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Section |

INTRODUCTION

Over-view of the Conference



VII NATIONAL CONFERENCE OF WOMEN’S STUDIES
on''Looking Forward Looking Back:In Search of Feminist Visions, Alternative
Paradigms and Practices"

Introduction to the Conference Theme

In the past few years, the Indian scene - the economy, politics, political groups, social
movements and State response to them — has changed so rapidly that fifteen years seem long
ago. The contemporary phase of the women’s movement was at its peak then — it had dramatised
issues like sexual violence against women, dowry murders and pornography. Some within the
movement voiced their dissatisfaction with the prevailing development paradigm, our destructive,
unsustainable economy and the feminisation of poverty; others had condemned the coercive
family planning practices of the government and focused on the reproductive rights of women.
The women’s movement’s critique of the existing socio—political system highlighted the
invisibility of women, their marginalisation, discounting of their issues and the systematic
perpetuation of patriarchal controls.

The movement re—introduced concepts like patriarchy, feminism, sexual division of labour
into its language and analysis. It started looking at and articulating issues in broader terms and
moved from talking about women’s issues to developing a feminist perspective on all issues.
Activists and academicians had aided in the development of women’s studies and made inroads
into development planning, census enumeration and government schemes. Along with critiques
and debates emerged some alternative policies and practices. Women's studies experimented with
an interdisciplinary approach, a different methodology, looked afresh at women’s issues and
stubbornly attempted to influence entrenched disciplines. The Indian Association of Women’s
Studies was born out of the this churning of activities. Women’s groups used different ways of
organising, of non formal education, health care, counselling women in distress, and developed
a creative use of media structures for group functioning. Some tried to fuse theory and praxis,
beliefs and life—styles. The women’s movement called for a transformation and creation of a just,
democratic and equal society.

The fifteen year period of struggle has yielded some noticeable changes, some failures,
hopes and many grey areas of complexity and confusion. A brief stock—taking would make an
impressive list of achievements. This is true especially for the State which has come up with
many legal reforms, policies for women, a National Commission for Women, and reservation
for electoral seats. Women’s Studies has now been accepted as a distinct sphere and women’s
studies cells have spread to different parts of the university network. The response of women
to the movement motivated the growth of many small groups, rejuvenated older ones and
political parties co—opted women’s issues on to their agendas.

Today, we need to recapitulate our earlier critique, analysis and strategies. How have
the alternatives which we had proposed and experimented with, fared? How have the schemes,
legal reforms, family courts, etc. which we had struggled for helped women? What sort of



changes have women’s groups undergone? Some earlier campaigns have withered — e.g. the
pornography one has reached a dead end. How do we now look at this issue in the context of
satellite and cable T.V.? What is the relationship of the State to the movement? How do we
understand the rising fundamentalism among women and their active participation in communal
riots? New trends have been introduced in industry, agriculture and fisheries as a result of
globalisation and liberalisation; what effects will they have on women’s domestic and paid
labour? Has the presence of women’s studies cells sensitised the various disciplines of the social
science? Had the feminist debate on methodologies been carried into each discipline? What has
been the effect of institutionalising women's studies?

During the last fifteen years, women have participated very actively in other movements
and campaigns — the campaign against big dams, campaign against religious fundamentalism,
for secularism, civil liberties, democratic and human rights campaigns, etc. Have we developed
a feminist perspective on these issues and has that been integrated into these movements? What
has been our experience of relating to other mass movements? We need an honest critique of our
past actions programs, alliances which will provide us with a concrete basis for evolving our
future strategy.

Our understanding of women’s oppression has lead us to strategise, devise alternatives
and programmes and in that process, evolve a vision of a better society. We need to once again
articulate these visions. The first phase of the women’s movement hoped for a society in which
all backward social practices would be eliminated. From European liberalism, the movement
moved towards a more socialist vision of a society free of class, caste and gender oppression.
However, today this vision is slowly evaporating under the glare of globalisation and new
technology. How have these new forces social, political, economic forces influenced our vision?
Do we, today, have one or many visions? The environment and green movements have put
forward a plea for sustainable agriculture, curtailed consumerism, decentralised political
structures which would entail a different life-style and use of natural resources. Some others
have revived the Gandhian vision of a decentralised, technology—free, self sustaining society.
How do we in the movement relate to these visions? Does the women’s movement need to join
other movements to evolve a common vision? These and other questions were addressed by the
VII National Conference on Women’s Studies.

The Conference aimed at the following:

= a stock—taking of the women’s movement many programmes and alternatives and a
review of how the new trends in our economy and in society have influenced women and
men and the movement;

- encouraging analysis and critiques of our programmes projects and experiments;

- unfolding of our visions and our hopes;

- developing strategies for the future.

Over-view of the Conference

The 7th National Conference on Women'’s Studies concluded on December 30th with



tremendous enthusiasm and hope for the future. The four day conference had a registration of
712 delegates from 20 States in India and 12 countries, particularly the South Asian Countries.
The theme of the conference "Looking Forward, Looking Back — In search of feminist visions,
alternative paradigms and practices” was spelt out in four plemary and nine sub—theme
workshops with-over 120 presentations. This conference not only addressed a wide range of
women'’s issues but looked at major socio—economic, political, cultural and ecological problems
of society in an integrated feminist perspective. The style in which the conference was run
corresponded to this approach. The conference sounded a call for a resurgence of the feminist
movement. The movement has to face the challenge posed by the resurgence of patriarchy,
consolidating itself through the alignment of several forces. Several pioneering and committed
women who have been part of the women’s movement for several decades attended the
conference. The Indian Association of Women’s Studies was honored to have in the conference
Pramila Dandavate, Mrinal Gore, Medha Patkar, Krishna Sobti, Vandana Shiva, Aruna Roy,
Veena Das, Indira Jaising and several other well known academics and activists.

Celebration of Women’s Creativity

The St. Xavier’s School, which was the location of the Conference, had a festive and
celebratory look with colourful banners and posters all around. Dozens of banners in Hindi and
"Looking at the world through women’s eyes”, "The light of knowledge is now my partner”.

In addition to over 700 participants in the main Conference there were about 75
craftswomen and men and 40 women folk artists who had brought their crafts and performances
to the Conference. The crafts exhibition and the performance by women artists from Rajasthan
were an integral part of the Conference. Those crafts groups had been invited which are
empowering women through income generation and revival of traditional skills and crafts. Local
women’s groups had also put up food stalls on the venue. Over 37 groups from seven States
exhibited their crafts and sold them.The vibrant, skilled and energetic folk artists presented
another face of feminist expression and aspirations and lent colour and energy to the gathering.
The book exhibition had over 5000 books of about 50 Indian and Third World publishers and
organisations. There were also several cards, posters, calendars and video and audio cassettes
for sale. The painting exhibition had more than hundred women painters from all over the
country exhibiting their paintings and sculptures at the Jawahar Kakla Kendra.

These exhibitions provided a link between the Conference and the citizens of Jaipur and
thereby conveyed women’s concerns to a larger number of people.

_ Songs from the women’s movement were sung before, during and after sessions. Some
groups presented street plays, others showed video films on the themes of the Conference.

Conference Publications

An attractive poster on the theme of the Conference made by a leading woman
cartoonist/painter/writer Manjula Padmanabhan and several publications were brought out



by the IAWS on this occasion:

Remaking Society for Women: Visions Past and Present, Maithreyi Krishnaray (Ed.)
IAWS, 1995.

The State and the Women’s Movement—Report of a Workshop by Kavita Srivastava,
Nandita Gandhi, Abha Bhaiya and Ritu Menon, IAWS, 1995.

Feminist Approaches to Economic Theory — Report of a workshop by Maithreyi
Krishnaraj, IAWS, 1995.

Re—examining the Indian Family — Report of a workshop by Nirmala Banerjee and
Jasodhara Bagchi IAWS, 1995.

Women, Ecology and Economic Globalization, keynote presentation by Vandana Shiva
IAWS, 1995.

In search of Feminist Visions, Alternative Paradigms and Practices: A Source Book,
compiled by Lakshmi Menon, IAWS and Akshara — A Women’s Resource Centre,
Bombay, 1995.

Women and Violence, Radhika Coomaraswamy, IAWS, 1995.

Mahila Adhyayan Kya Hai? Neera Desai and Maithreyi Krishnaraj, IAWS, 1995.
Karuna Aye Magar Is Terhe Nahin, compilation of poems by IAWS, 1995.

Catalogue of Paintings, Sculptures and Graphics by Women Artists of India, Jawahar
Kala Kendra and IAWS, 1995.

A Volume of Abstracts of Papers submitted to the Seventh National Conference b
Women’s Studies. (ed. and published by Nandita Gandhi for IAWS, 1995).

A Celebration of Collaboration and Solidarity

The Conference was the result of collaboration and collective thinking, planning and

action by a very large number of women and men. In addition to the fifteen Executive
Committee members of the IAWS, seventeen women and men from different parts of India were
involved in the conceptualization and running of the five plenaries, nine sub—theme workshops
and the exhibitions. Forty women’s groups, peasant organisations in Rajasthan were part of the
local co—ordination committee which made excellent arrangements for board, lodging and
conferencing.

The process of organising this Conference in Rajasthan was used very effectively by the
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local women activists and scholars to popularize the concept of women’s studies, to revitalize
women'’s groups, to make alliances with other people’s organizations, NGOs, like minded media
persons, artists etc. The local group showed feminist films in colleges; university women’s
hostels and in cinema halls to reach out to younger women and involve themr as volunteers. All
these efforts bore fruit and there were 100 women and men students Who worked long hours on
the tasks asmgned to them. We hope this exposure will attract many young women and men to
the women’s movement and other people’s movements. - .

Donor partners like EZE Germany, SIDA, New Delhi, FAOINGO South Asian
Programme and UNICEF Regional Office for South Asia extended their full co—0perat10n to the
IAWS for making this event a success.

It was with the support of the FAO/NGO Programme that financial resources were
mobilized, a large South Asian presence was ensured and a successful South Asian panel
discussion was organised.

The support provided by the media was also quite considerable. The Conference was well
covered by the local newspapers, some national dailies, by several television networks, All India
Radio and BBC Radio. It was featured on the national TV news and there were several reports
on the Jaipur Doordarshan. As the process and method of organising this Conference was
synergetic and feminist it energized all those who were involved.

The South Asian Presence

Being committed to the creation of a peaceful South Asia, the IAWS has always tried to
promote co—operation and solidarity between women’s groups, feminist scholars, people’s
organisations and NGOs working in different countries of South Asia. Like in earlier
Conferences, special efforts were made to invite feminist activists/scholars from the SAARC
countries. The response was very positive and there were 16 women from Nepal, one from
Bhutan, six women and one man from Pakistan, four women from Sri Lanka and five women
from Bangladesh. The South Asian participants actively parucxpated in dlffercnt sub-thcmc
workshops and all the other events. i '

A special South Asian Plenary was co—ordinated by Kamla Bhasin, on the theme
"Women’s Visions and Strategies for a Peaceful and Demeocratic Soutls Asia”. Five speakers
from peasant organisations, trade union groups, women’s organisations, human rights
organisations and academic institutions spoke on different aspects of the South Asian reality and”
people’s (specially women’s) struggles: to create a just and sustainable: society. The Indian
participants and the media made special efforts to interact with the South Asian delegates.

The efforts made by the IAWS to reach out to Indian scholars based abroad and foreign
scholars working on India attracted women from South Africa, Germany; U.K., U.S.A., Canada,
Japan, Netherlands and Thailand. Their presence added an important dimension to the
Conference.



The Plenaries

The opening ceremony began with the lighting up of 1000 diyas setting the mood of the
meet. This was followed by a song from Mirabai who struggled over 400 hundred years ago to
establish her identity in her own way and challenged the patriarchal controls in her life.

Pagdola Kondamma from the anti—arrack movement in Andhra Pradesh, in her interviews
says : "Our village has no water, no primary health care centre, but plenty of arrack’. This was
part of the opening plenary entitled “Voices of Resistance and Struggle’ which focussed on the
crucial issues of survival facing poor women in today’s context. The present realities and
women’s struggles were elaborated in the other presentations too. Complex experience arising
in the context of the Total Literacy Movement in Pondicherry and the Students Movement in
Andhra Pradesh were narrated.

In her key note speech on “Women Ecology and Economic Globalization : Searching
for an Alternative Vision’ Vandana Shiva an eminent feminist ecologist, critiqued the present
non—sustainable development model and the way in which the IMF, the World Bank and the
GATT agreement are destroying our resources and the means of livelihood of the masses of
women. The major foci of the presentation were the extremely wasteful and inhuman manner
in which nature is manipulated, the loss of control experienced by people and the marginalisation
of women’s knowledge systems.

In the afternoon of the first day the voice of women in struggle in Rajasthan were heard
by the participants of the conference. Although there has been a sense of empowerment and
several struggles, the Women’s Movement is confronted with the challenge of multiple identities
of women — those of class, caste and community. A cross section of speakers from adivasis,
landless labourers, teachers, community organisers, and party based organisers spoke in this very
illuminating and exhilarating session. This plenary co—ordinated by Aruna Roy of Mazdoor
Kisan Shakti Sangathana (Organisation of Workers and Farmers) brought together the
experiences and aspirations of people’s movement on gender, environment, cast and class issues
and highlighted the need for alliance between these movements. This plenary had women
speakers from different class and educational backgrounds.

The second day dawned with similar echoes of struggle from the South Asian regions.
The efficacy of SAARC in promoting harmony and co—operation in the region was questioned
by all the speakers from Nepal, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. The discussion
covered the problems emerging from the process of globalisation of the economies of South Asia
and the consequent marginalisation of women. The problems of minorities were perceived as
a threat for the ruling elite to justify heavy defence expenditure with the possibility of raking up
huge commissions. In the plenary on the third day on ‘Resurgent Patriarchies’ the speakers spoke
about the solidification and resurgence of patriarchal thinking and behaviour in the legal system,
mainstream media, the economic system and religions.



Sub-theme Workshops

The morning plenary sessions were followed everybody by simultaneous workshops on
9 sub—themes.

In the sub—theme on ‘Family and Sexuality’ a major preoccupation was the manner in
which social, religious and familial relations impact on the sexual and reproductive capabilities
and feelings of women and how often control is sought to be imposed through these
relationships. The role of the commercial media in reinforcing the construction of female
sexuality as legitimate only within marriage does great damage to women’s autonomy. The
workshop drew attention to the prevalence of a wide range of relationships outside marriage. The
need for exploring alternatives to the patriarchal family was an important aspect of this
workshop. Increasing the public space for women does not necessarily change the
intra—household inequality between men and women.

The sub—theme on ‘Culture, Identity and Women’s Rights’ examined questions of
identity which evolve from the intersection of categories of caste, class and community, with and
around gender. Some of the issues explored in these sessions were women's relationship to the
nation State and the treatment of women in politics. Another important aspect discussed was how
the lack of security and autonomy in some communities, including some of the adivasi
communities restrict women’s access to public spaces. The discussion concluded with a
recognition of the need for all struggles to deal with a range of issues — class, caste, community
and gender and the need to build strategies in ways that foreground survival.

The sub—theme on ‘Women’s Writing: Aesthetics and Future Visions’ discussed the
distinctiveness of women’s writing from the historical, philosophical and socio—economic points
of view. It was necessary to move out of not only patriarchal norms of morality and chastity, but
also outside the ‘victim syndrome’. We must address ourselves also to aesthetic concerns and
seek to preserve the uniqueness of women’s contribution in terms of myths, forms and language
in de—constructing patriarchy.

The sessions on ‘Women, Political Participation and the Politics of Organisation’ dealt
with the incorporation of women in the representative process at different levels and the
limitations and constraints that the existing structures of power.and patronage pose for women'’s
active involvement. The major conclusion was that participation in the present setup by itself was
not enough for social transformation. This was illustrated by the experiences of women members
in Panchayats. It is of critical importance to equip women in positions of decision making with
information, confidence, managerial abilities and knowledge of their responsibilities.

With regard to organising around issues of work, the participants highlighted the denial
of recognition of women functionaries in various women’s programmes such as sathins, balwadi
workers, gram sevikas, bal sevikas etc as workers and the right to minimum wages, security of
service and protection from various types of harassment. In this context, the role of the State and
State sponsored bodies came in for serious criticism. The women’s movement has to take up this
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challenge of organising women in various informal sectors, especially in the present context of
liberalization and structural adjustments, which is displacing women on a large scale. The
National Policy on Women has to formulated in a more democratic manner.

The sub-theme on ‘Creation and Dissemination of Knowledge and
Knowledge-Systems’ discussed the manner in which knowledge is constructed, the
marginalisation of traditional knowledge and how the methods of communication of important
knowledge has to be re—oriented from a feminist and a people’s perspective. In this context, the
scientific establishment came in for criticism as a tool and hand-maiden of hegemonic forces.
It was felt that women’ studies could play an important and useful role in re—constructing
knowledge through a dialectical process of engagement with modern and traditional knowledge
in the light of women’s experience.

It was strongly felt that the presence of women'’s studies have to be enhanced in the field
of Literature, Physical Sciences and Technology.

The sub—theme of ‘“Work and Workers’ focussed on how concepts of work, workers,
skill and heavy/light work were defined in a biased way so as to marginalise women’s expertise
and the need to come out with alternative definitions. A second issue was that of regeneration
of traditional crafts to provide employment. While it is true that these are caste—based and
operate within patriarchal households, efforts can be made to overcome these hurdies by
mobilizing women. A crucial sector in the coming years is going to be the fast expanding
informal sector. New strategies are called for and a clearer articulation from the women’s
movement on the structural adjustment policy. Do we want to reject it altogether or find ways
of mediating it? Agriculture and natural resource management would be priority areas. A South
Asian trade block is called for. We have to chalk out a clear—cut research agenda.

The sub—theme on “Women and Media’ discussed developments in the media sector and
the growing marketization of the media industry where marketability overrides all other
concerns. A historical picture was presented of how the commercial Hindi cinema has changed
to project a different kind of heroine who has combined the ‘vamp’ and the ‘good woman’. In
the print media there is an emphasis on individualist and self—assertive, consumerist middle—class
woman as the ‘new woman’. Advertisement not only commodify women but also sexualise all
commodities. The absence of any kind of regulation on private channels has led to utter chaos.
The participants made several recommendations of which the major ones are: restructuring
censor boards, improving regulatory mechanisms, sustained gender training for all media persons
and monitoring media as a public activity.

The sub—theme on ‘“Women-Centered Natural Resource Management’ engaged with
the crisis of survival faced by the majority of people in the wake of destructive models of
development. The participants were seriously concerned with the acceleration of these processes
by the single-minded export promotion as a strategy of development. The agenda for women’s
groups put forward were:



l.women’s access to natural resources (land, water, forests, pasture land etc.)
2.capability—building for neighbourhood resource management.
3.a shift to renewable energy sources such as bio—mass.

In this context the participants spoke about many experiments in local community level
management and regeneration of natural resources like water sharing schemes, wasteland
development, and watershed programmes from across the country. The need for new
methodologies in all these areas of work was emphasised.

The sub—theme on ‘Personal Laws’ had the most well-attended sessions, where
participants spilled over to the corridors. Several groups presented their points of view —
Majlis, Working Group for Women’s Rights, The Forum Against Oppression of Women
(FAOW), All India Democratic Women’s Association (AIDWA), The Bombay Group, Saheli,
and Women’s Research and Action Group. There were two opposing points of view: one
pleading for reform within personal laws within each community and the other for a secular law
applicable for all. It was felt by some that we need to seek a middle—ground between these two
extreme views because:

a) women are desperate for legal changes,
b) women fear a threat to their community, identity, and
c) women are aware of oppression by men of their community.

As many customary practices have positive features, participations spoke about the need to work
towards a draft of a gender just package of civil law and retain the possibility of options.

Spontaneous Sessions

In addition to the planned sessions several discussions were organised spontaneously
during the free time.

In one such session Medha Patkar from the Narmada Bachao Andolan spoke about the
people’s struggles against unsustainable and destructive development thinking and project and
the attempts being made to create a National Alliance of People’s Movements.

In another spontaneous session the well known Krishna Sobti spoke of her literary
journey and her women characters.

Smaller groups met to discuss alternatives sexualities, a national campaign on violence
against women, people’s struggles against unsustainable development etc. A special press
conference was organised on the rape of a minor girl which was brought to the knowledge of
the Rajasthan Mahila Sangathana.



Resolutions

In the plenary of the last day, the Conference participants discussed and passed the following
resolutions:

1.The Conference expresses serious concern at the manner in which the Government of India
has turned the long standing demand of the women’s movement for a National Policy on Women
into a pre—election political stunt. With no concrete action plans or recognition of the
impediments to the goal of gender justice and equitable society, the draft policy makes no
mention of resource allocation in terms of budgetary provisions, or women'’s access and control
over productive resources.

2.The conference protests against the continued exploitation of women working as sathins,
anganwadi workers, Balsahiyakas, Sahyoginins etc. It extended its support to the continued
struggle of sathins and other women workers struggling against the continued devaluation of
their work and social victimization.

3.The participants of the Conference have been deeply disturbed by decision of the sessions court
in the Bhanwari Case. She was a sathin, employed by the Women’s Development Programme
of the Rajasthan State Government. In discharging her legitimate duties to enforce the legal ban
on child marriage, she earned the enmity of caste Hindus who subjected her to gang rape as
punishment. The session court acquitted the accused on the plea that upper caste men will never
do such a thing. Physical and mental violence on women is on the increase. A rape of 14 year
old Monisha a week ago, also discussed in the Conference, is only of the many such instances.
IAWS resolve to launch a campaign against rape and sexual violence.

4.1t was resolved that women’s issues should be given priority in coming elections. All the
reports and resolutions will be given to all parliamentarians, political parties and the National
Commission of women. It is hoped that the voices raised on this platform will be given priority
in setting the agenda for election.

5.Apart from the intense and engrossing discussions in the plenary and the sub-theme
workshops, the Conference was studded with the emotions of meeting friends, sharing our work
and our lives, learning from each other and dancing and singing together. One of the several
songs sung over the four days was:

Bahna chet sake to chet
zamano aayo chetan ro
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Section Il

PANELS



Voices of Resistance and Struggle
"As we resist and struggle we sow seeds of hope"

— Anveshi
( It has been the usual practice of the IAWS to invite an eminent personality, expert or
dignitary to address the Conference on the opening day.

In keeping with the main theme of the Conference and the spirit and tradition of the
women’s movement, it was decided that the conference will be inaugurated by women
representing different movements, resisting injustice and different forms of violence, inching
their way towards more just, democratic and ecological ways of being, knowing and doing.
Examples of these are women working in the informal sector, in the anti-liquor movement, the
movement against big—dams, the dalit and tribal women’s movement deserted and single
women’s struggles. The IAWS invited some of these women to share their experiences of
resistance and struggle, their mobilisation strategies, their aspirations towards a better future for
all. There were three presentations. A taped interview (translated in English) on the Anti—arrack
movement by Pagadala Kondamma, who was active in this spontaneous agitation by women from
Nellore district, Andhra; a report by Sudha Sundra Raman on the Total Literacy Campaign in
Pondicherry and a note on Women’ Studies Movement by Rekha Pappu.)

i) Anti-Arrack Movement

Pagadala Kondamma who led the Anti—Arrack movement in her village spoke of the
suffering of women. Even her husband used to drink heavily and create a lot of nuisance. After
five O’ clock there was no peace in the house. She would often receive his blows herself to
protect her daughter—in—law who had just delivered. She could have hit him back but she asks.

"What is the point of hitting a person who is not even conscious of himself?" All of us women
suffered like this.

"In our area men get Rs. 20/— as wages per day while women get only Rs. 10/—. The
husbands blow away the entire amount on ‘saara’ (local liquor). The result was there was no
food even for children.... We have no facilities in the village; no water, no work, no water for
irrigating of fields. We have to go a long way for delivery or diarrohea cases. There is no lady
doctor or a general doctor. Who do we tell all this?"

The women in her village attended a night school where educated young people were
volunteer teachers. One of the lessons was a story describing ways to stop men from drinking,
of how Seethamma in Dubagunta organised a struggle and the women there stopped the sale of
arrack. Pagadala Kondamma and others questioned themselves on why they cannot wage a
similar struggle. The Government was duping them and earning money at the expense of the
poor. The women went together and stopped the unloading of arrack cartons. Despite this, arrack

still kept coming in clandestinely. The men under the pretext of having tea, would get drunk,
come home and beat their wives.
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One night, a neighbour’s wife reported her husband coming home drunk. Some of the
village women went to his house and asked him where he got ‘saara’. They went to the hotel
which sold ‘saara’ broke the bottles, set fire to the hut. The police arrived but the women were
not afraid. "If you fire at us, one of us will die, but the whole village will not die. If you fire,
two of us might die but the rest will be behind us" said the women.

Another day, a jeep arrived carrying illicit liquor. They caught hold of the jeep and set
fire to it. The women announced that every person who drank will be slippered five times and

fined fifty rupees. They collected money to construct a platform which they called ‘saara
samadhi’ (tomb of liquor)

The news spread to a number of villages. The women organised anti ‘sara’ meetings.
Men, women and children attended the meetings. Life became peaceful. Fights at home were
fewer. Now the government has brought in prohibition. A savings scheme called Podupu
Lakshmi has been launched. Kondamma collects theses savings, walking up and down for days.
The women are disappointed that no concrete improvements in facilities have come. They keep
asking "What is the government doing with our money"?

Before the ‘saara’ struggle literacy classes known as Akshara Deepam were conducted.

Now even that has folded up. The teachers were promised an acre of land but nothing has been
given.

Kondamma asks, "How can they teach when there is no oil for our lamps. We took up
the ‘saara’ struggle for our families but there are still many problems."

The villages have scarcity of water, fodder — The two political parties in the village do
not care about these problems.

A heroic struggle by women, much acclaimed and written about. It was made an election

issue but the issues of poverty, basic amenities have gone unaddressed by parties and the
government.

Some issues and problems merit serious consideration, in the light of one specific

experience of/in the anti—arrack struggle in Andhra Pradesh with particular reference to Nellore
district.

1) When women agitated against arrack, this was not the only issue raised. Rather this issue
was placed in the context of absence of health care, price rise, water, transport, primary

education etc. It is strikingly evident that this context has more or less disappeared/faded into
the background.

A few reasons which can be adduced for this development are:

a) taking over the course of the movement by political parties of all hues almost without
exception. Every party attempted to make political capital of the movement thereby distorting
it in the process. In fact the Telugu Desam party which was the first to take to this trend came
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to power subsequently on the plank of ‘prohibition’. It is noteworthy that the grassroot
articulators never thought of the anti—arrack struggle in terms of prohibition of arrack much less
any other liquor. ‘Prohibition’ however became a political as well as an expedient administrative
response to a complex social problem.

b) the movement has been taken over not only by the political parties but also by some
of the urban middle class women’s groups who were quick to make it a moral issue largely.
With this development, the context highlighted earlier receded further into the background. We
do not mean that the policy of prohibition has not been helpful. It has indeed been an effective
method of preventing the flow of arrack into the villages on a large scale. Prohibition has
definitely improved domestic relationships. However other equally important political issues has
been left unaddressed by the State.

2) The role of the media in the present phase is highly questionable. It has been consistently
engaged in sensational reporting of the inevitably arising cases of illicit liquor and it’s effects
thereby making it out as if prohibition will not work. Moreover the primary responsibility for
monitoring bootlegging is being tagged on to the rural women as if the problem concerns only
them and not the larger society and it’s institutions.

3) One gets an impression that schemes like Podpu Lakshmi (money saving schemes) seems to
be tying up women'’s energies in the tasks of money mobilisation thereby disengaging them from
pondering and struggling on a range of issues. Moreover it has placed the activist of the
movement in a double bind — on the one hand they have to arduously mobilise savings and on
the other they are forced to explain to the savers as to where the monies are going, what the
benefits are, and why they don’t seem to materialize. The only beneficiary in the whole process

seems to be the State to whom the monies are going, reportedly around rupees four crores per
annum from Nellore district alone !

The above are but a few issues that have been presently highlighted. More intensive
research needs to be done to understand the present phase.

ii) Lessons for the Women’s Movement from the Literacy Campaigns

Sudha Sundara Raman offered an analysis of Total Literacy Campaigns and their impact
on women. The Total Literacy Campaigns are a uniquely Indian creation. Unlike most of our
development schemes both it inspiration and its funding is national. Unlike the other successful
literacy campaigns in the world, there was no revolutionary changes or political triggering
process preceding these mass campaigns. Rather, these campaigns were initiated in 1988-89 by
a combination of relatively chance developments in the administration and the people’s science
movements. It is rather surprising therefore to find that this movement has grown in the space
of five years into an unprecedented national mobilization of women and rural youth. This has

had an impact not only on literacy and on primary education, but in a number of other
developments areas.

Today, as the literacy campaigns appear to be largely losing their transformatory potential
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and are increasingly degenerating into routine governmental schemes, we find this an opportune
movement to sum up the experience of these five years and draw upon the lessons we can gain
from it. We will restrict this paper to five themes which we think are relevant for further study
and for activists in the women’s movement. There are of course many other areas of concern
and interest. But we choose these five so that there is a definite focus in the paper.

a) Why was there such a large impressive mobilization of women for the Total Literacy
Campaigns? In what way was literacy and the campaign for literacy perceived as empowering
women? Most figures now establish that between 60 to 75% of learners and volunteers were
women. A conservative estimate of women who must have been learners is at least 40 million!
That means over 4 million women volunteers. (If we take a sum of 123 million target illiterate

in the districts covered so far, and assume that only half of them actually participated, and that
65% of them were women)

b)What was the nature of opposition encountered by the literacy activists, and why did these

sections oppose the campaigns? How is this opposition relevant to understanding the nature of
these campaigns.

c)What was the fall out for women’s movements from the literacy campaigns? That is, in what
non alphabetical areas of concern to the women’s movements did the literacy campaigns have
an impact. These were not necessarily intended benefits of literacy but occur they did and often
like in Andhra these results were more evident and gratifying than the effect of literacy per se.

d) Why are the literacy movements collapsing today? Why has the TLC been a nine day, or to
be precise, a five year wonder only? Why could these campaigns not be sustained?

¢) And finally, what general lessons on the strategic and tactics of a woman’s movement can be
gained from the literacy campaign.

Women were keen to acquire literacy because of many reasons — to read bus signs, to
write letters and so on. It was obvious that literacy is a sought after value or status in itself,
giving a woman, a sense of identity. The contents of primers and unconscious attempts to build
in messages relating to their daily lives sowed to motivate them. Most important, it was the
accessibility of the classes that played a critical role. Groups of 5 or 10 would sit near their own
doorsteps at a time of their own choosing with a familiar person as instructor. ‘Kalajathas’ by
popular science groups that used peoples’ own cultural idiom and forms, to give the message in
ways that sought to link literacy with basic livelihood problems and exploitation. Local vested
interests, did not perceive the literacy mission as threatening. Determined attempts by activists
broke down some of the powerful sanctions against women in public places. For the first time,
women began to participate in discussions on social issues, mingle with men, sing songs. The
success of the literacy campaign lay in its organisational strategy. Opposition to literacy
campaigns were not slow in coming. The attacks were on voluntarism, on mobilisation as key
strategy and the linking of empowerment issues with literacy. The Pondicherry campaign took
off well with the blessing of Lt. Governor and other key officials of the education department.
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When the campaign culminated in an unprecedented rally of over fifty thousand people, the
Assembly members launched an attack on the movement, in a rare unity, cutting across party
lines. Pondicherry received the UNESCO award. The Education Minister camped in Delhi to
ensure that he would be sent to Barcelona to receive the award. Once back, he removed the
voluntary organmisation. The reason stated was that the literacy movement was infiltrated by
extremist agents. Whereas academics pose the role of literacy and education in State policy and
political consciousness, the actual terrain of conflict is within the campaign — between using
a mobilisational and empowering process in association with progressive forces or a bureaucratic,
acculturing process where the administration seeks to impose literacy or pretends to be doing

literacy. Today the latter trend has won the day. Seventy—five percent of the participants were
women, is there evidence of women’s empowerment?

The anti—arrack movement of Andhra Pradesh is by far the most celebrated outcome of
the literacy movement . After the enforcement of prohibition, the Savings’ Scheme called
"Podupu Lakshmi"” created the possibilities for women centered activities. Women’s credit
cooperatives have spread to Kanyakumari, Ramanathapuram and Madurai. In Madhya Pradesh
and Bihar also this is being replicated. Madurai developed a Production network with over 150
groups undertaking mixing and sale of spices. Another span off, of the literacy campaign is the
fillip it gave to women to enter as candidates for local bodies like the Panchayat or Gram

Sabha. The Total Literacy Campaign (TLC) sought to change gender stereotypes and construct
a positive image of women.

In many places like Madhepura and Madhubani, women removed their purdah as it
interfered with their reading. Songs, plays and conscious introduction of gender content in
premiers did have an effect on cultural attitude. Many women’s groups came together to

consciously develop and enhance this dimension of transforming TLC into a cultural movement
for women.

Today, the Total Literacy Campaign covers 336 out of 468 districts in 20 states and 4
union territories. Of these more than 112 districts are in the post literacy phase. The sad story
is the passing of TLC from a committed volunteer force into a bureaucratised programme of the
government where district officials obtain grants and ‘declare’ the completion of the ‘targets’.

What are the lessons for the future?

Any broad democratic movement, even when the State participates can reach out to
millions of women and overcome traditional hurdles to their involvement in social mobilisation.
However the spaces created by such movements tend to be transient. Only a conscious and
meaningful integration of women’s priorities with the opportunity that such large scale
mobilisations represent that can best channalise the movement into a sustained one. Amongst all
areas of development and possibilities for intervention, literacy still occupies a unique place
because its is a skill, a tool to unlock many wide areas of knowledge and capabilities.

iili) Women’s Studies Movement
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Rekha Pappu from Hyderabad presented an accouxit of the Women Students’ Forum
(WSF) in the University of Hyderabad was formed in 1990. This Central University has a
student population of about 2000. Initially most of the members of WSF were from the English

Department or School of Social Sciences, may be because both these departments had women
studies’ courses.

Most of the members of the WSF were part of the anti-Mandal group. A single minded
focus on “Women’s Oppression’ had blinded the students from seeing the connection between
clan, caste, community and gender. The transition from an unthinking anti-Mandal position to
a committed acceptance of the pro—-Mandal ideology was a difficult and painful journey. They
began to grasp the clan/caste angle when protesting against a male student’s behaviour. He
belonged to a lower caste/clan. The WSF members realised that they ignored or had difficulty
in confronting objectionable behaviour from male students of their own class. A question that
was particularly vexing was ‘to what extent can one use the discourse of freedom and of rights
when it so easily lends itself to subversion of feminist intentions?"

The WSF did not receive much popular support particularly because they supported the
- dalits. University authorities discriminated against dalit offender but let off the hook, other male
students who were complained against for sexual harassment.

The experience of WSF and their struggle against concrete day to day campus issues
brought to the fore many troublesome perceptions about the limitations of feminist theorising
itself. Is there a characterisation beyond either the victim or the resistant woman? What kind of
framing ensures the recognition of women’s issues as a Women'’s issue?

If feminism is a discourse theory and political practice which seeks to dismantle
oppressive structures of behaviour, it cannot restrict itself only to the women’s question — it
has to analyse the complex interaction between clan, caste, community and gender because what
holds up the hierarchy of caste and clan is the way gender is structured them.
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Women’s Visions and Strategies for a Peaceful and Democratic South Asia
— Kamla Bhasin

In 1989 a group of South Asian feminists stated the following in a declaration: "As
women, our lives are subject to control through predominantly patriarchal structures and family
laws and institutions, often justified on the basis of religion. The onslaught of capitalism and
imperialism in the post independence period, has led (o increasing restrictions on our space and
access to resources and a destruction of our traditional skills and knowledge systems.

"Along with other marginalised communities we have been subject to increasing levels
of State, community and family violence. Our voices are not heard as we are excluded from the
political process which projects class privileges, dynastic rule, whether by men or women
leaders. The disintegration of civil society, the increasing centralisation of authority in the hands

of the State, often backed with fundamentalist sanction, leaves us vulnerable to constant attack
inside and outside our homes."

However women in the region have not remained silent in the face of different kinds of
violence within each country of South Asia, and between them. They have resisted and
challenged family violence, violence unleashed by the fundamentalists, violence in and by the
media, State violence etc. Although tentative, women have also expressed their dreams and
visions of a peaceful and democratic South Asia. They have stated, in different fora, that because
of geographical, historical and cultural inter — connections, the future of South Asian countries
is a common one. Therefore hostility and tension between South Asian countries must end, if the
region is to move ahead.

This panel brought together four women and one man from different South Asian
countries to share stories of resistance and struggle against different kinds of violence and their
vision of just, democratic, peaceful and sustainable communities, countries and region.

Meena Acharya (Nepal), Khushi Kabir (Bangladesh) Karamat Ali (Pakistan), Sunila
Abeyasekara (Sri Lanka) and Veena Das (India) were the panelists in this session on ‘Democratic
and Peaceful South Asia’.

Meena Acharya spoke about the problem of Bhutanese refugees in Nepal. The number
of refugees of Nepalese origin from Bhutan, seeking shelter in Nepal is very large. They were
fleeing from persecution, women subjected to beating and rape, their property and papers seized.
Women were 80% of the refugees and suffered great hardships in refugee camps. This has
exposed the conflict between ethnicity and citizenship and between feminist identity and the
nation State. Capitalism in its present stage encourages the sale of arms to separatist groups.
Bhutan has not yet descended into a Terrorist State. If countries in South Asia can collaborate,
the issue of refugees can be solved peacefully.

Khushi Kabir wanted to recapture the goals and ideals of the liberation war that gave
birth to Bangladesh. Recently, she identified a woman from a remote place in the country. She
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was poor and landless but had participated in the freedom struggle. Today women and the poc-)r

who fought for liberation have been forgotten. At the time of the freedom struggle class and
gender divisions were blurred.

In the present context where Bangladesh has adopted liberalisation and globalisation, the
impact on women and the poor is worse. External funding has fueled fundamentalist forces.
Women must now assert themselves. There is a sharp divide between activists working with rural
poor women and elitist, urban women’s organisations. The rural elite receive the support of the
State police for suppressing the emergence of assertive rural women’s groups. It is important that
urban women’s groups forge links with rural women’s organisations.

The issues that are common are domestic violence, social violence like dowry and other
repressive norms. Rural women engaged in post—harvest work are demanding work in the fields
and are raising questions of fair wages, right to employment and equal access to resources.

A critical national issue is that of legal reform, especially family laws. Fatwas are issued
to control women and to punish individual women who challenge social restrictions. Women
recently mobilised against the rape and murder of a teenage girl by the police.

Karamat Ali, a trade union and human rights activist from Pakistan, condemned any kind
of oppression on the basis of religion or ethnicity. People should be able to live like human
beings. Strife has maximum impact on the poor and the working class. What is needed is to
change the present set—up of highly militarised States that breed violence and use religion
cynically to spill blood.

The elites create debt (Out of its GDP, Pakistan has to spend 45% for debt servicing) and
the poor bear the ‘costs’. Conflicts are created by the rulers to justify defence expenditure.
National interest is defence by the rulers. What is national interest? What meets the needs of the
masses of people is national interest.

People, unthinkingly echo the point of view of the State as for example with regard to
Kashmir. For fifty years, the country has been ruled according to the priorities set by the elites.
We need to build a broad coalition, where all who are victims can join to build a democratic and
peaceful society.

Veena Das gave a penetrating analysis of War and Violence. Modernity assumes that
conflict is a residue of the pre—modern barbarity. This is not true, she argued.War is very much
part of modernity. Wars are contracts between men. Wars are waged against other nations,
countries and Nature. Rules that govern ‘war’ are waived, when it comes to women, because
women were never part of the war—contract, they did not belong to heroes or heroic possibilities.
Most people live in neither war nor peace, in repressive States. Women cannot walk anywhere
without fear. From women’s point of view, absence of war is not peace. What is Peace? Women
are subject to so called protective laws but they do.not protect. They are only expressions of
sexuality. Why is rape worse than beating? It is because women also internalise male values of
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honour. Judicial process produces judicial pornography giving graphic details of ‘pen_etration'
and so on. Rape law separates the ‘good woman’ from the ‘bad woman’. Woman’s sexuality is
for a man to dispose of. What is defined as ‘normal’ masculinity is deeply problematic.

Sunila Abeyasekara has lived through 15 years of conflict in Sri Lanka which is not a
simple problem of Sinhalas versus Tamils. Unless concepts of equality and social justice are
applied to all, the principle of non—discrimination is accepted, women cannot get their issues
settled. During the uprising in the South in the 1980’s, there was the highest number of
disappearances. When there was abduction and rape of women in the North, Sinhala women did
not identify with them but when repression in the South became rampant, it opened their eyes.
Attempts were made then to foster solidarity by bringing Sinhala and Tamil women to share
experiences. This was a small but significant initiative. The women realised the need to question
their identity.
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Resurgent Patriarchies
— Ritu Menon

Patriarchy, as a system of male domination, exists, appears and re—appears in different
ways and forms. The forces of fundamentalism have resurrected new and old patriarchal
structures. In some communities, women are being encouraged to enter politics and armed
conflicts, in other they are told to return to secluded domesticity. New economic policies are
creating conditions which are either pushing women into or out of their homes and the labour
market. Right-wing economics and right wing politics are simultaneously working against
women’s democratic and secular rights, their access to resources and to mobility, while at the
same time, reinforcing a patriarchal culture. Values, totally at variance with feminist values, like
competition, individualism, centralisation, hierarchical leadership etc. are once again gaining
ground in an ideology—less world. A different culture/cultures is taking over — of consumerism,
of religious intolerance and prejudice, of the mass media, of a patriarchal family. Institutions like
the education system, the market, political structures, the judiciary are all affected.

The panel asked well-known women to speak on the trends they foresee.
Print Media

Kalpana Sharma spoke about new trends in print media. She contended that it was wrong
to say patriarchy is ‘resurgent’ — ‘consolidation’ would be a more appropriate expression for
what was happening in the print media, where developments were closely tied up with events
outside. In the early years after independence, print media observed a kind of unwritten code.
Later there was censorship but now it is free for all under globalisation.

There is a hierarchy in the concept of ‘News’. Events are news, never processes.
Ordinary people are not material for news except when they congregate in large numbers for
morchas or processions. It is only celebrities that make to the front page. Proximity is another
consideration. The women and Media Committee in their book, ‘Whose News’ identified five
land marks — dowry deaths, rape cases, Shah Bhano case, Sati of Roop Kanwar. Otherwise in
the normal course, politics is top priority. Despite abundant literature on ‘Development’, it does
not receive any attention. An event or process has to be dramatic to get into the newspaper.

Has there been any change in the mid nineties? Nothing really. If we rank news in the
order of importance given, it is politics, economics, business. If women appear, it is Princess
Diana or Miss World. The yardstick is set by the notion that news is to be marketed. A journalist
is not supposed to see herself as someone with a purpose. She must achieve marketability.
Today, business and economics dominate print media. In the eighties, despite the news—ranking,
there was some response to human rights violations and women’s issues, women’s movements
gained some space as part of this. Editorials, feature articles, news columns, reported on the
above. Newspapers did their own investigation, for example, Indian Express did some research
on dowry. In the nineties this has been given up. Partly this has to do with the fact that there is
no national level action now; partly because a lot of action is really taking place in the rural
areas. Newspapers focus mostly on urban, middle class and six hundred words in considered to
be their attention span. Understandably serious issues like the effect of structural adjustment on

20



employment, health, poverty, living conditions do not merit any attention. The print media has
abdicated its role as the Fourth Estate, as guardian of people’s rights, as conscience keeper.
There has been a severe narrowing of space for serious debates on women’s issues. It is only
women who ‘succeed’. like the professional woman, who is given prominence and the reportage
is usually out of context and framed within the existing values of society, the women separated
as an ‘individual’ divorced from the social context in which she operates. It is time that the print
media became feminised. Fifty percent of reporters are women and yet a reporter is always
referred to as a ‘he’. Male values dominate. Merely increasing the number of women is not of
much help. Women studies mount stringent criticism against current practices of print media and
chastise it for not using its opportunities.

Trends in Law: Patriarchy under Globalisation

_Indira Jaisingh spoke about the effects of globalisation. The case against the film ‘Bandit
Queen’ (based on Phoolan Devi’s life by Shekar Kapoor), brought by Phoolan Devi provides an

interesting example. It brings to the forefront many different types of oppression codified in
institutions. The key issues in this case were :

1) Phoolan was not fighting Shekar Kapoor, the director but Channel IV which had
financed it and bought the rights. Channel IV is an MNC. Throughout the period of the making
of the film, Phoolan was in prison. The MNC declared that Phoolan had signed the contract. It

resorted to the legal vocabulary of Freedom of Contract. Phoolan who was illiterate, signed a
contract, drawn up in English?

2) What does ‘freedom’ represent here? The freedom to sell her body? Or have some
other actor ‘sell’ hers? The adversary was Channel IV which claimed that it was not
accountable to Indian laws. If Phoolan wanted to challenge Channel IV, she should do so in a
court in England. Indian judgments are not binding on MNCs. This new trend, unleashed by
globalisation is going to make things harder for women to fight cases in courts and the already
shrinking judicial space for redressal is going to become unavailable as an area of struggle.
Activists do not understand the nature of the relationship between the judicial process and the

social system. The judiciary is not like a plumber, plugging leaks. The legal discourse entails an
elaborate process of arguing/reasoning out

3) In the context of Patriarchy, three interesting legal agruments are pertinent. If the harm
caused to the victim is so slight, no reasonable person would complain. This was the argument
used in Roopam Bajaj’s case, when she complained against a senior army officer slapping her
bottom. What is a slap on the bottom? Is it so much as to make a fuss about it?

What is trivial? Who defines it? Who is a ‘reasonable’ person? What is ‘harm’? The degree to

which the legal system is willing to protect the injured, as perceived in the social system we can
regard it as its maturity.

Take the case of Union Carbide, the MNC that was responsible for the death and

maiming of thousands of people in Bhopal when its factory leaked poisonous gas. Both Channel
IV and Union Carbide show a similar trend, that access to justice for the common man/woman
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