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WOMEN'S STUDIES AND WOMEN'S MOVEMENT IN INDIA:

AN IMPRESSIONIST OVERVIEW

VINA MAZUMDAR

Prior to the investigation of the Committee on the Status of
Women in India, research focused on women's problems reflected
motives very different from the research that has taken place
after 1975. The objective of the pre-Independence rescarch was
often to justify social reform or to provide a backbone, . for
India's cultural pride, which had been battered by colonial : rule
and the onslaught of western culture. The focus of ). such
research, whether the period was ancient or modern India, was on
the minority of women in upper classes. For a variety of reasons
such research declined after Independence.

The political context of the post-1975 research was
distinctly different. The need to justify the culture of the
colonised 1in the face of colonial oppression was no longer
present. The guarantee of women's equality in the Constitution
(a feature unavailable to this day in the far older Upited
States constitution) provided a completely different set of
standards to assess women's situation in all its aspects. The
Committee's report Towards Fquality - presented a grim picture of
social rcality and trends of change that sharply contrasted with
the goals of equality laid down by the Indian Constitution. The
guiding principles of the Committee are significant, they - could
well be recad as the manifesto of women's studies in India.

¥ Equality of women is necessary as a basic condition of
social, economic and political development of the nation;

2 s Improvement  of employment opportunities and cnrning'.power
© should be given the highest priority in order to. release
women from their dependent and unequal status.

3 Socicty owes a special responsibility to women as mothers;
safe bearing and rearing of children, therefore, 1is an
obligation that must be shared by the mother, father and
society;

4. The contribution made by an active housewife to the
management of a family should be accepted as economically
and socially productive and as essential for national
savings and development;

5. Marriage and motherhood should not become disabilities,

- preventing women from fulfilling their full and proper role

in the task of nation building, in which society, including
women themselves, must accept their due responsibilities.



6. Disabilities and inequalities, of which women are victims,
cannot be removed for women only : such action must form
part of a total movement for the removal of all inequalities
and oppressive social institutions;

7. Some special measures will be necessary to move in  the
direction of the goals set by the Constitution and to
transform de Jjure equality into a de facto one. The
result of the report was to define a new agenda for women's
studiecs  in the country, an agenda which stressed  the
dynamism and pluralism of Indian society in contrast to the
often monolithic discourse of the nationalist/or the
development schools. A new programme for Women's Studies,
initiated by the Indian Council of Social Science Research,
emerged after the report with three distinct objectives:

(a) to identify and work for needed policy changes;

(b) to persuade the social science community to re-examine the
methodology, concepts, theories and analytical apparatus of
social research, which had successfully excluded women's
role, status and situation from the entire arena of social
investigations; and

(c) to revive the social debate on the women's question, which
had emerged as a major issue during the freedom struggle,
but had faded in the post-Independence period.

While there were other significant reasons for unrest among
women of different classes, it is also clear that women's studies
contributed, among other factors, to the revival of the women's
movement in this country in the post-1977 period. For the first
time, the movement was armed with a much larger body of
information about women of the non-privileged classes, and was
thus able to draw in the concerns and priorities of the 1latter
into the perspectives of the movement. The earlier women's
movement was handicapped by a very small number of educated
women, who could gather and analyse social data to influence its
own leadership. This handicap confined the concerns of the
earlier women's movement to a few social problems that affected
women mainly in the urban middle class, and at a later date, some
problems of women workers in organised industry. The extension
of the post-1975 research to peasant women and women in the

informal scctor generated new sources of information for the fast
qrowing women'somovement

THE ISSUES

The revival of the women's movement in the 1late secventies
brought new dynamism and directions to women's studies. Issues
of violence - domestic and social, sexual exploitation in old and
new forms, identification of complex structures of domination and
their reassertion in new forms in the ideology of revivalist,
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fundamentalist communal and ethnic movements - are some of the
most significant of these new dimensions that the movement has
brought into women's studies. Similarly, investigations into
peasant women's roles in the rural economy and their undiscovered
history has raised new questions and drawn women's studies closer
to issues being raised by ecological and environmental movements.
Investigations 1into women's marginalisation and exploitation in
the economy - formal and informal, in the educational process, in
communication and media and also in the political process have
turned women's studies into one of the major critics of the
pattern of "development" and the choice of strategies.

By its very scope (as evidenced from the catalogue of
subjects given above) women's studies was part of a broader
process or critical evaluation of the nature of social science,
taking place on a world scale after 1968. The formalisation of
disciplinary boundaries in social science i.e. the division of
social resecarch into politics, economics, history, sociology etc.
had grown rapidly in the 20th century. The development of
capitalism in Europe generated the need for specialised knowledge
to run the social order - thus the expansion of education systems
was accompanied by the growth of specialisation within every
branch of knowledge. The fragmentation of the 'humanities' into
several social sciences restricted within disciplinary boundaries
was not without considerable problems. Fach discipline soon
developed  in isolation from sister disciplines, generating  its
isolated thecorics, resecarch and analytical tools, complex jargon
and mystifications. Social science degenerated into an obsession
with micro studies with pre-designed models for enquiry, rather
than locating analysis in a broader social perspective.

By the late 1960's critical voices, muted earlier, began to
become stronger within the various disciplines, calling for the
development of a holistic perspective and the breaking down of
disciplinary boundaries. In this struggle to restore social
investigations to their original role, or examining the social
process as a complex mozaic in which several processes are
inextricably interconnected, women's studies was to play a major
role. By its very nature women's studies could not be imprisoned
within the formal boundaries of the established disciplines. At
any rate, the established disciplines had distinguished
themselves hy obliterating gender concerns from their research
agenda. Women's Studies solved the problem with a critique of
the established disciplines and calling for a rich
interdisciplinary perspective. It also questioned the dependence
of most social scientists in India on theories and methods
developed in the West, applying them blindly to the 1Indian
context - despite the latter's marked difference from the west in
political economy, history and cultural -plurality. Lastly, it
challenged the Western concept of a value-free social science, or
the role of academic neutrality, trans-atlantic in origin - that
had penetrated Indian academe with considerable success.




Soon after the First National Conference on Women's Studies
(Bombay, 1981), a group of women's studies practitioners in India
defined it as' "the pursuit of a more comprehensive, critical and
balanced understanding of social Fedlity. Its essential
components include(i) women's contribution to the social process;
(ii) women's perception of their own lives; (iii) roots and
structures of inequality that lead to marginalisation,
invisibility and exclusion of women from the scope, approaches
and conceptual frameworks of most intellectual enquiry and social
action. Women's studies should, thus, not be narrowly defined as
studies about women or information about women, but be viewed as
a critical instrument for social and academic development".

Another area in which women's studies intervened was to
contest the notion of "development". Developmentalism was for
many years the received orthodoxy not only in much of social
science, but also among policy and planning circles. During the
1950s and 1960s, US social science put forth a "modernisation"
theory as the solution to the ills of the Third World. Here
social analysis was premised on a simple dichotomy between
"traditional" and "non-traditional" societies. Traditional
societies were rural  and stratified, while in non traditional
societies, the catalyst being "modernisation", the modernising
agents were identified as an educated middle class, improved
communication and methods of governance. The benefits of growth,
it was claimed, would "filter" down to the poorer classes. This
crude analysis, of course, reflected the goals of western states
at the time of the Cold War, where "modernisation" was seen as an
antidote to social revolution.

Many Indian social scientists, especially historians whose
anti-colonial heritage had made them sensitive to the political
underpinnings of colonial interpretations of Tndian socicty,
found little difference between this approach and those developed
by the intellectual ideology promoted by the British Raj since
the 19th century. Firstly, such an approach totally ignored, or
deliberately avoided, the conflicts of interests latent within
the social  syatem. Secondly, it altogether Avoided the
challenges to the system articulated not only during the freedom
struggle against the Raj, but through repeated assaults against
the hardening hiecrarchical patriarchal values promoted by the
system, throughout India's history.

Unfortunately developmentalism also increasingly infected
Lhe approach Lo and methods of planning in post-Independence
India. 1t was assumed, rather naively, that "development" would
resolve the contradictions of the Indian social order. Further
the simplistic binary oppositions with which the modernisation
theory opcrated e.g. urban versus rural, progressive versus
regressive etc., crept into the framework of Indian planning,
offering glib, but unrealistic models of growth which need not
tamper with the unequal social structures - in which resources
and power were uneovenly distributed, between classes, castes,

L
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“development which g Sensitive tgo €galitarian ang

Communities and gender. The ‘modernisation: theory only helped
to strengthen the view of women's status as an igsue of 'social
reform' wuniform for all sections of society, and enabled the
Indian planners to ignore the class, caste and gender dimension
of economic, political and infrastructural growth and the
negative consequences of such strategies - vigible in simple

demographic indicators 1like the declining ratio of women to men
in the population and the economy .

Ngainst the rather simplistic analysis of the modernisat%on
theorists and the Indian planners, work within women's studies

" showed that "development {g not an innocent term, but rather
value laden. Any analysis of development cannot  be only a
quantitative one, i.e. more or less development but .needed a
qualitative analysis. Development does not affect pedple

equally, but differs across social classes, castes and other
groups.. In the case of women in particular, evidence sghowed that

"development" has in fact marginalised the vast majority of poor
women, in rural and urban areas. The question, therefore, ig not
"development" as_such but rather what kind of development, one
which only incF:ngng—inequality and gender exploitation or that

gender
concerns,

We have stateq above that by its very
Studies is inter—disciplinary. Apart
disciplinary, women's studies ig also
'is  critical because

nature, women's
from being inter-
a critical discipline, Tk
. It raises crucial questions about the way
social theory hasg trnditjonally Posed questions of analysig, and
by doing so women's studies makes way for a broader ang receptive
social science, alive to the crucial questions of the day. Thun
ask the Practitioners of women's studies - why diq women '

historic roles in  the discovery of agriculture, pottery andg
textile broduction in India (and the world) remain hidden from
the educated community for go long and the massjve infrastructurn

for agricultural research and development failed to
their contemporary roles and problemg? Why has women'
the family remained outside the framework of any analysis of the
pProduction and reproduction of commodities and services and their
valuation? And  why have investigations into the caste-class-
community nexus failed to examine jts connections with controlsg
OVer women's labour freedom and behaviour? Women's studies has
been Crucial in helping social science to broaden the notion of

sce even

the 'social', thus transcending the earlier narrouw formulations,
A crucial example in this respect is redefining old notions of
'class'. 1n the orthodox formulation, 'class' wasg often opposed
to divisions of gender, caste and ethnicity. 1In thig reading,
class  was senn as the central organising principle of social
analysis, . jn contrast to differences of gender, caste and
ethnicity, whicn were seen at best ag transitory Phenomena with
the onset of "modornisation". "As women's Studies hasg shown, thisg
-analysis  done considerab] e violence to the situation oy the
ground. Thus class is not a 'model' which can be 'applied’ to
the real world, but rather class jisg a real historical product.
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