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Preface

In addition to organising the large bi-annual National Conference
on Women’s Studies, the Indian Association of Women’s Studies
has always wanted to organise workshops in different regions of the

country.

On the initiative of some of our members and in close collaboration
with other organisations, the IAWS organised three workshops in
199495,

The first workshop was on “The State and the Women’s Movement
iy India”, held in Delhi in October 1994. The initiative for
organising this workshop was taken by Kavita Srivastava, Abha
Bhaiya, Nandita Gandhi, Nandita Shah and Amrita Chhachhi.

The second workshop was organised on “Feminist Approaches to
Economic Theory” by Maithreyi Krishnaraj and Devaki Jain, at the
Singamma Sreenivasan Foundation, Bangalore, in August 1995.

The third workshop, “Re-examining the Indian Family” was co-
sponsored by IAWS, Jadavpur School of Women’s Studies and
Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, Calcutta, and held in Calcutta
in July 1995. Nirmala Banerjee and Jasodhara Bagchi shouldered
the entire responsibility of conceptualising and organising this
workshop.

Working in close partnership with our members and their
organisations has been an extremely valuable experience, and one
that we hope will extend to other groups and institutions in the
future.

We are happy to share with you the reports of the three workshops
and we hope they will contribute to ongoing debates on these issues
in the women’s movement.

KAMLA BHASIN
December, 1995 General Secretary



The State and the
Women’s Movement

Moving beyond
the ‘in’ and
‘against’ the
State debate

Moving beyond

-

The contemporary Indian women’s movement and the State
have always shared an ambivalent relationship with each other.
The women’s movement has protested against and demanded a
series of legal reforms like amendments in rape and dowry laws;
banning amniocentesis; reserving quotas; setting up of commissiens;
etc. Its persistent campaigns have forced the State to recognise the
subordinate status of women and given women’s issues much
needed visibility. The State has often consulted women’s groups on
the formulation of policies and legislation, and its list of legal
provisions, plans and programmes is truly impressive.

On the other hand, the State has continued to reinforce the
inequality between the sexes, the subordinate status of women, and
oppression on them through the nonrecognition of women’s
unpaid domestic labour; seeing them as dependents of men;
sanctioning discriminatory personal laws, and marginalising and
impoverishing women in the development process. Its own arms
— the police and the judiciary — are not only gender blind but at
times deliberately antiwomen. Many experiences of women’s
groups with the government, its bureaucracy and especially the
police have been negative and dismaying. This has led to
scepticism, suspicion and often hostlity within the women'’s
movement.

How should the women’s movement strategise vis-a-vis the State?
This is an old debate but continues to be on the agenda because
both the women’s movement and the State, and the context of their
interaction, are constantly shifting.

The women’s movement is not a homogeneous group or even a
federation of different groups. It has streams of seemingly different
groups, with various ideologies and political party affiliations, and
a range of strategies. There is no one voice but the unifying note
of a basic acceptance of women’s oppression and a belief that it
can be eliminated. Thus from within the women’s movement, there
is no one characterisation of the State.

Rather, it has put forward what the State is not : it is not monolithic,
it is not dominated by only one class or caste group but by shifting
groups, it is not gender neutral and it is not apart from or outside
of society. Therefore the debate within the women’s movement has
not centred around the nature of the State, largely because of its
heterogeneity and because, as a movement, it has no electoral

The above note, circulated to participants well ahead of the workshop,
provides the background, rationale and objectives of the workshop.



ambitions nor does it profess seizure of state power. What then have
been the contours of the debate on the relationship of the State
and the women’s movement ?

The debate has very often touched on ‘in” and ‘against’ the State
positions. Some of the ‘against’ proponents have held that given
the State’s dominant class, caste and gender interests, all
cooperation with it will be frustrating or a failure. Some bring in
the classical ‘reform versus revolution’ overtones in the context of
women’s issues and the role of the women’s movement. Others
have voiced their concern at the State’s co-option of the movement’s
language, issues and its activists.

Women within state bodies and programmes, concerned academics
and activists would like to take advantage of the State’s structural
ambiguity and amorphousness, of the conflicting interests of the
dominant groups within it and the rising consciousness regarding
women’s oppression. These often give women the possibility of the
creation of some space for their own issues and strategies. It also
carries the struggle against patriarchy into the State, where it is so
insidiously installed and powerfully supported by its entire
machinery. Many activists choose to selectively strategise, confront
and co-operate according to the issue.

At this juncture, it is necessary that the debate on the relationship
of the movement to the State is raised afresh because the scenario
has changed drastically in the past decade. The contemporary
women’s movement is two decades old. It has grown in terms of
newer members and an enlarging base; there is a shift from specific
women’s issues to a feminist perspective on all issues, and its
strategies have become multi-pronged and diverse. The State is
being pressurised by international finance agencies into introducing
a Structural Adjustment Programme, by fundamentalist forces and
by the rise of caste-based political parties. In a bid to accommodate
the women’s movement, it has come up with more policies and
legislation. Thousands of women are being educated non-formally,
empowered with consciousness about their rights, given space in
local self government, etc.

Women activists cannot ignore the issue of reservations for women
when thousands of rural women candidates will be affected by it.
The Mahila Samakhya, a non-formal education programme, is most
unlike government programmes as it is implemented by a
combination of NGO and official inputs and consciously avoids
targets; instead, it concentrates on raising women’s awareness. If
the State were willing to set up more special police cells, would
the movement endorse such a move?

The State is attempting to reduce its responsibilities in welfare
sectors like health and education for which it is increasing its contact
with NGOs and women’s groups. At the same time, it is increasing
its contrel over citizens through its population policies, building
dams which will uproot tribals and harm the environment,
encouraging corruption, etc.



The debate

The workshop
design

Is it possible to move beyond the physicalist position of ‘in’ and
‘against’, into a debate on how the women’s movement has
addressed the State in its various campaigns, its objectives,
successes, illusions? Did the movement end up giving more power
to the State through its demands for legislation? The State represents
only one way and mode of struggle, many others lie outside its
ambit. Can the women’s movement explore ways of empowering
women without the involvement of the State? Finally, what are the
feminist principles and vision which will form the basis for an
evaluation of the State’s and other programmes for women, for a
critique and confirmation of co-option?

The workshop put forward the following questions for debate:

1. What are the different ways women’s groups have interacted
with the State? Experiences, insights and observations on some
of the different campaigns aimed at the State.

2. Defining collaboration and co-option. Can all forms of
collaboration be equated to co-option?

3. What are the experiences of women’s groups that have
experimented with non-State interventions?

. o ail e women s movement be siren ened to resis e
4. How can th ¢ t be str dt t Stat
pressure on women and how can it ensure accountability?

What are feminist principles and a feminist vision of society?
How can multi-pronged strategies be developed?
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The workshop was an attempt at initiating such a debate.
Participants came from different backgrounds, with diverse
experiences of the movement (due to being located within different
structures and ideologies) and of working with the government. It
was hoped that this variety would enrich and help evolve a
comprehensive understanding of the subject.

The first part consisted of a panel of academics addressing the
group on the subject of the State. Once again the speakers came
from different backgrounds — Rajni Kothari, political analyst and
development thinker made an exhaustive presentation, followed by
Bina Agarwal, feminist economist, and Kumkum Sangari, a feminist
scholar, teacher and activist.

Part two consisted of practitioners presenting case studies through
which the character of the State and its interface with the women’s
movement could be understood in the context of our praxis.

The third and concluding part of the workshop consisted of
rethinking the agenda of the women’s movement and the strategy
to be used in interacting with the State. In some sections of the
report we have used the narrative form, particularly while reporting
the case studies. This may seem lengthy and at times without a
central thrust but we do hope that the process will further discussion
and debate and help us reorganise our categories of thought.



SECTION ONE :

The State and
the Women’s Movement:
A Conceptual Understanding

Excerpted from a
presentation by
Rajni Kothari

The modern
state in
perspective

-

n January 2001, we are likely to confront a motley mix of

institutions, all undergoing change and facing uncertainty and
disorder at various thresholds of the historical enterprise.... In
particular it is the institution of the State as a dominant structure,
defining the whole phenomenon of power and authority in human
affairs through the advent of modemnity, and its cultural and political
concomitants, that is in the process of erosion, facing a highly
uncertain future,

The State in modern times has been a source of both law and
legitimacy, of authority and monopoly over coercive power (or so
it was presumed, and in that presumption lay its power), a source
also of security for the people, of systems of justice, equality and
accountability, and through them all, of conditions for freedom and
creativity, the arts and the pursuit of excellence. It has been the
premier institution through which the multiplicity and plurality of
the civil domain has been ordered in both perception and reality.

The modern State began as both a philosophical idea and a political
construct to deal with a’ widespread condition of chaos and
uncertainty and to provide conditions of peace, order and security
in their place. So germane was it to the human enterprise at that
stage (towards the end of the middle ages) that it was soon
institutionalised by becoming an international actor for the
promotion of the same idea of peace and security, on a world scale.
Insisting on the identity it creates being prior to all other identities,
the State has either reduced all other corporate identities to
individualised subjects or, to the extent that it admits the existence
of the former in the form of a complex called “civil society”, it has
purported to be both the embodiment and the protector of such
civil society.

It is from this search for centrality and legitimacy in the modern
world, despite so much diversity all around, that a series of
theoretical models defining the relationship between the State and
the individual or the State and the citizen, have emerged. We have
had the bourgeois, democratic, liberal, institutional model of the
State based on the theory of accountability. Different from, but at
times complementing it, has been the social democratic model of
the State assuming responsibility for social transformation and the
welfare of the people. We have had the Marxist model which has

considered the bourgeoisie as a committee of the dominant classes






