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The Last two decades have seen a prebiferation of literature on
issues regarding gender in India. The flowenng of discipline popularly
known in India as Women's Studies has been associated with the
growth of the woitnen’s movernent on one hand involving women from
all walks of lives, groups and regions of the country and on the other
by setung up of Women's Studies Centres &l over the country. The
first such cenwre was set up 1974, The above together with the
publicaton in 1975 of the Reporton Staws of Women by the commitiee
set up by the government sparred the brth and consohdaton of
information, data. analyses and comrpeung perspecuves regarding
vanous issues concerning women in India The movement, the
establishment of Women's Study Centres and tae promouon given by
various agencies, both national, like the ICSSR, the U.G.C.. as well as
autonomous research centres and  internasonzl, like Ford Foundauon
and others, has pushed this branch of knowledge to expand it repertoire
to cover analytically almost all the areas in sonial sciences and as well
extend to the natural sciences and humanites, Imtzlly, if the women’s
studies was restncted 10 the area of development stwdies specially
concentrating its focus W the field of econpmmic inquiry, from 1980s
onwards, this branch of knowledge bas widened its outreach and
engulfed the disciplines of polhtical studies, sociology. anthropology
and pow literature and literary criticism. It is acknowledged by vanious
commentanes that if women studies as a cotkerent body of knowledge
has grown in and through support given by the above mentioned
agencies, much of its innovative and incisive contributions have had
ils ongins in a dialogue with interventionist and activist thinking. As
Krishnaraj states, it is both a discourse and action. (Krishnaraj, 1988)

It is pot the intention of this paper to make a state of ant
presentation and catalogue the two decades of women's studies in India.
This has been already done by competent and renowned authoeities in
the field. (See for inswance, Agarwal, 1986, Dube, 1980, Mazumdar,
1986, Desai and Krishnaraj, 1987, 1990, Desai and Patel, 1989, and
Karlckar, 1991). This paper would like © draw attention to the
quesuons posed by Rudra (1985), in his review of the book mentioned
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above, wnitlen by Neera Desai and Maithreyi Knshnaraj, enutled
Wornen and Society in India (1987). These comments have impliczons
for understanding and evaluating the nature of contemporary theonanons
on the relationship between gender and society in India. Rudra’s
criticisms of the book are directed at two levels. One, that there does
not exist a feminist perspective in India of the kind that there is in the
west and secondly, that because of this absence, it is impossible  aTite
a text book on women and society in India. According to Rudra. a text
book is wntten “when there exists a considerable body of high level
research in a unitary framework”’. Rudra suggests that we in Indiz have
not been able o conceptualise oppression of women qua women as yet
theoretically (Rudra, 1989:918). Desai and Krishnaraj disagree with
this point of view and infact suggest that there exists now m India, a
coherent theoretical position regarding patriarchy and its operations; its
basic ingredients being the control of women's sexuzlity, reproduction
and labour (Desai and Krishnaraj, 1989:1676).

This paper argues that while in the initial stages. women's
studies attempted to fit in or add information, either of a compensatory
or contnibutory kind, regarding women, which was not catalogued in
various areas of knowledge and research, in the last five to ten yzars,
we are seeing a growth of what can be called a gender perspetive based
on an understanding of oppression of women. This is not to assert that
there exists an acceptance of one common theoreucal framework
among researchers in understanding gender and its relationship with
society. Nor that there exist well developed competing perspecuyes on
how to analyse specific aspects of the relationship between gender and
socicty. But as Desai and Krishnarg) state, research and acuon has made
possible an understanding of the nature of patriarchy in India. This
paper would like to underscore the fact that if this understanding has
helped in redefining research questions, it has also made possible the
reconstitution of ex:isting theorctical positions in vanous branchs ot
knowledge within social sciences. In some cases, an interrogation from
this perspective has had epistemic implications. Certainly, the growth
of the gender perspective has posed significant methodoiogical questons
in certain areas of knowledge. Among the many interventions mace by
this perspective in quesuoning existing theoretical paradigins. this
paper will explore three and indicate now gender perspective has
enriched the discussion and debates in these areas of inquiry. The first
is in the arca of political panticipation and thus within the ficld of
sociology of social movements, the second in the arca of faruly,
houschold and kinship stdies and the last relates o the debate
regarding tradiion and modemity in India
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I

In the last decade investzzuons of women's participation m
politics at the local, district, statz and national levels have increased
extensively. Working on the assumption that women's involvement and
participation in politics would imply not only a presence but also a
means 1o redress the balance of power. researchers concentrated their
efforts in documenting women's participation in the political process
and perceived it as an indice of empowerment. On one hand, while
efforts were made 1o catalogue turo-out at elections, later on, researchers
paid attention to the number of women represeniatives in the various
assemblies and the parliament. An examination of this data suggested
that there seems to be a sicady decline in women’s participation in
mainstream politics. Women's tm-out at voting also seems o be
erratic making *some commentatars to conclude that in most cases
women are not being influenced by issues of women qua women, but
rather by family, caste and commuzity opinions. Most researches have
also alluded to the role of the bushand or the elderly male of the
household in voting. That there is political visibility of women is not
disputed. But what scems to have puzzled commentors is the fact it is
so litle. Why, when there was a bistory of mass movement among
women during the nationalist struggle did participation of women in
formal political institutions decline? Why 1s this participation restricted
1o elite women? What role does family, caste, class and religion play
in the political participation of women? As familial and caste ideology
are the means through which contol of women is exercised. what role
does patriarchy play in women’s &:fferencial participation in politics?
Also, rescarch done on the growth of the contemporary women's
movement does show mass invols zment of women in issues regarding
the common struggles of women, and in some cases this consciousness
is reflected in their participation in mainsream politics. How do these
Iw0 processes square up?

The need to focus on the roke of organised parties and specifically
ideologies has been reiterated by an examination of another set of
questons. These deal with the analysis of the nature of women's
participation historically in vanous movements in India and the growth
of women’s consciousness in these movements. Commentators had
earlier suggested that the social reform movement may be considered
the starting point of the women's movement in India. (Mazumdar,
1976). The nationalist struggle expanded this initial intervention and
made possible mass involvement of women. (Jayawardave, 1986) but,
where is the record of women's ipvolvement and their contribution in
this movement? And what about other movements, that of peasants,
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trihal, worbers and the mddle cliss” Where as the record of vor s
cxpenenes i these movements” And if there woa record. whiv s s
record on'y i terms of “mude vorees™ Is Twomen’s voace™ diffo o
and does Ens vorce highheht different aissues of polines than v hat
extablished rescarchies do?

Women's studies in India and ali over the world s alaavs
msasted o the prionty of personal and of “openence” 0 undarstind
the oppresston of women. Many commentanes of these nuss moveniens
Lave thus lichhighted the natare of ecmouonal and pohtical comenu. ot
that was gnven by women in these struggles They have wso shown b
received processes hike mamage, famuly hfe, child nununng 2ol
reorganised or displaced during the struggles and how the movament
did not acknowledge nor support the women an the manzgement of
problems ansing from these processes. (Stree Shaku Sangatana,
1989). And vel these women continued to support the party and e
movement How docs a rescarcher evaluate thas commitnent wher an
exvaminaton of the ideological domain docs notnecessanly indicate thai
the movement was aricuiaung women’s issues?

An evaluation of these movements suggest that pariapaton of
women 1n these mass struggles had not made these struggles womnen
onented. 0 the sense of rasing issues that concern oppression of
women qua women. This thus raises the problem of what parucipation
implies. Dues women's political participation in a movementimply that
it is a women's movement or are there different critenia 1o judge tns
dimension? This gquestion had led to a reexamiiation of both the socul
reform movement and the nationahist movement (Chatierjee. 1989). The
subsequent dehate has made some commentators shift their analysis o
issve regarding ideologies of political parties and social movements.
Questions like this has made researchers raise problems regarding thewr
received theoretical frameworks. Are our existing theoretical frameworks
incapable 10 understand these issues?

Initially, this question was discussed in context of the role
Gandhi has played in defining women's issues dunng the nationzlist
struggle. (Kishwar, 1987, Patel. 1988). While this discussion did belp
to generale an examination of critenia that defined the women’s
guestion, it also led W critiques asking some fundamental questions
regarding what determines a movement’s gender oncntation. This
problem was further explicated when an examination of contemporary
women's movement was atlempted, It was acknowledged that there
were parallel trends in the women's movement today. While a secuon
of the movement was affiliated o party organisations, another secion
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was astonomouns. The queston o whg eatens cther of thewe or all
represented the genuine women's movement degene significant. This
1ssue has important ramiicabons as the quesion of speaifiaty of
women's oppression and the inspiraton of what i the gender penpecuve
his been denved and defined from the way Coniemporary women's
movement has articulisted ths quest n

The problem: gets further conphicated when we analyse the
participznon of women an rehgioss moveneois that dodiberately put
vomen from one commmunity aganst wormnen {rom another communty.
This has occured duning the anti-reservation asiisuon m Guparat and
now in the movement sponsored by the Hindun a forces on the Avodhva
issue. Also in these agitations both Sadhv Rrthambhara and Uma
Bharati have plaved a ssgmficant role in maobilising women in support
of these forces. There is now evidence 1o suggest that ideologics hke
these have also inspired some women 10 parncpaiz in violence that has
recenty spread arcund the country, How do we estimate and evaluate
this polincal parucipation specially when it s suggested that this oo
is a women's cause? How do we define what s the women's cause?

The implications of this rescarch and the questions that it has
raised has had a significant beaning on the theoretical paradigms in use
today 1o the socology of social movements. Finty, this perspecuve
has helped shift the emphasis and concern of analysis of movements
from its internal structure and organisabon and from an evaluation of
the relationship between the leadership and the masses. Also, research
in this area of study has moved away from using dichotomous
calegones, such as, old versus new movements. given the recogmuon
l?ﬂ almost all coniemporary movements are mult-group movements,
though they may define their ideology 1 termns of one group. All
movements incorporate vaned stratas present w society who participate
with equal zest but whoose interests are not necessanly represented in
the ideology of the movement. Thus the farmer’s movement is as much
amulti-group movement as is the dalit movement, Both these movements
do not articulate the internal different:ation that exists within them,
whethere of class, caste and sub-caste. or of gender. Secondly, the locus
of the re<earch seems 1o be now on how emancipatory deologies get
constructed within the context of state-society dynamics wittun the
nation-state. And more significanty, the analyss seems to concentrale
on the way the discourse has been able 10 miermux vanous group
interests in the construction of the ideological map of the movement.
Specifically it focus is on the nawre of the weological structure and
the way it represents the presence and absence of internal group
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diffcrentiavons. This has led to an entire new way of perceiving
ideologies basing itself on the theoretical interventions of Gramsci and
Foucault and their later proponents. The idea is w comprehend th:
ideological map, and thereby move away from the cawgory of
“expenience”, but yet not completely. For, now “experience™ is seen as
the identificauon with a subjectivity which depending on its association
with certain discourses and the way ideological representations are
constituted, sometimes represents or sometimes does not represent the
women's cause. (Tharu and Lalitha, 1991:29)

To some extent these issues have been raised in the analysis of
the worker's movement. The distincuon between the consciousness,
movement, party and state has a long history. However the workers’
movement was not supposed to be divided and fragmented intermally wn
as many groups as researchers studying women are finding. Thus women
arz acting not only as women but also as members of a family, caste, class
and religous community. These differences are as significant as thetr
identity as women. And these get differcntially structured depending on
the 1deological form and content of mobilization. Thus a movement can
call itself a womer s movement and still define 1ts ideological map in
terms of patriarch.ii principles. It could mobilise women on some issues
concerning w+ ien and yel practce in its organisauonal and decision
making struciure a pawnarchal political philosophy.

Gender perspective has thus opened up the ficld of sociology
of movements to consider all ideological aspects of organisation and
management of the movement in addition to evaluating the content of
the movement. It has also demanded that we as rescarchers interrogate
the categories of caste and class as also tnibe and religion and ethnicity
1o understand how they as discourses incorporate the categories of caste
and class as also tnbe and religion and ethnicity to understand how they
as discourses incorporate gender bias. If one has to note the singular
implication of gender perspective on contemporary sociological
imagination, it is the acceptance of the proposition that if class and caste
are embedded in stnctures of production and distribution of power,
they are also embedded as discourses that kegitimise gender incquaities,
this being specifically true of caste. Discourses of most movements
incorporate such cogmitive propositions. And these work to sublly
reorganise the acceptance of patnarchal structures or in soine cases, if
at all, provide a paradigin to question it. Thus by unmasking the
“personal™ and suggesting that “personal is also political”, gende
perspective has opened up the sociology of power to all forms sube
cooption that lkegitimise control. This includes cognitive sysiems that
exists within discourses of social movements.
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This perspecuve, sometimes calied the construcuon:ist approach
has had an enormous umpact on the reorganisation of family. bousehold
and kinship studies in India. Litcrature m anthropology have conceived
of the household as a basic unit of society which involves, production,
reproduction, consumption and socialisation. It is now acknowledged
that the kinship system organises both the type and funcon of the
household and influences the formation of the family as well as the
sexual division of labour. All three are designated the “pnvate”™ sphere
which because it connotes intimacy were hardly ever interogated by
anthropologists. Research on the composition and organisation of the
kinship system, the houschold and the fanily is significant because all
three have direct impact on women's Lives and their ability to gain
access to physical, matenal and cultural resources, labour and incomne,
heaith care and educauoa.

Initial intervention in this area of study has intermgated the
assumpuon that the household as also the family and kinsh:p systems
are “natural” instituuons. Behind this asswmnption. liz a helief that
households are headed by males and controlled by men and t2at women
play a minor role, if at all in formulating family stratesies in the
household. Also, contemporary research has suggested that the housebold
cannot be seen in isolaton. What is of importance is the inizr or extra-
houschold relations, for the bouscbold is defined by the social,
economic and ideological relationships outside the umit In the modem
coniext, it is law as well as the various policies and progracenes of the
stale that play an umporant role in its definiton. And as the state takes
up an increasingly interventionist rofe in devising economic, demnographic
and now even cultural and religious  policies, its role in defining the
oppeniunities and constraints that  &termine woinanhood becotne
siginiicant (Agarwal, 1988). Simuliancously, because kinst:p svstems
were mainly seen as classificatory sysems restncied to two domains,
the domesuc and the political-jundical it was not recognised that there
are deological constructs. The state had an imperant roie to play in
the construcuon and mamtenance of these clasaificaiony svsiems by
way of generating official staustcs. In most cases these stazsucs have
mysufied differences between individuals of both sexss, intum
legiimising unequal access and contol of resources. (Semadamont,
1992)

4

Kinship guaranices women some rights and entitsment but,
these are rarely ever percetved as creeod and cdiomed ©© kegitimate
cenain soctal relations. These nghts and enutleent are organised
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terco ot cecemes of nrrage, residence, deseent and ainhenitance, all of

whoot why s through differentvariaas oI n tilineal or even mainhinge

E B

conol pne access o and control of resources and as well as ot
avpocts of Pre While nntiad stodhes i thes arca atiempted o distis punst,

bote ondifierenaes between vancus forms of patnlineal and naantined
saimrs o dndia contermporany gender onented research es
widostand why the patnhned painviniocal sysen has ganed and 1
graiang a near unnersald sttus i ndia The spaces inailabic 10 womer
wnrstlenzal systeim in exastence. are decreasing (Dube, 13 ) and thus
altecs ther access 10 resources. What oatent has this deveioprent due
e conemporary cconomic developments and instutionalisation of
soha! features within the <tate structere? This s a cneeal gueston
as recent research indicates that the necessity for a woman o obtin
wzges i mcreasing without the lessening of her household dutes Even
Lk such as cooking, childcare and other acuvities covenng what i
knoen as bouldhold chores, can be cntical in determining women's
i onvemment in the “producuve” sphere. Help with cooking wili make
a subvannz! difference where it involves assastance with collecting Gire
wovnd Women all over the world have to perform domestc Lehour tasks
in athbion o work "outside the home”, sometimes, the laier 1s
acknowledseed and the women gets @ remuneration-not becessanly
ecual 1o that which obtained by males and other tumes this work 15 not
acknow ledged, rather it 1s classified as family labour. Women are
nesvily depeident on extra-oblhigations, in some cases these remworks
ever help make possible survival of the bouschold. Addinonally. these
reiatonships have affected the women within the household and family.
Fyidence suggests that health status 1s worse than men as seen frorm
such indices as that of sex-rauo, life expectancy, levels of morahn,
morbidity and malnutrivon.

One of the significant issues discussed by recent studies has been
the existence and now the increase of female-headed housebolds. Not
onlv are these bouscholds different from matrilineal vanants, but they
have onginated in conlext to changes initiated by contemporan
econamic developments. While evidence on this issue is complex, 1t
1« <till possible 1o state that female beaded households are common o
sitwaton of urban poverty, where there is high level of male migratos
and where there is general insecurity and vulnerability. There 15 also
some evidence thal increasing socio-economic cifferentauon within
agnculire based communities has also generated this phenomenon
When this has occurred with concomitant breakdowns of the kin
nciworks and relationships, it has made many poor women loose
support structures.
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Kinshp systoms are copaderad the orarang pnnapies that
covern e formmuon of Lumbes and beashoids as well as the
recraitment and placement of mamaduzs 1o erogps woth wadl defined
nehts and roesponsthibities, as well as distmston of rosources and the
nawre of conugatity. Thus famaly a¢ ot maels @ funchon of
Gemography It refiects the reles of mane recruiment and resvdeike
and the pomtatine as well as the acwal feions of reamangement of
faumily structare in the replacement of o gemerabn by the other,
Hesoarch on Lamly stedics in Inde has by z2nd lege Concentrated on
Coderstanding joint family structeres in the content of industnalizauon
andurbanisation By accepung assumptons. taat famibes are hamorious
units, 1h2t almost all of these are joint famili= and tha: urban India had
more nuclear fanubies, stodies of (amibes bad not recogmised that the
{act that most lower caste and class famihies in India were of nucleated
structure and that joint tamibies have a relasonship with properly and
il beczase of hoosing protlems, in wren Inda, there 18 @ more
poschiinn of tiore being joiming families sven in the lower classes.

(Cizneeh, 1988

It work and propenty are crucially insed. bots are ordered by
kusinp relatons which consuivte the producuve and reproducuve
domains of women's lives, In an analvsis of women’s relanonship w
property, it is necessary to recognise the fact tat hinship govemns
women's access o property, and it 2w makes women a tvpe of
property. Wormnen and men bnng different tangs 0 a mamage and
acquire different things through marriage. Io pamlinea) socieues, the
husband and his kin witl acquire ngbe v the chldren bomn 1o the
nizriege. 1 has been sugeested that dowrny could be peraenved as @ nght
acquired by women to inhent a share of patmmomal property. However
the nzture of violence Wat is associated wiih it suggests that it imphes
the use of “kinship morality™ against women, for not only does she
has no access 1o this resources directly. it also implies a legiumation
of the bias against the women that is conceptualised in the kinship
syslem.

Anthropologists and soaciologists have accepied the fact that
caste was ar. extended kindred. If caste was empincally examined in
terms of inter caste relations in a village, it was alvo perceived as
subcaste or as kin spread over a remon Gender perspective has
highlighted the fact that the phenomena of ~hogndary mainienance as
a charactenisnc of caste society places specizl respoasibziity on women”™.
(Dube, 1993:51). Within each of the castes there exists an hierarchy
based on gender. This hierarchy 18 maintzinsd by nwal and concerns
of punty and polluton. The issve of nwal puniny determines both the
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nature of restrictions im- <. on the women in terms of her intenunce
and resource distnbut. . food intake, bodily processes. mobihity,
sexuality. As Das states. the close regulation of mamag: and the
rigidity of subcaste endrgamy. makes women “literary... garraays o
the caste system™ (Das. 1976:1 35). The gender perspective has suggested
that womer: has to bear the burden of maintaining the puriry status of
the caste, and therefore, the higher the caste and greater it kevel of
purity, the more vulnerable it is to pollution and hence the mors criucal
is the mevd to control the sexually of its female members.

The contribution of this perspective is now steadily changing the
framework and perspectives uiilised in the examination of family, kin
and household (See Srinivas, 1983) and has had an impaqt i raising
some interesting questions in stratification studies (Beteiliz, 1991). It
is unfortunate that mainstream sociology and anthropology has not
integrated these questions and issues in its discourse in 2 cohesive
manner.

I

Roop Kanwar committed sati on September 4, 19587 2 Deorala
in Rajasthan. This event sparked off a major debate rezarthing the
utlisation of the concept and dixcharge of tradiion whick mamnsream
sociology needs to note. This discussion on radition, Custid pracixcs
and law was introduced earlier in context 1 the controvers: oc the Shah
Bano's peution on maintenance. (23 Apnl 1985). The deizz on Shan
Bano. then Roop Kanwar and now the roies Uma Bhame =34 Sadhw
Rithambhara are plaving in a different way, has invroowed new
dimensions on the conceptualisation of modernity and trad,oa i [ndia.

The first set of arguments reason out the probiem in the
following fashion. Is modemity not destroying our culi ! Can one
separate the modern from the indigenous suggesting he e 3t of
committing sati was symbolising the latter? Is 1t therefory possibie 10
argue thal because modermity and its upholders are destroying indigenous
forms of expression and cognition, it remains an alien diso urse? Alo.
therefore. the act suggests the resilience of tadiwon? o tzs context
where do we search for the roots of our tradition? Whan does we
modemn peniod start? Does modemity start with the onset of coloniinm
and bas colomalism distoned trditional practices? Is the Sght agwnst
modemity a fight agamst all these who upheld the color 28 dioure
with its accepuince of the argument that sati s forced surade? (Nandy
1987).

The second set of arguments start with complatciy differeat

premises. [s the act of committing Sati separiie from the commenacnes
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that it evoked which jusufied the act in the name of tradiuon? 1f so how
do we analyse tradition and modernity? Are they Opposiie processes”?
How do we relate and understand the fact that Roop Kanwar came from
an educated famuly (her father was a teacher), that sat temples have
been very consciously financed by the Marwan petty and big trading
groups in Rajasthan, (Vaid, 1933), that there are organised groups
propagating this ideology, that newspapers and commentanes also
jusufied this act in the name of wadition? Why is it that tradition is
evoked so consciously to legitmise an act of murder appeanng as
suicide?

Much of the arguiments on this question accept that tradition has
o be interrogated as a discourse, that there is no duality in social
processes by which one can idenufy empincally what is tradition and
what is modemity. Both are coastructs being used poliucally in the
context of a questiomng that is eccurmng on the women's question in
India which has. as it is shown above, ideologically inscribed a definite
place for women; the women who is crrecumsenibed in the houschold.

This debate has howeser openad up the discussion to an
interesting sets of guestions. [f the emerging gender perspective
sug gests that there is a reconsutution of tradition in the moderm context
where can we histerically locatz the roots? For instance the issue ot
Shah Bano and her fight to obta mamtznance. Is it related to the way
the colonial state interpreted laws, reorganised customs, legiimised
certun constructs regarding womanhood as against other receved ones
which had given more space and more manoeuvre to women? s at that
changes that wore initiated dunng the colomal penad wherein issues
of fam:ly, inheriance. adeption. mamage. divorce were legislated
toscihier wath econoimic changes inttiatad by capralism in agricuiure
and industny made possible a recrzantsation of a pauiarchal wdeology?
Was this ideology associated with colomal stte and its pohcal
processes” Whatas the relanonsn:» with tasideology and the nationalist
movement? (Sangart and Viaid. 1939 and Tharu and Lalta, 1991). Does
the post-independent state contnue to hold tas deoiogy? Are there
recronal varatons o this ideoiooy and can we think of vanous kinds
of patnarchal wdevlogies i e

iy

In this paper. [ have imisred 2 discussion on how guestions
rared by the gender poerpective has revrgameed and have attiempied
o reconstiaie the discourse on socioiogy, This 1s not an exdinusive
survey Intact twenty vears of rescarch on the relatonship between
cender and soietyan Indi has eegated a reperntoire of rescarch matenal
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which a ~hort papes Bike tdas woold Dod e even deffaicas o
ieave alone anadvae There s i lot that is mussang from ths pape Yol
Jattempied 1o dosstiont and give o glinepse of the ranee and nooness

of woik an thes arca Yecause am convinced that a diadogoes witr s

perspecine will ennch the soviological urcenpanon b indi
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