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Editor's Desk

Dear Friends,

This special issue of the Newsletter seeks to outline some of the themes in

engendering sovereignity and citizenship. We are grateful to our contributors
who despite the piles of term-end evaluation and year end accounting work
made time to write for this issue. A special thanks is due to Dr. Medha Kotwal
who took over the guest editorship of this issue at very short notice.

The cancellation of licenses of all dance bars in Maharashtra, except those in

Mumbai has generated a controversy. We thank Pravin & Preeti Patkar for
granting us permission to translate their article on the issue. We hope that
this will generate a debate on sexualisation of female labour.

14th April 2005 marked the 1141h birth anniversary of Dr. Babasaheb
Ambedkar; an occasion celebrated across different states by organising

month - long lecture series on reading the life and works of Dr. Ambedkar.
Jfiis issue brings an article on a feminist reading of Dr. Ambedkar towards
understanding capitalist, patriarchal Brahmanism.

This issue goes to press, with the welcome news about the HRD Ministry's
decision to constitute a new Standing Committee to look into the course and
direction of Women's Studies Centres. For all of us who came together to
oppose the Right-wing agenda of collapsing women's studies into family
studies this is a moment to grasp. We are sure that the plenary and workshop
on women's studies organised at the Goa conference will strengthen our
dialogue on the crucial issues involved in researching and teaching Women's
Studies in India.

Sharmila Rege



Guest Editorial

Medha Kotwal Lele

With the eleventh national conference on women's
studies round the corner, excitement and enthusiasm is
in the air. The fact that hundreds of women activists and
scholars from across the country will be converging at
Goa to deliberate and share their insights, experiences
is of great significance. This is a 'space' where we can
address issues that we feel deeply impinge upon our
very existence. And this year's theme "Sovereignty,
Citizenship and Gender" is one of the crucial concerns
currently of feminists- scholars as well as activists.

The theme brings out the hidden inter-eonnectedness
of nationhood, citizenship and gender. Citizenship is
taken for granted by most people as something that
transcends gender or sexual differences and all other
social and natural differences. However, feminist scholars
have shown us how even citizenship (which presumes
that there is equality because the notion of citizenship
is neutral) is in reality not equal but marked by biases
of gender as well as those of class, caste, religion or
colour. In short, social status determines your ability to
enjoy your rights as 'citizens'.

How do we understand sovereignty today when the

onslaught of globalisation has undermined our abilities
to determine our own agendas of development? The
overwhelming processes of globalisation have affected
not only our economies but also our governance policies
and agendas. World capital, backed by banks and their
agendas which needed the assurance that their capital
was being handled 'efficiently', have pushed for greater
democracy. Democracy is essential for human
development, so argue top economists, but one suspects
they mean capital. Therefore, government and
administration, as we understand it now, have begun to
talk a different language-pluralisation, multi-stake-holders,
marketisation, civil-society associations, NGOs, etc. In
short, the state is no longer the only entity involved in
administration/ governance. The de-centering of the
state and pluralisation of the state is welcome as it
means less bureaucratic constraints and more
accountability, efficiency and transparency. The
experience of social movements for the right to
information, like the one led by the MKSS in Rajasthan,
convinced many others of what the power of the people
can do to bring about transparency and accountability.

However, the agenda of de-centraliastion and panchayati
raj which came in the 90s must be studied in the light
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The state wastill now the locus of power and authority.
Democratic citizenship was dependent on the state and
the state recognised the rights of citizens as moral
constraints on its own power. Now, with these new
ideas of governance where there is more and more
pluralisation of the government, who will play the role
of the watchdog and hold the government accountable?
What happens to the rights of citizens, their right to life,
water, food, health and education? With the withdrawal
of the state from essential sectors and the privatisation
of resources like water we can imagine what will become
of the rights of citizens! Women, especially those from
marginalized sections of the community and backward
castes who are always at the bottom of the opportunities
and resources hierarchy, are seen to be the most
affected. What will be the meaning of citizenship for
them? Reservations have brought them to power, but
where is the ability to assert their rightful places in
these elected bodies of governance or their rights to
natural resources, which can bring about some change?

Several new bills that are on the anvil address some of
these issues, will be debated threadbare at the
conference. The insights that will emerge will surely
inform the law- makers.

This issue of the IAWS newsletter has several articles

by scholars and activists that cover a large canvas ­
from gendered access to water and land, to the refugee
status of women, dalit and religious identities, modernity
and citizenship in women's writings. In short, there is a
lot to mull over before the forthcoming conference.

•••••
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Gendering Sovereignty and Citizenship

Nivedita Menon

The theme this year enables us to engage with knotty
issues in several areas of feminist scholarship and
activism. To begin with, the idea that citizenship needs
to be gendered. The emergence of the modern "citizen"
in place of the feudal "subject" about 400 years ago in
Europe, and gradually all over the globe is understood
to have been an emancipatory development precisely
because this identity was unmarked by status. However,
feminist scholarship, and radical scholarship in general,
has demonstrated how the erasure of women, working
class men, and non-whites was constitutive of this
"unmarked" identity. It might appear that the political
struggles of these groups were a demand to inscribe an
unmarked identity with difference, but in fact, the
supposedly unmarked identity was already marked as
"white propertied male". The demand for representation
then, must be seen as one that exposes the hidden
difference within a supposedly abstract identity.

This puts the question within an old feminist problematic,
that of equality-versus-difference. Equality in citizenship
could obscure structural disadvantages faced by women
because of the operation of patriarchy at every level,
and particularly because of the sexual division of labour.
But recognition of difference could disadvantage women
in the public sphere, stigmatise them as inferior, needing
protection etc. The recent decision to legalize night­
shifts for women and the debate that arises around it is
a classic example of the equality/difference dilemma.
The ban on night work for women restricted their
employment opportunities, but the re-introduction is
primarily dictated by the needs of employers, who get
a larger labour pool to keep wages down. At the same
time, it is argued by some feminists that without
guarantees on safety at work and travel, and without any
social! state/ employer responsibility for child-eare, this
change only places a heavier burden on women workers.

Debates around affirmative action such as reservations
for women in representative institutions also reflect this
dilemma. In addition we have come to recognize that
"difference" is not only produced by gender but by race,
class, caste and other identities. Thus, the identity of
"woman" is not a pure and always clearly identifiable
identity - the debate over the Uniform Civil Code
reveals the axis of Nation/Community, and the
reservations debate that of caste. It is difficult if not
impossible, to arrive at a simply "feminist" position on
either of these issues.
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The gendering of citizenship requires us also to question
and to challenge the fact that the relationship of women
to citizenship is mediated by the patriarchal family.
While the fact that community/caste identity is
reproduced through patriarchy has been extensively
documented by feminist scholarship, it is still a knotty
issue. During the civil war in the former Yugoslavia,
feminists termed the rape and forced pregnancies of
Bosnian women by Serbian men, as "ethnocide". It is
true that the Serbian rapists intended ethnocide through
the forced bearing of "Serbian" children by Bosnian
women, but for feminists to accept the term is to render
unquestioned the lssumption that children bear only
their fathers' identity. The rapes and forced pregnancies
were a gross violation of the sexual and bodily integrity
of the women, but was it ethnocide? Should feminists
term it as such?

We need to recognize too, that the quintessentially
modern identity of citizenship is as much produced by
the patriarchal family as those of community or caste.
The recent Supreme Court judgement that a child
inherits her father's caste is illustrative of this point.
The case involved the question of availing of caste-based
reservations, and the effect of the judgement was to
deprive the "illegitimate" daughter of an upper-easte
man who had abandoned her mother, of the benefit of
reservation policy.

Another instance is the recently defeated ]&K Bill that
sought to deny Kashmiri women the right to permanent
citizenship of Jammu and Kashmir if they married outside
the state. A J&K minister defended the Bill against the
charge of being anti-women with the argument that
since non-Kashmiri women who marry Kashmiri men
would get citizenship rights in the state, the loss of
rights of one set of women would be balanced by the
gain of another set. On the whole therefore, women as
such would not lose out. That this argument can make
any sense at all has to do with the way in which the
rules governing the institution of the patriarchal family
are assumed to be natural, eternal, part of the human
condition. This is why it seems perfectly reasonable to
say that since all women will acquire (some) rights once
they get married, through their husbands, unmarried
women need not be given rights separately. But the
most important point here is that the ]&K Bill is no
anomaly - it simply gives formal recognition to the
actually existing status of women and the meaning of
marriage in the rest of India.

We need to go further and engage with the implications
of recognizing that a challenge to the patriarchal family
needs to include a challenge to compulsory

3



heterosexuality. To gender citizenship is thus also to
recognize both the instability of gender itself, which is
kept in place by a range of controls, as well as the
repressiveness of the social and legal codes that make
the world appear to be filled with people who are
naturally and unambiguously either men or women, who
experience desire only for the "opposite" sex. This
renders invisible for instance, trans-gendered people
and reflects the anxiety about non-procreative sex, a
proliferation of which could bring down the strictly and
violently policed institution of the patriarchal,
heterosexual family. The family as it exists, the only
~orm in which it is allowed to exist - the heterosexual
patriarchal family - is key to maintaining both nation and
community. Caste, race and community identity are
produced through birth. But so too, is the
quintessentially modern identity of citizenship. The
purity of these identities, of these social formations and
of existing regime of property relations is protected by
the strict policing and controlling of sexuality, particularly
the sexuality of women.

The term "sovereignty" in the title is more ambiguous.
Does it refer to national sovereignty, as it appears to
because of its link to citizenship? In that case, my
response is that I question whether feminists can be
nationalist. That national sovereignty cannot in fact be
gendered - that task is akin to an attempt to "gender"
the armed forces. Our response in India, to the charge
that feminism is "western", has been too often in
nationalist terms. But really, feminism has no alternative
but to adopt a post-nationalist stance - the nation-state
can only ever be oppressive in the construction of
identity. This is very obvious in the case of xenophobic
and exclusive nationalisms like Hindutva and Nazi

ideology, but even the secular project of "nation-building"
involves the homogenizing of identity, through for
instance, producing something called a national language
and a national culture. It involves the overwhelming
power of the "national interest", which pronounces as
"anti-national" any voice that questions the commonality
of that interest - the Narmada Bachao Andolan, the anti­
Hindi agitation in southern states, and of course,
irredeemably, the Muslim.

The post-nationalism I urge is neither the post­
nationalism of corporate globalization (from above), and
nor is it the post-nationalism of large international NGOs
trying to establish "global civil society" with values and
codes presented as universal, but which have in fact
been produced by the particular history and culture of
western civilization. Rather, the post-nationalism that
feminists must adopt must be both below the level of the
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nation and across national borders - the solidarities of

political movements of women, non-heterosexual
identities, migrant workers. Indeed, migration has
historically posed a challenge to citizenship, and it is
something feminist scholarship has recently begin to
study very seriously. Such movements have existed
before of course, but in this post-nationalist era, we will
have to live with heterogeneity and continually negotiate,
not attempt to eliminate, difference within ourselves.

What would citizenship mean. within a post-national
politics? This I think is the question we need to explore
in all its dimensions.

(Nivedita Menon teaches at SSPS, ]NU, New Delhi)

•••••
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Rendering of Modernity & Citizenship:
Reading Kamal Desai

Dr. Vidyut Bhagwat

When I heard and read about the theme ofXIth National
Conference on Women's Studies as 'Sovereignty,
Citizenship and Gender', I could think nothing else but
Kamal Desai's three short stories written in the decade
of 1980s, published in Ranga 2 (1998)

Kamal Desai has written once every two years short
stories short novels since 1955 in Marathi. Though
the bo'dy of her work is hardly voluminous she is
known for her specific approach towards modernity
that was experienced by her living in small town around
Mumbai as a single working woman. Kamal Desai
alongwith other contemporary writers like Gauri
Deshpande, Kiran Nagarkar was also trying to
understand the complexity within which an individual
(man/ woman) in the post independent India was living,
suffering or being constructed. But her strength was
in her resolute denial to celebrate the modernity
uncritically. These three stories are written in the
shadow of the memory of independence struggle of
India and general degraded life experienced by common
people after that.

"Andhar Yadnya" (Ritual/ Sacrifice in Darkness) appears
in the context of the text of a diary written by a
committed freedom fighter man called D.S. His
observation that in independent India common Indian
citizen is extremely scared of becoming 'human' comes
alongwith noting the opportunism of some grabbing
lands, housing, free education for children and pension
as freedom fighters. The suffocation of not being able
to reach the next generation and revelation,
demystification of 'independence' of the post colonial
nation states and the claim of 'nonviolence' of the

struggle ... all of this raise three basic questions.

a) How and why the generation of freedom
fighters had blinkered vision of those
'enchanted days' about the reality of two world
wars and the changing world scenario?

b) How the first generation of educated in the
independent India with all its cynicism towards
sacrifices and ideals of earlier generation found
it hard to face challenges of everyday life?

c) Why the middle class was enmeshed in
searching for its happiness through
consumerism without interrogating the policy
makers of India?
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The Second Story" Atma Vikne Ahe" (A Soul to be
Sold) is a comment on how a common citizen, as an
embodied self of the nation state newly independent but
a part of world politics gets trapped.

The story is about a v{prker who has sold his/her soul
to the owner and is suddenly thrown out of work. The
worker has to now to bear a burden of his/her 'returned'
soul. The imagery of a soul as a silken cloth to be worn
by those who can afford it and a hard working body
does not really need it is telling. The language of
eternity of a soul and rebirth is rejected by this worker
by not giving up the potentials of 'dreaming'. By
accepting pain of life, by seeing through the concepts of
the glitziness of god any way hyped up by the mass
media and Satan's language of exchange which ultimately
refused to buy the worker's soul- all this leads to an
annihilation of the existence of soul itself by 'becoming'
resisting individual.

Khara- Khota (Truth/ Falsity or Reality/Mirage) What
is truth an eternal question is raised in this story
through Sadanand. This man who calls himself a
Gandhian activist collapses under his own falsity when
'the public' of his own city rejects him totally.

Women's Studies Scholars have long debated the 'lull' in
the women's movement in the immediate post
independence period. Literary texts such as Kamal
Desai's provide important insights into the construction
of the 'public' word and citizenship in the immediate
post independence period. These texts suggest the
different ways in which men and women engaged with
this 'new modernity' giving us clues into the gendered
character of 'Indian modernity'.

( Dr. Vidyut Bhagwat is Director, Krantijyoti Savitribai
Phule, Women's Studies Centre, University of Pune,
Pune 411 007 ).

•••••
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Gender Concerns in the Water Sector:
Need for addressing gender
assumptions that shape water policies

Seema Kulkarni

The relationship between women and water has long
been seen as a special one, with women being recognised
as the true custodians of the resource. They are seen
as the main users of water in the domestic arena.
Women's key roles are seen in terms of users and
collectors of water for domestic use. There are
descriptive narratives of women's work in the arena of
water- collecting water from long distances, washing
clothes, vessels, drawing water from dried wells and
more. These images then become pointers for the
policy makers who create a division of 'male water use'
and 'female water use' giving little regard to what might
be a diverse set of needs for women. In fact what we

witness today is a clear division of the domestic water
sector being seen as the female domain and the irrigation
sector as the male domain. Creation of a separate niche
in the new policy environment has given more visibility
to women in the water sector, but has in fact perpetuated
the existing gender division of labour. This is not to
argue against seeking women's participation in the
domestic sphere but rather to argue for policy
interventions that extend beyond addressing women's
needs in their current contexts. These prescriptive roles
in policies and programmes for women in the water
sector are largely based on certain assumptions about
both women and their needs in the water sector. This
paper argues for a need to reconceptualise the notions
around women and their water needs as a first step in
developing a conceptual framework for a gendered
approach to water sector. Without going into the issues
in the water sector as a whole the paper looks at some
of the dominant assumptions around women that have
shaped policies in the water sector.

This portrayal has in a way helped both the policy
makers as well as a few sections within the gender
theorists to create a niche for women in the water
sector. For policy makers it has been convenient to
make women more visible through their gender
components.

Assumptions that shape policy :

Household as the unit of planning

Access to water and land, two scarce productive
resources-rights over which translate into security and

6

better bargaining power both within the household as
well as outside, is an area of conflict between men of
same social groups as well as different ones. Extending
this right to women is seen as extending the conflict
from between men to between men and women.
Establishing women's claims over water is seen as
further increasing the competition of a rapidly depleting
scarce resource.

Despite a large amount of evidence pointing to gender
biases in intra-household differences in incomes, access
to productive resources and health care, the household
is still treated as the coherent unit with the male head

representing the common interest of all. In the case of
water or as in the case of other resources it is expected
that the rights to resources could be obtained by the
women through the male head.

Scarcity of the resource and the notion of household as
a coherent unit both contribute to resistance to

independent water rights for women. The nature of the
resource adds to the problem and that is the very
reason why most of the arguments that apply to land
cannot easily apply to water.

Women-a homogenous category

The other assumption is the grouping of women as a
homogenous category. It is important to understand
that women are not an abstract homogenous category
and come with large differences across class, caste and
tribe in the Indian context. Women from oppressed
castes and tribes face a dual oppression both as women
as well as of caste/tribe to which they belong Qoy&
Paranjape, 2001; Kulkarni & Rao, 2003;). This has been
borne by movements of women from different caste,
class and ethnic groups across the world. These
differences in social relations amongst women undermine
any notion of groups formed through homogeneity of
common interest as women. The notion of homogeneity
has its relevance in the broader context of addressing
patriarchy however various experiences point that
grouping them as a category in their relationship to the
water or other natural resources has only been
counterproductive. It is often argued that this sort of a
position could lead to fragmentation and may in fact be
counterproductive to the broader struggle against
patriarchy. But experiences show that insensitivity to
the differences between women have in fact fragmented
the movement rather than strengthened it.

Once this difference is understood we see that wat~r
needs vary across caste, class and tribe. For the dalit
women social taboos prevent gaining access to drinking
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water. The needs of women farm owners are considerably
different from those of women wage labourers or those
from landowning households deriving water rights
through their husbands. For non land owning dalit and
adivasi women water needs could revolve around water

based enterprises like fishing or share-cropping.
Addressing these divergent needs therefore calls for a
diverse understanding of women themselves.

Unchanging roles and unchanging needs

The third assumption is around women's roles and
tasks. It is assumed that these will remain unchanged
and hence large amount of policy effort goes in meeting
the present needs of women. For ego until recently
much of gender planning around natural resources has
been placed in the context of women's current tasks of
collecting fuel, fodder, water and related survival tasks.
Gender planning done through these conceptual
frameworks have largely focussed on reducing the time
spent by women in these survival tasks. In the water
sector women are thus seen as those who spend hours
collecting and utilizing water for domestic use. This
static notion of women's roles in survival tasks has
translated into policy prescriptions that in fact perpetuate
the existing gender roles. Much of policy thinking then
revolves around how women's needs of access to

drinking and domestic water could be met. In terms of
actions it means seeking their participation in deciding
location of water points or ensuring that there are
sufficient bathing and washing spaces in the irrigation
systems while ignoring their ideas in sustainable use
and distributional issues. Although women's needs
cannot be wished away what is important is to introduce
certain policy changes that create an enabling
environment for making a transition from current to
potential roles. For egoifwomen had access to land their
water needs would change considerably. Conversely if
women are given rights over water for production
perhaps they would lease in land to use it for meeting
their livelihood needs. In fact some studies show that
wherever women have had access to water for irrigation
they have used it productively (Zwartween, 1997).

The focus then shifts from current survival roles of

women to a visualisation of changing roles in a more
egalitarian society where men and women have equal
opportunities in access to productive resources and
decision-making around it. Such a policy thrust has an
inherent potential to challenge both the gender division
of labour as well as the gender access to productive
resources.

Creation of 'domestic' and 'productive' spheres

A natural fallout of the above assumption leads to a
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separation of two spheres- the domestic and the
productive the first represents women and the second
representing men. Policy prescriptions have emerged
based on this conception where men are seen in the
domain of productive water use and women in the
sphere of domestic water use (Zwartveen, 1997, Von
Koppen). This neat categorisation has led to a non
threatening policy agenda making it convenient for the
policy makers to pacify women advocates seeking
visibility of women in the domestic water sector without
having to address the deep rooted gender inequities in
access to productive resources and decisions around it.

The problem of separate spheres also emerges from,
the non integrationist perspective dominating the water
sector. Planning around water has been fragmented into
several compartments across uses and sources of
drinking water and sanitation, groundwater and surface
water.

Any alternative strategies would therefore have to
address these assumptions that have plagued both the
gender equity issues as well as issues in the water
sector.

The new policy environment in the water sector

The new policy approach perceives the problem in the
water sector as primarily a scarcity problem- scarcity of
finances and of water resources. What follows as a
logical outcome of this is the emergence of policies
towards managing demand rather than extending supply.
A new set of directives that treat water as an economic

good, which has to through its use recover costs incurred
on its development and management.

This new thinking has its roots in the early nineties
when economic stagnation in most of the countries was
prevalent and there was a general reconsideration of the
role of the state in the economy. It was also the time
therefore when most countries were in the process of
introducing the structural reform agenda.

In the water sector a natural fallout of this thinking was
the changing role of the government from a provider to
that of a promoter and facilitator, the involvement of the
private sector, NGOs, communities as service providers
and the need for strong institutions, (van Koppen, 1999).
It was hoped that the new policy environment would be
more responsive to addressing gender equity as it looks
at institutional reform where decentralized management
had a central role.

However if water is increasingly recognised as a
commodity to be priced then women's access to water
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for non-marketable produce or survival tasks may be
jeopardised- as increasingly men see greater advantage
in either selling or using available water to generate
cash incomes (Green, Baden 1995). In such a scenario
it is usually the 'paying' crops that get preference over
the 'non-paying' food crops largely cultivated by women.
Water also has other social and cultural dimensions and
given this nature of the resource and the socio cultural
value that it commands, treating it purely as an economic
good may not really become a very viable option. In the
domestic water scenario treating water purely from an
economic point of view actually undermines the public
health benefits which cannot be valued.

Often pricing of water to recover costs has meant
increased voluntary labour for women. In fact evidence
in most irrigation schemes has shown that capital costs
are often recovered through shramdan or voluntary
labour of women.

Decentralisation often does bring in a promise of
improved participation of women and other resource
poor groups, however decentralised planning does not
guarantee that women would be allowed membership to
WUAs a role in the decision making processes.
Decentralisation almost always translates into community
participation, but the notion of community as a
homogenous unit often ignores the social and economic
differentiations within. Thus unless conscious efforts
are made to recognise these differences and involve
women, dalits and other resource poor groups there is
little likelihood that such institutional reforms would

guarantee rights to women or for that matter the other
resource poor groups.

The changed policy scenario therefore offers little to
address the questions of gender equity and neither
does it address issues of sustainability of the water
sector itself.

Elements for gendered approach to water sector
reform

Gender advocates working in the water sector are
grappling with a range of these challenges facing both
the water sector as a whole and within those addressing
issues of gender equity. Responses have ranged from
arguing for gender participation on grounds of equity,
poverty, efficiency and welfare (Razavi, 1997; Agarwal,
1994; Jackson, 1993). Many of these responses are also
shaped by the larger concerns within the water sector.
This forces the feminist advocates to link gender equity
to the more 'legitimate' concerns such as better
management of water, improved efficiency, cost recovery
etc.
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In fact very often it has been the instrumentality that
has guided the policy makers in seeking women's
participation. We therefore see over enthusiasm to seek
women's participation in the domestic sphere whereas
hardly any initiative to do so in the productive sphere.
Arguing for women's participation on grounds of
improved efficiency in the sector as a whole is therefore
setting a trap for women themselves. Similarly
approaching the problem from a needs approach or a
poverty approach too may not fulfill the gender goals of
equity in access to productive resources and decision
making around it, as needs are often embedded in roles.
From the point of view of women then it leads to a
perpetuation of the gender roles. We therefore propose
that a gendered approach will have to move beyond the
needs and efficiency approaches that dominate in the
present context. The problem will have to be approached
from the equity angle with a very different understanding
of women who are part of a context where environments

and gender roles and relations are not static. It also calls
for restructuring of the water sector based on equitable
and sustainable use.
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Ten years after the Beijing Platform

Jayati Ghosh

The explicit aim of the Beijing Platform for Action in
1995was to "promote women's economic independence,
including employment, and eradicate the persistent and
increasing burden of poverty on women by addressing
the structural causes of poverty through changes in
economic structures, ensuring equal access for all women,
including those in rural areas, as vital development agents,
to productive resources, opportunities and public
services."

As a result, many governments in the region started
programmes targeting certain measures specifically for
women, and introducing more gender-sensitive policies.
But the current picture reflects at best a mixed outcome.
The experience of the past decade has suggested that
targeted programmes for women may not be effective in
achieving desired goals, if the broader macroeconomic
policies and processes are working in the opposite
direction.

The past two decades have been momentous for the
Asian region. This is now the most "globally integrated"
region in the world, with the highest average ratios of
trade to GDp, the largest absolute inflows of foreign
direct investment, substantial financial capital flows and
even significant movements of labour. These processes
have in turn been associated with very rapid changes in
forms of work and life, especially for women. There are
at least six significant emerging issues which require
urgent policy intervention at both national and
international levels :

• The volatilityof export-oriented emplOyment: From
the early Eighties, export-oriented manufacturing
in many Asian countries mainly relied on women's
paid labour. But this turned out to be a rather short­
lived phenomenon, declining by the mid Nineties.
In the space of less than one generation, there
have been massive shifts of women's labour into
the paid workforce, especially in export-oriented
employment, and then the subsequent ejection of
older women and even younger counterparts into
more fragile and insecure forms of employment or
even back to unpaid housework.

• Informal and casual contracts: Much of the paid
work performed by women is increasingly under
casual contracts and in the non-formal sector. The
socially-imposed constraints upon women's time
and freedom to choose are exploited by employers
to ensure much more work for less pay being
performed by women. Home-based work or work
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in very small enterprises can be for long hours and
very demanding in other ways, and with the
maximum tendency for self-exploitation. Some basic
responsibilities of employes, such as minimum
safety conditions at work, basic healthcare and
pension provision, are all entirely missing.

• Unpaid work : Reductions in public expenditure,
and the related deteriorating quality and quantity of
public services and their effective privatisation have
entailed a shift in the distribution of costs of such
activities from the public sphere to the household.
In most societies in the region, such now-unpaid
activities are undertaken by women and girl children.
The problem is accentuated as rapid social change
undermines traditional ties of family, kin and
neighbourhood which allowed for greater sharing
of such unpaid activities.

• 'The crisis of livelihoods in agriculture: There is a
crisis in developing agriculture spread across not
only countries but even continents, which has
continued for the past few years, reflecting the
combination of effects of trade liberalisation and
the removal of state protection in a variety of ways.
This crisis has affected adversely the economic
conditions women, since agriculture remains the
largest employer of women in many developing
countries, and very large proportions of women are
indirectly dependent upon the incomes from
agriculture because of their family incomes and
rural residence.

• Women's migration for work: There has been an
explosion in short-term migration for work by
women, not only across countries but also within
countries, and often taking seasonal form. Cross­
border migration results in remittance flows which
have become the single most important (and most
stable) source of foreign exchange for many smaller
countries including Philippines and Sri Lanka, and
are also extremely important even for relatively
large economic like India The substantial movement
of women as part of this process is relatively new,
especially as women are increasingly moving on
their own.

Women migrant workers tend to be concentrated in
the low paid sectors of the service industry, in
semi-skilled or low-skilled activities ranging from
nursing to domestic service, or in the entertainment,
tourism and sex industries where they are highly
vulnerable and subject to exploitation. They rarely
have access to education and other social services,
have poor and inadequate housing and living
conditions. There is little recognition by officialdom,
in terms of ensuring decent working conditions and
remuneration for migrants, or safekeeping the
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health conditions. This is an important issue for
women migrants in particular, since they are
specially vulnerable to various forms of economic
and sexual exploitation, not only when they are
workers in the entertainment and sex industries,
but also when they are employed in other service
activities or in factories as cheap labour.

• Social and cultural effects : There have been
increases in the availability of different consumer
goods due to trade liberalisation, but these come
along with declines in access to basic public goods
and services. Meanwhile technological changes
have made communication and the transmission of
cultural forms more extensive and rapid than could
even have been imagined in the past. All these
have had very substantial and complex effects
upon the position of women and their ability to
control their own lives.

'There is more social recognition of women's work, but
still unpaid work has tended to increase. Recent reversals
in the feminissation of employment created social
regression as well. Already, we have seen the rise of
revivalist and fundamentalist movements across various
parts of the world, which seek to put constraints upon
the freedom of women to participate actively in public
life.

At the same time, advances in communication technology
and the creation of the "global village" provide both
threats and opportunities. They encourage adverse
tendencies such as the commoditisation of women along
the lines of the hegemonic culture portrayed in
international mass media controlled by giant US-based
corporations, and the reaction to that in the form of
restrictive traditionalist tendencies.

All this means that there are important measures which
governments in the region can and must - take in order
to ensure that work processes do not add to the complex
pattern of oppression of women that continues in Asian
societies today.More stable and less exploitativeconditions
for work by women cannot be ensured without a revival
of the role played by governments in terms of
macroeconomic management for employment generation
and provision of adequate labour protection for allworkers.

The basic elements of a gender-sensitive macroeconomic
strategy would include : the focus on employment-led
growth rather than growth-led employment; and to
ensure the public provision of essential goods and social
services of reasonable quality with universal access.

( Reprinted from Asian Age, 4 April 05 )

(Jayati Ghosh is Director, Centre for Women's Studies,
JNU New Delhi).
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The Invisible Refugees :
Women, Persecution and State
Responsibility

Oishik Sircar

"Women are left out of everything. We are second­
class citizens when it comes to [assistance,
protection and justice]. We remain the world's
invisible refugees."
- A Sudanese refugee interviewed by the UNHCR

The majority of the world's refugees are females (UN
Doc. HRC/IP /2/Rev. 1986) who bear the brunt of the
most extreme forms of human rights abuse. Yet, the
1951 Refugee Convention (Refugees Convention) ~till
date has not included 'gender' as a separate. and
independent ground for persecution alongside race,
nationality, religion, social group and political opinion.
Not a single woman was present amongst the
plenipotentiaries when the drafters of the Convention
had met in Geneva. It was the dominant image of a
political refugee - someone who is fleeing persecution
resulting from his direct involvement in political activity
- which informed the minds of the drafters. This
understanding does not often correspond with the reality
of women's experiences and the "law has developed
within a male paradigm which reflects the factual
circumstances of male applicants, but which does not
respond to the particular protection needs of women"
(Romany 1994: 88). Even the existing bank of
jurisprudence on the meaning of persecution is primarily
based on experiences of male claimants where
"[persecution] is [understood] by the criterion of what
men fear will happen to them" (Charlesworth 1994: 71).

In South Asia where violence against women is endemic,
they are most defenseless in their ability to seek
protection from violence through the implementation of
international law. State adjudication practices as well as
the non-existence of a regional 'gender asylum law'
regime does not afford them an opportunity to seek
surrogate protection under International Refugee Law.
The result is a growing number of internally displaced
women who are at greater risk because the government
that should have protected them often commits the
abuses they seek to escape. Moreover, because they
have not crossed any international border to seek refuge
or asylum, displaced persons can claim only minimal
protection from international law (HRW 1995: 101).

The problem is compounded by the fact that none of
the South Asian countries have signed the Refugees
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