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WOMEN'S STUDIES AND WOMEN’S MOVEMENT IN INDIA:
AN IMPRESSIONIST OVERVIEW

VINA MAZUMDAR

1.
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3. as

4.
to

as

5 . and

special responsibility
..J rearing of children, f’
must be shared by the mother,

power 
release

was 
the

active 
accepted 

essential

is 
father

a « 
and 

tha t

earning 
to

made by an 
family should be 

and as

context of the post-1975
The need to justify the culture 

oppression was 
equality in the 

the far 
ompletely different 

aspects.
grim picture of 

with 
Thedown by the Indian 

Committee are 
the manifesto of women's

political 
different.

in the
The
unavailable

constitution)
to assess women's
roport Towards Equality - presented 

trends of change that sharply
___.i Constitution, 
significant, they could 
studies in India.

research 
—- □ of

no longer 
Constitution 

older United 
set of 

The

The contribution 
management of a 
and socially productive 
savings and development;

on 
on women's problems 
research that has taken 

the pre-Independence research 
or to provide a 

which had been battered by 
onslaught of western culture. The 
whether the period was ancient

• _ _ -- - i upper classes.

not become 
fulfilling their full and 
building, in which society

Society owes 
safe bearing 
obligation 
society;

The 
distinctly 
colonised in the face of colonial 
present. The guarantee of women's
(a feature unavailable to this day in 
States constitution) provided a ct 
standards to assess women's situation in all"its 
socinf ^owards Equality - presented a

t:han9G that sharpiy 
guiding principles of the 
well be read as

basic condition
: of the nation;

of employment opportunities
given^the highest priority in order

- and unequal status.

housewife to the 
economical1y 

for national

Equality of women is necessary as a L. 
social, economic and political development

Improvement 
should be 
women from their dependent

Prior to the investigation of the Committee on the Status of 
omen in India, research focused on women's problems reflected ^ter^igvr7 from the research tha? has taken pSe

often to iUSti?v thG Pre-IndePendence research wasOtten, to justify social reform or to provide a backbone for 
a?dia<-h cuitural pride, which had been battered by colonial • rule 
and the onslaught of western culture. The focus oft 
research, whether the period was ancient or modern IndL, was 
the minority of women in upper classes. For a variety of reasons 
such research declined after Independence. Y reasons

to women 
therefore,

mothers;
an 

and
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6.

7 . in

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

(c)

THE ISSUES

social 
role , 
investigations; and

the 
of 

women’s 
social

The 
brought

While there were other 
women of different classes, 
contributed,

the 
to 

_________ The 
new agenda for women’s 

the 
the 
the 

Studies, 
Research, 

emerged after the report with three distinct objectives:

revival of the women's movement in the late seventies 
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,

(b) to persuade the social science community to re-examine 
methodology, concepts, theories and analytical apparatus 

research, which had successfully excluded 
status and situation from the entire arena of

significant reasons for unrest 
it is also clear that women's 

among other factors, to the revival of the 
movement in this country in the post-1977 period. For the 
time, the movement was armed with a much larger 
information about women of the non-privileged classes, 
thus able to draw in the concerns and priorities of the 
into the perspectives of the movement. The earlier 
movement was handicapped by a very small number of 
women, who could gather and analyse social data to influence 
own leadership. This handicap confined the concerns of 
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 sector generated new sources of information for the fast 
growing w<w'ii ' r. movoinonl .

Some special measures will be necessary to move 
direction of the goals set by the Constitution and 
transform de jure equality into a de facto one. 
result of the report was to define a 
studies in the country, an agenda which stressor] 
dynamism and pluralism of Indian society in contrast to 
often monolithic discourse of the nationalist/or 
development schools. A new programme for Women’s 
initiated by the Indian Council of Social Science

among 
studies 
women’s

first 
body of 
and was 

latter 
women's 
educated 

its 
the

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;

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.
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of 
of

concept of 
neutral1ty,

of most 
developed 
context ■ 
politica1 
challenged the Western

stronger within the various Cl
- of a holistic perspective

boundaries. In this struggle 
to their original role, or 
complex mozaic in which 

, women’s

are some of
..e movement

its very scope (as evidenced 
given above) women's studies 

or critical evaluation of
place on a world scale after 1968.

i

catalogue of 
of a broader 

science, 
The formalisation 

i.e. the division 
sociology etc. 

development of 
---- 1 knowledge

the 
has 

into 
economy and their undiscovered 

. t t a. — ---—women's studies closer
ra^sed bv ecological and environmental movements. Investigations into women's marginalisation and exploitation in 

the economy formal and informal, in the educational process, in 
communicationi and media and also in the political process have 
turned women s studies into one of the major critics of the 
pattern of ---1----- u

pre-designed models for enquiry, 
a broader social perspective.

disciplines
• concerns from 

Studies solved the problem with 
disciplines and calling

thus the expansion of < "
 — specialisation

the 'humanities' 
disciplinary boundaries
Each discipli ne soon 
nes, generating its 

tools, complex jargon 
into an obsession 

rather

By ics very scope (as evidenced from the 
subjects given above) women’s studies was part 
process or critical evaluation of the nature of social 
taxing place on a world scale after 1968. 
disciplinary boundaries in social science i.e. the 
social research into politics, economics, history 
had grown rapidly in the 20th century. The C 
capitalism m Europe generated the need for specialised 

was not without considerable problems 
developed m isolation from sister discipli 
isoialed theories, research and analytical L___ 
and mystifications. Social science degenerated 
with micro studies with 
than locating analysis in

fundamentalist communal and ethnic movements - ar 
most significant of these new dimensions that the 
brought into women's studies. Similarly, investigations 
peasant women's roles in the rural 
history has raised new questions and drawn 

. and environmental 
marginalisation and exploitation 

, in the educational process, 
and media and also in the political process 

women's studies into one of the major critics of 
"development” and the choice of strategies.

By the late 1960's critical voices, muted earlier beaan 
become stronger within the various disciplines, calling for 
development of a holistic perspective and the breaking down 
disciplinary boundaries. In this struggle to restore 
investigations to their original role, or examining ?he 
process as a complex mozaic in which several processes in Xtricably interconnected, women’s studies was toPplay a 
role. By its very nature women's studies could i ’ ’ 
witbin the formal boundaries of the established disciplines* 
any rate, the established disciplines had 
themselves by obliterating gender 
agenda. Women's 
the established r — 
interdisciplinary perspective, 

social ScxunLibus m India on 
in the West, applying them blindly 

- despite tiie latter's i ■ - -- -
economy, history and cultural plurality* 

a 1 
trans-atlantic in origin — 

-------------j success.
the role of academic 
had penetrated Indian

to 
the 
of 

social 
social 

are 
ma jor 

not be imprisoned 
At 

distinguished 
their research 
a critique of 

and calling for a rich 
It also questioned the dependence 

scy-n^ists India on theories and methods 
West, applying them blindly to the Indian 

----  J marked difference from the west in 
t------------- Lastly, it

value-free social science, or 
thatacademe with considerable



H
i

4

intervened

down to the poorer classes.

Another 
contest 
many

1950s 
theory 
social 
ii

in f octod 
post-I ndepcndonce 

"development" 
 order.
the

Soon after the First National 
group of women's 

a more 
social Its 

to the social
to

_  J the British Raj l
Firstly, such an approach totally ignored, 
", the conf licts of interests latent 

a vo i dod 
 --- 2 --------------the

against the Raj, but through repeated assaults 
promoted

versus 
planning, 
need not 
resources 
castes,

Women's 
studies about women < 
a critical instrument for social

dove 1opnmnLa1 ism also 
and methods of planning 

assumed, rather naively,

percoption 
of inequality 
and exclusion of 

dnd conceptual frameworks of i 
action. Women's studios should, thus, not bo narrowly defined 

or information about women, but be viewed 
--  ----- - and academic development".

deliberately avoided, the conflicts of interests 
l:lir social sysl.om. Second 1 y, if: altognthor 
challenges to the system articulated not only during 
struggle <-- • •
the hardening hierarchical patriarchal values 
system, throughout India’s history.

non 
the 
class,

The benefits of growth, 
This 

states 
a s a n

World.
simple dichotomy : 

societies.
while in

Many :
anti-colonial
underpinnings of colonial i
found little difference between this <• t 
by the intellectual ideology promoted1by 
the 19th century. F* ‘ 

avoided, 
sy s l orn .

in which women’s studies intervened was to 
"development". Developmentalism was for 

the received orthodoxy not only in much of social 
among policy and planning circles. During the 
US social science put forth a "modernisation" 

---  _..j Third World. Here 
between 

Traditional 
traditional 
modernising 

improved

Conference on Women’s Studies 
studies practitioners in India 
comprehensive, critical and 
reality. its essential 

process;
(iii) roots and 
marginalisation, 

scope, approaches

Indian social scientists, especially historians whose 
heritage had made them sensitive to the political 
of colonial interpretations of Indian society, 

-. .. approach and those developed 
Raj since 

/ or 
within 

the 
f reedom 
against 
by the

Unfortunately dove 1opmnnLal ism also increasingly 
the approach to and methods of planni.ng ,i n 
India. it 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 operated e.g. urban versus rural, progressive 
regressive etc., crept into the framework of Indian 
offering glib, but unrealistic models of growth which 
tamper with the unequal social structures - in which 
and power were unevenly distributed, between classes,

(Bombay, 1981), a 
defined it as "the pursuit of 
balanced understanding of    
components included) women's contribution 
(ii) women's perception of their own lives 
structures of inequality that lead 
invisibility and exclusion of women from the

most intellectual enquiry and social 
, thus, not be narrowly defined as

as

area 
the notion of 

years I ’ 
Science, but also 

and 1960s, 
as the, solution to the ills^of the 
analysis was premised on a « ‘ 

traditional" and "non-traditiona1" 
societies wore rural and stratified, 
societies, the catalyst being "modernisation", 
agents were identified as an educated middle 
communication and methods of governance, 
it was claimed, would "filter" 
crude analysis, of course, reflected the goals of western 
at the time of the Cold War, where "modernisation" was seen 
antidote to social revolution.

was 
was

of 
During
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a
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and
bu t 

in the

above that 
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studies is also 

im 1-raiscs crucial t-raditionaily pOSGd 
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to the 
■ of 
the dir

India (and
- so

Th 
wa y 
and 

receptive 
Thun 

women'n 
and 

from

notions
opposed 
reading, 
socia1 

and 
with 
t h i s 
the 
to 

product.

stated 
inter­

nary, women’s

over 
been 
the 
A 
‘ class’ . 
to 
c 1 a s s 
a 
ethnic!ty, 
the onset of 
analys1s 
ground. 
the

studies is 
it raises 

ona11 y 
makes 
crucial 

women's 
scovery of

— - • J the 
long and
J ^Vel?p,nerit failed 

Why has 
- of r- 

and services 
---> the

' social', 
crucial r

In the 
s of 
soon

tcontrast
which were r ~
"moderni sati

and the Indian t
"development"

analysis of 
i.e. more

Development

educated r-
agricuIturaI 
contemporary roles 

lamily remained 
and r 

And

rather simplistic < ’
--- 1 planners, work within 

is not an innocent 
development 

or less

very 
from

——1^21 di sc 1 pli 
questions 

questions of 
way for a broader 

questions of 
studies - Why 

agrlculturn, 
worId) remain 
the massive

_ only 
an issue of

and enabled
gender
growth 

visible
of

We 
studies 
discipli 
is 
sociaI i 
by doing 
social science,

communities 
to ! * 
reform' 
Indian 
of economic, 
negative consequences 
demographic ■ 
in the population and

modernisation 
studies 

but rather 
be only 

. needed 
pedpl
other 

showed that
poor 
not 
one 

that 
gender

majority of
— -* e , 1q 
opment, 
--.on or 
and

strengthen the view
uniform f _

planners to ignore
political and
- of such

Indicators like the
—J the economy.

helped 
’social 

the 
dimension 
and the 

in simple 
women to men

Against the 
theorists 
showed that 
value laden, 
quantitative 
qualitative 
equally, 
groups.. 
development'’ 

women, in ; 
"developmen t 
which on I 7 
development 
concerns.

and gender. The 'modernisation' theory 
--- / of women's status as ; ' 

for all sections of society, 
the class, caste and 

infrastructural 
strategies - 
declining ratio

ask the 
hi s t o rt c 
text!le 
the 
for 
the! r 
the r 
production 
valuation? 
communi ty

women’s 
crucial in |

thus
example in this

j. . . —orthodoxdivisions of gender, 
nalvsie™ ar’ ^2 central
*«aiysio , . j n cont mQi- to

seen at best 
~1 on".

conni dnrablo 
class is not a

but rather class is

i n 
and urban
—-Such but

Inequality and
is sensitive

cr i ti ca1
I henry |lnf. 
no women’s 

> allvp ( 
practitionern 
roles in t‘ 

product ion in 
J community for 

... 1 research and 
- and problems? f 

outside the framework 
pro uction of commodities 

nexus failed^to i’,VeSti^tions into 
labour freedom and'be^a viour • W1 th
r;* helping social science te u Wo"en'g studies 
■.. ; transcending the earlier r°a en th<? notf°n

respect is red!^ !"0" fo^lations. 
formulation, 'class'11^ °ld<. noti°ns of 

caste and ethnicity. Jhi^ 
organising principle of 

■Uftorenee, o£ ,ender, caste 
As worn ^ran-tory phenomena 
As women's studies has shown, 

cnee to the situation on
1 aWreCl 7? 60 a real historical

analysis of the 
----- i women *s

differs across social classen .
case of women in particular ?a8tef5

has in fact marginalised bh evidenCf?
rural and urban areas. ThZ 1 -------- /

. - £LS_such but rather wha t^?” V°?' ther<?for 
•y increases ineauaUbv i klnd of devele
- which is gender exploitatl

to egalitarian

women’s 
inter­

ne .
about the 
analysing 
and i— 

the day.
’ did

pottery 
hidden 

infrastructure 
to see even 

women’g 
any analysis of
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on

a .

the 
not 
by

cqua1i ty' , 
I'.oarhors, 
lornpowcrinon U . 
on

is 
spread 
propaganda

and
up .

class 
and 
purity-pollution, 
suppressed 
controls 
children 
defined 
analysis z 
these 
society.
women's 
social 
below".

the 
issues 

of
I_. . - ------- --- - . - v- u • thefield. The National Policy on Education (NPE) 1986, adopted by 
Parliament, for the first time, prescribed a new 'role' for the 
nationaleducationa1 system - of providing 'education for women's 

through the revision of curricula, reorientation of 
planners; etc. and dimrt involvement'. in women's 

11- in important to remember that the National Policy 
Education did not design women's st ' ' ’

demand of academic participants in the 
through a decade of struggle.

strategies adopted by the women' 
evolved by the government or 

the movement and its allies, 
movement have remained constant:

that 
caste 

of 
and 

greater 
and their 
birth - 

final 
of 

and 
describes 

in Indian 
from

women's •‘ 
central organising

M.N.Srinivas, 
studies as the 

science

I . and d i rnr t: 
is important to remember that 
not design women's studies but only accnpted thA 

j women's movement - voiced 
The perspective, the ideology, and 

thus 
but 
the

H

in the last two decades",and

Women's Studies practitioners < 
crucial to an understanding 
Historical, in < ’ *

exists not in opposition to differences 
ethnicity but in and through them. The Indian 

, or boundary maintenance between 
caste and tribal <

on women. Such controls also prevent 
from acquiring any identity beyond the 

by the family, caste/ethnicity and class, 
studies has actually enriched 

j social principles of 
doyen of Indian sociology, 

only significant development 
,-- 1 as "a thrust

argue that disposition of gender is 
an understanding of class differentiation.
opposition to formal class analysis shows 

of gender, 
theories 

dominant 
groups also operate through 

women 
pne of 
. In the 
our analysis 

our time

women's studios 
National 

in 1981. 
by that 

Association 
membership

s studies movement was 
the academic establishment 
The primary objectives of

in the mid-1970s, 
has now become a national movement. The first 
Conference on Women's Studies was convened in Bombay 
The response was overwhelming, and the mandate given 
Conference led to the establishment of the Indian 
for Women's Studies in 1982. The Association membership now 
includes 18 universities, 10 colleges and 15 research institutes, 
apart from more than 650 individuals, many of whom are from the 
academic profession. Since the Association came into existence, 
the University Grants Commission has drawn the attention of 
Universities to promote an understanding of women's 
through the. teaching of research and extension activities 
various disciplines, and nearly 40 universities have entered 

The National Policy on Education (NPE) 1986, adopted 
-' for the first time, prescribed a new 'role' for 

'education for women’ 
reorion ta tion 

i n

From its embryonic origins 
become a national 

Women's Studies 
was overwhelming, and the mandate 

led to the establishment of

to change social perceptions, attitudes, 
structures that obstruct or deny gender equality 
Some of these are traditional and deep rooted 
But some are very new - ideas, institutions 
that manipulate old practices, norms, ( 
loyalties, of people to set the clock of social 
back. Typical illustrations of such new wine in old

the escalation of dowry and dowry related violence, 
of female infanticide and foeticide, market- 

that glamorizes women's role as primarily

values 
as a v a

in our past, 
and movements 

customs and primordial 
------ development 

-  ------ 1 bottles 
the
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like dissent

and

require keeping

laid 
and

project
group at the

special 
such 

social 
studies'

active 
all 

growing

the 
of 

they

of
or

cover
like
generating process to one for skill transfer 

to discourage questioning and

that 
a

The same forces, 
encourage the use of false history 

fundamentalist.

majority 
exploited 

and through them the rest.
of
or

and 
equality 

very 
narrow

activise and‘support processes of reform of 
communication systems, so that instead 

movements, 
against such attacks.

consumers, and communal and ethnic movements 
protection of cultural or religious rights of 
cost of gender equality and women's freedoms;

a 
"an

with and 
cultura1 
movements.

conf1ict 
a group 

social 
or 

na turn, 
g roup 

bodies.

‘’Judies, as viewed by the Indian women * s movemen I: is 
to be a potent instrument to play a deliberate and 

in the battle for people's minds and values now raging 
the world. A typical manifestation of this is the 

about education, and higher education in particular.
that be (the real manipulators are often hidden under 
of international or national development strategies) 

to transform education from its original role as a 
’ > one for skill transfer only. They 

or academic 
humanist 

compromise 
selective 

chauvinist 
across the 
equality.

boh i nd such

to me to be primarily 
or 

future 
humane

subord ina t i on, 
for preservation

Similarly, forces that require keeping the 
people in subordination as a passive group to be 
manipulated also need to control women 
Unfortunately many scientists have become willing instruments 
such manipulation. Experiments in genetic engineering 
reproductive technology, diverting major investments to research 
and development for destructive weapons and encouraging 
environmental destruction or mismanagement of natural resources 
are typical examples of the prostitution of scientific knowledge 
to serve vested interests.

The 
be tween 
and human 
transformation 
elimination of 
threa tons a I 1
identities, which require control over women's minds and 
Women play a double role - of transmitting a sense of identity to 
future generations and of maintaining the cultural practices 

a group identity.

Women ' s 
mean t 
role 
over 
cynicism 
The powers 
the 
would 
value 
would 
freedom to reanalyse the past and the present from more 
perspectives. The same forces, however, quite often 

even encourage the use of false history and 
symbols by revivalist, fundamentalist, and 

A common element in all these movements 
world and definitely in India, is opposition to gender 
The time has come to question the rational 
oppos i Lion.

to promote, 
education and communication systems, so 
being a tool in the hands of reactionary 
play "an active interventionist role"

one of 
communal identity of 

of civilisation 
face. Gender 

by its 
of

issue appears 
the [political, cultural 

rights, the 
with a 
women's 
movemen t

a sense
values which arc tied up with that sense of

women's movements have laid a 
women's studies to combat and counter

Acceptance of this fighting role and the higher

The Indian 
responsibility on 
forces. ’
responsibility that it entails has to influence women's
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majority of 
basic objectives 

movomont.

discipline, 
our 
purpose.

wi thin 
last 

ar:adom i c 
J t 
of 

such 
to 
of 

the 
other 

University 
p 1 ann ing 
S tudies

I I h<-
Separation 
even 
they 
do 

which

of 
defea t 

a rm of

the experience.
pursuit of theoretical 
encourages elitism and a 
the majority of women, 
the basic objectives of women's 
the women's

and the 
battle 

for

is a close parallel between women's studies 
movement as a whole. Autonomy continues to be a 

Ibit a ehoir-o has to bo made betv/oon autonomy 
a in I I 11« • I . i i unit <• < I i I f i «• 11 1 1 i • > I < • < »I 111* • < a I a I y j: I

can 
possible 
confine 

tend to 
reduce 

it also 
movement 
greater 

not 
such

approach, methodology, organisation and operational perspectives. 
It is not possible for this struggle to be carried on by a small 
group. The objectives of women's studies cannot be achieved by a 
monopolistic attitude or by confining it to a discipline, a 
course, a programme or a degree. Still less can our objectives 
be realised by creating new institutions for this

This
structures 
few doradf'!: , 
establishmen t 
is however refreshing to note that while many of the pioneers 
women's studies in India expressed acute apprehensions of 

j cooperation' when women's studios centres began 
within the Universities after the Education Policy 

much of this apprehension disappeared in the face of 
to innovate, experiment and learn from each 

by a large majority of coordinators of the 
when they gathered together for a review and 

Research Centre on Women's

There 
women's movement as a whole, 
rry of both. P<ut a choioo has to bo made botwoon 
. i u I oik »iny ' s .. 11. < * , .Uhl I I h • I . 11 111< »t • • <1 I I I i < 'u I I i o | i • < > 
to influence the larger systems and movements, 
also lead to isolation, marginalisation, and 
alienation. Women's studies practitioners, when 
their dialogue to only persons in the movement, 
develop jargons and terminologies of their own - 
their ability to communicate with others. Some times 
promotes a kind of hierarchy within the women's studies 

between those who claim longer experience and 
theoretical rigour and new entrants who have the concern but 

It has also been occasionally noticed that 
rigour within an autonomous framework 
drift away from the burning concerns 
If this trend succeeds, it would 

studies as the academic

is not to underestimate the dangers of working 
that have acquired increased rigidity over the 

or of boing co-opted within the
and losing contact with the women's movement.

possible 
expand 
1986, 
enthusiasm 
displayed 
Centres, 
workshop at SNOT University's 
in October 1989.

One of the outcomes of this workshop is a massive project on 
the Girl Child and the Family, taken up jointly by 24 University 
Contres with .inter-disciplinary teams. The objectives of this 
project are guile' unique In the Indian context. The studies have 
been undertaken not to win academic laurels for the individual or 
the institutions, but to identify areas for intervention by the 
Universities, with all the human and infrastructural resources at 
their command. If the gamble succeeds, it will create a network 
of institutions directly involved in reducing, if not 
eliminating, discriminations and deprivations of girl children on 
a sustained basis. Such a role cannot but influence the thinking 
and behaviour of teachers and students in these institutions in
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SOCIO-POLITICAL IMPACT OF WOMEN'S

STUDIES AND THE WOMEN'S MOVEMENT

A

had
The

regions 
i mi *. i < • I .

and 
a f fected 
I i ni i I • •< I

idcologica1 
strength 
its 

i hi | >;w • I

run .
Tor 

i !»»•

without 
Women's 

extensive 
take 
very

III. 1 :it*. I v»• 
child immunization

and 
in 

socio­
in I ho

the long run. It may also create a network of bases 
progr.nnmor. for I hr' drvnlnpinnnl- of girl ohildron which 
MU I I «• I I I < 'III I he UM 11.1 I I »I < || » I t -HIM H MM< »< • I fl I <•< I \j 1 I 11 
programmes or campaigns (e.g. family planning, 
etc. )

impact of the twin movements 
Comparing today's situation with the 

on the Status of Women in 
however, one can get a few pointers. At that 
women’s movement. Since the late '70s the 
growing social reality. Political parties, 

have 
some 

level of 
higher 

or

the Status of Women 
few pointers. 

Since the late 
Political 

the media, and academic establishments 
forced to accept its existence and the rationality of 

degree.

Assessing the socio-political 
is not an easy proposition, 
time when the Report of the Committee 
India was released, however, one 
time there was no 
movement has been a 
government agencies , 
been f 
of its demands, even if in a limited degree. The 
information and awareness of some of the problems is far 
today than in 1975. Anti-women measures cannot be enacted 
introduced without inviting protests.

to mount
wi 1 1 not-
h.-i l I • »ii.-i I

Divisions within the women's movement 
otherwise - and differences in its intensity 
different regions of the country have 
I’olilic.il iiiip.u-l. A '-./•fond ro.j.-.rjn for | |, j f:

was
When the Bill was

many advised that it should
something is better than

however thought otherwise, and demanded
before enactment. Such consultations did

was finally passed in August 1990 was
its st-ructure and form than the original Bill.

May be that is one of the reasons why some of these measures 
are introduced in a surreptitious manner by the government. It 
is regrettable that the Government of India's decision to curtail 
the right to maternity leave of its own employees to two children 
only was introduced without informing Parliament or any process 
of consultation with the general public or women's organisations. 
The net result? Even women officers of the government remain 
unaware of this measure, three years after it was introduced, 
few national women's organisations who learnt about it recently 
have already lodged their protest and are waiting for the present 
inter-regnum to be over before demanding its withdrawal, or 
challenging its legal validity.

(hi the other hand, the story of enactment of the National 
Commission on Women Bill in 1989 may be taken as a demonstration 
of successful pressure by women's organisations. The Commission 

been demanded by the organisations persistently since 1975. 
demand was ignored with egual persistence by successive 

governments. When the Bill was finally introduced in Parliament 
early in 1989, many advised that it should be passed 
debate - "as something is better than nothing", 
organisations 1 .....
consulta tions 
place and the Act that 
dif ferent i n

the story of enactment of 
i as a

The

olilic.il
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among

The

(a) bring

(b)

and
(c)

( for 
for

which
f rorn

and 
and

herv i or: 
roles

question 
thon faded

One may also point to the sharper expressions of 
equality that are becoming increasingly 

movements and various types of establishments

to revive the social, debate on the women’s 
had erupted dur'in<| the freedom struggl 
the pub 1 i c arona .

vis-a-vis the burning issues 
reason that has contributed 
1imitod 
as the 
specific 
movement 
like

instrument to revitalise and reform the 
to have found credibility in the

appointed in 1989 with the objective of reviewing

compared to this, issues relating to
the feminisation of poverty, the need 
grassroots and expand their opportunities 

in the broader decision making process have 
Similarly, the role of women’s studies 

educational
Acharya

ho promoir' re-examinat ion of social science 
concepts that had made women’s lives, 
contributions invisible in social analysis; and

on communalism or the general political situation 
country, these are not taken with the same degree of 
or reported adequately. Such limited perceptions 
reflections within the movement also.

objective, which was not recorded (for obvious 
to create space and opportunities for people’s 

research as an 
weo^s a fl-or the 

use 
suspension 
who then

A fourth 
reasons) was to create space and 
democratic struggles [or their rights, using research as 
input. The programme was planner] within two weeks after 
declaration of tlati.onal Emergency in 1975. The decision to 
women focused research as a counter instrument to the 
of democracy was taken by the veteran freedom fighter 
headed the ICSSR, the late Prof.J.P.Maik.

Programme of Women's Studies of the Indian Council of 
Social Science Research was initiated in 1975 with three specific 
objectives

|ime that the movement has taken to clarify its own perspectives 
now convulsing the country, 

to this 1 i m i ted i mpact 
perception of the role of the women's 
movement confines its protests and demands 
issues, they are considered legitimate, 
gives expression to broader political views 

or the general political

to undertake policy oriented research with a view to 
about changes in policies that had marginalised women;

resistance 
to gender equality that are becoming increasingly frequent in 
some political movements and various types of establishments as a 
reaction to the women's movement. Within academic establishments 
such hostility goes hand in hand with increasing interest 
students and a limited section of teachers.

A third 
is the media's 

movement. As long 
to women- 
When the 

issues 
in the 

seriousness 
have their

As compared to this, issues relating to women and 
development, the feminisation of poverty, the need to organise 
women at the grassroots and expand their opportunities for 
participation in the broader decision making process have found 
much wider acceptance. Similarly, the role of women’s studies as 
an instrument to revitalise and reform the educational process 
appears to have found credibility in the Acharya Ramamurthy 
Committee appointed in 1989 with the objective of reviewing and 
eliminating some of the anti-democratic elements of the Education 
Policy of 1986.
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an
The 

to 
way to

number
come

to 
the 
the 
sex

of 
has

of 
into 
and
an 
of 
to 

sustenance

the 
however ill-informed, 

to this 
r (' f o rnncf' Lo 

parties, 
find space in 

- again a refreshing contrast

over 
strategies, but they do display 

orientation. Whether they can f  
the movement and deepen its socio-political impact will depend

When 
tempted 
all the 
The 
women's 
sustained 
last 
ratio, 

a

concept of empowerment of the most deprived 
enable them to enjoy their constitutional 

the understanding that the empowerment 
the grassroots, when they are organised, emanate 

energy and determination for change which galvanizes all
no

groups 
women to enable them to enjoy their constitutional rights 
given way to the understanding that the empowerment is mutual. 
Women at the grassroots, when they are organised, emanate a kind 
of energy and determination for change which galvanizes all those 
who work with them. Today's women's movement is no longer a 
movement from the top percolating downwards. The question facing 
us today is whether all at the top can effectively participate in 
the aspirations and concerns of the majority.

I look back over all that has happened since 1975 I am 
to say that women's studies has tried to contribute to 
four objectives, though perhaps in differing degrees, 

changes introduced in collecting information relating 
work in the Census of 1991 is an acknowledgement of 

work done by women's studies practitioners during 
fifteen years. The current debate on the declining 
identified again by the 1991 Census, 

is a refreshing contrast to the utter indifference 
persistent trend in earlier decades. Similarly, Lho 
women's issues in the manifestoes of various political 
however limited or rhetorical in substance, do 
media analysis of these manifestoes 
to earlier years.

The multiplication of women's organisations,the 
conferences/seminars/workshops and networks that have 
existence over the last decade and half may lack cohesion 
clear-cut strategies, but they do display dynamism and 
activist orientation. Whether they can sustain the strength
a great extent on their capacity to draw strength and 
from an expanding base of women at the grassroots.
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THE EVOLUTION OF WID PROGRAMME

FROM THE MARGIN TO THE CENTRE

C.P.SUJAYA

1.

2 . Women and children.

3.

4.

5 . such destitutes andasEconomica J. 1.y 
the unemployed.

prostitutes, 
and

post- 
the 

fundamental 
basis 
same 

in 
It 

that 
to 

right

e.g. , 
moral

underprivileged.

Socially maladjusted e.g. beggars, 
delinquents, newly discharged persons from correctional 
other institutions.

groups 
women in

Socially underprivileged 
widows, unmarried mothers, 
aged and infirm.

The evolution of development planning for women, 
strongly influenced by the concept of women as a 

for whom special and separate programmes were 
Social Welfare services were seen 
endemic problems of women such as 
malnutrition (of both women 
l.o soc i a 1 i 1 Is and gonera 1 

It is important to note the difference 
and "Social Welfare Services 

its broadest allocative 
housing,

orphans, 
danger, the

The imperative of women's development in India’s 
independence era is rooted in the Constitution. Equality of 
sexes before the law was one of the most important 
rights (Article 14). All discriminatory practices on the 
of sex were to be abjured (Article 15), yet, in the very 
Article, the Constitution legitimised positive discrimination 
favour of women and children by the State (Article 15 (3)). 
was the basic promise of the framers of the Constitution 
"special provisions" were necessary for the benefit of women 
ensure that they could successfully claim the fundamental 
to equality. It is significant, that, along similar linos, while 
Article 15(1) prohibits discrimination on the basis of caste, 
Article 15(4) empowers the State to make special provisions for 
Scheduled Castes. Scheduled Tribes and socially and educationally 
backward classes.

was 
ca tegory, 
formulated. 
tackle the 
health and 
vulnerai) i 1 i ty 
ignorance. 
between "social services 
50's. Social services, 
included the subjects 
welfare, 
Classes and Social Welfare, 
other hand in a more limited context, 
vulnerable groups such as women, children, f* 
Duby (1973) divides them into the following categories:-

Physically and mentally handicapped persons.

therefore, 
distinct 

to bo 
as appropriate to 
illiteracy, poor 
and children), 

I>ack wa rdnoss and
in concepts 

and "Social Welfare Services" in the 
in its broadest allocative definition, 

the subjects of education, health, housing, labour 
rehabilitation of displaced persons, welfare of Backward 
and Social Welfare. Social Welfare Services, on the 

hand in a more limited context, are services aimed at 
the handicapped etc..



u

13

was

in
rights

On

for housing, Rs.29 crores for backward classes (l._ 
and nearly Rs.7 crores for labor and labor welfare.

inipoj' tan L con t rad 1 cti on 
On th£ one hand,

of 
not

review
i n

i ».
I ho

On 
protective, 

were 
various 

of 
Wei faro, 

Services, Social Defence etc. Examples arc the 
a?d z institutions under the Suppression of Immoral

the Probation of

counter the malnutrition problems of yc
and Child Health Centres were planned in 

, in view of the high
The official 
expected to

Tn the first Five Year Plan, 
head Social Services, out of

of sex
(• < > nI ainr
W< MIH ‘II z 

workers, 
relief.

-■ 11»I n < >. i c h»';
I h«' . 111 < > |

I »< > I i < • i < n

were allocated to 
allocation of 
outlay. The 

education, 
Rs.49

or divergence surfaces at this 
the special attention given to the needs 

--  ---- enjoy and exercise their 
‘ ’'Social” 

as it 
women's 

the 
the 
to 
on 

the 
I»i (»v i s i on s such ;is equal pay for equal work 

l”(H«'clien of the health and strength of men 
just and humane conditions of work and 

the other hand, a review of the wide 
and i t .11 f'f j j < >'•. ad< >pl f’d in I he 4 dedader, 
“I lh< c. ui■■: l i l u I i . .ii , l r i I i .ni<; I .i l i hem. 
| n < >q r anmu's. show that (he central i t y 
country's development scenario has 

policy debate has 
, as

policy 
part of the overall

the first Five Year Plan, 
order to 
Maternity 
the 
and 
education agencies in the State 
coverage of women without 
to focus on the special 
mothers, ma 
out etc., a 
the other 
correctional 
socially 
statutes, was seen 
Government agencies, 
Correctional 
"homes" i 
Traffic Act (1956), the various Children's Acts, 
Offenders' Act, Beggary Prevention Acts etc.

equality of status has strengthened the 
---- as a document, 

The 
a part of the overall thrust 
towards economic and social justice.

> to equality before the law 
and the ban on discrimination in ] ‘

laid down in Articles 14,15 
.'is n(|ual pay 
ht'.i I I h and 

condi tions 
a 

adopt (' d 
<‘''U'i i I u i i < • 11 , 

g r amnios show t ha t_

containing, 
thrust for 

contained 
Besides 

equality before the law guaranteed 
respect of employment 

and 16, 
f or oqua I 

strength of 
of work 
of the 

I ho 4 
I I a 11 •: 1 . i I • •

An 
point. 
and problems of women to enable them to 
Constitutional < ’’
nature of the Constitution 
does, important policy statements, 
equality is 
Constitution 
fundamental 
women, 
the grounds 
Const i t uI ion 
Ioi mon and 
and women 
ma ternity 
v a rioty 
s 11 <•<•(' o < | i 
goa I s 
women's 
so far been recognized. "Women in development" ] __ 7
undergone a process of organic growth and qualitative"change ,

, Rs. 340 crores 
the head Social Services, out of a total Plan 
Rs.2069 crores, forming 16.4% of the total Plan 
biggest chunk of Rs. 152 crores was earmarked for t2 
about Rs.100 crores for medical and public health service?

fornhousin9/ Rs.29 crores for backward classes (including 
SC/ST) and nearly Rs.7 crores for labor and labor welfare. The 
first Plan also made a provision of Rs.4 crores for assistance to 
voluntary social welfare organisations, so that "Their work can 
be expanded and dovetailed into the national development 
programmes." There was, as yet no national administrative 
infrastructure to provide the welfare services to women. During 

school feeding schemes were started in 
young children. 

.------  -a response toneeds of mothers and children, in view of the high maternal 
infant mortality rates prevalent. The official health and 

agencies in the State were expected to achieve wide 
any separate machinery being instituted 
needs and problems of malnourished 

Lorna J morbidity, female illiteracy and school drop­
position, which, by and large, exists even today, 
hand, the setting up of the various [ 

and rehabilitative Institutions for those who 
handicapped, or vulnerable, as required by 

as stpiarely falling into the mandate 
such as the Directorates of Social 

Social Defence etc. Examples 
i of

of
ii' I I In * . i. I< >| > I i . >i i

i Hl o p< > I i < • i < and 
existence in the

"Women in development
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of

in 
the 
her 
the
be

wide 
health-care, 

viewed 
on

and 
nutrition, 
tacit 
succeed 
equality 
women.
observed in 1974 that

removal of normal barriers to women's participation 
economic and social activities, through enactment 
legislation by itself did not succeed in bringing 

changes in women's participation in the 
The Constituional and legal framework of 

historically

The 
political, 
progressive legislation by itself did not succeed in 
about significant changes in women's participation 
development process. The Constituional and legal framework 
equality could not convert women's historically disadvantaged 
positions into one of equality or equal participation. It failed 
because adequate attention was not paid to the identification of 
^e. of inequality and to attacking the structural
infirmities and defects which led to women being unequal partners 
in the development process.

Besides, 
of the house.
interventions were designed to 
Community Development programme, 

taking up such activities as kitchen 
applications in the kitchen, such 

jellies etc.
home-sanitation,

health 
management 
programme 
Under the 
women 
science applications in 
nutritious food, jams, pickles, 
them included basics of hygiene, 
and communications etc.

The "welfare" approach being severely limited in its scope 
coverage, other direct interventions in areas like health, 

education, etc. were introduced. This was based on a 
assumption that the "gender neutral" approaches could not 

in effectively reaching services to women. Theoretical 
had to be bolstered with a set of special measures for 

The Committee on the Status of Women in India had 
"though women do not constitute a minority

evidenced from the purely "welfare" approaches of the early 
fifties giving way to the questions about status and 
opportunities and legal rights raised in the seventies, along 
with the new participatory approaches to women's development. In 
the early stages of the centralised planning process, women were 
treated as recipients of welfare measures and doles. They were 
classed as an under privileged group and tagged on with scheduled 
castes, scheduled tribes and other "weaker sections" of society. 
Women were seen as "consumers" of government doles, hand - outs, 
charity and essential services, covering the wide range of 
"products" such as education, nutrition, health-care, skill 
training and even Institutionalisation. "Women were viewed as 
vulnerable, weak, unskilled and incapable of standing on their 
own feet without outside help and intervention. The perception 
of women's vulnerability and weakness rose not so much out of the 
socio-economic context, in terms of landholding, caste and class, 
but more out of a notion that women, especially when they 
suffered from social disabilities such as widowhood, 
spinsterhood, destitution and abandonment, were lesser beings 
the household". Where women were fortunate enough in having 
support of a male in the household,that is, the husband, 
role was seen as a supplemental one, helping the man who was 
bread winner in the family. It then fell on her to 
responsible for the care of the child, its nutritional needs, its 

etc. Besides, she was also responsible for the internal 
Her world was circumscribed thus, and 
were designed to meet these needs, 

therefore, we see 
gardening, home- 

as preparation of 
Lessons imparted to 

food-storage
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system". 
either

failure 
or 
a 

the

burden.
fact
largely
taken
design. "Integration" 
strategies being followed 
characteristics of women
However,

women 
are

force.
has not 

sometimes 
certain

acquiring the features of 
status and power- 
be necessary to

they 
of

measures
equality."

discussed and debated in the United Nations 
the Mexico and Copenhagen World Conference, 

can be raised as to why women need to be integrated 
the processes of development, when the over-whelming majority 
poor women, who form a large part of our working force, 
already working for survival, and are fully engaged in 
activities. Their being asked to take on more burdens 
therefore unthinkable, as their working day consists of as 
as 12-14 hours. The combination of the productive
reproductive roles of the woman, leads to her carrying a 

"Integration" however, makes sense when we consider 
that the economic contribution made by the 

unrecognized as a result of which her needs 
into consideration when planning programmes or in 

therefore should lead to 
which take into account the particular 

of women as members of the labour 
it is a fact that the "integration" approach 

been correctly followed or interpreted in all sectors, 
leading to isolated efforts at involving women in 
programmes and activities only.

Another approach 
is the "integrationist 

i in the development

Another pervasive debate on policy options centres round the 
treatment of women as a special interest group, as an alternative 
of securing for women a fair share of the general programmes, 

have criticised the lack of understanding, the neglect and 
apathy shown to women's issues in general development 

administration. On the other hand, treatment of women as a 
"special" group for the purpose of formulating "women-specific" 
programmes, has also come in for a great deal of criticism, on 
the ground that these programmes have marginalised women, since 
they are ill-equipped.

"general 
increasingly 

policy 
as the 

"delivery 
programmes, 

could not be

numerically, they are acquiring the features of one, by the 
inequality of class, status and power- therefore special 
temporary measures may be necessary to transfer dejure into 
defacto equality." The poverty alleviation programmes of the 
seventies saw a great deal of attention focused on interventions 
to deal with the problems of poor women. Women-specific 
projects were attempted in such areas as literacy, nutrition, 
population control etc. These projects and schemes remained 
marginal to mainstream development efforts.

or strategy much talked about in recent 
years is the "integrationist" approach. We talk of integrating 
women in the development process. This approach received 
attention during the International Women's Decade (1975-1985) and 
was much discussed and debated in the United Nations forums, 
including the Mexico and Copenhagen World Conference. The 
question can be raised as to why women need to be integrated in 

of
are 

economic 
is 

long 
and 

double 
the 

goes 
rarely 

project 
certain

The failure of many programmes, either 
development", or "women specific" has been 
attributed to a lack of attention on the part of the 
planners to the formation of "receiving mechanisms", 
emphasis always has been on the shaping of an efficient 

It was felt that policies, converted into 
area-specific or beneficiary-oriented,

securing
Many 
the




