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Preface

This volume has been put together from the recorded proceedings of a workshop on

women's history held in Calcutta in February 1999. The original proposal for a series of

workshops on women's history in different regions of the country came from the Indian

Association of Women's Studies. The idea was picked up by the two women's studies

centres in Calcutta (Women's Studies Research Centre of Calcutta University and School of

Women's Studies of Jadavpur University). The workshop was organised jointly by all three

institutions. IAWS was generous with funds, WSRC provided the co-ordination and the

SWS the infrastructure and the venue.

The thinking behind the workshop was set out in a brief 'proposal' which has been

included in the beginning of the volume. The rest of the volume adheres, quite faithfully, to

the format of the workshop. The first section sets out the Inaugural Session, which had four

speakers. This is followed by the three business sessions, which had each four speakers.

The discussions are appended to each session in the order they were conducted. In the first

two sessions, the discussion came at the end, after the four speakers had presented their

papers. In the third session, there were two rounds of discussions, one each after sets of two

speakers. The fourth session was a panel discussion, and once again, the discussions were

split into a first round after two speakers and a second round after three other speakers. The

volume follows this format.

We have followed a simple procedure in producing this volume. We had recorded,

on audio cassettes, the entire proceedings of the two days. These were transcribed, edited

and where possible paper-givers and panelists were consulted to ensure accuracy. We have

avoided leaving out material as far as possible. We have undertaken, however, quite

extensive editing and pruning of the discussion sessions. Kavita Panjabi's presentation on

the Tebhaga Movement has been replaced with an abstract, on her request. The volume

reflects, nevertheless, the expansive mood of a workshop environment. The process of

transcription and editing has produced errors, inaccuracies and omissions that have not been

possible to correct in some cases and some of which must have escaped our eye. This is

especially true of the discussion sessions, where we failed to identify some speakers who

did not introduce themselves when making their interventions. We apologise, most humbly,

to anyone who have been attributed words or sentiments they had not or had not meant to

express.

As the person who assumed responsibility for organising the workshop and then

producing this volume, I take this occasion to thank all those who have given unstintingly of

their time and cooperation to actualise the project. I thank Kalpana Kannabiran, the

Secretary of IAWS, for her prompt responses to our appeals and the staff at Asmita for their



cooperation. I thank Nirmala Banerjee for her inspiration and encouragement with first the

workshop and then the volume. The Directors of WSRC and SWS are of course part of the

team of organisers, but as historians themselves, Anuradha Chanda and Ratnabali

Chatterjee, have taken very special interest in this project. Their staff, especially Maksuda

Khatun, Sarbani Goswami, Shivani Banerjee Chakravorty, Abhijit Sen and Karuna

Chakraborty have worked hard and long to make the workshop a success and this volume

possible. Sarbani and Abhijit, particularly, stayed with the project and helped with not only

editing, proof reading and financial management but also with the many tedious details

involved in production. The transcribers, Manjira Chakrabarty and Arka Dasgupta, did a

splendid job with the chaotic recordings. Joyanti Sen and Rita Bose of Sachetana

Information Centre undertook the laborious process of word processing the transcriptions.

My thanks to all of them.

Samita Sen
Department of HistoryCalcutta University



The Proposal

A Note

A workshop is proposed to bring together some of the ongoing historical research on gender

in the Eastern Region. In the last decade or so a corpus of women's history has grown in

India, more especially so in (or on) Bengal. Scholars from other disciplines (notably

Economics, Sociology and Literature) have found it useful to start with historical

explorations and many it has provided an important conduit for undertaking research on

gender. They have concentrated on issues of Social reform, education, work, political

participation, the gendered discourses of colonialism and nationalism. Most of this

scholarship remains widely dispersed - both in terms of the themes addressed and

approached adopted. Moreover, little attempt has been made yet to link, connect and thread

the diverse insights of historians. It is important to understand, evaluate and even

inventorise what we have in order to identify the existing lacunae and plan ahead. The

workshop is intended, partly, to be a stocktaking exercise, to bring together the variety of

research currently available. This will enable us to formulate an agenda for future research.

The aim of the workshop is two-fold: first, to provoke discussion on the need for a

historical understanding of women's current situations; and, second, to examine how

'history' is itself a political resource (or have been used as such) to define (or assert or

change) women's identity.

There can be no doubt about the critical value of a regular and sustained interchange

among practitioners of women's history, those engaged in 'women's studies' and activists

concerned with current issues about women. Yet, such interchange has been relatively

spasmodic. As a result, the field of women's history and women's studies are insufficiently

informed about or sensitised to each other's concerns. The historian tends to remain locked

in paradigms set by current preoccupations of the discipline, which may or may not always

reflect contemporary concerns on the ground. We have few comprehensive accounts of

long-term social movements affecting women: we do not know much about marriage

patterns, family and household constitution, the value and use of women's labour, patterns

of migration, institutions of socialisation and skill dissemination, even in the nineteenth

century. And, of course, an understanding of long term trends in such social forces is

critical to many questions about women today, including poverty, employment and health.

Equally, however, much of historical research does have contemporary relevance

were we to look for it and were we to pay attention to explicitly drawing it out. Witness the

concern with problems of women's participation (or the lack of it) in nationalist and allied

movements. Conversely, women's studies scholars often pay little attention to the implicit

lessons springing from historical research. There are, at the moment, many debates among
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the former about Liberalisation and Globalisation. Neither of these are short-term

phenomenon. Liberalisation is a phase in the history of capitalism which did not arrive from

nowhere in India in 1992. Globalisation, an ongoing movement is at least three hundred

years in the making and is implicit in the history of capital and as such has been explored by

historians. The workshop is intended as a small beginning in the direction of recognising

the strengths and possible contributions of history to the larger field of women's studies - as

part, we hope, of a longer term and fruitful exchange.

History is now in the foreground of Indian politics. It is a resource being used,

primarily by Hindu fundamentalists, to rewrite the past of the nation as a means of

reconstructing the<»nation itself. But this specific use of history is not an invention of the

Hindu right. The efficacy of such a strategy follows from the inception of nationalism,

which used this device to construct the nation in the first place. Historians believe that

gender was a key in that emergent nationalist discourse. And such it still is. In so far as the

main strands of political ideologies in India have drawn on nationalism and are structured by

and limited within the nation-state, they continue to turn round issues of gender. The

content of envisaged gender roles have changed, but the role of gender relations as

definitive of national cultural identity remains.

The Indian women's movement, in so far, especially, as they lay claim to unique

'Indianness' also draws on these historical and cultural symbols. 'History' used in this way

is: an important political resource; a way of articulating women's aspirations; a key to

political and cultural identity; and a crucial springboard from which claims on the state are

mounted. Moreover, there has been significant feminist endeavour to reclaim women's

pasts - histories of both oppression and struggles - as a means of rearticulating feminine

identity. History is a field in which new meanings are being constantly produced both for

and by women.

It has been insufficient, demonstrably, for historians to assert 'objective' historical

'facts' in response to these political efforts. Where history is itself the terrain of political

contestation, the historians' role is doubly difficult and it is perhaps fair to say that we are

inadequately equipped - methodologically and empirically - to respond to these challenges.

The workshop will aim to highlight some of these questions.
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Inaugural Session

Anuradha Chanda

The question of women's history arose with the rise of feminism. As the famous saying
goes: it was feminism that brought women to history and history to women. Today there is
a reasonably well-theorized feminist historiography which has developed with the declared
agenda of making women not only visible in history but also recording women's
contribution to social and historical processes. The purpose is to integrate women's
experiences into the dialectics of history. This trend began in the 1960s in the west along
with the rise of 'second feminism'. The titles of some of the major books of that period
show that a great emphasis had been given to the visibility element. Titles like 'becoming
visible' and 'hidden from history' reveal this preoccupation.

By recovering stories of women's activism, feminists provided not just new
information about women's behaviour but new knowledge, another way of understanding
and seeing women, and another way of seeing and understanding what really counts as
history. New missions of history depend on the perspectives and quests of the historian.
Making women visible was not simply a matter of unearthing new facts. It was also a matter
of advancing new interpretation, which not only offered a new reading of politics, but of the
changing significance of families and sexuality. Women's perspectives thus brought in
women as a category of historical investigation, but it also introduced new areas of
investigation. As the historian stepped into the private domain, history, which had hitherto
been engaged with the public arena, now found itself involved in a critical and necessary
methodological shift.

Women's history, thus conceived, is bound to provide a more holistic picture and a
more complete understanding of society. This forces the historian to step out of the
conventional framework of the discipline. This has drawn researchers to 'Women's
Studies'. The idea is not only to make women visible, not only to provide a numerical count
of women but to develop a more holistic approach towards knowledge. This latter requires
us to abandon the notion of a singular vision of 'women's experience' and to incorporate
into our ambit the multiple dimensions of the lived experience of women.

In India, the women's studies movement started in the 1970s as, says Vina
Mazumdar, an 'intellectual arm of the women's movement'. 'Women's history' is, by and
large, part of the same process. It is since the 1970s that an interest in women's history has
become discernible and much historical research has been undertaken in the past three
decades, especially on colonial India, from women's perspectives. Michelle Perot, one of
the editors of History of Women: Emerging Feminism from Revolution to the World War,
said, in an explanatory note on rewriting the history of women, that they wanted to
understand the place of women, the condition of women, women's roles and powers and
how women acted. The need is to examine both their words and their silences. The historian
has to examine the many images of women as Goddesses or as the Madonna. It is important
to bear in mind that a history of women must be, fundamentally, 'relational'. The historian
has to look at the society as a whole. The history of women is just as much a history of men.
And 'mainstream' Indian historiography too needs to incorporate this perspective.

The history of 'women' is not an exclusionist history but a relational history.
Women's history must, necessarily, incorporate relationships - of women with men and
with other women. It is only thus that a more holistic picture of the past will emerge.

Ratnabali Chatterjee

Women's history has been generally posited as a project for retrieving lost voices. In this
workshop we hope to add to this by situating gender at the core of an examination of how
historical categories are constructed. For instance, both ancient and medieval periods as
historical categories, especially in India, are associated with certain iconic images of
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women. The period prior to 1200 A.D. is associated with women like Gargi and Maitrayee
who are projected as brahmavadinis Their erudition is supposed to have gained them the
power to be free. This supposition is in stark contrast to the general picture of subjugation
and domestication of women unearthed by contemporary research. Sukumari Bhattarcharya
pointed out that in this period, prior to 1200 A.D., 'women' were equated with the sudras.
Uma Chakrabarti, in her article entitled 'Whatever Happened to the Vedic Dasi?' has shown
how, in the nineteenth century, a deliberate misconstruction of Brahminical norms of
womanhood was set in train. This was in line with the attempt to set up the Vedic Age as
the Golden Age of the past. The erudition and freedom of a few upper caste women served
as the main prop of this tale of past glory. By contrast, the medieval period, constructed as
the Dark Ages by nineteenth-century historians (both indigenous and European
Orientalists), became associated with the image of the woman bound down by religious
restrictions and the feudal social structure. Among the different feminine icons of medieval
India, Padmini and Meerabai represent two extremes. In their studies on Meerabai, both
Kumkum Sangasi and Parita Mukta had to negotiate historical categories like 'the Medieval'
or 'the feudal' in order to historicise Meera's identity. It would be interesting to explore the
histories of Medieval Bengali women on a similar vein, e.g., that of Chandrabati, the first
women poet who became a legend in her own lifetime. Our readings would involve
questioning the accounts of Chandrabati's contemporaries as well as nineteenth-century
chronicles, which helped to deify her as a saddhi

Historian have been generally accused of remaining locked in paradigms set by the
current preoccupations of the discipline and, as pointed out in our general proposal, there are
large gaps in our studies regarding the lives of women, in their situations and in relation to
community and class. At the same time we must remember the way the discipline has
evolved for us. What have been the 'exclusions' and the 'inclusions' in our general study of
the ancient and the medieval? There never is anything more difficult than questioning the
present. The more fragile the moments of reasons and unreason through which we pass, the
more we turn to the past hoping for a ready-made answer. May I remember, at this moment,
both to remind you and myself, that as students of history, our first lesson was to ask the
right questions. That is what we hope to do.

Nirmala Banerjee

The IAWS launched this project on regional histories of women in order to emphasise the
importance of the long-term perspective. There has been a lot of work on women's history
in this country in recent years. Many of us have read such work with great pleasure and
learned a great deal. What the IAWS wants to do and what I am very interested in is to
introduce non-historians to a historical perspective. It is important to realise that women's
issues do not just happen in the here and now. Women's problems viewed from the
discipline of economics or psychology or any other, have always a long history. Unless we
understand the history of these things, we do not understand the 'process'.

The IAWS launched this project after the new executive committee came into office
in June. In the last two years we had two contradictory experiences. First, we started a series
of regional workshops like this one - on the theme of survival and sovereignty - and in the
end we had the national conference on the same theme in June 1998. What we found was
that while there was a lot of talk about the present situation, the causes and trends and
regional variations, there was very little understanding or discussion about the roots of the
issues. In the case of problems regarding liberalisation, for instance, do we treat
liberalisation itself as a sudden and recent phenomenon? Was there nothing before that? In
fact, of course, there is a whole history behind the liberalisation policies. It is of crucial
significance to note how that history contributed to the situation of women within the
liberalisation process. The lack of such a perspective was very clearly brought out in the
national conference. Second, in August 1997, to celebrate the fifty years* of India's
independence, we had organised a seminar on the first 25 years of India's independence.
Since the 'new' women's movement took off in 1970s, we have been concentrating on the
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post-1970 period. We are less clear about the first 25 years after independence. What
happened? Women were in the nationalist struggle; there were prominent women leaders in
the First Congress Working Committee; and yet, the promises and the benefits we got after
independence turned out to be hollow. How did this come about? Why was it that whatever
we did get, whatever we did claim for ourselves turned out to be so inadequate. Why were
the substance and the content of our gains so diluted? The seminar in Baroda, where we
discussed the first 25 years of independence, was very revealing. We realised that unless
the women's movement as well as women's studies keep their eyes on this past and the
process by which it transformed into the present, we are going to miss the tricks. If we
disregard the lessons of past experiences, we lose a lot of the gains that are already made.

These were the two experiences which prompted the IAWS to decide that in this
period of two years, we are going to spend much more of our attention on building up a
regional history movement. We have to work within our limitations -- IAWS does not have
the money to sponsor new research. So, we decided to focus on work that is already going
on. It is important to take stock of existing work and ensure its dissemination. But the
Association is also interested in giving a focus to historical scholarship. Thus, our major
concern is to bring historians together. But we wish also to draw scholars from other
disciplines to discuss their historical problems, that is to say, discuss their problems in a
historical context. We hope, thereby, to build on the existing corpus of women's history,
not just by bits and pieces in several areas but with linkages that explain processes as a
whole.

Samita Sen

This is part of a paper written for a volume on Bengal's historiography being edited by
Sekhar Bandopadhyay. It is not yet out. I call the paper 'Histories of Betrayal: Patriarchy,
Class and Nation'.

In the last few decades a corpus of research on women and gender issues has grown
in India, more especially in, and more so on, Bengal. Women's history now forms a distinct
field within Bengal's historiography. Much of this literature has concentrated on the
immediate past of the colonial experience and I think this is a very significant trend in the
way women's history has developed.

The colonial period had been seen as a watershed in gender relations. In this period,
processes of modernity were set in motion, both through colonial and indigenous initiative.
Modernity came hand in hand with capitalism, which under the aegis of the colonial state
transformed the agricultural, commercial, and manufacturing sectors of the economy. On the
one hand, the use and organisation of land and labour came under new market compulsion,
on the other, new sites of production, factories, mines and plantations, came into being.
Moreover, the nineteenth century witnessed the emergence of anti-colonial nationalism and
in the early twentieth century, the contours of the nation state evolved. These were two
significant political legacies on which the independent Indian State was founded. Together,
these social, economic and political trends were to define and structure gender relations in
contemporary India. The importance of understanding how Indian women's' situations is
embedded in the context of the immediate past came with the new self-consciously feminist
women's' movement in thel970s and 1980s. In common with other parts of the world, this
phase of Indian's feminist movement witnessed an invasion of academia. First, with lively
and innovative research from within mainstream disciplines, but also with a gender input
into university curricula at the postgraduate level. The institution of several women's'
studies centres across the country has provided greater impetus for both teaching and
research. It is only very recently, though, that we have seen full-length monographs and now
we see even textbooks.

Needless to say, the relation between the women's movement and growing
scholarship in women's history is not always direct. Because of the women's movement,
scholars have, with more urgency, sought to trace the origins of the women's oppression,
explain their present situation and contextualise their current dilemmas. While historians
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charted their own new courses in writing about women's pasts, and historicising gender
relations, for the women's movement history itself became a prime resource. In both cases
the recovery of the past became a crucial part of the current struggle. In common with
feminists elsewhere, Indian feminists, and some of them were scholars placed in academic
institutions, were faced with a past that spoke copiously of public institutions, political
activity, social and economic structures. But the stories were entirely of women and by
women. Worse, these stories subsumed all other stories; those of women's separate
concerns, distinct interests and dissonant voices. The writing of 'her story' was thus a
crucial agenda for the movement.

Many feminist scholars and many of them are not professionally historians, found it
necessary and useful to address women's issues in historical contexts. In history, as in myth
and tradition, there are empowering images of women, and mainstream history, especially
nationalist history writing, has not been entirely silent about women's contribution and their
sacrifices to the freedom struggle which are incorporated in any standard school textbook.
Bina Das, Pritjlata Waddedar, Matangini Hazra, Basanti Devi are names we are familiar
with from our very earliest training in history. In the nationalist telling, the struggle for
freedom from colonial rule was a common struggle of all people. The emphasis on the
participation of different groups- peasants, workers and women - served to highlight the
breadth and comprehension of the movement. Equally, freedom, it was argued, brought
forth rewards for all these groups in the shape, mainly, of universal suffrage. For instance,
the alliance between the women's movement and the nationalists, many argued, had been of
mutual benefit. The moral framework of the nationalist movement allowed women to break
through patriarchal barriers into the public world of political activity and on to the streets,
the floors of Assemblies and Councils. The nationalist movement gained strength from
women's participation and in the end the women won the vote and the guarantee of equal
right in the new republic's constitution.

Marxist scholars first challenged the notion of a harmonious alliance against
colonial power. They analysed the class composition of the nationalist movement to argue
that within the umbrella of anti -colonial struggle, nationalist, primarily Congress,
leadership had laid the basis of a bourgeoisie state in the yet-to-be independent India. To
that end peasants and workers' struggles were misdirected, contained, restricted in order that
dominant relations of property remain. Without disregarding the importance of nationalism
in the overarching framework of anti- imperial struggle, Marxists began to examine class
tensions within the movement. A similar critique became the starting point for feminist
historians. Mainstream historiography offered these scholars three entry-points. First, the
Bengal Renaissance and the social reform movement in the nineteenth century were
represented as the beginning of modern India. In this period, Bengalis were influenced by
ideas of European enlightenment. The period was also marked by the emergence of new
women who were significant beneficiaries of CQlonial modernity and the benevolence of
elite Indian male reformers. Feminist historians quite understandably questioned the view
that women were passive objects of male reformism. There is now a considerable body of
writing, which examines the patriarchy that was formulated in this period through an
alliance of the colonial state and elite Indian men, both reformers and their opponents. The
liberal rhetoric adopted in this period also, however, conferred unintended benefits to
women and many of these can only be understood by exploring women's own agency. This
liberal ideology was abandoned with emergence of nationalism in the late nineteenth
century. Many scholars have seen this nationalist turn as socially conservative and
detrimental to women's progress.

Partha Chatterjee's influential thesis of the nationalist resolution of the women's
question challenges such a view. He analyses the construction of colonial and nationalist
discourses, which set up binaries, overlapping the distinctions of the private and the public.
But Chatterjee's judgement about the binary, that nationalism radicalises them by locating
the nation in the inner domain of the sprit symbolised by women is not quite so accepted.
These questions of nationalism and the issue of women's participation in the movement
provide a second major entry-point for women's history. Like Marxist scholars, women's
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historians are tracing a history of betrayal. With the waning of the euphoria of freedom, the
vote and constitutional rights, Feminists are beginning to question nationalist leadership's
attitude. It has been on the questions of institutions and the quotidian mechanisms of
patriarchal dominance that mainstream historiography has been most silent about women.
While volumes have been written about the detrimental effects of colonial intervention in
the economy, the legal judicial system, and local governance, all these were assumed to be
gender neutral. A great deal of attention was given to new social stratification, which
transformed Bengal's and indeed Indian's society as a result of colonial policies. No
attention was paid to the possible impact these policies may have had on patriarchal
arrangements especially on the composition of the family household system and on gender
relations within and outside the family household. These issues provide a third major entry-
point for feminist scholarship. At present, very preliminary work has been undertaken in this
field. It is, however, of growing concern to scholars and activists, specially since current
debates on economic development demand a more long—term understanding of women's
relationship to economic and social resources — to land, labour and capital.

In these various trends within women's history that I have outlined, there have been,
I think, three major shifts in the last two decades. First, there has been a much more
concentrated focus on women's own specific situations, experiences, and voices. Second,
the attention paid to gender as a constitutive element of the most significant political
processes of our time like, say nationalism, or communalism, has been focussed on. Third,
the problematisation of the household, which had been assumed as a single economic unit, is
an important development. By acknowledging that social and political processes affect
women and men differently and that very often women more adversely affectea than men
are, the field of women's history has raised many new and important questions in history-
writing of the colonial period. It needs to be said, however, that women's history has so far
concentrated very heavily on the colonial period. The assumption is that the colonial period
set many of the conditions that explain our current situation. The other assumption is that
the colonial period initiated a significant and major break from its immediate past. The
nature and dimension of this break, how ever, cannot be established without an
understanding of the pre-colonial situation. The encounter of patriarchy with capitalism or
with modernity can only be fully appreciated in the context of some under standing of
patriarchy's own history. We must know more about women prior to nineteenth century.
The longer term continuities and discontinuities in the constitution of patriarchy and its
interaction with other social forces is a field that is yet to be explored as much as it should
be.
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Second Session
Between the Field and Factory: what is women ys work?

Mukul Mukherjee.

Women's Work: Perspectives from Past and Present

What I shall present before you is a paper in the making. I apologise for the rather
unstructured format of this presentation. I will focus on women's work but not quite on
aspects that are usually central in discussions or studies of women's work. We now have an
extensive literature on women's work, over time and space and occupational categories.
Many of the characteristics of women's work are now well documented and in the Indian
context we have become familiar with patterns of inferior technology and low productivity
and low reward in activities performed by women, as also the burdens imposed by their
multiple roles tts producers and reproducers. We also know that the standard sources of
information about women's activities provide only a fractured image of all the work that
women actually do. Data systems are particularly weak on women's work. In 1881, the
Bengal Census authorities were warned by the Government: "Women are not to be entered
as employed unless they are engaged in special work of a distinctly definite character." It is
not difficult to imagine the extent of underreporting that is peculiar to women's economic
activity when it is filtered through definitions that emphasise exclusion. A century later and
after much advocacy for reform in the counting of women's work, the scenario is not very
different. We still have the classic case of the lace-workers of Narsipur in Andhra Pradesh
who account for 95 per cent of the foreign exchange earned from export of Andhra
handicrafts but are not found anywhere in the world of official statistics. This invisibility
seems to be a constant in women's lives. In a very rudimentary manner I would like to
present certain facets of women's work experience, which, to my mind needs attention and
elaboration so that women's engagements can be seen in a more holistic perspective.

I begin with women's work vis a vis the industrial milieu in Bengal. Historiography
of industrial labour in Bengal usually carries two basic premises. The explicit premise is the
fluid and dual character of the labour force with attachment to both the urban work place
and the rural hinterland. The not so explicit is the marginality and even exclusion of the
experience of women who were either part of the workforce or tied to it in different ways.
The rural connection of industrial labour features prominently in debates over consolidation
of class and community among factory workers. What continues to elude us, however, is the
nature of the arrangement that was key to this rural connection. Samita Sen's recent work
points out that the responsibility of sustaining the rural links of urban labour was primarily
borne by the women members of the mill hands' family. It is their continued presence in the
rural homestead that served to protect whatever frail rights and status he had in the village
and it is the continued supply of female family labour that ensured unbroken agricultural
cycles. In effect, therefore, the male workforce could retain its urban profile largely because
women held the rural buffer in place. Now women's work emerges as a customarily
invisible yet an important element in the sustenance of industrial labour.

I would go even a step further and suggest that it also mediated in a major way the
process of identity formation of the working class. Let us consider workers — women
workers — who themselves are part of the industrial workforce. Various accounts of jute
millwork show, first, that a substantial proportion of women workers were widows, and, in
effect, functioned as heads of households. Second, since the introduction of the shift system
in the factories in the 1890's, women workers had a particularly arduous life. The
superintendent of the Kakinada Jute Mills, witness before the Indian Factory Labour
Commission of 1908, wrote, "It is one thing to work ten hours during an ordinary day but
quite another and altogether different thing for a man and specially for a women to get up at
4 a.m. in the morning and trample a considerable distance to the mill, or when it is the last
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shift, only reach their homes at 10 p.m. after which the preparation of the evening meal has
to begin." Women have traditionally been a negligible presence in labour unions in terms of
membership, leadership positions and issues chosen for struggle. Faced with many
constraints and few options they seldom reach a bargaining position that advances their own
interests. How have women responded to domination and oppression in the workplace?
What have been their forms of protest and resistance? Are they different from strategies
adopted by men? Some answers in the more modern context are beginning to emerge from
recent research on trade union history for example, in the work of Sujata Gothoskar and
Leela Fernandes, which mainly deal with 1950s and 60s and later years. Since we have not
inherited first-hand accounts of how women workers coped with factory life, or indeed, their
work experience in general in the early days of factory industry, we have only sundry clues
to fall back upon. These are scant and scattered, but I think they still provide rather
unexpected glimpses of how seemingly powerless women chose to deal with a hostile
environment in the workplace. Let me recall two instances to show that sometimes even in
those early days women were capable of devising their own distinct modes of resistance or
protest in the course of day to day work. There is evidence in the literature that in the first
decades of factory work in Bengal, cheap and submissive female labour was welcome.
Encumbrances to the use of such labour were actually frowned upon. The report of the
Indian Factory Labour Commission wrote, "Bengal mill managers did all they could to
prevent women from bringing children into the mills as they generally take up the mother's
attention and thus interfere with her work." Yet there are also references to continuing
presence of non-working children inside the mills in the departments where women worked
which shows that despite pressures women carried on with one of their preferred modes of
behaviour that is, child care through physical proximity. The second example refers to a big
cotton mill in Bombay in the 1930s where women went on strike on an unconventional
issue. They stopped work saying that the European manager has touched the food basket of
one of the women workers and thus made it ritually impure. For these women, accusing the
manager of ritual pollution was one way of rebuffing the alien power structure. It is as if
they succeeded in reversing race and gender as tools of aggression in the workplace.

I would like now like to go on to three aspects of women's work in Bengal. The
first is resource generation by women's independent effort, which is quite distinct from,
paid work or work in subsistence agriculture and has to be recognised as a crucial
contribution towards food security of the household. It is now established that manual
husking of paddy has been a very important economic activity for Bengali women right up
to the early decades of the twentieth century. This work was open to women of all castes
and communities and required little by way of capital and working space and more
importantly, it was traditionally renumerated in terms of clean grain. Rice obtained through
women's husking labour appears to have been a significant item in the family budgets of
rural households as reported in a large number of village surveys. We now have a rough
idea of the average amount of rice collected by women huskers at different points of time
during the first half of the nineteenth century. It varied from about 9 maunds of rice per year
in 1807 that is during the Buchanan-Hamilton surveys, to 1 maund in the 1930s. Thus, the
level of resource generation declined over time but the amounts were still substantial for
protecting food security, directly by adding to the family food stock and indirectly, by
reducing the need for consumption loads. In contemporary West Bengal, where manual
husking has all but disappeared, many areas are found to have two lean seasons during the
year, which may be described as the hunger periods. One is the months of Chaitra, Baisakh,
Jaistha, that is, mid-March to mid-June and the other is the month of Aswin, mid-September
to mid-October. At this time the consumption and the availability of rice and potatos tend to
fall rapidly and there is also shortage of employment leading to entitlement failures in most
poor households. During such critical periods, women's foraging from forest and common
property resources is often the only means of coping with food deficits. This is amply borne
out by the annual food calendars that have been constructed for West Bengal districts.
Resource generation by women and family food security continues to be inter-linked in a
major way not only in West Bengal but also throughout rural India. This is reflected in the
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substantial proportions of women recorded under NSS code under which non-working
women are reported to be engaged in collection of food, fuel and fodder.

The second aspect can be brought out best in the context of traditional industries of
Bengal. Both cotton and silk products of Bengal handlooms enjoyed a buoyant export
market at different periods of time. They also retained a special segment in the domestic
markets even when confronted with modern methods of production. Cotton textile weaving,
as we all know, actually starts with certain essential preparatory processes: sizing, winding
and warping. In traditional cotton handloom industry all the three processes require time,
energy and a degree of skill and are generally performed by women of weaver families as
unpaid family labour. The time taken for setting up a full length warp is often three days and
a Bengal government report of the 1930s calculates that a women warper has to walk more
than six miles in a day in the process of warping. The same report investigated more than
three thousand weaving families and pointed out that in the cotton handloom industry each
year's work put in by a male weaver required six months work performed by women and
children. TheMow cost of production in the handloom industries, that is, their main
competitive strength, therefore, has largely been a function of women's labour, though it
still remains to be properly evaluated.

More or less the same situation prevailed in the household silk industry where
female labour has traditionally been an integral input in sericulture and the spinning of silk
yarn. Profitability of sericulture depends largely on a meticulous feeding schedule of
silkworms, which has to be constantly adjusted to their metamorphosis. The expertise in
rearing the widely used 'nistar' insects lies in stopping and re-starting feeding at the right
time. In traditional sericulture the treatment of worms would be typically supervised by
experienced women, as also the treatment of cocoons prior to spinning. Expert women
would know the precise time when the silkworm should be killed and the cocoon ready for
silk extraction.

Jute is almost synonymous with commercial agriculture in Bengal, but women are
hardly even mentioned in the context of the production of raw jute fibre. This includes the
important processes of retting and stripping of harvested jute stock. At least in the 1920s
much of the raw jute extraction took place at the home of the cultivator and this work was
largely the responsibility of the women of the family. If at all they did this work
commercially, they could earn a daily wage of six annas in the 1920s, enough to buy 2 seers
of common rice. Authorities noted in many places that the price of raw jute was largely
influenced by the care and expertise with which retting and stripping was done and that raw
jute processed by women was invariably regarded as a more tangle-free fibre.

What appears as a striking phenomenon in the history of cotton and silk handlooms
and also in raw jute production is the subsidising role played by women's labour. This
labour was characterised by activity-specific skills and was pivotal in preserving vitality in
all the three sectors.

A third aspect that deserves attention is a gradual and subtle change over time in
societal perceptions of women's work with regard to its productivity and skill status. One
would like to imagine that at least at the household level there was some recognition that
success in cotton handloom weaving or sericulture silk spinning or raw jute extraction was
inescapably dependent on women's labour and the traditional skill that went with it. With
the rise of mills and mechanised production came a different perception and we find that
women's jobs were being described differently. In the jute mills, jobs were easily gendered
and some marked wholesale as Maagi (a Bengali slang for not very respectable women)
jobs. Spinning and weaving, more highly regarded and rewarded, remained the monopoly of
men. De Haan has brought to our notice the glaring gap in the status accorded to millwork
done by men and women. Whereas the spinners and weavers were seen to require a year's
apprenticeship and experience, women's work was said to take only a week's learning. The
same arbitrary gradation of women's work prevails to this day. To take a contemporary
instance, the Indian Farm Management Studies and the Cost of Cultivation Studies contain a
wide range of agricultural data, but farmwomen's work feature only peripherally. The
experts classify women's labour only in terms of family and wage labour. Female labour is
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only mentioned as the derivative of male labour, for example, Madras Farm Management
Studies equates one women day to 0.54 man-days, and treats one woman earner as half a
unit of a man. In U.P. women fare slightly better. A woman day is said to be equal to 0.66
man-days. It is seldom realized that the wide spread practice of arbitrarily defining women's
work has very serious consequences. On the one hand it systematically under-states
women's contribution in productive activity and on the other it indirectly justifies the
gender-based wage differentials even where women and men are engaged in the same kind
of work.

Let me sum up the main points. I have tried to open a few windows into the
complex domain of women's work. Its income—earning and capability—building aspects
are important ifi their own right and duly discussed in the literature. But no less important
are certain other dimensions of women's labour that have profound implications for society
and economy though they continue to be undermined by cultural conditions and a male-
centric mind set. These include subsidising and vitalising roles in the context of household
industry and family food security and its distinct contribution to the identity formation of the
working class. Also to be marked is women's latent capability of devising their own modes
of resistance in the course of their day-to-day work, though their abiding image is one of
silence and submission. I would like to end with the hope that these issues and concerns will
be increasingly reflected in new research and open new doors into the world of working
women.

N inn a la Banerjee

Continuing Gender Pa/terns: The Case of Sericulture

I am here with great trepidation, because I am neither a historian nor an economist with
work on economic history like Professor Amiya Bagchi. What I propose to do is to re-look
at some old data that I had collected and which I have not really used properly because I did
not know how to. I would like to do further work on it with your help. In a way Mukul
Mukherjee has opened up the issues that I wanted to talk about - gender relations as we
observe them and the need to go back in time to see how far they were already there and
how far they can explain what happened in the past. It is a kind of an experiment in trying
to understand the past of a particular industry in terms of the gender relations that existed in
it then and what we see of those gender relations at present in the 1990s.

I have taken the industry of sericulture for two reasons. First, in the 1990s, the
Centre for Studies in Social Sciences was working on a project through which we had a
chance to look at the working of the industry. I was part of that team and so I had an
opportunity to understand something what the gender relations in sericulture producing
households at present. Second, sericulture is one industry of West Bengal that has a record
going back to at least, three hundred years. In these three hundred years of an industry
continuing in one region, there has been surprisingly little technological change. It is the one
industry in which technology was actually brought into Bengal by the East India Company
and this was the first factory industry (in 1773) in the region. The Ganotia silk factory in
Birbhum in 1870 is supposed to have employed as many as 4,000 workers. So, as a factory
industry, there was also paid labour. But the bulk of the industry remained household-based.
To understand what happened to the industry, how the industry survived and coped with a
host of changes in the last two hundred years or so, we have to look at gender relations in
the household that underpinned the industry.

The sericulture industry consists of two or three stages. There is the first stage of
rearing cocoons, the second stage of drawing, reeling and winding the yarn and the third of
weaving. The first two stages are household-based.
1. For rearing and reeling, women's labour is crucial. In fact, a house-hold decides on how
much land they will put under mulberry depending on how much adult women labor they
have in the family that is available for that work.
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2. This labor is totally unpaid - it is a part of family labor.
3. In the seasons, these tasks involve seven to eight hours extra work for women but it does
not give them either a command over any kind of decision-making regarding the sericulture
industry itself, nor does it give them particular consideration, any help in the household or
healthcare or education. In recent years, women working in household-based sericulture are
being married with dowry despite their skills.

The industry is an important one and women are very crucial workers in it. The
West Bengal Government keeps saying that sericulture is the most profitable agricultural
occupation in West Bengal. Actually, if you attribute any imputed cost to the labor of the
women, it often has negative net returns. The industry is profitable only because women's
labour remains unpaid.

Let me go back to the history of sericulture in this region. If you go to the records
before the time of the East India Company, you find silk exports from Bengal (at a level of
about 25 to 33 per cent of cotton exports). Alongside, there has always been a huge
domestic markfet from Gujerat, Benaras to Punjab for Bengal's silk. Bengal's silk was never
a quality product - not like Bengal's cotton yarn or cotton weaving. Country-wound silk, as
it was called, was always criticised for its bad quality. Nevertheless, Bengal had the natural
advantage of growing mulberry and producing silk from that.

In 1769 the company wanted to expand its silk exports, and therefore it brought new
technology into Bengal. So the situation was quite different from that in cotton textiles
where new technology had destroyed the local industry. Italian experts brought the filature
technology to local sericulture workers. The workers learned the new technique of filature
winding which made the silk even and stronger. Earlier, it was only used in mixed fabrics,
with jute or something else to make it stronger.

With filature exports growing, the prosperity of the industry continued into the early
nineteenth century and not only the East India Company, but also private traders (Europeans
and Indians) had set up factories. In addition, a hybrid technology was also being evolved; it
was half-way between the new filature and the older crude system. In the older system, the
cocoons were reared by the chasha (peasant) family; then the women used to wind off the
silk by a tcddi Or by pulling out the thread rolling it on their thighs rolling it on the «*#w. The
filature put the thread through a different process by passing it through a croissure to give it
a twist, which made it smooth. In the latter system, it was possible to estimate the exact
number of cocoons required for a length. In the older system, this estimation was not
possible.

The new (mid-way) system was called katghai Tj ie cottage industry was able to
adapt some of the advantages of the filature. For filature the cocoons were heated separately,
then put in hot water to draw out the thread. In the katghai system, they put the cocoons in
hot water, kept it simmering and then drew the thread. This was a slight improvement but
the colours were not as good as in the filature system since they used the same water for
heating the cocoons and drawing the thread. The two systems, katghai ancj filature,
remained side by side till about 1825 when the filature system began to gain ascendancy.
The exports were mainly of filature silk and filature experts became the concern of the East
India Company. The Company tried to prevent the continuation of cottage, i.e., katghai ̂  silk
industry arguing that these workers should not weave silk at all. The entire cocoon produce
should be, they believed, brought under the filature system for export. But this did not
happen — at least half of the silk production continued in the cottage sector, which retained
its viability and vitality. At the same time, all through the nineteenth century, filature silk
exports were expanding. From about 1838 to about 1860-61, the filature silk exports were
about £15,00,000 whereas at that time the country-wound silk exports varied sharply from
about less than £50,000 to about £700,000. The period between 1871 and 1875 was very
good for the Indian filature system because a disease attacked silk worms in Europe and the
European silk industry was in crisis. At that time the Indian silk did really very well and in
that period the exports went up to about £17,00,000 but at the same time the country export
were about £7,00,00. After 1875 when the European system revived, filature exports
declined very sharply, to about half the quantity they were the year before and then they
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declined continuously, whereas the country- wound silk exports wavered around the same
amount of about £ 7,00,000, till the late 1890s to early 1900s, when British traders started
bringing Japanese silk to India. Indian silk lost out in this competition with Japanese silk,
which was finer,whiter and more evenly wound. By 1931, the filatures closed down and
even the katghai system was in trouble. The women workers returned to winding silk as they
used to do. The 1931 Census gives very elaborate pictures of how women wound the silk
with bamboo sticks and mud-balls. This reversal has meant that the whole range of
experiments of the nineteenth century went unrecorded.

In 1951, the Khadi Commission revived the silk industry with the katghai system.
Though the Government of West Bengal did start some filature factories, they never worked
as well because the cocoons, they said, were in inadequate or uncertain supply.

All the records blame the Indian cultivator, the cocoon-rearer, for being lazy,
selfish, interested in immediate profits rather than in the long run ones. But if you look at
the trade figures, it comes out very clearly that the British never gave any protection to the
Indian silk industry either in India or in the British market, though the French already gave
that to their own silk industry. Secondly, Indian silk, which was competing all the time with
the European, Chinese and Persian silk, was usually a price taker. The markets depended on
the supply situation of the other producers. If the latter's production fell, as it did in 1871-
75, there was good demand for Indian silk both in the export and in the domestic markets. In
the years when export demand for Bengal silk was good, the domestic silk demand was also
good. If, in the next year the export demand fell, Indian silk producers could not sell their
silk in the domestic market either. If foreign silk was cheap, then silk weavers used
imported silk. As indicated in the figures I gave for the 1870s, there were very wide
fluctuations in the supply situations, in the export and domestic markets, requiring rapid
adjustment in production. There was never any stability given to the entire market.
Secondly, the foreign silk price that the Europeans wanted to keep competitive in the world
market was kept at a level where the cost of filature could not be covered at all. The cost of
filature was much higher than the country- wound silk, precisely because the country-wound
silk used unpaid family labour, whereas the filature system used wage labour. Harbans
Mukhia has shown in a paper, that if the relation between prices of the country-wound silk
and the filature silk was 1 to 1.3, the cost was much higher in the filature system, which paid
wages. In the latter case, the entire burden of keeping the price down was pushed off to the
cocoon grower who between thepaikar^ the European trader and the filature owner, got a
very poor price. So there was no incentive for the cocoon-grower to improve the cocoon
quality or to give it to the paikar w ] 1 0 w a s going to cheat him out of the price he had
promised him in any case. The system was not profitable enough for the cocoon-grower to
either produce the better cocoons that the filature system required or to give those to the
paikar for selling to the factories. On the other hand, till 1900, at a lower price, there was
always a market for country-wound silk here or abroad, because even the Company's
servants were carrying on private trade in exports in country-wound silk. It could always be
used in mixed fabrics.

After 1890 or 1900, when Japanese silk took over the Indian market completely, the
industry did not die out. It stayed. The tradition of producing the cocoons and Minding some
silk and selling it locally continued throughout the twentieth century. In the late 1970s and
80s the government decided to promote this labour-intensive rural industry. But till then
(and, of course, in South India this industry was being promoted by the State Government of
Mysore) this industry survived two hundred years despite several crises and formidable
challenges.

My hypothesis is that this survival was possible because of women's unpaid labour,
because the household was able to utilise women's unpaid labour whenever required. They
could always keep the sericulture industry going for whatever supplementary income the
household could earn. When the filature factories were working, the same women who
knew how to draw the thread from the cocoons could go to work as factory labour, and earn
good income from the produce. When the filature factory closed, they returned to
household-based production. In the katghai they were responsible for rearing the cocoons
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and also for some country winding. The same pattern holds even now. So that what you
have in the silk industry is a pattern of gender relations, which is very much more steady
than any of the various developments in the economy we have considered. This consistent
pattern of gender relations consists of the household using women's labour as a resource to
tap and deploy, as they want, but the women did not have a voice in production decision. In
our 1990s study, we found women wanting to move to the better cocoons which produce the
better silks precisely because much fewer cocoons are required to produce the same kind of
value. This would reduce their work. But the shift also requires the family to invest in
building some 'machighar' and in some other developments. Moreover, these cocoons are
not as hardy as the 'nistari' cocoon that has been traditionally used here. It needs a lot of
isolation, fomenting, cleaning and the household has to maintain a time gap. But the
families are not willing either to make the investments or to take the risks: the idea of a free
family resource that they can tap whenever they want precludes investment in women's
work.

In Maldah, Murshidabad and parts of Birbhum, where fuel has got very scarce, the
women collect sticks of jute (patkathi), make a mixture of mud and some coal dust and put
this on the sticks. And these sticks are then dried and used as fuel. They burn very quickly,
so the women have to sit next to the stove and feed the fuel sticks one by one. Even
cooking rice takes a whole hour of sitting next to the stove. But none of the families were
talking about adopting any other kind of cooking or any other kind fuel, though in the
season women work six seven hours feeding the worms and picking up the cocoons. The
only benefit women seem to have derived from the recent prosperity in the industry is the
opportunity to go to the hospital for child deliveries and that too only at times when delivery
at home would pollute the crop. In Shaktipur, which has a district hospital, the same was the
case. So, women's health and women's concerns were in no way reflected in family
decisions.

The use of family labour has helped this industry to survive such a long period and
through many vicissitudes. Perhaps because of this, silk-growing households are extremely
conservative. They have a major interest in maintaining unequal gender relations which
ensures family survival. This conservatism is reflected in their responses to technology and
to other changes which in turn determines the fate of the industry. The possibilities of
developments which will enable the industry to find alternative means of survival are
remote.

Nupur Dasgupta

Wo men and Work: Appraisal of Early Indian Sources

I am speaking as on outsider in this particular session since my talk will not actually focus
on economy. This is a paper on the condition of women in the early Indian society. There is
the need to clarify what the 'early Indian' social theoreticians considered to be an acceptable
social framework before I can address issues of women and their work or the definition of
work in early Indian society. It is very important to understand how early Indian society
identified women and aspects of work. My paper is divided into two sections. In the first
half I will discuss the existing literature on the subject and the general issues involved in the
study of women in early Indian society and in the second half I will describe and analyse
particular textual references to illustrate the arguments presented in the first half.

The on-going research in India on women's history sets a refreshing trend of
discussions at both popular and academic levels. Most of these researches tend to trace back
to the early social conditions and this is done very rightly, I feel. However, there is a
hesitation among researchers about the efficient handing of historical sources. This is
unnecessary because, to raise our voice on major social issues like gender polarity or
injustice, we require a certain approach, which mitigates the necessity of being pedantic.
What is the use of being pedantic when the issues are very much at the levels of feeling and
a deep concern for current conditions in society? To be pedantic about details of references

23



in texts will not serve any purpose. What is necessary is to bridge the gap between theories
and historical facts, and a real concern for the present social dilemma in which men and
women find themselves. The present paper aims to focus on certain attitudes and
perspectives.

I will be starting with a discussion of several researches that have at least touched
on the conditions of women in early Indian society, and in these researches there is often a
hiatus between theory, actual references to historical facts and concern for the issues. There
are those who are theoretically inclined and write on modern Indian society. They generally
lack the expertise to deal with the kind of detailed examination of records required for the
study of early Indian conditions. This is evident in the books by Prabhati Mukherjee and
Brinda Nabar. The authors themselves feel that they are not really equipped to detail early
Indian social conditions, but they find it extremely relevant to touch upon these issues,
because early Indian society constructed certain themes, ideals, images to which women still
respond. Nirmala Banerjee's description of the sericulture industry emphasised a household
arrangement in which women are bound to do certain things for which they are unpaid - not
only unpaid materially but also unrecognised because their labour is devalued by association
with (or inclusion in) 'housework'. Such a setup was formulated in early Indian society.

There is a body of writing which really deal with modern Indian conditions but they
relate back to the early Indian conditions, and there is another set of writers who are steeped
in the knowledge of early Indian social conditions, but have a generic overview on gender
issues. The ideal would be a conjunction of three characteristics: a) a proper theoretical
basis; b) a sound knowledge of early Indian society; and most importantly, c) the ability to
go beyond theory to practical conditions to bring out the issues for the lay person to
understand. On the whole I think that the second group who deal with the actual conditions
of life are better equipped to deal with women's issues from a political perspective. They are
better able to bridge the gap between knowledge and feeling and this is what is most
important. I hope my paper illuminates the conditions in early Indian society with clarity so
that a positive reaction is evoked amongst the people assembled here at least. At the end of
my paper, I will present before you two radically different statements, one from Therigalha
(in which an oppressed woman speaks for herself) and the other from ' Vak' (the daughter of
Rishi Ambhrin speaks of her superiority). These are the two dimensions of Indian
womanhood, at two different poles, hard to reconcile.

Brinda Nabar's "Caste as Women" has no pretension of being an erudite exposition
of women's condition in early Indian society. She attempts to relate personal experiences
with historical sources, makes general comments and draws overviews on feminist issues.
Her definition of feminism is of course practical rather than theoretical. She makes a most
interesting observation about generations creating their own definitions of womanhood and
that most Indian women are taught by other women that they have no choices and that these
oppressive conditions incorporate both 'stri-jati' and 'stri-dharma'. In talking about 'stri-
jati' we refer to a fifth caste, the woman caste and 'stri-dharma' appertains to stri-jati. This
formulation goes back to early Indian society and this why it is most relevant to begin with
early Indian social conditions in dealing with gender issues.

A volume edited by Julia Lesley contains a few articles which approaches issues in
early Indian society from a sociological perspective. But most of these articles are pedantic,
aspire to an unbiased treatment of sources, and somehow fail to formulate an opinion. But
one article by Frederick M. Smith, presents early textual evidence to show how, in the Vedic
tradition, the role of the women was categorised as one which was negative to the
performance of auspicious rituals. In a society where social existence was bound up within
rituals, and the definitions of rituals, customs and their interpretations, this definition of
women as negative to ritual performance really forms the crux of the issue. This could well
be called the beginnings of a social framework in which women were viewed as negative.
Smith ends by pointing out that the Vedic rituals visualised the celestial and terrestrial
worlds in a constant state of turmoil. They attempted to create a status quo in that particular
cyclical order and that is the reason why they constantly reverted to sacrifices, to keep
things in balance. Part of the problem of turmoil was to do with women, and the solution
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also lay in women, because the women were the procreators. So the problem was to do with
feminine energy, and this is the very psychology which guided, later on, the promulgation of
both Buddhism and Jainism, which have a similar attitude towards feminine force. So the
early Indian religious systems, both Vedic Brahmanaism and Buddhism as well as Jainism,
were centrally concerned with the feminine force: they had to control and regulate feminine
power in order that status quo be maintained.

For example, take the question of celibacy, which lay at the centre of all early
Indian religions and demanded a marginalisation of the feminine. The sexuality of the
female had to be marginalised, but that sexuality was also necessary for the procreation of
offsprings, and the birth of a son was of utmost importance in a property-oriented society.
There was a duality in the role of women. On the one hand, her very sexuality was to be
curbed; and on the other, that very sexuality would provide offsprings and ensure continuity.
In a society where social psychology was largely shaped by religious beliefs and customs,
this attitude played an important role in identifying relative social status of men and women.

The^ collection of articles in Julia Lesley's volumes could have been more
analytical. By comparison, the references made to gender issues in early Indian context by
Prabhati Mukherjee or BrindaNabar, are less erudite but more touching, reaching the heart
of some of these problems. One very pertinent point raised by Mukherjee is that one cannot
answer the women's question by referring to women only. This is relevant for early Indian
society, too. R.S. Sharma's work on the sudras and women in early India, as well as Uma
Chakravarty's on servile labour in the same context, are good examples of how the question
of social disparity touched the lower classes and women together.

If one examines original texts, for example the Kautilyan Arthashastra, it becomes
clear that even among the equations between dasas and dasis, there was a greater degree of
pressure on 'the dasi', by definition a free good to be used for sexual gratification by her
master. So women of any category or class were, on psychological grounds, objects of
sexual desire in a patriarchal society. That is the reason why women's issues have to be
treated separately from the general issue of servility.

The theoreticians of early Indian society constructed two images of women: a) the
temptress or evil incarnate, as in 'nari naraker dvar' and b) the servile and the domesticated.
The very essence of the early theoretician's problem in a patriarchal society was to
domesticate and discipline feminine force. And the disciplined woman represents the only
positive image of women.

There was an agreement among the historians of earlier generations like E.W.
Hopkins, or A.S. Altekar, who have written on the position of women in ancient India, that
the Vedic society did not abuse women. The Vedic society was their ideal and they talk
about the Brahmacharins, the Bramhabadinis, the Acharyas and the position of the wife,
which was auspicious. But these do not represent the general picture. The research
conducted by Sukumari Bhattacharya and Sukla Das show that the Vedic society was
steeped in negative attitudes towards women. The social construct sought to create a water
tight system where all individuals were categorized into groups and these groups were
organised into a hierarchical pattern. The castes were, in fact, an expression of class-
consciousness. The Brahmanas, who were intellectuals, were, by virtue of their managerial
capacity, sought by rulers for advice and support. The Kshatriyas, by virtue of their might
and power, controlled the material resources and the producers of commodity. The Vaishyas
were the better-off producers who hobnobbed with Kshatriyas and the Brahmanas and by
virtue of their wealth they achieved a certain status. None of these castes were monolithic,
of course. But the vaisya were the least so. In fact, there was a clear division between the
wealthy vaisyas or the merchant classes and the less wealthy ones, who were peasants. And
finally, the sudras, the actual producers of wealth who, however, were controlled and
manipulated by the upper two castes.

The women, in this fabric of society, were a problem to be solved. They formed a
workforce within the domestic purview and were, most important of all, procreators of heirs.
So, their moral and social lives had necessarily to be controlled. In this society manual
labour was looked down upon as 'hina'. In Buddhist sources we find a description 'hina
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