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Our Story:
Twenty Years of IAWS

Introduction

The last decade was marked by women'’s struggles around issues thrown up by
the politics of Mandal-Masjid-and the World Bank. The gendered character of
communalism and globalisation became evident in this decade that saw growing
communal, caste atrocities against women. The new technologies of globalisation
combined with cuts in welfare have unleashed new miseries in the spheres of
labour, sexuality and everyday lived cultures.Th decade was also marked by the
struggles of women in the informal sector and Dalit women’s autonomous
assertions. The formation of broad Left-Dalit and feminist platforms and voices
of women in Durban further confirm our belief in collective struggles.

The apparent collapses and the inadequacy of registers of our languages and
methodologies have led to a ‘crisis of confidence’ in the social sciences. While
micro-histories and concerns are welcome, the apologetic attitude to collective
hope and action is a matter of concern. This is a critical juncture for all of us
practicing women studies- as there seem to be no ready made paradigms and
we must patiently ‘listen’ rather than ‘resolve’.

In the late 1990s, many women’s studies scholars and practitioners have
turned their attention to graduate and post graduate programmes in the
discipline. Old questions are being asked in new ways for new times. Once
again questions about the interdisciplinarity of Women’s Studies are being
asked. The possibilities and limitations of transforming and being transformed
by traditional disciplines are being debated. What seemed like abstract debates
in the 1980s are concrete quandaries for many of the Centres and departments
where Women’s Studies has been practiced for more than a decade. This is a
critical juncture, for the events of the 1990s have made the work of feminist
scholars, at once more crucial and vulnerable to challenges from within and
without the university. Any discussion on the dilemmas and opportunities
facing women’s studies in the academy has to be located in the context of
interdisciplinarity. The structural, institutional, epistemological and political
issues involved in interdisciplinarity have to be untangled. We recognize that
interdisciplinarity will not naturally emerge, that considerable reflection, creativity



combined with strategic planning and alliance
building is called for. If interdisciplinarity is to be
more than a mission statement, we have to continue
to grapple with the nuts and bolts of fostering
interdisciplinarity, the different models of practicing
interdisciplinarity in the university and their
implications for Women’s Studies.

This collection was planned in the tradition of
feminist reflexivity to bring together reflections on
the last decade and organisational strategies for the
future. In the first section, the ‘midwives, nurturers,
daughters —of women’s studies whether obedient or
rebellious have reflected on the intellectual,
organizational and institutional issues in women’
studies. The second section puts together critical
reflections on the relationship between the women’s
movement and women'’s studies in India. The third
section is crucial for planning more inclusive and
intensive strategies for regional networking of the
[AWS. Contributions from the Western and Eastern
India reflect on the experiences and significance of
sustaining regional networks. The fourth section is
an attempt to document the ways in which the
IAWS conferences and meetings have ‘recast’
conference cultures. Songs, dramatizing of histories
and struggles have emerged as an integral part of
the conferences. As we began to connect with friends
to plan this collection and put together documents
for this issue, we realised that the IAWS has a rich
history of its own which needs to be documented.
An archive should be next on our agenda- we’ll
have to store and save our histories in these times
of hijacking of histories and agendas. The fifth section
is a step in this direction towards building an archive

of the IAWS. The visuals in the collection reinstate
he commitment of [AWS to secular democracy
ind have been borrowed from Bhasin et al edited
rolume entitled ‘Against All Odds’ published by Kali
or women, New Delhi.

In putting this collection together, we have incurred
everal debts .Members of the Editorial Board of
he IAWS Newsletter have been actively involved
n the planning of this collection. Special thanks to
Zarina Appa, and Pushpatai for the guidance;
Rameshwari and Lakshmi for their sustained support
ind all the members who sent us their comments.
T'he office staff of the Krantijyoti Savitribai Phule
Women’s Studies Centre has often worked extra
1ours for this collection to get through on time- a
»ig thanks to them. Special thanks to our young
:olleagues - Swati and Anagha for their active
»articipation from the planning to production phases
>f this collection Thanks to friends at Alochana,
{amala Bhasin, Juhi Jain, Kalpana Kannabiran,
Zhayya Datar, Lakshmi Lingam and Vibhuti Patel
‘or sharing their collection of reports and
>hotographs. We are grateful to all the contributors
~ho sent in their articles in record time. We regret
he regional unevenness in the contributions, which
n part is a consequence of the uneven responses to
ur requests for articles and reports. This effort to
locument our history — is by its very definition a
:ollective effort and we are grateful to all involved
n the effort. The usual disclaimer of course applies.

Vidyut Bhagwat Sharmila Rege
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Indian Association For Women’s Studies, Its objectives and Growth

Zarina Bhatty

Indian Association for Women’s Studies ([.A.W.S.)
will celebrate its 22nd birthday later this year. It has
reached adult hood, and adult hood is associated
with maturity, responsibility and growth. Can [AWS
claim to have acquired these qualities? Taking into
account both qualitative and quantitative parameters,
the answer will be yes but not an unqualified yes,
as it has been suffering from growing pains too.

IAWS was born as a result of the deep concern for
women s continuing subordination in Indian society
despite the Indian Constitution granting gender
equality. This persisting subordination of women
was vociferously brought out by the report of the
Committee on the Status of Women in India
(C.S.W.1.) published in 1975 The report broke the
complacncy towards women s plight which prevailed
during the post-Independence decades of the 50s
and the 60s. Although, earlier, there had been
sporadic women s movements in different parts of
the country in addition to Social reform movements
of the 20s and the 30s, which were initiated by
enlightened men, the feminist movement as it is
understood to-day may be traced back to the post
1975, the year when Mexico hosted the first
International, U.N. Conference on women.

C.5.W.I. report and the Mexico Conference provided
a suitable environment to highlight gender issues. A
number of N.G.O.s emerged focussing on women
s backwardness and launching programmes for
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women s development. About the same time the
I.C.S.S.R., responding to the Report s findings, also
initiated programmes for research on women, it
commissioned a number of studies and motivated
social scientists to put gender on their research
agenda. A Centre for Women s Studies, was set up,
as Dr.Veena Mazumadar as its director. The SN.D.T.
Women’s studies already had Research Unit on
women headed by Dr. Neeraben Desai. Indian
Institute of Social Science Trust (ISST) was also
established, by Dr. Devaki Jain, in Delhi, to conduct
research on women, later on a number of other
women’s research centres also came into existence.

These developments led to the holding of the first
National Women s Conference in Mumbai under
the joint auspices of the S.N.D.T.Women’ University,
The Centre for Women s Development Studies,
Delhi, and the University Grants Commission, which
then was chaired by Madhuriben Shah, an ardent
supporter of Women'’s development. The Conference
indicated an enthusiastic and widespread interest in
women s studies and the idea was collectively
mooted by the stalwarts of women’s movement,
present at the Conference to set up an Association
for Women s studies. This idea was whole heartedly
supported by Dr. Madhuriben Shah, as a Chairperson
of the University Grants Commission. Thus the
[LA.W.S. was set up as a Registered body in 1980
to provide linkages between institutions and
individuals engaged in research and teaching on
women and to collaborate with the activists who
were advocating the cause for women s development.
The founders of the Association envisaged women’s
studies to be a transformative agency by promoting
research and teaching in the higher education system.
This was considered necessary to create awareness
of women’s issues across disciplines, to enrich
knowledge itself and to create awareness among
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students and the Faculty. An important objective of
LLA.W.S. has been to generate gender conciousness
among the planners towards gender inequalities and
for the need of women s active and effective
involvement in national development. I.A.W.S.,
therefore ,from the beginning had a twofold agenda,
first, to generate an inclusive knowledge base
recognising the significance of gender in academic
inquiry and second, to contribute towards the social
transformation of society by collaborating with the
activists in their advocacy endeavours.

Over the years new concerns have been articulated
by its members, regarding the future thrust of the
Association and its relationship with the activists
wing of the movement which was regarded in
Neeraben’s words as an academic arm of the
movement. As is natural, the academics and the
activists both also had responded to the new political
and economic situation prevailing in the country,
with which have emerged new concerns.
At this conjuncture, as I see it there are two major
challenges that need to be addressed by the LA W.S.
community, academics and the activists included.
One reflects at the status of the women s studies in
the higher education system and its contribution to
Knowledge itself. There have been two major
locations of women s studies in the country, Women’s
Studies Centres (WSC) in the Universities, and
institutions for research on women outside the
university system. The number of WSCs have
increased to 33 currently,which have been churning
out research studies and also been collaborating with
the N.G.O:s. The quality of research and the extent
and level of collaboration with the N.G.O.s have
differed. Some WSCs have been struggling with the
welfarish approach to women s issues while others
have been probing deeply into concepts and
methodologies and have been trying to integrate
gender into other disciplines. This process has been
slow and a difference of opinion regarding the nature
of women s studies has also surfaced. Although there
is no difference of opinion on the multidisciplinary
nature of women’s studies, there is a debate on
whether it needs to be developed and recognised as
a separate discipline or should gendering of
disciplines will suffice. It is a healthy debate |
personally feel that it is not an either or situation,
the processes can be carried on simultaneously.
Women s studies having its own identity and

acquiring a separate status in the University system
will have greater chances of introducing gender
perspective into other discipline.

Women’s Studies Centre s outside the University
system have been more oriented towards action
research rather than purely academic. These Centres
have also been operating more closely with the
activists. A distinction between more academic
research and action oriented research need not lead
to a hierarchy, placing academics on a higher pedestal,
there are some lurking fears which needs to be
watched.

A concern has been expressed by some feminist
that academics and the activists are distancing
themselves from each other. I do not share this
concerns. In fact it has not been the case in LA.W.S.
The close relationship between the two arms of the
movement has amply been reflected in the issues
taken up in L.A.W.S. workshops and in its biennial
conferences; the large number of participants from
activists organisations; and the representation of
activists in its executive committee.

What I will regard to be the greatest danger to the
movement, at this juncture is the danger of co-
option of women s studies scholars by the
fundamentalists. R ecent statements by some scholars
crediting Manu Smirti as a feminist text and claiming
that patriarchy was introduced in India in the 8th
century A.D. and that before that Indian woman
was the queen of the household, are very disturbing.
Further that School curricula is being based on
these motivated truths and thus the woman s
domestic role is being idealised in the golden Vedic
period. In creating such a scenario the self styled,
patriotic scholars are trying to send a message that
women s movement is redundant, all that is required
is to take a long jump into the Vedic period and the
Indian woman will be assured of a queenly status in
Indian society. These recent developments are of
grave concern to both the academics and the activists.
Hopefully both these two arms of the movement
will come closer to face this challenge which are
not only trying to destroy the neutrality of
scholarship but also the very fabric of our
multicultural democratic society.
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Nuts and Bolts of Running the Office of the General Secretary

Lakshmi Lingam

The terms of reference of the General Secretary of
the IAWS has not been stated in the Constitution
of the Association explicitly. The same is true also
of the other office bearers. This lacuna is strength as
well as a weakness. It gives the General Secretary,
during her term, the possibility to identify new
focus areas and segments of people in the movement
and women's studies to work with. Despite the
absence of role specifications in the Constitution,
guidance is readily available through former
Committee members, the General Secretary,
correspondence files and Minutes Book of the
Executive Committee meetings. For many other
practical purposes, common sense developed with
years of dealing with different kinds of bureaucracy
and diplomatic skills developed over years of relating
to different types of personalities at the work place,
at home and in the community come in handy for
managing the office and problem solving. Hence,
the scope of the ‘job’ of the General Secretary, which
unfolds almost on a daily basis, is more process
oriented while being task oriented at the same time.

L
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I would like to jot down some of the tasks that I
think are the nuts and bolts of running the IAWS
Secretariat. The various tasks are classified here as
academic, administrative and advocacy. However,
these are not watertight compartments.

Academic Tasks

During the tenure of an Executive Committee,

several activities are carried out with the intention

to further the cause of women's studies by:

* improving the visibility of the discipline;

* attaining greater clarity on emerging issues;

* keeping the membership informed on feminist
perspectives on various issues; and

» sharing collective concerns, dilemmas and
experiences.

The workshops, regional meetings, collaboration and
partial support to events related to the interests of

the TAWS are some of the ways in which this is

done. The National Conference organised once in
two years reflects the current thinking in the
discipline and in the movement on contemporary
issues of development and gender justice. Based on
the suggestion of the previous EC, the present EC
had identified some of the EC members as regional
Co-ordinators to help organise regional workshops.
Though most activities are collectively discussed and
decided upon the General Secretary facilitates,
mediates and follows up the proposals, the budgets,
the reports and the necessary dates and deadlines.

Planning the focus of the National Conference,
preparing the concept note and identifying subtheme
topics and Co-ordinators through a participatory
process are the other significant tasks carried out by
the General Secretary with active participation and
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support from the Executive Committee members.
During the course of preparing for the conference,
division of work emerges to cover the aspects of
planning logistics, fund raising, communication, co-
ordination of sub-theme sessions, etc. There is no
uniform pattern in this. Every EC has its own way
of organising these aspects. However, uniformly the
GS is accountable for all aspects.

Preparation of the conference brochure, book of
abstracts, compilation of the regional workshop
reports has been my responsibility. However, this
has also been distributed among the members, in
some of the ECs. The fact that EC members are
generally located in different cities/towns and many
EC members do not have office and institutional
support, either because they are retired or they are
activists, leaves the GS to be solely responsible for
all these compilations and publications. Facilitating
the election process of the next EC, is another
activity of significance that the GS performs.

Adminstrative Tasks

Maintaining the IAWS Directory of members is
always an ongoing task, with members joining in
on regular basis and ordinary and student
memberships expiring around March of every year.
Hence, the Directory is always dynamic and
streamlining it has always been a preoccupation for
all General Secretaries. Deletions and omissions
always cause a lot of heart burn because this the
lifeline for the General Body to be informed about
events, elections and information. So not a day will
pass without somebody writing to complain that
they have not been receiving communications.

While the Treasurer is incharge of maintaining the
accounts books and keep it regularly updated. All
matters pertaining to allocations and approvals have
to be duly streamlined by the GS with full
knowledge of the EC. This includes allocations and
advances to publish the TAWS Newsletter which
often the responsibility of one of the Six monthly
organisation of EC meetings, maintaining the
minutes book and reporting on the tasks performed
during the reporting period are important
responsibilities to eliminate adhocism in decisions
and also document work in progress through the
association.

10

Preparation of Annual narrative reports for funding
agencies that support the various events of the
Association is an important task. Maintaining contacts
with funding agencies and maintaining contacts with
the members and individuals that show interest in
becoming members, is a regular Public Relations
task.

While collaborations with Women’s Studies Centres
at regional level are often identified and nurtured
by the EC regional representatives, the Secretariat is
responsible for seeking regional workshop reports
and the Treasurer follows up for the financial
statements.

Advocacy Inputs

The Newsletter of the IAWS represents the concerns
of the Association. However, in a professional capacity
of being a women's studies researcher and in the
capacity of being the General Secretary, I am
expected to provide an opinion on a range of issues,
like women's empowerment policy; population
policy; media representation of women; on issues of
violence and globalisation. These are important ways
in which the General Secretary represents the
concerns of the [AWS.

The issue that always confronts me and perhaps all
individuals who have been General Secretaries is
how to assess the value of running the Association,
at a personal, professional and also at the level of
serving the discipline. This is a hard task and there
are no indicators as of now to do that.

Our Story: Twenty Years of IAWS



Greetings for the Twenty Year Old: From one of the Midwives

Vina Mazumdar

You are twenty, going on twenty one, soon you will
think you are old,

All who surround you, steer and guide you, some
not so young, nor bold.

You are a rover, without any cover, not even a
permanent home.

Many who love you, want to settle you, within the
walls of a room —

Because they believe in - order and ruling

Filing and accounting order.

Records are needed, as and when heeded

To avoid in the future — disorder.

But you, my darling, were born without a farthing —
To challenge a powerful system,

The symbol of a hope, from many who were broke
But believed they could transform the system

Not through destruction, but persuasion,

Carrying the torch for knowledge —

Through research and teaching, action, debating —
Enriching young minds with courage.

Structures these days, age faster than earlier,

And become homes without people,

With declining rationale, sponsors and personnel
The life-force moves away — as natural.

Life is dynamic, Knowledge not static.

‘Tis a mistake to tie them down.
Challenge especially, needs strategically
New thrusts, ways and not frown

On changing methodology, for order and
maintenance

Of records, history and the spirit —

Of moving on gracefully, welcome affectionately
New people ready to (wo)man it.

Our Story: Twenty Years of IAWS

Retain your youth, and remain a rover

Keep on challenging the system!

Systems — though obdurate, hesitant and cussed —
Know they must bend to the wind.

Fanning that wind is your raison d’etre —

Think up new ways to do it better.

Monolithic models hid most of our reality,
Bharat darshan opens door to diversity.

U Al Q@ ¢
ga({-vg st Milf

Action India, Delhi
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IAWS: Two Decades of Journey of Tight Rope Walking between

Research and Activism

Neera Desai

While reminiscing about the emergence of IAWS
and traversing through its the two decades countless
memories come back to mind. The first conference
held at Mumbai in 1981 was organised within about
six months, with lot of trepidation about the response
and outcome. To the joy and satisfaction of many of
the participants and those involved in the
organization, the attempt proved to be an
invigorating, meaningful and exiting experience.
Participants constituting both young and old,
belonging to various ideological hues, running
around the campus, dropping in at the book
exhibition, enjoying the evening at sea shore, hardly
missing any session and finally with one voice passed
the resolution to launch the IAWS — a crucial
landmark in the history of women’s studies and
women’s movement. In fact there is a nostalgic
feeling lurking among many of the participants.

At this historic occasion retrospection over what
have the intervening years of the organisation meant
in terms of issues discussed, of increasing the
involvement of the members, of its outreach or
action taken to bring forth gender justice in the
Indian society? Of course detailed analysis of the
IAWS could be a future systematic project; here [
would briefly record some of my feelings about the
role of [AWS in the last two decades and challenges
ahead. While traversing through the history three or
four features of the conference come to mind. Firstly,
the TAWS has surely provided a forum to meet and
dialogue on various critical issues affecting women
in the radically transforming Indian society. A casual
glance at the major themes of the biannual
conferences and the plenary sessions will indicate
the range of issues covered and perspectives
encouraged. Secondly though it may not have
reached all the strata of women ranging of students
, teachers, researchers, activists, sensitive bureaucrats
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and the grass root workers but every conference has
been drawing more and more participants providing
them the opportunity to interact as freely and equally
as possible. In fact deliberate attempt had been made
to bridge the gap between various participants.
Thirdly from the very initial years activities of
collaborating with national and international
organisations involved in women’s studies discussions
have been pursued helping to build solidarity
amongst the various groups; thus IAWS as a
concerned organisation is visible at number of such
meetings and conferences. Fifthly by encouraging
though not always very successfully regional meetings
and workshops so as to reach out to the various
local groups and also address some of the regional
concerns. IAWS conferences to a great extent has
been an arena for coming to gather of number of
different interest groups and individuals for
dialoguing on critical, disturbing issues. The debates
have been of substantial depth and nuances which
to an extent have made significant dent in the
recognition of women’s studies in enhancing the
knowledge base of gender reality.

The enigma which now before us is, what has been
the transformative role of IAWS, besides providing
a space to articulate and debate on women’s issues?
Should praxis be one of the axis on which the role
of an organisation could be evaluated. Two decades
is sufficiently long period when some introspection
about its role in the area of effectiveness may be
attempted. As mentioned earlier undoubtedly TAWS
has given space to both academics and the activists.
There was a period around the second and the fifth
conference when a feeling of hiatus between the
activists and the researcher had surfaced. In the
Calcutta conference issues of difference, who speaks
for whom and marginalisation of minority groups
began to surface which raised the issue of

Our Story: Twenty Years of IAWS



homogeneity of women. In subsequent conferences
all these issues have been more sharply posited. The
activists have been participating in various sessions
of I[AWS platform not merely for interacting but
firmly articulating the concerns. In a way this
indicates the opening of the women’s studies. The
crucial issue is how the debates and discussions are
affecting the practitioners in the higher education
institutions?

One dichotomy which has been noticed by various
observers is the disparity between the quality of
presentation and discussion in the plenaries and the
sub theme sessions. Of course the sub themes are
arenas to give opportunity to many participants to
present their papers. However the language and the
level of the plenaries have been noticably elitist.

The final problem in the organisations pursuing the
academic interests and establishing the credentials
on those counts (in spite of the fact that activism
is final goal of IAWS) the intervention of the
organisation affecting women'’s issues somehow gets
side lined. Individual members may be taking
positions, intervening actively and participating in
the movements against violence on women or crucial
legislation is being enacted or non secular in roads
are made into the educational structures. The major
issue here is whether the organisation like IAWS
has to be a vehicle only of providing arena for
debating and dialoguing on crucial issues affecting
women'’s lives or it has also to play an interventionist
role? I do not have an answer, [ am only posing the
problem.

Our Story: Twenty Years of IAWS
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Looking Back

Maithreyi Krishnaraj

The IAWS was born in 1981. A conference was
called after a decision by our stalwarts among whom
were Veena Mazumdar, Neera Desai, Lotika Sarkar
and Madhuri Shah, to host a national women studies
conference at SNDT with the involvement of
ICSSR, UGC, UNICEEF and other funding bodies.
By a special resolution passed at this conference, an
Indian Association for Women Studies was created.
Most people refer to this first conference as the
‘IAWS conference’ which is not correct. It was the
first women studies conference not the first JAWS
conference.

Since then every alternate year we have held
conferences in different venues. What marked the
first conference was its concern for promoting
women studies in the university system and in
building alliances with women’s groups. In the turn
out of more than 400 women from all over India
were contingents from political parties, AIWC,
YWCA, young scholars from many universities,
students, new women’s groups. This broad range
was not kept up in later years. At that time women
studies centres had not come up. Women's groups
had not yet rallied under the label ‘autonomous
women’s groups’. The issues discussed in panels
voiced concerns about women’s status and feminism
was not yet a part of the vocabulary. The ICSSR
programme of women studies under the leadership
of Veena Mazumdar had clearly laid emphasis on
economic issues. The level of discussion was general,
there was no divide between ‘activists’ and ‘academics’
as the latter had not become a category.

The process of confronting the subordination of
women was primarily seen as a political challenge
and women studies was to be an aid- truly speaking
the ‘academic arm’. There was great faith in the role
of higher education as an influential agent for
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transformation. The faith in research arose also with
the impact that Towards Equality made on a
complaisant society. Law seemed a potent instrument
for we were meeting after the famous Mathura case.
We were all going to work together in this shared
vision of sisterhood. Lawyers, women professionals,
voluntary groups, established traditional organisations
and grass roots women . This high hope was not
sustained. While individual political activists
continued to attend conferences, after the first two
conferences party women stayed away. A pity for
dialogue between party groups and others receded.
The rise of hindutva has now made this even more
difficult. The new context of the political —
economical changes have reduced the space for
women’s active intervention,

The first IAWS conference (but the second WS
one) was in Tiruvanandapuram with sensitive
bureaucrats taking initiative in participating and
organising conferences. Those women within the
government who had been educated on ‘Towards
Equality” were confident that governments could be
nudged into making changes. Themes like work
participation and political participation, women’s
struggles featured prominently. Many men in the
government and academics were convinced of
women’s cause, The autonomous women’s groups
gained more visibility.

By the time we met in subsequent conferences,
women studies scholarship had emerged and these
were reflected in the level and themes that began to
dominate. Historical analysis of nationalism and
patriarchy came centre stage. The activist-academic
divide took the form of accusation that academics
exploit activists for building their theory. While in
the later years this contentiousness faded, the
emergence of NGOs and funding availability for
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research to these groups shifted the line of disputes.
Though unacknowledged there has been a good deal
of interchange between action and academia, both
drawing from each other. For example questions of
unpaid work, intra-household distribution,
development theories and practice, use of and
critique of national data sources were fertile grounds
of such beneficial exchange. Experiencés of activists
on how the law works, on violence, on perception
of different category of women, on what is involved
when one seeks to work with government or
challenges improved research. Teaching of women
studies promoted greater interaction as activists were
often guest lecturers. It is difficult to say to what
extent these were the direct fall out of IAWS is
difficult to say but I perhaps it helped in creating an
environment for this interaction. International
conferences lent more visibility to women’s issues.

Decades later, the shifts in intellectual discourses
within feminism increasingly percolated into women
studies- representation and difference. On the
positive side, one noticed an increasing sophistication
in analysis, greater rigour in understanding law, in
development theories, in methodology, in mapping
the diverse experiences of regions.

So, what can we count as achievements, failures,
possibilities? The success score is in the regularity
with which the conferences have been held; in the
quality of papers and discussions; in its outreach; in
the dedication with which each conference was
organised by host women. The newsletter is an
innovation. The flip side is that organisationally we
are still weak. Mail does not reach is a constant
complaint. There is no proper permanent secretariat;
of course being a professional organisation this is
not feasible but some skeleton office where people
can contact during off- conference times is a lacuna.
Elections have not brought in new workers. All EC
members do not work or attend the meetings with
the same sincerity. Some who are elected see it as
a prestige appointment and are rarely available for
actual ‘housework’, that invisible category because
they are abroad or too busy. Some attempts have
been made to have regional associations but these
are still too few in number. Delhi continues to be
dominant and regions such as Bihar, Assam, NE,
UP have not participated adequately. Attempts at
publication have not been successful. Young middle
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class women, the daughters of our movement are
not coming in large numbers to keep the torch
aloft.

So the future? Our alliance have to go stronger;
more young people must be brought in; regional
associations must be built up in all parts of India as
channels for grassroots women to participate. There
has to be more room for discussions, less packing of
sessions to the hilt that groups do not have free
time for organising their own meetings outside
official hours. Though IAWS has passed resolutions
these remain tokens, not taken seriously by any
agency. In other words IAWS is not a strong mouth
piece for women’s issues from the point of view of
the public, though it has been a good forum for
scholars and the movement. It straddles an uneasy
tight rope between women’s conference to focus
on issues and women studies conference to generate
intellectual output.

Rajasthan K isan Sanghatana
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Women’s Studies: the Last Decade and Challenges for the Next

Malini Bhattacharya

The term “Women’s Studies’ was invented in the
U.S.A. in the 1960s and created a space for itself in
the academic world of the West through the campus
upheavals of the late 1960s that challenged the
boundaries of established disciplines and questioned
academic canons. I am told by friends in the U.S.A.
that the term has already been discarded in academic
circles, that like ‘Feminism’it has fallen into discredit,
to be replaced at most by ‘Gender Studies’, which
is supposed to be more balanced in so far as it is a
relational term. If identities of men and women are
socially constructed, and if the differences between
them are ideologically determined rather than
absolute, then what we are really studying is ‘gender’
and the relationalities of the ‘masculine’ and the
‘feminine’, not just women’s problems/issues/
position/status; this is how the shift in terminology
is conceptualised.

I do not know whether in India, in the coming
years, we would also discard “Women's Studies’ for
‘Gender Studies’ on the same plea, but one may at
least affirm that since the 1970s when the term
came to be adopted into our academic discourse, it
has come to have a life and a logic of its own
which must be recalled if such shift is contemplated.
In our country,it has been said, Women’s Studies
‘has not been a “movement-born” phenomenon’,
this is perhaps true in the sense that no general
upheaval within the academic world precipitated its
arrival on the scene. It was more of a marginal
activity ‘initiated by a few involved academicians’,
and for a long time ‘mainstream’ academia took
hardly any note of it.

However, from the very beginning, “Women’s Studies’
in India maintained very strong bonds with women’s
movements; Towards Equality, the text that pioneered
Women’s Studies in India, came out under shadow
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of Internal Emergency at a time when all democratic
movements were being repressed by the Government
at the Centre. But in spite of having been sponsored
by the same Government, Towards Equality made no
compromises so far as the authenticity and the critical
vision of the true research worker was concerned,
and was thus able to give the women’s movement
from which it derived its issues, the consciousness
of its own political relevance. Intervention by a
group of academics in the Mathura rape case in the
early 80’s again provided the movement with
weapons to wage a struggle against rampant instances
of sexual violence that went with caste and class
oppression. Subsequently, the movement against
incidents of ‘Suttee’ on one hand and the so-called
Muslim Women'’s Bill on the other was inspired and
enriched by the conceptual underpinning that
academics, legal experts and intellectuals brought to
it. Women’s Studies in India may not have come in
the wake of campus activism as in the West, but it
has continuously derived its raison d’étre from and
contributed to the discourse of democratic
movements in the country.

Perhaps, this engagement with activist issues is one
major reason why the term “Women’s Studies’ retains
its relevance for us in spite of the continued
antagonism both from mainstream academic
disciplines and from some brands of activism. For
our purpose, ‘woman’ itself is a relational word and
includes ‘man’. While it is true that the significance
of these terms is socially conditioned and refers to
gender relationships at particular moments of our
social life, it is also true that these relationships are
embedded in power-structures where ‘women’ like
‘proletariat’ or ‘dalit’ represents a subordinated status.
These power-structures also operate within settled
disciplines in spite of their claim to academic
neutrality and cast a veil of silence around the process

Our Story: Twenty Years of IAWS



of subordination itself. The term ‘“Women’s
Studies’embodies a political thrust, that addresses
some crucial gaps and silences within the discourse
of settled discipline and helps to open up the
inviolate power-structures within academic practice.
Substitution of “Women’ Studies’ by ‘Gender Studies’
would indicate a loss of this political thrust, and a
dilution of the commitment to privilege a
perspective, that has been supressed and neglected
throughout history. On the other hand, activism
could also benefit from such conceptualisation.
Maybe a shift from Women’s Studies to Gender
Studies would make it more acceptable to main
stream academia, but would also result in a loss of
its political relevance.

Women’s Studies in India today also reflects the
fractures within the Women’s movement. Ongoing
debates have been there since the 1980s regarding

the nature of the relations between gender-identity"

and other markers of identity such as class, caste
and religious community. Sometimes the same
people who refuse to admit ‘class’ as a coordinate
analytical category with ‘gender’ because it was
limited to economistic differences, would privilege
‘cultural’ categories like caste and community as
referring to differences which have more relevance
for Women’s Studies. The upsurge in identity-politics
in the last decade has meant that we have moved
away from straightforward universalist theories of
gender and have begun to study the sectoral
implications of other kinds of identities. But the
relative absence of ‘class’ in the feminist discourse in
our country suggests a certain gap in our thinking
which also limits and hampers the analysis of other
kinds of identities.

Differentiations based on caste/religious community
are sometimes seen as having more ‘real’ implications
for analysis in Women's Studies while class is seen
as more of an abstruction imposed hegemonically
on such analysis. When one looks at the situation in
Women’s Studies today, which has been created by
the moribundity of the liberal secularism of
yesteryears and the efforts to create a mystique out
of the caste/religious identities of women by
presuming such identities to be ‘cultural’ rather than
‘political’, one feels that the category of ‘class’ is
irreplaceable for promoting the self-criticality/ self-
reflexivity Women’s Studies must base itself upon.
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Class is a diachronic category which seeks to
hypothesise how all human relationships including
gender relationships change over time. The outlines
of the hypothesis may be open to critique, but such
hypothetical effort is perhaps necessary to historicise
categories like gender/caste/religious community.
Will Women’s Studies in the coming days be more
open to such efforts?
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In conversation with Jasodhara Bagchi:

Women’s Studies: Looking Back — Looking Forward

For someone like me and several others who I
know and interact with, women’s studies came across
very much as a part of the women’s movement.
Some of the questions that were raised in the
women’s movement were translated into critical
questions in our professions and this opened out
the horizons of our disciplines. As practitioners of
women studies, we no longer had to be confined to
the walls of our discipline. In any case, the way [
had practiced the discipline, it had been more open
to interventions from social aspects of the discipline.
But with women’s studies, the critical output could
be drawn out further. I consider that women’s studies
was raising not only issues of the women’s movement
but also suggesting ways of coming to grips with
the terrain of advanced knowledge in which we are
supposed to operate within the university system.

If I see rightly, I see that in the last ten years there
have been efforts along the lines of what Maitreyi
Krishnaraj has aptly called ‘permeable boundaries’.
The fact that societies in which we live are stratified
has made it possible to access through gender some
of the other kinds of stratification more readily and
to have a more nuanced understanding of humanism.
Gender is one of the major constituents in the
making of inequality in the world of disciplines and
of practice. Gender having being there the longest,
helps the other forms of domination to hook on to
it. If one can use gender as a ‘tool of critique’ — a
lot more of the stratified society would be easier to
confront. Gender as a critical tool or to use Kumkum
Sangari’s phrase, gender as the ‘cutting edge’ opens
up different kinds of discrimination and is a way of
interrogating the disciplines.

About women’s studies in the next ten years — it is

difficult to predict — so I do so with considerable
hesitation. One hopes that the present technological
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happenings will not completely lure away women’s
studies. These technologies are producing their own
set of miseries and forms of polarization in society
— instead of the empowerment that liberal market
oriented policies were supposed to have brought in.
In fact, gender is also capturing the notion of
masculinity very fast and for the first time in our
society too, there is a feeling that men are at the
wrong end of voyeurism. I don’t know, if the men
feel empowered with this but looking at
advertisements like ‘Yeh Andar ki Baat Hai’ or those
of other underclothes — I don’t think that masculinity
is being glorified at all. So in a way, gender is in a
position to question masculinity as it had the notions
of femininity. But I am opposed to the term men’s
studies which as if suggests that gender has vanished
and upsets the critical principle of gender. Ultimately
one can only hope that women’s studies do not get
incorporated in the academic naturalization process,
which kills a number of critical questions. Therefore,
I am not enthusiastic about gender studies becoming
‘a discipline’. I think it can be a critical perspective |
a cutting edge across disciplines converging on
certain basic insights into the working of patriarchy
and other very oppressive forms of domination,
which are both modern and pre-modern. In any
case both the modern and traditionalist paradigms
are products of patriarchy. That is why globalization
and fundamentalism nestle so happily and closely.
There is nothing really global about globalization
just as fundamentalism is identarian and yet so
accommodative of other identarian trends. On both
the fronts — globalization and fundamentalism there
has been a big sell out to the system. I hope women’s
studies will continue to hold out against this
complete sell out to the dominant system. Therefore,
one hopes that women’s studies will keep its space
within the university set up. There is a lot of lip
service being paid to gender and equity but
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ultimately no system is comfortable with it. So the
confrontation will have to continue.

Another problem is that a lot of professionalism has
come to the practices of gender and equity. There
is no need to feel thwarted. There are ways in which
questions may still be kept alive. Even the corporate
NGO sector will have to be bothered by these
questions and remain answerable to women’s studies.
This is a generalized hope and it’s difficult to present
any direct evidence for this hope. Going by recent
happenings at Kampala at the third in the series of
World Women’s Conference, there is a lot of anger
and vibrancy being expressed by the African
Women’s Movement and movements from other
parts of the world. For instance, a group from
Columbia was getting signatures against the
completely destructive paths that both the extreme
Left and Right had taken. In case of refugees too,
women have a crucial role to play. They are the
worst victims of displacement but also the people
who will ultimately reconstruct daily lives. The
challenges before women are so vast that I think
that we cannot settle down into a comfortable niche.

As for the IAWS — its regional and international
linkages — one could have done better. But the very
fact that bi-annual meetings are organized — says
that there is something to look forward to and
connect. Organizing these meetings is not easy and
to that extent the Association has done well on the
networking front. It’s wonderful that the whole of
India can come together and that there is always a
South Asia focus. We need to keep this activity
going at the all India level. I am not sure if the
parallel conferences of the women’s movement are
still going on. Its strange how there have been
several configurations- there has been a kind of
convergence with a critical edge of women’s wings
of political parties, autonomous women’s groups and
NGOs. Rather than just drop one’s hands in despair
as if all this was following the dictates of the UN
Conferences and so on — we need to look at the
convergence on legal and communal front. People’s
movements too have criss-crossed across and gathered
energy from gender. Reesearch and interventions on
caste have also traveled well across the country. With
all the limitations of its practice, IAWS is our
association -there should be as much possible work
done to keep it alive. Some of the old guard — do
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feel that its no longer the same, but we need to
remember that institutions do not remain the same.
The last two conferences have been vibrant. For the
present one, considerable trouble has been taken
over making the central statement. I am pinning
my hope on its potential getting realized.
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IAWS: What Do We Do Now?

Nirmala Banerjee

In times of crisis, a person automatically starts
reviewing her resources — what associations she can
fall back on, what help she can expect, what assets
she can cash on. I think for all of us women of
India this is indeed a period of crisis when we have
had to face the breakdown of so many institutions
that we had always taken for granted. For many in
Gujarat it has been a very real physical assault,
coupled with a sudden denial of their basic rights,
not just as Indian citizens but even as members of
civilized humanity. For the rest of us who have
been nothing more than agonized but distant
observers, this has nevertheless also been a period
of a very serious moral and intellectual crisis. It has
torn through the thin veneer of the secularism that
we had taken for granted amongst our associates
and peers. And it has made a mockery of our belief
in the state as an agency for the welfare of the weak
and the vulnerable. Especially for those of us who
were there at the beginning of independent India
and who had believed that they would make a
positive contribution, however small, to building
India’s emerging institutions, the crisis is very real,
because the events have suddenly underscored the
fragility of our lifetime achievements.

Can we, as a group of desolate and bewildered
citizens and feminists, reclaim any of that lost
ground? True, over the last several years we have
come to realize that our romanticism about building
a meaningful sisterhood is still a distant dream; we
have not been able to create a solid united front
that can fight, politically or socially, against the forces
of traditional patriarchy, be it Hindu or Muslim.
What we have considered as our achievements-
whether in education, or in the economy, have not
really reached the really needy or vulnerable. And
over years, our presence has merely worked to make
those in power conscious of the necessity to contain
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the challenge that feminism may pose to their way

of life.

And yet this is when I would look to the IAWS as
one of the few institutions that can bring together
concerned scholars and activists for working out
strategies for coping with this crisis of confidence.
We have to our credit enough experience and
research from all parts of the country for making a
realistic assessment of the dimensions of the counter
forces. We have our carefully nurtured traditions of
intra-institution democracy and of communication
at all levels. And we have the humility to approach
the issues with a clear acknowledgement of our
past failures. What we, as an organization have to do
now is to reach out into arenas where the battle has
already begun and to make our stand known. This
may lose us the state patronage that we have so far
enjoyed; it may also isolate us from our close
associates. It is a risky venture because the rights
and wrongs of the day-to-day events are no longer
clearly demarcated. That is why I hope this coming
conference will use the opportunity to clearly work
out our long-term stand about the shape of the
society that we want to live in.
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IAWS Plays an Anchoring Role for Women’s Studies

Chhaya Datar

[ am a member of [AWS from its inception and
was elected as a general secretary for a period of
1996-98. Except three conferences, one in Mumbai,
when the decision was taken to launch the IAWS,
the one in Mysore in 1993 and the third one in
Hyderabad in 2000, I attended all the conferences
and found myself invigorated every time. In the
beginning I remember I used to sit in the audience
and watch with much reverence all the mothers of
Indian feminism weaving the feminist discourse from
the platform of biannual conferences. Their
commitment to provide
direction to women’s studies
despite the fear of being outcast
from their own discipline,
nurturing conviction that the
women’s studies provides
vantage point for an
interdisciplinary approach to
understand reality in its
complexity, and their organising
capacities, everything was awe
mnspiring.

Later, I saw myself shouldering
the responsibility of organising
one such conference in Pune,
in 1998. Looking back I feel it
was a very productive tenure
with Nirmala Banerjee as a
president and Neera Desai as
an ex-officio member. We
organised also a mini
conference in Baroda to celebrate 50 years of
independence, and invited stalwarts who were part
of the freedom struggle and the first generation
feminists to listen to their testimonies and record
them on video. On the whole we followed the
same format of activities as was laid down by earlier
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executive committees. Apart from these two
conferences four regional workshops were sponsored
during those two years. We also tried to follow the
footsteps of our predecessors by inviting one South
Asian speaker in every panel of the plenary. One of
the major efforts undertaken by our executive was
to introduce the electoral reforms. Being a veteran
in the IAWS functioning, Neera Desai worked hard
to identify the pitfalls in the present constitution
and identified much needed changes. But I suppose
that because of the lack of sufficient lobbying we
could not achieve these reforms
in the general body organised in
Pune. The Pune conference
became the most eventful due to
the spontaneously organised Peace
March by the participants in
association with the local
organisations to protest against the
launching of nuclear bomb by
India and Pakistan, both one after
another. In fact our Pakistani
contingent could not reach the
venue because they were returned
from the Islamabad airport after
the nuclear explosion just two
days before their departure for
India. Credit goes to Kamala’s
inspiring presence in the
conference. | found publishing of
quarterly newsletter also plays
important role of networking and
reinforces the sense of belonging.

Despite having rich agenda of activities during last
22 years, I feel that progressively something is missing
in this platform. Although in founding of IAWS the
initiative came more from the academic stream of
the women’s studies, quite a few women activists

21



from different organisations were very active during
the efforts of registration and later always provided
radical activist inputs to the deliberations within
the conference. I remember that always we had
organised side meetings of activists to discuss the
current burning issues, which could not be taken
up on the official platform of plenaries. One would
look forward to these events, which would refuel
the activist spirit among many of us, before returning
to our grassroot activities. In a way, we used to
enjoy this cleavage between the activists and the
academics and had strong sense that because of us
the women'’s studies could maintain its critical edge.
I must say that this spirit is lost in the recent
conferences. One reason could be that the younger
feminists themselves have come of age now and
have started shouldering the responsibility of the
IAWS, i.e. they have become a part of the
establishment and cannot afford to rebel from outside.
Many issues, which were not found scope within
the TAWS conference agendas have now been
incorporated as a part of agendas. But also, one very
important observation is emerging that the second
or rather third generation of the women’s movement

1s missing, as the second generation has moved in
to take reigns of the IAWS in their hands.

It needs to be also noted that meanwhile the
women’s movement has started convening its own
conferences, where autonomous women'’s groups are
taking initiatives. May be that cleavage has turned
into a big divide and I feel very strongly that some
reconciliatory action is necessary from the
establishment of the IAWS.

Establishing Sisterhood Relationship with the
Women’s Movement

One action I had suggested earlier during Calcutta
conference is that to encourage the women'’s
movement conference organisers to use the same
venue as the IAWS conference. And schedule the
movement conference consecutively for two days
after the IAWS conference so that many participants
of the TAWS would be able to join this event,
without incurring additional travel cost. [t would
be a good exposure to those IAWS members who
are not usually a part of the women’s movement
activities, but are curious to know what is going on.
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Women’s movement conference generally focuses
on the current issues requiring consistent campaigns.
Agenda for campaigns are usually drawn during its
deliberations. The conference is also used for
thrashing out the differences of opinions, and
perspectives for strategies. IAWS plenary themes and
speeches address academic concerns for research and
integration in the curricula of the existing disciplines.
The women’s movement conferences try to address
immediate concerns of the grassroot women and
the concerns such as lesbianism etc. which are taboo
in the mainstream of academia. I certainly believe
that although the platforms differ for the academic
activities and the movement activities, there are
overlaps of ‘concerns and definitely overlaps of
persons. If women’s movement wants to influence
the academics, which is one of the objectives of the
women’s movement, it cannot expect it to happen
indirectly, through the news and literature. Women’s
movement activists need to be proactive and
approach wider audiences.

Proactive Role to Integrate Women’s Studies
Centres in the Mainstream

I would like to suggest that the IAWS executive
should adopt one more functional responsibility to
its mandate. Apart from providing space for the
emerging scholarship in women’s studies and
networking possibilities among the scholars and
activists, I feel IAWS also should be more proactive
with the women’s studies centres, both UGC funded
and also those which function as independent
Feminist Resource Centres. My suggestion is that
senior executive committee member should be
assigned this exclusive responsibility of contacting
the women’s studies centres, particularly those which
are newly established and act as a mentor to these
centres. Enough budget should be provided for
traveling and establishing communication with these
centres. May be profiling of these centres could be
done through the newsletter so that others know
the areas of specialisation of those centres. They
should be encouraged to publish highlights of their
activities through IAWS newsletter. To bring these
centres in the mainstream of women’s studies is a
major concern. They have funds and they should be
channelised more purposefully. The liaison between
the centres and the IAWS should be strengthened.
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In future may be the centres could contribute some
funds to the IAWS. There is a need to establish
- website of the IAWS to make it more accessible to
all concerned with the women’s studies. The Women
~ and Child Development department of government
of India and NIPCCID together are thinking of
establishing a National Resource Centre accessible
through net. IAWS could play a major role of
communication and consolidation of women’s
studies through its newsletter and spearhead the
process of establishment of this resource centre on

NET.

- Women’s Studies Association in Regional

Languages

Another major responsibility, which should be a
part of the IAWS mandate, should be to assist and
‘encourage associations of women’s studies in regional
languages. At the undergraduate level many colleges
offer social sciences and humanities in the regional
languages. Thus, there is a need to identify the already
‘existing literature in the local languages with feminist
perspectives and publish a list of that literature
relevant to the teaching needs. The associations could
‘undertake responsibility of translating and publishing
‘some important classics in Indian and World feminist
literature. They could encourage preparing textbooks
for the specialised courses such as, “Women and
Society” introduced by many universities.

In brief | would suggest that instead of focusing all
the attention on festive events like conferences,
which are of course necessary, the IAWS should
also include promotional activities in its mandate.

Eﬂ! Story: Twenty Years of IAWS

Karen Haydock
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Regional Seminars and Workshops — Building IAWS’ Resources and Developing
Stronger Links between Academic Pursuits and Activist Endeavours

Kumud Sharma

IAWS in the last twenty years has provided a
common platform to academics, activists, policy
planners, researchers and students to articulate their
concerns and share ideas on alternate visions of
women’s struggle for a just and equitable society.

The First National Conference on Women’s Studies
(1981) in Bombay was a celebration of women
coming together. It gave birth to IAWS which has
over the last two decades actively contributed to
developing knowledge and perspectives on women’s
issues. Keen to conceptualise women’s question the
first Conference focussed on mainstreaming women'’s
studies within higher education system. 1980s was
also the time when autonomous women’s groups
emerged and activists organised women around
several key issues. In the 80s institutions of higher
education became the arena of debates and struggle
of women’s studies to take roots. The emergence of
[AWS at this juncture provided it an opportunity
to reflect upon a whole range of questions grounded
in women’s collective experience.

Organising biennial national conferences is the main
task of IAWS. The Association has organised nine
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national conferences so far which have addressed
issues such as — women’s struggle and movements;
poverty, survival and struggle for change; religion,
culture and politics; new economic policy;
feminist vision and alternate paradigm and practices;
survival and sovereignty; challenges to women’s
studies and public policies. Some key issues of debates
among the participants were the questions of
women’s organisations and their relationship to
broader movements, the vital but troubled
relationship between researcher and activists and
theory and practice, role of ideology, culture, religion
and politics in gender violence, rising
fundamentalism and identity politics and minority
and dalit women’s perceptives on state policies and
practices.

In 1985 the Association organised an Asian Regional
Conference on “Women and the Household™ in
collaboration with the Commission on Women of
International Union of Anthropological and
Ethnological Sciences and Research Committee 32
on “Women and Society’ of International Sociological
association. It also organised a national seminar on
‘Organisation and perspectives on developing
women’s studies in India’ in collaboration with Delhi
University and UGC.

IAWS in collaboration with Centre for Women'’s
Development Studies organised a national seminar
on ‘The early years of independent India: Women’s
perspective’ to commemorate 50 years of India’s
independence. A highlight of the seminar was the
oral narratives of women who fought for the national
liberation struggle and participated in the Telengana
and Tebhaga movements. These testimonies have
been published by the TAWS.
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The Association also undertook to set up small task
forces on specific issues and organised regional
workshops on relatively neglected areas or as a
preparation to the national conference.

Recognising the importance of regional histories
and comparative research perspectives the association
organised four regional workshops to understand
parallels, continuities and disjunctions between one
region and another. Regional workshops have also
been organised on issues such as globalisation,
identity, politics and rising violence against women,
dalit feminism, issues of reservation and civil code,
feminist economics, women and media and so on.

After the Trivandrum Conference (1984) a small
group was formed to promote research on the ‘Role
of women in the Indian Freedom struggle’. In 1987
two task forces were constituted. The first one was
to examine the implications of the section on
‘Education for women’s equality’ in the National
Policy on Education (1986) and the second on the
‘Role of Science and Technology in promoting

gender equality’.

In 1989 IAWS appointed two task forces to prepare
an approach paper to women’s studies in the Indian
context delineating the perspective, methodology
and the conceptual framework. The second task force
was to review the problems experienced by women’s
studies centres supported by UGC.

IAWS has always been a collaborative venture
encouraging institutions, women’s groups, women'’s
studies centres and activists to put their energy and
resources together to make the association an active
and vibrant network.

Book exhibitions, songs from the women’s
movements, plays, video films, on the themes of the
conferences and craft exhibitions, have been regular
features of the National Conferences.

[AWS is committed to promoting cooperation and
solidarity between women’s groups, scholars and
activists working in different countries of South
Asia. Each National Conference has made an effort
to organise a South Asia Panel on the theme and
invite delegates from the SAARC countries.
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From 1985-86 the Association started bringing out
a periodic newsletter to facilitate networking and
dialogue on research, campaigns and concerns of
the women’s movement.

IAWS began its journey with a commitment to
curriculum development and new and innovative
ways of teaching women’s studies. The need for
interdisciplinary research and theorisation on
women’s issues, and collection and preparation of
teaching material remains a big challenge. To keep
women’s studies grounded in prexis and the tensions
between feminist scholarship and political practice
is another challenge.

In the last twenty years and particularly in the 1990s
the Indian scenario has changed significantly. The
contemporary women’s movement has taken up
many challenges and voiced concerns with state
policies, development paradigm, political economy,
women’s struggle against poverty, violence and rising
fundamentalism. Recognising the complexities of
changes and new threats to people’s and women’s
movements, feminist critiques and alternative visions
articulated through women’s movement need to be
looked afresh. The alliances built over these yeas to
provoke debates and discussions, to do advocacy
and lobbying on emerging concerns need to be
strengthened. Communalisation of politics and
globalisation of economy are eroding the rights of
women. Children, minorities, tribals and dalits.
Critical voices and struggles have to be sustained.
IAWS has to continuously review its role in order
to provide an interactive and vibrant forum.
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Whither Women’s Studies?

Mary E. John

Nobody needs to be told about the sense of crisis
and insecurity that grips practitioners in the field of
women’s studies today. But what exactly is the nature
of this crisis? How recent is it? Is it unique to
women’s studies? It is particularly urgent at this
time to go beyond immediate versions of this crisis
by placing it in historical perspective, if we are to
produce effective visions for the years ahead. This
newsletter represents a valuable opportunity to raise
some issues, however briefly, for further discussion:
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The experience of crisis as such is hardly new.
Indeed, accounts of the inception of women’s
studies in the 1970s tell us that it began with
a sense of crisis, due as much to conflicting
pressures as to the absence of a history to build
on. The interesting contrast with the present
moment, however, becomes palpable when we
look at the 1970s from both institutional and
political points of view. Women’s studies was
born within the portals of higher education at
a time of institutional growth and consolidation.
State subsidisation of higher education was taken
for granted and a secure future for university
faculty, research scholars and students could be
assumed, whatever else events such as the
imposition of Emergency and the fundamental
loss of democratic rights might have taken away.
In fact, it was precisely the absence of anxiety
of this kind that made it possible for a
considerable number of urban middle class
young women and men, fired with idealistic
zeal, to leave their familiar contexts and engage
wholly in social and political activity. It is thus
significant that the wave of radicalism of the
1970s, including the rise of student politics and
the rebirth of the women’s movement, was
buttressed by a stable and expanding institutional
environment. This also suggests that it was this

combination of radical politics and institutional

security that encouraged an overarching and

ambitious vision for the fledgling field of
women’s studies. As founder-mothers Neera
Desai and Vina Mazumdar captured the

dominant mood of the moment: Women’s

Studies was not a discipline or a field of study,

least of all a special topic, but a perspective that

“required articulation in every discipline,

institution, in all studies and at all levels.”

The most distinctive aspect of the emergence
of women’ studies in the 1970s was the new
emphasis on women as subjects of research,
especially in contrast to pre-independence
emphases on women as subjects fo be educated.
A certain convergence was evident and from
various quarters — activists, scholars, policy
makers and international agencies — who in
various ways emphasized the absence of
knowledges about women, especially “invisible
women” at the grassroots. Research itself was
envisaged as a form of outreach, a means of
revitalising the women’s movement and giving
a fresh direction to state policy. What remained
unnoticed in all these new endeavours, however,
was that education as an issue dropped out of
the picture and was all but lost sight of.

The intervening decades of the 1980s and 90s
have witnessed a veritable explosion of writing
and research on women. No subject or sub-
field has been spared in the process, be it
development, sociology, history, literature, the
law, violence, health, caste, communalism or
sexuality, and even this is not an exhaustive list,
This kind of impact and presence is surely
unique. (The only example of the creation of a |
new field of scholarship due to political and
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