and its
implications are significant. The women's movement needs
to bring in these critical inputs.

Yet, another topic that was focussed upon, was the extent
of the involvement of the academic community. It was felt
that, very often, the distancing of the academic researcher
from the realities of rural setting was unfortunate. The expe­
rience of most of those present was in the urban educational
setting and only very few had actually lived and worked in
rural areas. Hence there was an articulation of the need for

not just quantitative analysis but qualitative studies as well.
Micro-studies paying special attention to the qualitative

content are essential for understanding the composite pic­
ture of the priorities of the rural context.

Areas for future action

1) Alternative mode of looking at research that is active,
dynamic and action oriented. The bulk of material is based
on surveys and census data and while these are no doubt

essential, it must be stated that research must directly touch
upon the realities of rural women and girls. Research cannot
be "conducted upon" them. But participatory methods of
research and essentials need to be highlighted. In fact train­
ing is another aspect that needs thIs input of a participatory
mode.

2) The need for those of us within the women's movement

who are interested in education and socialization to bring in
women such as primary school teachers amongst others,
who have important wles to play in determining educational
and socialization patterns.

3) The strengthening of the dialogue and networking
between activists and the researchers and partnership and a
union of interests are the key for future action.

If there is one word that was constantly highlighted, it is
the word alternative: Alternative value systems, and alterna­
tive vision for society: We need to understand the compo­
nents of this alternative vision for society and perhaps this
can be the area on which we can focus in the next conference.

Sub Theme 5: Health, Sexuality and Reproduction; Coordinator: Leela Visaria

The theme Health, Sexuality and Reproduction was or­
ganised around three specific issues. The issues were:

(a) Sex differentials in mortality and morbidity and the
deficit of women in the population; (b) Differentials in
access to and utilization of healthcare as well as intrahouse­

hold distribution of food and nutritional status of womenj (c)
Gender bias in India's family planning programme includ­
ing the use of amniocentesis to achieve desired sex compo­
si!ion of children.

In the first session, the two papers which were discussed
were Famines and Sex Ratio in the Orissa Division between

1881 and 1921 by Vidyut Mohanty and Sex Differentials in
Mortality and Morbidity, by S. Sandhya. These papers
pointed out that throughout this century , (except perhaps for
the last 3 or 4 years), women in India have experienced
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higher mortality from birth upto nearly the end of their
reproductive period. Data from Indian Censuses and the
Sample Registration Scheme establish these facts. While
this is true at the macro level, de-aggregation of data at sub­
regional level, in different time periods and during crises like
famine, bring greater insights into the processes both bio­
logical and sociological, which bring about these differen­
tials. All the same, the macro-data cannot answer questions
like: why do these sex differentials in mortality exist and
persist and how are they brought about? In order to under­
stand the why and how of this issue, researchers and activi­
~ts have undertaken, at the micro level, studies related to
gender differentials in access to and utilization of health
care, in food intake and also the interaction between nutri­

tion and illness. The papers that focussed on these issues
were: Gender Differentials in Access to Food and Health


