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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
1994-95.

The first workshop was on "The State and the Women's Movement
in 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.

November, 1995
KAMLA BHASIN

General Secretary
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1 PREAMBLE

T'here is today, in the 1990s, a great interest in relating
gender as a dimension in economics. Recently, an International

Association of Feminist Economists has been launched in the West.
A journal of feminist economics has also come out. This interest
in the link between gender and economics is not really new.
Research on women's issues over the last three decades has in fact
been preoccupied with the position of women in the economy.
Women's studies scholars, development analysts and feminists have
drawn attention to the deficiencies and distortions in conventional
economic analysis. The first major initiative was taken here in India
by Devaki Jain, who encouraged the formation of a network called
Economists Interested in Women's Issues Group (EIWIG) in 1982.
This was a precursor to other attempts made in other parts of the
world and was in that sense a very prescient move on the part of
Indian feminist scholars.

The first seminar was held by Devaki at Delhi where the theme
was inadequacies in national data systems. She and her team had
resurveyed the national Sample Survey blocks in some districts of
Rajasthan and West Bengal using the time-use method to
demonstrate how women's work was under-recorded in the official
national sample data and how serious the consequences of this were
for policy. The second seminar was organised by Nirmala Banerjee
at the Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, Calcutta. The theme
for discussion was intra-household gender dynamics. The papers
were subsequently published in the book, The Tyranny of the
Household, jointly edited by Nirmala Banerjee and Devaki Jain
(Banerjee and Jain, 1995). The third seminar was organised at the
Madras Institute of Development Studies, Madras, by U Kalpagam
and Padmini Swaminathan. The papers were on the impact of
technology on women's employment. The fourth seminar was at
Ahmedabad, organised by Indira Hirway, on occupational
diversification. While the first two seminars were interested in
conceptual issues, the latter two were more empirical. EIWIG then
lapsed into silence. For nearly eight years we have not formally met.
In the meantime, much water has flown under the bridge. Events
and scholarship have gone ahead. It is now time to go back and
see what have been the major achievements in our critique of
economics — concepts, analysis, theory. Can EIWIG (maybe an
abbreviated one) pick up the threads and consolidate these into
workable alternatives? Rather than go into a full-scale discussion
of issues already highlighted in literature it may be more useful here
to recapitulate important contributions that have implications for
theory and practice.



Defining,
measuring
women's work

Household

The major critiques on areas of gender insensitivity in economic
theory, which by now have been accepted as valid, though far from
remedied are the following.

Women's work is under-counted, under-remunerated because -
(a) work is defined as only that which obtains exchange value;
(b) women's domestic work is perceived as having no value;
(c) much of women's work being part of family labour is not visible;
(d) apart from what is generally accepted as domestic work like

cooking, cleaning, child care etc., there are many activities in
rural areas all over the third world which are in fact 'productive'
but may not be marketed, such as collection of fuel and minor
forest produce, collection of water, post-harvest work, livestock
rearing etc., but which get dismissed in data because they are
done within the courtyard or sometimes merely because they
are done by women. Thus many non-market activities by men
which are for self-consumption, such as crop cultivation, are
included. So even the criteria as applied here have no logic or
coasistency, but a strong gender bias.

Consequences for policy

Women's existing burdens are not taken into account; this means
often programmes expect additional work from them. Many
services of the State do not, in their delivery mechanisms, keep these
burdens in mind with the result that women cannot access them.
Undervaluation of women's economic contribution results in lack
of entitlements to productive resources for women and indifference
to reducing their drudgery.

The concept of the household treats it as a unified homogeneous
entity disregarding the unequal relations of age, gender and other
hierarchies. Further, the use of the expression 'head of the
household' wherein the cultural norm of male as the authority
figure, confers this title on a man irrespective of a women's
substantial contribution to the economy of the household.

Consequences for policy

As entitlements to assets and rewards are usually based on
perceived contribution of a member to the household, women
become losers. In addition, this practice excludes women from
making critical decisions that affect them as well as the household;
in policy or programmes, women are not consulted on the
assumption that the male head knows best and acts in the interests
of all members. Consumption theory treats the household as a
single decision-making unit ignoring differences between members,
power relations and the role of perceptions on the part of women
and society. The theory thus collapses a woman's individual interest
as totally identical with the household collective. In policies
regarding household welfare this has a negative effect for women.
Population policies and health policies are clear examples where
a woman's interest is often at variance with that of the household.
The household may demand she get many children where as she
may wish to escape the burdens of too many pregnancies. A general



Sexual division
of labour

Assumption that
ail players are
equal in the
market

Alternatives for
gender sensitive
theory

neglect of women's specific needs is what usually happens. In
addition, their insufficient entitlement to credit, training, inputs, etc.
as producers, affect their productivity negatively. They are unable
to access services meant for them. All these compound to
perpetuate women's subordinate status.

Reproductive work or family maintenance is the total and sole
responsibility of women, whether or not they engage in other
economic activity, paid or unpaid; this inflexibility affects women's
opportunities for all activities outside the home: economic, political,
social, educational, etc.

Consequences for policy

This spills over into the labour market as occupational segregation;
creates the notion of women's primary role as domestic and their
role in the labour market as secondary, regardless of actual facts,
and leads to discriminatory treatment.

Prices, wages, costs are all assumed to be gender-neutral. There
is the assumption that resource-use by men and women are the
same whereas they are often gender-specific. The treatment of
women as unimportant economic actors results in discriminatory
practices in hiring, wages, training, etc., but the theory behaves as
if the market was non-discriminatory. There is plenty of documen-
tation on the negative impact of growth/development on women
in many ways. Women's unequal power in the economy and polity
distorts the allocation of resources in the economy. Studies have
shown that women generally spend what they earn for the family's
needs, especially children's needs, but men do not necessarily
do so.

In reality, formal, informal, domestic, market, production, con-
sumption and so on tend to have boundaries that are shifting,
unclear, overlapping whereas theory assumes strict dichotomies.
This affects the gender impact of processes and policies.

In terms of theory, alternatives have been proposed only in
modified Home Economics to incorporate gender relations in the
household; more recently, bargaining models have tried to
overcome conventional limitations of micro analysis. At the macro
level, some modifications in the data systems have taken place.

The bulk of economic theory, however, stands resistant to gender.
The political economy angle suggests how gender impact of policy
can be brought out and suitable amendments made. In the macro
theory of development, the critique is about development priorities
which are insensitive to the poor and to women; a plea for
recognising basic needs of people and so on. As yet we do not have
a gender sensitive worked-out model of development that integrates
all sectors and has predictive power. If we were planners, what
would we do?

Some questions remain: whereas economics can take cognisance
of why certain actions will have predictable consequences for



women, can it by itself indicate where and how to alter those
conditions that lead to those results? Can these be tackled only by
politics — e.g., against rigid sexual division of labour?

Our task, as we see it, is how to incorporate our understanding,
gained from the last two decades, of women's issues into economic
theory and practice. What kinds of economic tools are still valid
and useful? What kind of conceptualisation will have greater
explanatory power?

Can we undertake the task of identifying these? There is some work
done already. Maithreyi Krishnaraj and Joy Deshmukh did an
exercise (based on the former's effort to collect this material over
many years) of reviewing attempts made in this direction by
economists. Somehow, our book that grew out of this concern to
first take stock of what people have said, went unnoticed in
academia as well as among women's studies people in India. Partly
the result of shoddy production, for which the absence of both of
us was responsible; partly, lack of promotional follow-up. There
have been attempts by economists like Gary Becker, Amartya Sen
and many others on incorporating gender into micro economic
theory. The bargaining model in micro economics of the
household, attempts to capture the decision of a woman to
undertake paid work or be a housewife by representing this as the
result of preferences. The household is modelled as a husband-wife
team each of whom maximises his or her utility. Institutional
economics provide some alternative analyses, for instance, by
analysing of the market itself as an institution, subject to
manipulation or structuring by interested parties/classes, and not an
impartial arbiter of supply and demand. We must look at these
efforts carefully to see whether they really help us and what their
limitations are. In examining some of these alternatives several
questions arise.

Can gender be best treated as an interdisciplinary field exemplified
by Bina Agarwal's innovative work on land rights? (Agarwal, 1995).
Can we build theory from practice, as Devaki argued a few years
ago? (Jain, 1990). Do we have to go outside economic theory to
find explanations for women's situation?

Is institutional economics more hospitable to gender? In any case
there has never been one variety of economics. Which approach
is productive in generating a better theory? Can one change the
fundamental premises of economics, of whichever variety?

Do bargain models replicate the very assumptions of neo-classical
theory like individual motivations, rational, maximising behaviour,
which are the problematic from the feminist point of view?

Many such questions demand scrutiny.

Maithreyi had been interested for some time in this area and felt
strongly that EIWIG should be revived to tackle these theoretical
issues. Several off us were working individually on women's issues,



absorbing new literature but were groping for solutions. An
important task was to put our heads together, to share our ideas
and to formulate a concrete agenda with a time schedule.

Two fortunate circumstances speeded up this process. The first was
this: the Indian Association of Women's Studies (IAWS), our
national organisation, is organising its bi-annual conference in
December 1995. The theme of the conference is: Alternatives in
Paradigms, Theory and Practice. The Association felt that we have
talked enough about our oppressions and critiqued the existing state
of affairs; we have to seek ways of bringing about change. An
important dimension is knowledge systems—how they are con-
structed, how they are maintained, whom they exclude and why,
and the consequences for women and other groups. Beliefs and
actions flow from these. While several sub-themes of the Conference
will focus on different issues, a few pre-Conference workshops were
planned. Maithreyi suggested she could hold a workshop on
"Women and Economic Theory" or rather "Working Towards
Feminist Economic Theory". The IAWS was willing to fund these
efforts. The second was the offer of a grant by the network,
"Women for a Healthy Planet: Women and Economics Global
Network" whose main spirit is Eleanor Heiss in Canada. Maithreyi
is a member of this group. The network has several partners in
different countries. So the workshop found financial assistance and
was jointly sponsored by the IAWS and Women and Economics
Global Network.



2 PREPARATIONS

Devaki Jain offered to help with the organising of the workshop
and in addition made available the facilities of Singamma

Sreenivasan Foundation at Bangalore. To begin with, it was decided
to restrict the discussion to some of the core members of EIWIG
who had taken initiative in organising the earlier seminars and each
of whom had been playing an active role in women's studies as
well as in influencing policy and action, some more than others.
To that extent they were thoroughly familiar with the debates in
this area. The group chosen was a homogeneous one which could
engage in meaningful discussions without having to brief each other
on concepts and theories, for all were economists by training. (See
appendix for list of participants.) Prior to the workshop Maithreyi
sent a short write-up to all the participants to assist in our
deliberations. This is reproduced in the preamble above. Her theme
paper "Feminist Economics: Going Beyond Critiques", along with
a few other articles on alternative economics, were also circulated
among the participants. The paper dealt with how alternatives exist
and invited the group to deliberate on their validity and usefulness.
In addition some other papers that were critical of mainstream
development and economic theory were also circulated among the
participants. The dates fixed for the workshop were August 5 and
6, 1995. Those who accepted the invitation were enthusiastic about
the endeavour. The following report records the collective
contribution of the group. It was felt that after we made some
headway, we would widen the participation. At this stage we wanted
to keep it to a small group.



3 PROCEEDINGS

The Workshop Setting and the Mood

Session One

Gathered amidst the sylvan surroundings of Tharanga where the
Foundation, our venue, was located, and where Devaki had

made available rooms for our stay in her own house, we set about
our task. We were well taken care of with ample meals,
refreshments and staff assistance. We record our grateful thanks to
Devaki for all the comfort — something women sorely need. To
get away from our responsibilities to our families and to be fed and
feted is an experience all women cherish. We spent two days and
part of the night, too, in our deliberations on issues we were
grappling with. We talked a lot about feminist ethics in the
workshop trying to figure out how one brings it into alternative
conceptualisation. Was our own manner of engagement with ethics,
at the outset, in itself a very significant pointer to feminist
methodology? Our discussions were free, open and invigorating;
ideas, feelings, flowed freely in an atmosphere of cooperation,
with no one trying to impress another or forcing a point of view;
where each person expressed herself without any reservations. We
had no audience to address outside our group. It was a mental
hand-holding exercise to tunnel through ideas among friends who
trusted and respected each other.

Saroja very kindly agreed to take notes. Maithreyi also kept track
of discussions and Devaki had her own jottings. The proceedings
were also taped. Piecing these together, this report has been written
trying to reproduce as faithfully as possible the ebb and flow of
ideas, to capture the process as it took place and to retain the voices
of each participant. It might read as a clumsy report not so neatly
tied up. Such a tying up is attempted at the end of each session
as a sum up. A draft report was first prepared by Maithreyi and
sent around for comments. On the whole the report was accepted
by the participants of the workshop as a faithful reflection of the
proceedings. The comments sent on the draft were more in the
nature of clarifying a couple of points, giving emphasis to a point
or two and adding on some omissions.

Opening remarks

It was agreed that a useful way to begin would be to discuss
Maithreyi's background paper as it raised some important points.
She was asked to make a brief presentation.

Maithreyi: This is an informal meeting to revive EIWIG. We
constitute a core group that had played an active part in EIWIG
activities. In the years since the last EIWIG seminar in 1986, women's



studies has moved ahead, opening up new areas, developing new
perspectives, new understanding on women's position in the
economy, women's actual contributions and the impact of policies
and economic processes on women's lives. We have not yet
succeeded in pulling all these together.

It is important to influence mainstream theories if we are to be taken
seriously and to make a dent on policy. To demonstrate how a
particular course of action leads to particular outcomes is an
achievement but it is not enough. We have to see how we can
incorporate these into the framework of economic analysis.

Over the last decades we have drawn attention to inappropriate
definitions and measures of women's work; of how women's
position in the household affects what they can expect by way of
responsibilities and rewards; how consumption theory does not take
cognisance of the actual process of decision making but assumes
individual autonomy; how sexual division of labour shapes
economic behaviour of women and how market economy excludes
dimensions significant for women's lives. I see two tasks before us
— examining theory and working out alternatives — not just visions
and goals but how to get there. Not just saying basic needs must
be met, employment created or strengthen informal sector etc., but
work out step by step what investments are needed where; what
policies where; what conditions to be created; what can be
dismantled and how, where at what pace; what cannot be and why.
We need to build a theoretical framework that can answer these
queries.

Economics as a separate discipline arose with the growth of the
market economy but real life is not so compartmentalised and least
of all in the third world. Hence what we say gets dismissed as not
the province of economics proper.

My paper gives some available alternative treatment of gender
issues within economics. I am not advocating these as models to
follow but to see what we can learn from them to evolve
methodologies. Having said that, we must admit that these new
methodologies are within micro economics only. How do we
translate them to macro economics? How do we build on our
practical experience to improve conceptualisation? New institu-
tional economics tries to do what Marxist theory does, i.e. brings
in power relations. Do such departures have a potential for us? In
these two days let us work out an agenda for ourselves, evolve a
project.

The paper is based on some work I did at The Hague. Some of
the main ideas were presented in a seminar and as it was
appreciated, I elaborated it for our discussion. It does not cover
all new work or all authors but whatever I was familiar with and
hence, there may be many things left out.

I start by making a distinction between levels in what goes by the
name of Feminist Economics. There is the position of women in



the economy; there is the fundamental critique of economic theory
and there is modifying theory to accommodate gender. Picking up
on the fundamental critique of neo-classical economics and its
assumptions of rationality, I make a plea for a more informed
approach; in our concern with the limitations of such assumptions,
we do not discard the need for objectivity. At the third level, in
considering modifications of method/theory I point out some of the
problems. Improved measurement of women's work still works with
the same conceptual tools; new household economics holds on to
maximising, contractual behaviour; bargaining models cannot deal
with long term changes e.g., while it explains why women specialise
in household production, it cannot show how this lowers their
maximising utility because the longer they stay here the more they
lose out in the market by loss of necessary skills, experience etc.
In this whole analysis, the critical role of background assumptions
has to be understood.

Discussion Nirmala: In your paper there is an implication that the notion of
rationality begins with capitalism. It begins with the renaissance.
There is also the Judeo-Christian patriarchal tradition which
feminists have critiqued. Vandana Shiva for instance criticises only
western science and capitalism. What about sexual division of
labour? It is not true that prior to capitalism sexual division of
labour was equal.

Maithreyi: I do not disagree with the fact that rationality was the
gift of Enlightenment [1] and that patriarchy predates capitalism.
The point I was making was that before capitalism, religion,
ideology etc. were enmeshed with the economic. The emergence
of a separate sphere as the economy begins with capitalism, whose
instrumentality was the market. Before this, one had either tradition
as the decision maker for the fundamental questions what to
produce, how to produce and for whom. Another alternative is the
command economy where a central authority decides these
questions. Where the economy gets separated, it is difficult to bring
in non-market factors. Becker skews the notion of rationality by
reducing all behaviour as maximising. The criminal who commits
a crime is rational, weighing the advantage of getting what he wants
with the risk of being caught and the degree of penalty he is likely
to incur if caught. Likewise, parental altruism is self-interested,
based on the hope of getting old age support. Almost any action
can then be analysed this way.

Devaki: I want to draw attention to the question of values and the
use of language. The paper talks of gender metaphors e.g., rational
as masculine, where as one can as well see non-rational as that
which encompasses other criteria such as flexibility. Feminist
discourse can up turn, re-evaluate, by renaming. To give examples
from my experience of how naming can marginalise. Women are
engaged in collection of minor forest produce — leaves, berries,
twigs, medicinal herbs, resins - this is termed minor produce, while
timber is called major produce because men are engaged in it. Yet
even by pure economic criteria such as contribution to the Gross
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Domestic Product or number of persons engaged, the so-called
minor sector is larger! Take the definition of home and work place.
How will it be if we define the home as a work place? We can
look at many similar things through the looking glass of feminist
sensitivity, re-articulate masculine, feminine.

Regarding rationality: the alternatives proposed by feminists are
unsatisfactory — they are vague, flabby concepts; some kind of
holism as in DAWN (Development Alternatives for Women in a
New Era) or the ecofeminist depiction of women as nature. In
international feminism, there is a preoccupation with spiritualism
or rather defining trust, love and so on as spiritualism. By doing
this we move away from an examination of rationality by escaping
into some other plane. What I find missing in discussions of
rationality is examining the underlying notion of the human being.
How do we conceptualise the human? As born good but
corruptible or as born evil needing shaping to become good. If we
see the violence around, I am inclined to agree with the Western
political philosopher, Hobbes (1958) who described human life as
nasty, short and brutish, [2] We must try and see the concept of
the human in philosophy, social theory and many other areas. I
like Rajnikanth's statement about the requirement of theory which
Maithreyi has quoted, "to designate any system of ideas as
ideological requires us in terms of alternate theory, to explain most
or all of the phenomena covered by it; to account for its historical
genesis; to indicate the conditions for its reproduction and its limits;
to locate its present function." (Rajni Kanth, 1992). Using this, we
can attempt building theory from practice. Our understanding of
women's position in the labour market can help us in formulating
a better labour theory; micro economics can be refined by how
firms actually work; political economy can be improved. We can
look at economics in relation to what we have learnt about women
in the economy. Let us not call it Feminist Economics.

Padmini: Shall we say "we are economists with a feminist
perspective"?

Nirmala: That is better. To me the important question is what is
feminist? I would say it means looking at a woman not as a given
category but as an individual with a right to be herself. Notions
of choice, autonomy are involved but they do not capture what it
means to be an individual. We should come back to this point later.

Padmini: I would like to address this differently. There is this whole
area of the individual and the collective. When we look at the
household we argue that economics treats it as a collective while
we want to disaggregate it to emphasise individual members'
interests. At another level, we are also saying that economics treats
women as individual, autonomous decision makers.

Nirmala: Let us not get into that at this stage.

Saroja: To go back to rationality. Essentially when we are thinking
of rationality are we not implying self-interest?


