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Foreword

For those of us who were at the Baroda seminar on the Early Years Of Independence, the
three days from 9th to 11th August, 1997 proved to be a memorable experience. The papers
presented were well-researched and often very moving. The testimonies gave us a sense of
participation in our history and a feel for the struggles that had gone into the making of
independent India. This booklet is an attempt to share those exciting moments with the other
members and friends of the IAWS. I am happy that I could persuade Dr. Vina Mazumdar, the
doyen of Indian Women's Studies, to write a brief introduction to this publication.

I would like to thank EZE and the HIVOS Foundations, the Centre for Women's
Development Studies, New Delhi and the Ministry of Human Resource Development,
Government of India, for their generous grants for the seminar and for this publication. Tam
particularty grateful to the Vice-Chancellor and the faculty and staff of the Women's Research
Centre, M S University, Baroda, for their warm hospitality and excellent organisation during
the seminar. I am grateful to the Sparrow organisation for their careful transcription of the
testimonies from the audio-recordings. [ am also grateful to Sm Madhuchhanda Karlekar for
designing the cover and helping me to get the material into proper shape.

I hope this document will help forge stronger links amongst all of us who are committed
to the idea of Indian women becoming truly free citizens of the Republic of India.

Nirmala Banerjee
May 1, 1998 President, IAWS.



Contents

Introduction : Vina Mazumdar
Issues & Themes : Seminar Overview

Narratives of Six Veteran Activists,

Manavati Arya
Dasriben Chaudhari
Mallu Swarajyam
Ila Mitra

Rani Das Gupta
Mrinal Gore
Seminar Programme

Notes on the Panelists

33

39

45

49

61
72

73



Introduction

Vina Mazumdar

I was very happy to learn that the Indian Association of Women’'s Studies had decided to
celebrate the 50th anniversary of Independence by organising a seminar focusing on the first
two decades of the Indian Republic. This was not a sudden, ad hoc decision. Many of us, as
participant observers of the growth of the women’s movement since the seventies, and the
shifts in intellectual concerns and priorities within women’s studies, had been experiencing
increasing discomfort with some presumptions carried over from the earlier period.

The Committee on the Status of Women in India (CSWI) — anxious to lay responsibility
for the marginalisation of the Women’s Question by the mid-fifties, had lamented the death
of the women’s movement after Independence with the cooption of many of the leaders
within the ruling political establishment. Even before the CSWI, some scholars on the social
reform movement of the 19th century, usually viewed as the precursor of the demand for
gender equality in India, had observed that the social debate on the women'’s question got
subsumed by the nationalist movement and lost its cutting edge'. Another trend, reported by
some political scientists in the studies commissioned for the CSWI, was of withdrawal by many
women from active political life into social work or spiritual activities after Independence.?

Yet another mystery was the insistence of large women’s organisations, born before and
after Independence , to define themselves as ‘non-political’. The CSWI, already handicapped
by the absence of the word political in its terms of reference, and other evidence of the loss of
a political perspective on the issue of gender equality within the government and political
parties, was also reeling under its discoveries — of the increasing burden of inequality and
contradictions, accelerated by changes in the economy and society — the ‘modernisation process’.

Leela Dube taught us that status was realised through roles®. But we didn’t have the theory,
the concepts or the language to adequately articulate the ‘massive contradictions’ in the
evidence that came to us — between women'’s roles that were socially perceived, accepted
and recognised, and the real, actual, varied and multiple roles that women in different classes
played.?

The Committee’s decision — to lay the blame on colonial education and urban middle
class bias of the intelligentsia, and planners in particular — for this ‘invisibility syndrome’ or
‘intellectual purdah” was a desperate attempt to get out of a theoretical vacuum. But my
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discomfort increased further with the progress of women'’s studies and the galvanising of the
women’s movement. Our perceptions began to change — discovering women'’s agency, and
the great variety in forms of protest, strategies, setting goals and priorities among women in
different contexts and classes. To cite only a few of these that tried to bridge the gap between
the present and the past, I would mention: peasant women'’s reactions to the environmental
crisis®, the challenge thrown at academics by the members of SEWA® —"why do you define
us (the majority), in terms of the minority (the 5% of women workers in the formal sector)?”
the painful recovery of women'’s role in various people’s struggles” both before and after
Independence.

As evidence piled up of non-acceptance of their subordinate status by many sections of
women, some of us began to catch glimpses of the complex diversity in women’s perception
and understanding of their social, familial, occupational and ideological or political obligations
— sometimes dormant, sometimes manifest and vigorously articulated.

Multiple roles meant multiple identities. Was conflict inevitable within this multiplicity?
Sociologists had vigorously argued so, to explain the secondary status of women in work or
professional roles. During the work of the CSWI, as we demolished myth after myth about
women’s roles, values and condition — and began to question the meaning of tradition,
social norms and cultural values that were supposed to control and regulate women’s and
men’s lives in our ‘traditional’ society, we had to confront several dilemmas about our
understanding of Indian society and our own identities — as Indian women, as academics,
social scientists, as political activists or social workers — since the Committee was composed
of members from all three groups.®

All of us had vivid memories of colonial rule and the freedom movement. Some had been
fully active in the struggle. Those of us who were younger — had only partial experience as
students, during the last phase. We were ‘the daughters of Independence”, the first generation
beneficiaries of the equality promised by the Constitution. We had been free to choose our
post-Independence lives — our careers, beliefs, and to some extent our aspirations. Any
restraints on these, we believed, had been self-imposed — the outcome of our good sense,
educated wisdom, and acceptance of our responsibilities.

The shattering of this complacence brought in its wake a sense of shame and outrage —
driving us to question our own beliefs, choices, and self-assessment. What had we done to
justify and deserve our new freedoms? We had seen ourselves as good teachers and reasonably
competent social scientists, yet we had remained so ignorant — that we had helped to perpetuate
the same myths that we now had to demolish. We took pride in our nationalist arrogance but
found we had done nothing to get to know what was happening to that nation in the two
decades that had followed Independence. What had happened to our democratic responsibility?

Some of us had refused to work with women'’s organisations —preferring our identity as
professional teachers. We could be active in teachers’ associations, which for us represented the
outer boundaries of our social responsibility, manageable without too much problem with our
familial and personal lives. Phulrenu-di (Phulrenu Guha) had however combined political and



Re-viewing the Women's Question % 3

social work, and Maniben remained active in trade unionism and the Samajwadi Mahila Sabha.

Most of our discussions with political activists and social workers in women'’s organisations
were disappointing. They were from the same class as ourselves and only a few could throw
some light on the unexpected trends of decline in women'’s conditions in livelihood, health,
access to education, and the right to life with dignity — that our data hunt had brought out in
stark, quantitative terms.

None knew of the decline in sex-ratio or its implications. Demographers had been arguing
about it, but we would not have known of it but for the fact that Padmini Sengupta - an old
war horse from pre-Independence days of struggle, incorporated it in a paper on women
workers that she prepared for Phulrenu-di."

Among the rest, a few demonstrated some real concern - Vimal Ranadive, who had been
struggling within the CITU to raise the worsening conditions of women in the bidi industry ;
Sahodara Bai", and Pramila Dandavate? who were angry with increasing insecurity and
hostility faced by young women political workers, and some junior political cadres of different
parties who felt excluded and discriminated against in the race for representational tickets."

In contrast — the anger among poor women or women facing absolute insecurity, of all
communities and sectors was tangible and vigorous. They were the victims — of acute poverty
and insecurity, of unemployment, exploitation, wage discrimination and powerlessness —
against oppression by employers, society and their families. What was this much-vaunted
independence, and whose independence was it — only of rich, and irresponsible men? How
much independence did women have even in affluent families? Why had dowry become
such a menace that it was now threatening even poor families, who could not afford it? How
could such women preserve any sense of dignity or security when they could be kicked
around, or thrown out because they could not bring enough dowry? And why should such
practices enter their own communities where they had not been customary before? The mothers
felt that they had enjoyed more dignity and security in their families through their labour in
the family and livelihood, which was now going out of reach of their daughters.

It was becoming clear to some of us that these women had a level of social awareness and
perspectives on independence that we had not demonstrated — cocooned as we had been in
our protected and privileged lives — confined by our class experience. As a teacher in Bihar
through the fifties and sixties, I had been aware of my students’ enjoying ‘father-in-law
scholarships’ with a lot of humour, but it had not impelled me to instil a sense of revolt
among them as my mother had done with all of us from three decades before Independence.
The practice was carefully avoided since then within our vast joint family, through the later
years. Attending a niece’s marriage during the CSWT's tour in West Bengal, I asked my uncle
and my older cousins what they felt about dowry. All of them thought the practice had ‘died
down’ — no one in ‘our family” would dream of either demanding or paying dowry! Yet, by
middle class standards, all of them were well-informed men with some social conscience®
who were taking some indulgent pleasure in a daughter of the family (whom they still saw as
very young) having ‘made it’ to the membership of a national investigating committee —



4 % Perspectives on Independence

thus justifying their indirect support to her prolonged education.

Through the seventies and eighties the women’s movement acquired many new and shifting
foci. Violence against women dominated the public eye because it was the rallying point for
all protests. On the studies front however there were many avenues being opened — with
increasing scrutiny and critique of the dominant economic development strategies — at
national and international levels; on the education (literacy-cultural-values) front; requestioning
state laws and policies vis-a-vis the conditions of the people, with greater focus on their
impact on women and children, — intervening on the national agenda on many fronts.

There were many differences — at the ideological, operational and choice of priorities and
alliances levels — which many of us viewed as evidence of greater strength and vitality —
but two trends were becoming clear increasingly. The movement(s) had taken on the mantle
of political, constructive responsibility to alter and redirect the processes of change at national
and global levels. Inspite of repeated rebuffs, disappointments, and decreasing or stagnant
resource support, women'’s studies became a vital part of the women’s movement, calling for
the same kind of activism on many fronts of the reinvigorated, or new women'’s organisations.

The Indian Association of Women’s Studies during its earlier years had to repeatedly
face the conflict of identities among members. Were they to view themselves primarily as
academics or as activists? Some felt the divide was unbridgeable, but many of us didn't
agree. We were challenging not only established beliefs, stereotypes and myths about Indian
women, but also the theory of academic-neutrality, and value-free, non-judgmental role of
academic disciplines - social sciences in particular. By the mid-eighties, M N Srinivas - the
doyen of post-Independence development of social sciences in India - acknowledged the
political nature of the challenge by describing women'’s studies as ‘a thrust from below’, and
‘the most significant development in Indian social sciences during the last decade’.'®

We were all committed to ‘change’ government’s development policies, laws, institutions
and procedures; behavioral and learning patterns; the education system; media, socio-cultural
values and institutions, dominant mindsets of men and women who would not listen to
women'’s needs, hopes, or despair and continue supporting (often unconsciously) — myths,
that covered the reality of oppression — exploitation, humiliation, undervaluation, abuse,
and fears — of all kinds of powerlessness, incapacities and failures: Our methods and areas
of struggle could differ along with our skills, vocations and other reasons — but we were all
parts of the same movement — with multiple identities, priorities, and preferences.

Working with seasonally migrant peasant women in Bankura, I learnt that multiple
identities, like bio-diversity, or plural cultures, could be a source of strength, not of weakness.
The formats and blueprints for nation-building inherited from the past needed requestioning,
and our assumptions about the collapse, or ‘silence’ of women’s agency during the early
decades after Independence needed reassessment. It was in this context that we called for
‘personal testimonies’ of women who had viewed Independence not as the end, but as the
beginning of new struggles for a better, more just, and free India.

The decision brought an unforgettable experience, whose impact was visible on every
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participant young and old, from different regions of our vast country, with only vague ideas
about the different faces of Indian women’s struggle for freedom and search for meaningful
social roles for themselves. They came from diverse backgrounds— cultural economic and
ethnic — they spoke in different languages and modes but symbolised for us the richness of
the experience of struggle — the heroic courage against repression, and the camaraderie
across classes that promoted the spirit of human equality, showing and learning from each
other to forge a mutually reinforcing sense of solidarity and empowerment.

Did any of us know that Kasturba Gandhi acquired literacy from a young adivasi girl, or
played mid-wife io the latter’s sister-in-law in jail? Born into a family of constructive reformers,
Dasri-ben was a natural follower of the Mahatma, using her joyous youth, singing skills and
total lack of fear to organise other women and defy repression, shaming both police and courts.
After Independence, she found her role in teaching and family life, preferring a local board
school to one run by the legatees of the movement, possibly because she recoiled at the evidence
of corruption that had already set in. The spirit of patriotism and protest continues in her son.

Manavati Arya, offered us her understanding of “total mobilisation” -and the story of her
common sense approach to operational details. She had the capacity to be a planner and
executive, but like Dasri-ben, she too felt uncomfortable about party politics and preferred
family life and social service, focusing increasingly on children deprived of a childhood.

Ila Mitra, and Rani Dasgupta played leadership roles in Tebhaga, suffered physical and
mental repression, long separations from their families, and shattered health. A chance to
return to family life was ‘bliss’, but the shattered economy of their families called for more
active roles for a livelihood. They see themselves as tools of ‘history’ at a point of time, and
are surprised that their stories should arouse so much interest among young people today, as
they feel they were ‘very ordinary women'’.

Swarajyam and Mrinal are eternal activists who cannot withdraw from a life of continuous
struggle. Born rebels, they are used to the ups and downs, the ebb and flow, and the hazards
of political activism. There is no bitterness — but the passion to “set the world right” remains
undaunted and inspiring. Both have played active roles in the resurgent contemporary
women’s movement, but feel embarrassed when young researchers in women's history fry to
unearth their life stories.

I offer my grateful congratulations to the same young researchers for uncovering these
forgotten histories. They are vital today — when the future looks bleak and uncertain, and
cynicism is in the air. I do not like models or role models as concepts, but I am sure many will
find inspiration and hope for the future in the stories of these women; for their integrity of
spirit in upholding a vision of independence and nation-building — still to be realised — but
not unattainable — if the courage to struggle is maintained.

I thank the Executive Committee of IAWS for giving me the chance to introduce this volume.
As teaching material for the young — these stories are of as much value as the records of the
“achievers’, which is the usual method pursued by textbook writers to appease the women's
studies movement.
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Issues & Themes

Seminar Overview

In the fiftieth year of independent India, the Indian Association of Women'’s Studies in
collaboration with the Centre for Women's Development Studies, New Delhi and the Women's
Studies Research Centre at M S University, Baroda, organised a seminar to critically examine
the historic events of the early years of Independence from the perspectives of Indian women.
The seminar was held at Baroda between 9-11 August,1997 coinciding with the nationwide
commemoration of the “Quit India” declaration. Its main objective was to examine the
experiences of Indian women against the background of the Nehruvian paradigm of planned
economic development accompanied by state promotion of social welfare. Organisers of the
seminar had long felt that feminist scholars had yet to analyse and reflect on that vital period
which had given shape to most of the institutions and ethos of modern India. This lacuna in
their studies had made it difficult for them to understand the transition of Indian women
from the heady days of the nationalist movement to the grim reality of their overall situation
in the seventies and onwards.

The beginnings of independent India had been deeply scarred by the agony of partition
when numerous women underwent the trauma of abduction, recovery and painful
rehabilitation. At the same time, this was also a period set apart in the history of India for its
grand design for a modern, egalitarian India: women were given Constitutional guarantee of
full citizenship and rights on par with men. The Indian State had made several other ostensibly
pro-women gestures such as passing of the Hindu Code Bill. India was perhaps one of the
first countries to officially institute a family planning programme. The planning process was
meant to build a modern, growth-prone economy. However, many active strands in the political
movements of India, whose roots went back into the period preceding Independence, had
long harboured reservations about this 2rund design put forward by the Indian State; their
protests continued to create a groundsw .l of popular resistance throughout the period under
examination.

Participants at the seminar drew hope and inspiration from the moving testimonies
presented in their own words by several vvomen who had been active in those popular
struggles. There was Mallu Swarajyam who had been an active worker in the Telangana
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movement; Rani Dasgupta and Ila Mitra (Rani Ma ) were heroines of the Tebhaga movement.
There was Manavati Arya of the Azad Hind Fauj. Dasriben Chaudhari of Bardoli and Quit
India movements. And Mrinal Gore, the ‘Paniwalli Bai’ of Mumbai. The indomitable spirit
that came through in their simple narrations was no doubt the high point of this three day
event.

The Inaugural Session

The inaugural session was chaired by Padma Ramachandran, Vice-Chancellor, M S University,
Baroda. She welcomed the participants and expressed her happiness about the fact that her
university was hosting this significant event. A brief outline of the objectives of the seminar
was then presented by Nirmala Banerjee, president of the IAWS. She outlined the three main
issues that the seminar was to consider. First, the state policies vis-a-vis women during that
period. Second, the roles played by womehn in the popular movements of those early decades.
And third, the cultural representations of women in that period in different parts of India.
Banerjee stressed that the deliberations were to focus chiefly on the first 25 years after
Independence because it appeared that during that period there was some kind of a lull in the
lively activism of Indian women that had marked the pre-Independence years as well as the
years since 1975. She concluded by introducing and welcoming the veteran activist women
who had consented to grace the occasion by their presence. _

The chief guest for the inaugural ceremony was Ela Bhatt, the moving spirit behind SEWA,
the Self-employed Women's Association of Ahmedabad. In her rousing speech, she charted
the course of events that constituted the history of SEWA, and which she claimed had been a
movement to achieve “Doosri Azadi” or second independence in the form of economic
empowerment of the poor, toiling women of this country.

Soon after Independence, poor women had realised that in order to win their day-to-day
battles against poverty and exploitation at the combined hands of male authority — in their
own households, in their own society, as well as in the State — they needed to gain economic
independence. As Ela-behn so eloquently put it: “When a SEWA member has a room of her
own, a farm of her own, a well of her own or a forest of her own, she experiences economic
freedom; an operational freedom where she is in a bargaining position in her dealings with
the vested interest groups both inside and outside her home.” Since measures like bank
nationalisation notwithstanding, official financial resources hardly ever reach poor women,
the SEWA cooperative bank provided an alternative source of funds for them. Since then, the
movement has inspired a hundred cooperatives and a thousand producer groups of women
at the grassroots, which promote capital formation and ownership of assets by poor women.
Ela-behn also told us about several other measures that SEWA has promoted for women's
empowerment: such as upgrading of their skills, introducing them to available technological
innovations, creating opportunities for exports etc. For SEWA members, it is not just the
profits in their ventures that are important, but also the methods by which the profits are
achieved. She gave the example of SEWA’s Vanalakshmi project, where women of landless
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households in the drought-prone Mehsana district of Gujarat formed a cooperative after a
prolonged battle all through the sixties and seventies with their caste leaders. The cooperative,
besides empowering the women through its collective strength, has also in the process, brought
to the region new techniques for preserving and farming water and an environment-friendly
cropping pattern. For the households of the women themselves, it has provided a self-
sustaining livelihood and a viable alternative to the earlier trend of migrating out of the
region. g

Summing up, Ela-behn urged that our focus should be on women workers the majority of
whom are confined to the unorganised sector; although most of them are poor and illiterate,
they can still play an important role in the women’s movement. SEWA has shown that these
women can absorb new ideas and also fight for public interest issues; as they have been doing
for issues such as the registration of self-employed workers, or for legal protection and social
security rights for home-based workers. She felt that we should take inspiration from their
spirit in fighting their socially disadvantaged position through self-managed, self-propagated
independent economic organisations. ;

Her closing remarks were indeed inspiring, “We knew, in those early years what we

wanted, which was, in one word, EVERYTHING. We have not changed our minds.”

Keynote Address

Vina Majumdar opened her keynote address, by describing the conference as an attempt to
negate the oft-repeated allegation that academics do not criticise themselves. Here, the
participants had come together to reopen several of the debates and strongly held positions
about the course of the women’s movement in India during those crucial years immediately
before and after Independence. The objectives of the seminar were, first and foremost, to re-
examine the widely held belief that the early decades of indepgndent India were the ‘silent
years” of women’s movements. Whether the movement which in the pre-Independence
struggles had been subdued by, and to an extent subsumed within, the nationalist fervour,
had indeed continued to decline. If there was a decline in women'’s status in those years,
where could one objectively lay the blame for that — the State, the education system or.the
women’s movement itself? She herself felt that, at that time, the women's question was being
addressed by social movements, and the ways in which those movements set their goals and
priorities were different. But, as the struggles of rural peasant women of Bengal illustrated,
they were no less persistent in pushing for their rights.

Vina-di argued that, the ‘invisible Indian women’ very skilfully used their multiple identities
to overcome the conflicts that were immanent in their diverse obligations to their families
and to society. Side by side, they were also asserting their individual identities and
communicating with other groups of women. Enterprising women luminaries of the post-
Independence era, like Mrinal Gore, Ahilya Rangnekar and Aruna Asaf Ali, were continuously
pushing the women'’s perspective not only within their families and in the society at large,
but also into the male-dominated parliamentary forums. However, the newly appointed
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planning commission, also under the leadership of Pandit Nehru, showed no awareness of
these earlier efforts and settled down to viewing women as targets of motherhood-oriented
welfare services. Finally, Vina-di was of the opinion that, if this seminar proved to be an
inspiring and rejuvenating experience for the younger generations, there would be hope for a
better India in the future.

THE NEHRUVIAN ERA: A CRITICAL APPRAISAL

Whatever Happened to the Dreams of Modernity? ]

Nirmala Banerjee began by emphasising that the first two decades or so of independent
India had laid the framework of the Nehruvian dream — planned socio-economic
development of the country to usher in a modern democratic India based on the principles
of justice, liberty and equality for all its citizens. However, specially where women'’s
empowerment was concerned, the ideals never got translated into reality. A possible excuse
for the planners — that they were really not aware of the actual situation of Indian women
— lacks credibility. Because there was in fact a document — the report on Women'’s Role in
a Planned Economy (WRPE) — prepared in the late 1930s for the National Planning
Committee set up by the Congress Party under the chairmanship of Pandit Nehru. The
WRPE had put forward many arguments and recommendations that were surprisingly
modern even by today’s standards. This was specially true of the WRPE’s recognition of
the role of women as workers, of their subordination by the intra-family patriarchal
authorities, and the treatment it had recommended for women'’s unpaid familial labour.
Remarkably, that document was allowed to sink without a trace, and the first few Indian
plans, though prepared under the leadership once again of Pandit Nehru, took a completely
different stance. From the lofty heights of WRPE's radical ideology, the policy makers quickly
descended into a safe and innocuous welfarism where women received no consideration
except as mothers and home-makers.

Banerjee suggested that there were several possible explanations for this; the first few
plans had deliberately left the unorganised sector out of their design; this no doubt affected
women as workers, because the overwhelming majority of them were working in this sector.
It is also possible that women were victims of the real politik of the ruling party in which the
elite were fast moving away from the egalitarian ideals of the nationalist period. It is also
possible that, though the pre-Independence nationalist fervour had brought together people
from all classes, women in it had not had the time to forge a gender-based identity cutting
across classes. Last but foremost, it has to be recognised that, for the minoritv of women who
did get the opportunity to play a part as citizens of the new, modern India, those early years
of Independence were years of euphoria — years when they were still to take notice of the
numerous pinpricks of gender-based discrimination that filled their lives.
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Women and Work: 1947 to 1997

In the second paper of this session, Madhura Swaminathan presented statistical data to
show the changes that had taken place in the economic status of Indian women over a
period of fifty years following Independence. It appears that, when defined conventionally
on the basis of generation of income, the rate of women's participation in the productive
workforce in India was significantly below the rates found in most east and south-east
Asian countries. However, feminist scholars and activists have repeatedly stressed the
importance of women'’s invisible and unpaid work for the household as well as the national
economy; therefore, there have been some changes made in the official assessment of work
and workforce to include unpaid work in all household-based productive activities, as well
as domestic work such as the free collection of consumption items, and sewing, tailoring,
weaving for household use. With this definition, women’s workforce participation rates
show a dramatic increase.

Swaminathan further showed that women's economic participation has been falling
significantly over time. According to census estimates, it had fallen from 37% in 1961 to
27%in 1991 in rural areas and from 13 to 10 percent in urban areas. In 1993-94, the proportion
of women engaged in domestic duties along with that of women in paid work showed a
sharp decline in both urban and rural areas. The paper further indicated that the majority
of women workers in India were in the primary sector as agricultural labourers and that
their shift to secondary and tertiary sectors had been much slower compared to men. There
has always been a strong correlation between low caste status as also the extent of agricultural
backwardness and the incidence of female agricultural labour. Over time, there has if
anything been a movement of women from the organised to the unorganised sector where,
increasingly they are found working as casual labour. Swaminathan felt that, with the
introduction of structural adjustment policies, this trend was likely to be aggravated.

Over time, the disparity in male and female earnings has declined in certain occupations
like manual labour in public works, but has risen in others like casual agricultural labour.
Wage disparities have worsened in rural areas and in some states, women are getting one-
third of men’s wages. These disparities are often hidden by maintaining a gender division of
labour, and by classifying women's work as light. Women are also not compensated for their
unpaid work.

Swaminathan® went on to provide evidence of the various ways in which households as
well as the labour market discriminated against women. Of these, one of the most important
was the denial of access to productive assets including cultivable land for women. All these
factors were collectively responsible for the increasingly adverse sex ratio of the Indian
population and the persistently higher proportion of women and girls in poorer households.
Swaminathan felt that there was need for some fundamental changes in the laws relating to
work, particularly for those who were working in the unorganised sector.
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State Welfare Policies and Women

The third presentation of the morning was by Nirmala Buch. Since she had occupied a senior
position in the Social Welfare department of the Government of India, Buch had the advantage
of having looked at state policy both as an insider and as an outsider. She felt that, inside the
system, there were constraints, while outside, there were pressures from the feminist
movement. She averred that quite often, the pro-women policy makets did not have the
power to enforce those policies; on the other hand, those who had the power lacked the
political mandate. As a result, women'’s programmes very often got marginalised. In fact, the
way she saw it, for the first twenty-five years after Independence, there was no clear policy
on women. For the period of the first few Plans, the government’s priority was economic
development rather than social reconstruction. If women were considered at all, it was only
as targets of social welfare programmes. The First Plan had made no mention of even the
health of mothers and children; it had merely emphasised the need for limiting the size of
each family and to ensure the appropriate spacing between children. Similarly, though the
slogan was, equal opportunities of education for men and women, in practice women'’s
education was being directed more to those areas in which women were supposed to have
special aptitudes; and there too, the idea was to make provisions for women'’s education
through channels for studying in private and through short-term correspondence courses.
Also, the actual work of organising social welfare programmes for women was largely left to
voluntary agencies under the guidance of the Central Social Welfare Board.

Although in the seventies, official focus did shift from policies for the welfare of women to
development with them, no efforts were being made to question and overturn the patriarchal
values which marginalised women in the first place. Instead, their problems were clubbed
together with those of other weaker sections like the scheduled caste and scheduled tribe
populations. In short, the welfare policies were merely attempting to treat the manifestations
of what was taken to be their unchangeable situation; there was no attempt or intention to
analyse the root causes of their subordination. Rather, the general assumption made was,
once economic development took place, its benefits would automatically trickle down in
time to all the deprived groups, including women. Buch felt that it was not for want of
information that planners had ignored the women'’s cause; they just did not want to look at
those issues. They simply assumed that by encouraging the participation of communities in
the development process they could take women's participation as given.

For Buch, the fundamental question that remained unanswered was, Why did women
themselves not raise these issues? She suggested that this was so presumably because women
trusted the policy makers and the State to look after their interests. They therefore allowed
the women’s question to get subsumed in the plans for nation building. Tt was not till the
1970s that the women’s question shed its middle class urban bias and began to link up the
problems of large cross-sections of women from all walks of life. It was then that the movement
began to draw the policymakers into formulating policies for impact at the grassroots.

The lively discussion that followed brought out the linkages between the issues of
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employment, the Nehruvian paradigm of planning and the ambiguities of the welfare policy.
Some members felt that the post-Nehruvian policies which focused on employment for women
were equally one-sided; they took no note of the fact that while women'’s employment was
increasingly becoming a necessity, it usually left them overburdened without having any
control over their incomes. Also, women’s invisible work was increasing and there was as yet
no measure of that work. It was argued by some that no work should be regarded as ‘full
employment’ unless it provides the worker not just work but also adequate food, social security,
shelter and certain means to retain personal dignity.

Many participants shared Nirmala Buch’s misgivings about Nehruvian policies. A
commentator appeared to voice the general feeling when she said that, the critique of the
Nehruvian model had some serious implications for the women’s movement of today. It
stressed the urgency for women’s movements to explore other alternatives instead of putting
too much faith in the government’s pro-women policies. As to the question why the women
themselves had not given a feminist perspective to plan policies, it appeared that they had
been discouraged by the Congress party’s conservatism and indifference to human values.
An interesting suggestion was to make a comparative study of the welfare policies of states
which had different political and economic ideologies.

Population Policies and Family Welfare

Malini Karkal examined the historical background of various family plarmn*n g policies (FPP).
Her main thesis was that the Indian FPP was not the outcome of Indian thinking alone; it had
been crucially influenced by the ongoing international debates on the issue. In this, she felt
that the Rockefeller Foundation had played a leading role in the Nehruvian period.

In tracing the history of population growth the world over, Karkal argued that during the
period when the first world countries of today were in their early stages of development,
their populations had been allowed to grow naturally and had in fact grown fast. It was only
when the status of their women had improved and their child mortality rates had fallen that
the growth had slowed down. The Fabians began to talk about birth control mainly on grounds
of improving women’s health. It was much later that thinking on the issue of population
came under the influence of Kingsley Davis who contended that the growing nationalism
coupled with an urge for rapid development would drive the newly developing countries
towards communism. And their growing weightage in the world population would tilt the
balance of power in international politics towards the Communist bloc. This was conjoined
with an argument that unbridled population growth even in first world countries would lead
to a relative increase in the ranks of the poor and the idle.

The Rockefeller Foundation set up the Population Council in 1950 against this backgbround;
though the US government was initially reluctant to intervene in the population policies of
other states, Rockefeller did convince Nehru of the urgency of the problem in India. In 1951,
India became the first country to accept a national population policy and it was from here
that the term ‘family planning’ was coined to make the programme palatable although nobody
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ever explained how and why a ‘chhola parivar’ was to be a ‘sukhi parivar’(Small family - happy
family - campaign slogan). Gradually there was a growing conviction among US politicians
that the US had to play an active role in controlling the population explosion in developing
countries. Even the UN agencies find nothing objectionable in the violation of human rights
that is involved in denying families a free choice about their size.

Karkal further argued that the practice of using coercion for controlling population growth
is well rooted among the Indian as well as international policy-makers. So though that coercion
is no longer as blatant as in 1975/76, the aim still is to take away the initiative about family
planning from the user and keep it with the provider; hence the move towards promoting
long-acting contraceptives and sterilisation rather than diaphragms, pills or even IUDs. Karkal
concluded with a brief review of the FPPs of the government of India since the Cairo conference.
She felt that although target-free the new health policies still focus only on the women'’s
reproductive period and needs. These would not meet the needs of the average Indian woman
who needs healthcare and hygiene throughout her life.

Indian Muslim Women's Response to Independence

The next paper, by Zarina Bhatty, was made lively by the many personal instances that she
gave in her analysis. Looking back to the period just after Independence, she described the
poignant aftermath of Partition. Families on both sides of the borders lost their relatives,
property as well as their earlier sense of community. Those Muslims whose loyalties remained
with India, felt hurt and dismayed at the treatment meted out to them; as expected, this
alienation to a large extent, got translated into a new conservatism specially vis-a-vis women's
position. However, the new circumstances were unusual enough to force families into giving
their daughters more responsibilities and with that, more freedom from the purdah. For the
first time in many families, girls were allowed to go out to work and to mix more freely with
other communities.

Unfortunately, the Indian idea of secularism was not to promote neutrality between
religions, but to promote all of them. This was partly responsible for the tension that grew in
the post-Independence period between the Hindus and the Muslims; even the Urdu language
became identified with the Muslim religion. This tension put the breaks on the more radical
and liberal Muslim thinking that had been growing before Independence. The Muslim women's
movement and their access to secular education in particular received a setback. Many of its
earlier leaders had migrated to Pakistan: and the younger women who could have replaced
them had greater difficulty in getting access to modern education and liberal ideas in general.

Post-Independence social scientists and scholars ignored the heterogeneity of the Indian
Muslim population; they were often placed outside the social structure and isolated from
other sections of the population with whom they actually shared a common culture as well as
common problems of poverty and deprivation. In the eyes of the rest of the population, there
came to be a uniform stereotype of the Indian Muslim and the backwardness of Muslim
women became a byword.
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Bhatty concluded that, by the time the women’s movement in India once again became
rejuve}lated in the seventies, the divide between the Hindu and Muslim psyches had become
so deeply entrenched that even activists in the movement were wary of approaching issues
concerning the other.

Role of The All India Women'’s Conference

In the last paper of the session, Aparna Basu dealt with the historical significance of the
AIWC as the voice of the women’s movement since the early part of this century. The AIWC
had been established in 1927 primarily to promote women'’s education; but gradually, it had
become the spearhead of women’s organisations in India.

Although there had always been a few feudal women dignitaries associated with the
organisation, most of its leaders had actually been drawn from the prominent women in the
political and social movements in India. All its leading members had been actively involved
in the freedom struggle. Later, in the early years of Partition, its members had played a leading
role in the rehabilitation of displaced women.

In its early years, the organisation had lobbied for various important issues concerning
women’s lives. Among these were women's right to divorce, their hours of work in factories,
universal adult franchise, enactment of a uniform civil code, increasing the legal age at marriage
for girls and many others. As an all-India organisation, it was recognised both in India and
abroad as the speaker on behalf of all Indian women, fighting for their social, political, and
economic rights. ‘

In summing up, Basu observed that, the AIWC’s earlier militancy had been based on a
dynamic nationalist ideology; but later, after the passing of the Hindu Code Bill in the mid-
fifties, the AIWC lost that dynamism. This was partly because many of its members had by
then joined the government: it had increasingly become an agency for implementing various
women-oriented schemes of government agencies like the Central and State Social Welfare
Boards. Chief among these projects were establishment of working women's hostels all over
the country and organising vocational training programmes.

Also, Basu observed that, as with most women of the country, in the AIWC too, there was
a post-Independence euphoria about what had been achieved; there was also a trust in the
sincerity of the new government’s concern for women. The organisation had assumed that,
~ while the State would do its best for women, they and other NGOs like themselves would
prove adequate for filling whatever gaps in women’s welfare that might still be left. The
AIWC after all remained an organisation of urban, educated, middle class women who had
~ neither any great awareness of the problems and concerns of women at the grassroots nor the
will to raise the latters” consciousness.

In the discussion that followed, several controversies were raised and clarifications sought.
It was pointed out that, though in the pre-Independence period, the AIWC had been an
umbrella organisation including members even from the Left parties, it had not been as
predominant in south India. Further, given its middle class, upper caste base, its appeal had
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always been limited. Its declining dynamism and mainstreaming from the 1950s onwards
was described by one participant as ‘ideological dehydration” which ultimately had led to
the formation of an independent National Federation of Indian Women (NFIW). The ideological
dilution of the AIWC had gone to such an extreme that at one point it had even suggested
that mothers should not work!

Karkal’s paper raised certain fundamental questions particularly with reference to the
proposed National Population Policy Bill on which there was an urgent need to collate available
data and to organise a national debate. Some felt that in the Bill the demands of the women’s
movement regarding family planning had not received the serious consideration they deserved.
In particular, there was need to challenge the clinical use of contraceptive drugs meant for
women which did not have proven safety records but were now being sold over the counter.
Although originally the demand for family planning measures had come from the women'’s
movement, they could not accept the coercive nature of the subsequent policies being followed
by the government. Also, more and more public funds had been directed into the family
planning programme, and not into general healthcare. Medical education in the country also
put an unnecessary emphasis on contraception. Further, it was pointed out that, particularly
in slum areas, sexual violence and general disempowerment prevented women from using
contraceptives even when they wanted to. All in all, it seemed essential to many that women
themselves set their agenda for birth control and not expect the government to give the right
lead. :
This brought on a heated debate regarding the movement’s stance vis-a-vis the government.
Some felt that women should not depend on the State to provide relief and answers to their:
problems, while others felt that the State could not be absolved of its responsibility. Holding
the State accountable was all the more important now since the National Population Policy
Bill was likely to be tabled soon. There was need to publicise the fact that the present population
policy was skewed in its emphasis on quantity rather than the quality of the population.
Though large, the Indian population was physically one of the weakest. Also, though the
growth rate of the Indian population was already demonstrably on the decline, quite often,
there is a bogey created about its explosive growth by using diverse, ideologically biased
techniques.

Within the Bill there was a clause to the effect that persons who had more than two children
or who had married before the legal age would be punished by measures such as prohibiting
them from contests for elected offices, barring them from entry into government jobs and
withdrawing from them healthcare and other benefits like maternity leave. In sum, if
implemented, the Bill would punish the economically weaker sections of the population. All
left parties and a few other individual MPs were against the Bill, but the majority of MPs.
were pro-coercive methods. Particularly, the Bill had an obvious communal slant being based
on the belief that it would curb the relatively higher rates of population growth among Muslims.
Use of coercive powers implied that the authorities viewed women as ignorant, silly beings
who bred like animals. The fact is that women lack the information they need about their
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bodies and about contraceptives on which they could make the right decisions. Since, after
the Emergency, men had been let off the responsibility for contraception, women were being
denied knowledge of self-operable and safe contraceptives like diaphragms and cervical caps
and were being forced to use risky drugs like Depoprova and Norplant. The participants
suspected that there was a nexus between Indian family planning policies and foreign official
aid which had helped the multinational companies to market risky contraceptives here.

The consensus was that the women’s movement would have to react strongly to this Bill
in the interests of the poor. A committee was set up to draft an appropriate resolution protesting
against the Bill; accordingly on the concluding day of the seminar, the committee presented
its draft which was then unanimously passed.

WOMEN AND PEOPLE’'S MOVEMENTS: THE GROUNDSWELL

Periyar, Women and the Ethic of Citizenship

V. Geetha's paper looked at aspects of the Self-Respect movement, a radical protest against
casteism which had been initiated by E.V. Ramaswamy Periyar in 1925. This movement had
raised a storm of defiance, anger and subversion that had convulsed the Tamil territories for
the next two decades. Although the movement had been at its strongest in the years preceding
Independence, it was relevant to the ongoing discussions because even today, Tamil politics
stems from the consciousness that Periyar created.

Periyar was an iconoclast particularly angered by caste as a system of inequality and
cruelty. Though influenced by Gandhiji, he differed from the latter on several counts; his
chief quarrel with Gandhiji was because the latter found varnashrama an acceptable part of
the Indian tradition, whereas Periyar continuously raged against it and enjoined Tamils to
fight against the oppression that went with it. He blamed not just the social and economic
structures which exploited the labour of low caste people and treated them as untouchables,
but also the feeling of lowliness that the poor unquestioningly accepted as their lot. He started
the Self-Respect movement as a counter to the Gandhian Congress and its over-emphasis on
nationalism. Instead, he argued that the liberation of all non-brahmin Tamils lay in the liberation
of the Adi Dravidas; for that, he launched a social and cultural movement of revolt against
caste, brahminism, religion and the rule of men over women.

While Gandhiji believed in religious faith, truth, penance and sacrifice to sustain political
and social activism, Periyar trusted reason, rational and critical scrutiny of ideas rather than
the sophistry of truth. He highlighted the antagonisms and contradictions inherent in a caste-
based society and promoted the need for resistance and struggle against them. Where Gandhiji
communicated through complex metaphors drawn from the language of faith and devotion,
Periyar spoke as a pedagogue, a teacher who encouraged discussion and debate. Gandhiji’s
piety and transcendence were presumably dictated by the hegemonic demands of a multi-
layered Congress party. Periyar’s emphasis on reason and commitment to the here and now
left him with a constituency confined to the large and complex non-brahmin bloc.
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Along with denouncing the caste hierarchy with all its privileges, Periyar also worked for
the reshaping of masculine and feminine subjectivities. Geetha cited from the writings of
Neelavathi, a prominent speaker and writer in the Self-Respect movement who, following
Periyar’s ideas, had sought to establish a homology between women and the shudras; the former
were condemned to housework and childbearing, but were denied the status of workers. The
latter were condemned to their caste status (and labour) and once again denied the identity of
productive workers. Along with resistance to caste-based deprivations, women self-respecters
also came out against patriarchy. In this, their movement greatly benefited from the Self-Respect
Marriage. A Self-Respect Marriage was chiefly meant to be inter-caste and secular, with a social
contract made on the basis of individual choices and desires. In the consciousness promoted by
the movement, reason and desire did not exist as polar opposites; rather, desire was seen as an
adjunct of reason and authenticated only by rational self-expression.

For women in the movement, the new sense of self came to change two aspects of their
consciousness. Firstly, the primacy of reason led them to question all the rituals to which they
had been bound; and secondly, the mutuality of the relations between men and women made
marriage a partnership rather than a hierarchical relation. The self-respecters supported the
devadasi abolition bill because for them, the system appeared to be a complex and unholy
articulation of religion, caste and the claims of masculine sexuality.

Similarly, for the self-respecters, the notion of citizenship defined new modalities of personal
and social interactions where self-respect and mutuality governed human relationships and
called forth a social commitment to the destruction of caste, faith and gender differences.

Geetha’s main intention was to highlight the close links between the Self-Respect movement
and the women’s movement. She showed how the former movement could help in theorizing
the position of those feminists who demand a uniform civil code; it could be shown that the
State should be made accountable for the plight of women who suffer discrimination and
injustice because of the codes prescribed by State-approved personal laws. She felt that
formulating a truly gender-just code would provide a forum for comradeship based on a
new and radical female =ubjectivity.

State and Dalit Organisations
The next paper by Meera Velayudhan began with the history of Dr. Ambedkar’s shift in the
forties from a belicf in mass struggle by Dalifs for their rights, to a position of negotiating for
their citizenship. Holding that the forties was a crucial period because of the beginning of
these Dalif negotiadons with the State, Velayudhan focused on Ambedkar’s dialogue at that
time with Gandhiji on the question of Dalit rights in independent India. Ambedkar held that
political rights alone would not guarantee social and economic rights to the Dalits; he rightly
characterised ‘development’ to be hegemonic and oriented towards the upper castes and
classes. He believed that the Dalits could get security only by taking charge of their own
development. It was on that understanding that negotiations were conducted.

In post-Independence India however, though the Dalits did get citizenship rights, these
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were being continuously monitored by a violent State; therefore, Ambedkar’s 1940 position
can be read as a critique of the Nehruvian paradigm of development. In post-Independence
India, contrary to the Gandhian model of decentralisation of governance through mobilising
opinion, power once again got concentrated in the hands of an upper-class-caste bureaucracy.
And their policies marginalised the Dalits from the main course of development.

Velayudhan cited from the experiences and memories of her mother who had been the
only dalit woman in the constituent assembly. The latter could recall how in Kerala, the anti-
caste and the nationalist movements had gone hand in hand. Attempts had been made to
redefine the roles of women while still keeping them within the Hindu structure. The hope
was that, with increasing class consciousness, caste consciousness would disappear. The anti-
caste movement had not only questioned the discriminative hierarchies that castes created
between different groups of people; it also questioned the division of labour on which it was
based and which exploited certain sections of people and denied them dignity and socio-
economic rights. In post-Independence India, however, the ethos became one of bargaining
and negotiating for citizenship and positions of power at the level of various subnational
identities. The responses to such negotiations came to be marked with much hostility on the
part of the educated upper caste elite; also, a lot of confusion was created between
communalism and casteism.

Srikakulam Movement -

In the last paper of the session, U Vindhya placed the Srikakulam movement in Andhra
Pradesh in the context of the duality with which tribals dealt with the state. At one level, they
were revolting against the State’s repulsive policies; at another they were a little baffled and
confused by the State’s role in their development. In post-Independence India, Srikakulam
was the first district in Andhra Pradesh to witness an armed struggle led by the Marxist-
Leninist variant of the Communist Party of India. It was brutal and brief and by 1970, it had
been crushed. A significant feature of this movement was the participation of women in
unprecedented numbers and the impact it had on their consciousness.

The Srikakulam district is topographically divided into two regions, the agency areas
which are hilly, mainly inhabited by tribals, and the plains and coastal areas. It was in the
former that the struggle was more intense and had a much greater participation of women.
The struggle started in 1960 when there was an armed uprising in that area by an organisation
of tribals called ‘Girijan Sangham’; it was on the issues of land and wages and against the
nexus between the exploitative landlords, moneylenders, forest revenue officials and the police.

Later, Venkata Sattyam organised the people under the broad ideology of the CPI(ML)
into a militant movement. The State was defined as "They’ as against ‘We’, the oppressed,
who included both the tribals and the plains people. There was a further increase in women’s
political participation when the movement began to address immediate economic issues like
the right to cultivation, of access to forests, abolition of customary forced laBour, etc. It also
addressed social issues like payment of bride-price and advocated for women marriage by
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Tebhaga Movement '
Kavita Panjabi filled us in on the background of the Tebhaga movement. It was a mass struggle
of the sharecroppers of rural Bengal against the landlords” traditional claim to two-thirds of
the crop that the former harvested. The movement started with the Kisan Sabha in September
1946 after a major threat of crop failure; and it was marked by the participation of very large':l
numbers of women. Panjabi explained that the paper had been prepared on the basis of an
enquiry about the movement that she was conducting with her partner, Paromita Banerjee;
their method was to conduct open-ended communications with women leaders and peasants
who still had memories of their personal involvement in the movement. Amulya Sen'’s book,
“In Search of Our Selves - Women's Experiences in Tebhaga movement.” had provided them
with valuable leads for these.

Panjabi described how the ‘Nari Bahini” and ‘Janata Bahini’ had provided militant vitality
to the movement; hundreds of women whose only weapons had been their home-made pickles
or chilli powder had bravely fought with the police. They had taken out a ‘Rally of the Hungry’
for providing food during the ensuing famine.

Panjabi pointed out that the left movement and the women had been able to enrich each other
in their united struggles under this banner. Closely linked to the movement were the structural
and political notions of class. The urban educated middle classes had little sympatliy for the the
rural remnants of feudalism; so they had provided leadership to the rural masses, the latter on the
other hand had provided visibility and credibility to the movement. Woriien had played an
additional important role in building solidarity between the Hindus and t:c Muslims.

The Mahila Samitis had often raised questions about gender-based discrimination in the
Kisan Sabhas and the communes - issues such as “my man beats me u5”, or that “we cultivate,
we produce, we market, so why do the husbands take the bigger share?” They also used
social codes and traditional ideas as a strategy to deal with the police and their own comrades.
These women had come forward because to them, it had become a ‘basic needs movement’;
their slogan was, “when the kids don’t get rice, mothers come out”. The organisation which
emerged from this movement then took up the cause of the beedi workers for better wages;
even today, it works at the grassroots with women to fight patriarchy.

While the women acknowledged that the leftist ideologies had strenghtened and organised
them, their own contributions to the struggles were not given due recognition by the latter.

Maha-Gujarat Movement
Varsha Bhagat took up another movement of the 1950s which considered language as a feature
creating nationalities and bonds between people speaking a common language. Its demand
was for a separate state of Gujarat for the Gujarati speaking people from Maharashtra. It
attracted a number of women who had earlier been active in the freedom movement. Bhagat
had reconstructed this history mainly through their narratives about how women had come
to join the movement and what had been their activities and experiences in it.

In August 1947, Maharashtra had been declared a united bilingual state. The Maha-Gujarat
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movement began on 8th August 1950, when eight students who were protesting against this
were killed in police firing. The very next day several women appealed to the government
against such indiscriminate firing on students of independent India. There were several rallies
including one in which three lakh women marched through the streets. Later, they participated
in a ‘Janta curfew’, a self-imposed curfew and a ‘Jail Bharo Andolan’ in which 21 women
deliberately courted arrest and were sent to jail under the leadership of Ranjanaben Dalal.
The movement saw women taking out processions with torches, black flags, black clothes,
etc. There were special ‘prabhat pheris’ or morning tours through the streets for which special
songs and dances were composed on the Maha-Gujarat theme.

Responses to these papers largely took the shape of providing additional information.
One of the participants remarked that every history had a pre-history. In the case of the
Tebhaga Movement, the CPI had been mobilising women of rural areas since 1945. However,
it was in crisis situations that women were activised only to be ignored when the crisis was
over. It was important therefore to examine this historical disjunction in order to understand
how women could praticipate so effectively but briefly in the Tebhaga movement.

Regarding the Maha-Gujarat movement, some felt that it was necessary to take account of
the various organisations in Maharashtra which had supported the idea of separate statehood
for Gujarat. The women in the Maha-Gujarat movement were mainly from upper-class-caste
urban backgrounds, and influential in their own right. Hence, they were able to get privileged
treatment in jail. Moreover, the movement had been shaped both by the absence of a significant
Left movement and by the presence of a powerful Gandhian tradition in the region.

DISPLACEMENT AND REHABILITATION

Freedom in an idiom of loss: The Feminine in Partition Literature and Cinema

Jasodhara Bagchi in her eloquent presentation, alluded to the deep scar on the mind and
body of Bengal - of ‘Sonar Bangla’ - and the agony of those uprooted by the man-made partition.
She recited several poignant poems that Rabindranath Tagore had penned when Lord Curzon
made the first attempt at partitioning Bengal in 1905. To her, they seemed equally relevant to
the second partition of 1947. _

In Bengal, women were not exchanged in lieu of property and cattle; but the chastity belt
that had been heroically worn by women to save the family honour had been seen as the
signifier of the most important defense against total social disaster. In all accounts of the
Bengal Partition, an inevitable refrain is that of the abduction of women. Moral reputation or
rather, a hypocritical obsession with women's sexual purity and their bodies was used as a
pawn even in the game of nation building.

Bagchi referred to a significant work of that period; Jyotirmoyee Devi’s ‘Epar Ganga Opar
Ganga’ (The river is churning) a Partition novel written in 1967. It focuses on violence and
probable rape of a Hindu girl in East Bengal and her subsequent marginalisation by her own
community in post Partition ‘secular” India. Violation of her sexuality is the great ‘unspoken’
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Historically, the poetry of ‘Siva Kanulu’, of the bhakti poets, and verses by Vemana all of
whom had strongly opposed the caste system laid the foundations of Dalit poetry. Joshua
who wrote ‘Gabbilam” (the bat) can be called the first Dalit poet; he was followed by other
Dalit poets like Nakka Chinnanenkayya, Jala Rangakani and Kusuma Dharmanna. Dalit poetry ‘
has its roots in Telugu Dalit movements like Chunduru, Karamchedu, as well as the
Ambedkarite anti-caste movements and the Dalit Panther Movement in Maharashtra. To
date, there are about thirty Dalit poetry anthologies in Telugu.

Poetry by Dalit women, written from their own perspectives exposes the triple oppression
that a Dalit woman faces on account of her gender as well as in the the caste/ class hierarchies.
She is thus a dalit even among the dalits. Alarge part of the written and oral literature composed
and sung by Dalits for centuries has been destroyed over time. Molla, who wrote the
Ramayanam in Telugu, could be called the first Dalit woman poet; she was followed by
others such as Kolakaluri, Swaroopa Rani and M. Gauri.

Swarooparani recited several poems describing this triple exploitation of women; the
themes were: denial of education, sexual atrocities and rape, the Devadasi system, the woes of
working women, the indispensability of her labour, etc. Some poems also talked about the
humiliation that Dalit women face from upper caste women.

Swarooparani remarked that Dalit women's issues had not been represented adequately
in feminist writing.

Literature in Gujarati
Sonal Shukla in her presentation, focused on one author named ‘Darshak” who was the last of

the Gandhian writers. He ran away from home at the age of sixteen to join Gandhi in the
Dandi March. He was greatly influenced by another Gandhian, Nanabhai Bhatt, who wrote
children’s books and gave nationalist education to children. Himself a Gandhian worker and
an educationist, the novelist was active throughout the fifties and sixties. Shukla discussed
one of his novels set in pre-Independence India where Rohini the central character is supposed
to be a role model for the educated Indian woman. That novel explored the development of
nation and the ideal Indian woman. !

Dhiruben Patel emerged as the first woman writer; but she was acclaimed only orally. In =

T

reviews and critical histories of Gujarati literature she is totally marginalised.

Shukla discussed how post-Gandhian literature had often rebelled against Gandhian |
politics. However, there was no Dalit literature in Gujarati in the first twenty-five years after
independence

Literature in the East

Nabaneeta Deb Sen began her presentation with a historical review of writing in Bengal. In
the thirties, some writers rebelled against Tagore and created a new genre of literature. They
were closely followed by a new group of poets and writers who emerged in the forties. In the
fifties, not all writers responded to the agony of Partition; some who did, described the
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é,xpemmces in a romantic way. It was Jyotirmoyee Devi, an eminent woman writer who

rote vividly on the theme, but she did not get any recognition. Deb Sen drew attention to
the sﬂenang apparatus of Bengali literary history which did not take women’s writings
seriously. There was, however, a considerable sisterhood among women writers. In a review
of Bmgah novels, Srikumari Banerjee made serialised mention of women novelists.

Jyotirmoyee Devi (1894-1994) was the most prominent writer and wrote extensively on
issues like rape victims, readjustment into families, child marriages, widowhood, divorce
‘etc. that concerned women. Ashapoorna Devi was another such writer. In Mahasweta Devi'’s
‘writings a woman is often the central character; but she generally does not focus specifically
‘on women'’s issues.

Locating her own position within this, Deb Sen recalled that her own early response to
‘women's writings was very much a stereotyped rejection as dictated by the patriarchal values
that we all internalise. It was in later years that she realised the worth of the writings of the
‘'women who had made literary life available to her since her childhood. She strongly objected
to the term “women’s writings” which is used by male anthologists to sideline women’s
literature. She felt that, unless women appoint themselves as custodians of general literature,
they will continue to face such marginalisation.

In Search of a New Role: Women’s Aspect in IPTA
‘Malini Bhattacharya traced the history of women participants in the IPTA performances in
Bengal from the forties and fifties; she also circulated a useful handout about these women.
Bhattacharya’s project was to explore the impact of the engagement in cultural and political
activities on class/gender identities. According to her, it was the disjunction in social and
cultural practices in the 1940s which had enabled women to transcend the conservative family
values of their class identities and to come forward to participate in cultural activities. The
main impetus had come from the Communist Party of India for whom it had been imperative
to overcome the traditional class/caste barriers in the interest of the anti-imperial and anti-
feudal thrust of its policies. Both men and women were eligible for its membership. As a
result, a broad forum cutting across the class/caste and gender divide had emerged which
could effectively deploy theatre in the interest of political issues.
However, Bhattacharya pointed out that the women'’s creativity was limited not just to a
particular moment in history but also to the specific activities of singing, dancing and drama.
‘More active participation in the form of directing theatre, writing plays and composing songs

“was still a male preserve.

Manikuntala Sen, Anu Dasgupta and Tripti Bhaduri had formed their own group; they,
along with Shobha Sen, were among the leading women performers; Reba Roy was a prominent
Left activist who went to Bombay to perform in the central squad there. Usha Datta, another
interesting performer, came from a land owning family in Faridpur; she participated in the
relief work in Rangpur. She joined the Party commune in Calcutta, learnt Manipuri Jancing
in Assam and performed in the Punjab squad.






