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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.

KamLA BHASIN
December, 1995 General Secretary



Re-examining the Indian Family

In South Asian Societies, the family is usually presented as a
protective space which provides social security, especially for
women and children. However, a closer look at the history and
present state of the institution unravels a very different story. From
the colonial period, a major part of the social legislation in this
region aimed at interrogating the status of women in their familial,
primarily marital roles. But in practice the colonial as well as the
post-colonial State have always worked hand in glove with
patriarchy to allow families to keep their women invisible and
subjugated. Although the institution of family has undergone many
mutations, its major thrust even today is to control women’s labour,
sexuality and access to knowledge and productive resources. An
elaborate system of socialisation has been evolved over the ages
to make this process appear ‘natural’ and therefore non-
incriminating.

The last twenty years’ research and movements on women’s issues
in India have thrown much new light on the power structures in
intra-family gender relations, as also on the differences between the
reality and the ideology of the family. And yet most academics
whether in the disciplines of economics, anthropology or sociology,
continue to perceive that institution as a benign, altruistic
arrangement made for the mutual benefit of all its members. In this
workshop we tried to make a critical assessment of mainstream
theories and of the stances of policy-makers vis-a-vis the family in
India, against findings from field studies and our analysis of the logic
of its organisation. Its focus was on more recent changes in the form
of the family and factors contributing to those changes.

The tentative themes were :

Women'’s role in the family: perceptions, actuality and change.
Family. as the support system of women.

The inter-relation between legal and social changes.
Different forms of the family and our vision for the future.

SN A

Family, sexuality and reproduction.

The workshop was organised as a joint activity of the IAWS, the
ICSSR Eastern Regional Centre and the School of Women’s Studies
Jadavpur University and held in the University campus on 7-9 July
1995. It began with a brief inauguration where Dr. Neera Desai as
the chairperson of the IAWS welcomed participants and explained
the background of these efforts. The workshop was a preparatory
1 activity for the seventh biennial conference of the IAWS on the




theme, “Looking Fordward, Looking Back”. As such it would
review past trends as well as try to provide a vision for the future
of this institution of the family as conceived by the participants. In
the last few years a lot of research has gone into discovering the
actual nature of relations within the family: it is because of the
available evidence regarding the covert and overt oppression and
inequities suffered by women within the family that feminists have
begun this re-examination of and search for alternatives to
conventional family forms.

Prof Amiya Bagchi, Hon. Director of the Eastern Regional Centre
of the ICSSR, and Prof Amiya Deb, Dean of the Faculty of Arts,
Jadavpur University both extended their good wishes for the success
of the workshop; they emphasised the importance of the theme
especially in the light of rapid changes taking place in Indian society
and the economy.

Maitreyi Krishnaraj was then invited to deliver the keynote address.
She began by pointing out that there is no the Indian family as
claimed in the title of the workshop. There are varieties of forms
and ideologies of the family in India and each has undergone major
changes in the course of time. Furthermore, it is common in the
Indian ethos to portray the family as a haven of comfort and
support, but actually conflicts and hierarchical power relations are
inherent to its design. It is difficult to protest or seek redress against
the injustice and inequities perpetrated within the family because
intra-family relations are informal, intimate and immediate;
moreover they rest on bonds of affection and emotional
dependence. Also, particularly in our society, a woman’s status. in
society depends materially on her position within her own family:
that is why women accept the inequities and also socialise their
daughters to accept them.

In a quick review of past theorisation regarding the family,
Krishnaraj noted that the Marxists had visualised a linear
development of the family from a kinship/clan-based unit to a
nuclear one — a development which was to take place alongside
the development of a class-based industrial society. In their view,
women’s oppression arose as a part of that process and would
disappear only in a socialist society when all women join the
workforce and household services get socialised/ collectivised. This
vision did not materialise in the professedly socialist economies
where the demand for women’s equality at home and in the
economy went by default. Feminists too have not been able to sort
out their position vis-a-vis the family: on the one hand they want
to universalise the so-called women’s family-based values of
nurturance, support and care; on the other they realise that these
are the symbols and consequence of women’s continued subordi-
nation within the family.

Krishnaraj further discussed several of the more common
misconceptions about the family. For example, who constitutes the .
family? The notion keeps changing from situation to situation.
Similarly, the family is often depicted as a private space in contrast



to other institutions like the State or the community which are
supposed to belong to the public domain. In fact the family’s
functions and framework, such as regulation of the reproductive
activities within marriage or of property rights, derive their authority
and legitimisation only because of the intervention of these public
institutions.

Krishnaraj highlighted the many family -related questions which still
await analysis and clarification through women’s studies. For
example, though much has been written about the role of the family
under capitalism, it is as yet not clear how in the course of these
multiple changes, the basic idea of the family as the ultimate support
system, based essentially on women’s household labour, is
perpetuated. In recent years there has been a revival of this theme
in the west wherever the State has begun to withdraw from its
welfare-oriented activities. Similarly our tools for analysing particu-
larly the psychological process of socialisation and reproduction of
patriarchy in each generation, are not sufficiently refined. Nor have
we formed a clear notion of the possible interactions between the
State and the family and the motivations of either in this relation:
the two institutions are often seen to support each other in
perpetuating the family’s existing controls over women even when
this conflicts with women’s fundamental rights. Lastly, she
emphasised the need for clearly formulating our vision, as feminists,
of alternative forms of the family which can lend support without
demanding unequal sacrifices from men and women.

Next, Neera Desai presented her paper entitled “Perceiving Family:
Myth and Reality”. She began with a brief review of mainstream
sociologists’ treatment of the family where the latter is regarded as
an unchangeable, supportive and monolithic institution, even when
patriarchal in form (male controls over women are traditionally
regarded as benign). These studies have mainly concentrated on
the forms of the family but have rarely considered its functions or
its internal dynamics. The few studies which brought in women’s
issues did so largely in the context of familial rituals. As a result,
even the conflicts between women as daughters-inlaw or sisters-in-
law were treated as ritualistic without any regard for their person
specific aspects. More importantly, women’s household work was
rarely considered a subject for analysis and the multiple burdens
— especially on working women — became a topic of interest only
since the late 1970s when women scholars took up the issue for
study.

Feminists have critiqued mainstream sociological treatment of the
family on several grounds: firstly, they object to its neglect of the
gender issue. Secondly, they challenge the idea of the family as
composed of individuals with identical rights and interests. Further,
glorifying some images like motherhood or the insulating character
of the family has led to a failure to perceive the violence and
hierarchic power relations that are inherent in the institution.
Feminists have also questioned the standard boundaries and
dichotomies associated with the concept of the family, such as



between private and public space. Desai traced the history of these
feminist arguments through the works of selected western feminists.
She then went on to discuss the Indian work in this field: she
particularly highlighted the UNU-sponsored project on women’s
work and family strategies. Other scholars too have contributed
significantly to the promotion of a new gender-oriented perspective
for family studies. Indian activists too, through their regular
confrontations with instances of family- and State- sponsored
injustice and violence against women, have come to repeatedly
challenge traditional myths about the Indian family.

Desai also illustrated women’s perceptions of the family on the basis
of some of her own research as well as some popular literature.
She described how women’s perceptions and reactions were
dictated mainly by their helplessness in the world outside the family.
In her research among working class families, she encountered
various anomalies regarding what constituted the family and how
women managed to cope with them. Academics often ignore the
differences, from a woman'’s perceptions, between the natal and the
affinal family, although for women there is a crucial difference in
the practice of patriarchy between the two. They also attribute
women’s submission to patriarchy largely to their socialisation when
in reality, women are usually quite conscious of the injustice and
accept it only after weighing available alternatives. Even unedu-
cated, poor women, when forced to submit to sexual exploitation
voiced their awareness of the distinction between their selves and

their bodies.

To illustrate the perceptions of middle class women, Desai drew
on a highly popular Gujarati novel, Sat paglan Akashman. She
considered it important not only for its feminist content, but also
because many women readers publicly claimed that they share the
heroine’s problem of loss of identity in marriage. The novel outlines
a woman'’s utopia which absorbs the readers who themselves seem
to be looking for one. Desai concluded by pointing out the
importance for women to have alternatives, in the absence of which
they continue to bear intrafamily inequities without protest. By
doing so, they help perpetuate ongoing myths about the family.

Kamini Adhikari commented that the dichotomies which sociolo-
gists associate with the family need to be examined in a new way
— as a double production of reality. For example, the persistence
of personal dependence in the family arises from the fact that even
when women enter public domain, their handicaps within the family
get extended there: the pattern of sexual division of labour is the
same whether at home or in the market. Similarly, gendering of
property relations inside the family largely determines women’s
access to money/finance-intensive activities independently of public
policies.

Adhikari drew attention to the fact that in the non-domestic
workplace, a knowledge-dependent hierarchy appeared to be
growing; since families tend to put less premium on women’s



education, this too will become a critical handicap for women in
the public sphere. As an obverse of this process of familial values
extending to the public sphere, the family itself absorbs and
practises many values and ideas from other institutions like religious
authorities, the media and literature. Adhikari emphasised that the
formation of gender identity and the subsequent subordination and
loss of autonomy occurs in both the public and private spaces. And
this gendering process goes on throughout the life of women of all
classes. However, at later stages women’s confrontations could be
with other patriarchal institutions such as the medical or legal
authorities.

Touching on the gap between the myth and reality of the family,
Adhikari pointed out that it widens particularly because other
related institutions continue to emphasise the former’s
unchangeability. Actually, whenever this gap becomes too large, the
myth gets rejected . But there is an inertia in the authority structures
and in socially accepted stereotypes which continue to eat into the
options available to the family, so that the stalus quo gets
strengthened. Such inconsistencies between leading ideas and social
reality are a sign of the growing disorder in the Indian society. It
is worth remembering that recourse to ideological construction is
most rampant whenever a society is facing disintegration.

The chairperson, Dr. Bharati Ray, invited questions from the floor.
One participant raised the point that we should examine the trade-
off that persuades women to accept the patriarchal design. Another
questioned whether or not men also compromise to make the family
work. Others, however, found it unacceptable to consider men’s
compromises on par with women’s. A suggestion was made that
the increasing age at marriage of girls and the longevity of family
members bring many tensions into the family. Another point made
was about the way male children preempt the mother’s time and
attention and reproduce patriarchal norms. In response to these
comments, Krishnaraj said that we have to consider the fact that
for most women — regardless of whether they are the oppressors
or the oppressed — there are no options for preserving their status
except to participate in the patriarchal system. What we have to
provide them are these options so that they are no longer concerned
about maintaining the goodwill of the familial powers. She also
noted that men were increasingly using extra-marital relations as
a relief from the stresses of modern life. For women, however, no
such outlets were socially permitted or approved.

The chairperson of the next session, Prof. Pradip Bose invited Ilina
Sen to present her paper entitted “Women of the Outmigrating
Families of Chattisgarh”. She began with a brief background of the
region. Chattisgarh is a part of Madhya Pradesh and has the
country’s richest mineral deposits. However, its people are among
the poorest. Over years, indiscriminate mining has degraded the
environment making agriculture untenable. In addition, rapid
industrialisation has taken away a lot of the land from the local
people; but few of the new jobs created in the industrial sector have



gone to them. Therefore, migration which has long been a way of
life here has now become imperative.. There are some changes in
the migration patterns: a large section now migrates to north and
west India rather than to the east. Increasingly, migration is seasonal
and most migrants regularly return home. In most cases, whole
communities migrate to work through a highly organised system
where agents of contractors go to distant villages in search of cheap
labour. Even a public sector company like the Bhilai steel plant
extensively uses contract labour, yet none of the laws applicable
to contract labour are ever applied in these contracts.

Chattisgarh women have always enjoyed considerable freedom in
comparison with the average Indian woman. There is no practice
of purdah and almost all women are engaged in wage work. They
also enjoy a high degree of sexual freedom — quite often marriages
are broken at the initiative of either party mainly on grounds of
incompatibility and the women can then informally marry again
without any stigma. Property is shared by all. Nonetheless women
do face gender-based oppression through the widespread practice
of punishing and lynching women suspected of being witches. Of
late these traditional prejudices and beliefs are being used with
renewed force to deprive women of their property rights.

Sen put forward four main points: Firstly, that in all migrant families
women are important economic agents and quite often the principal
earners of the family. Secondly, migrant workers are denied all
social and infrastructural facilities such as basic medical services.
Women who have the primary responsibility for maintaining their
family’s health, have to rely on traditional herbal remedies. Their
support system even in pregnancies, consists solely of help from
other migrant women. Thirdly, in the migrants’ camp too the
traditional practices of witchcraft and women’s persecution persist.
However, away from their village communities, men are more
openly supportive of their women. Sen finally stressed the fact that
as migrants, families which survive the strain of the situation end
up with better communication and regard between the husband
and wife. Sen provided several examples to illustrate her points.

Anjan Ghosh, commenting on the paper, said that the patterns of
migration are changing fast and we need to reorient our ways of
analysing the phenomenon. Observers have noted that increasingly,
new groups from new areas were joining the stream; this made it
difficult to organise them and often created ethnic and communal
tensions. Similarly, Sen too had noted a new development where
women migrate in allwomen groups: some of them circulate
between several sites in search of seasonal work. Although they are
subjected to severe exploitation, including sexual harassment, they
have devised ways of retaining and enhancing their position in their
own villages. Ghosh found the story of Nirmala and Jhagru that
Sen mentioned particularly interesting. Nirmala had been accused
of witchcraft in the migrant camp and had managed to survive only
because of strong support from Jhagru, her husband. Ghosh felt
the incident underlined the increasing fluidity of the family in these



circumstances but it did not tell us which marriages could survive
the travails of migrant life and why. His question was: did the loss
of a community-based identity lead women towards greater
individuality? And if so, how did it help them overcome the denial .
of their rights by the larger system?

Ghosh emphasised the changes in the general character of the
working class due to changes in the pattern of employment. Few
workers now get stable, life-long jobs; most have to keep moving
between jobs and sites which makes it difficult to develop the
traditional kind of workers’ organisations and solidarity. How are
sociologists to conceptualise this new society and family which
requires new definitions?

Others also raised questions about Sen’s interpretation of the
Nirmala/Jhagru incident. One participant pointed out that standing
up together against the outside world was, indeed, the traditipnal
role of the family. Was there any reason to believe that migrants
did this more than others? She also asked what happened to
children of broken marriages in the Chattisgarhi tradition. Another
participant asked Sen whether even migration as a family could
make women more independent. Did it also change the intra-family
power relations? She also wanted to know more about the
Chattisgarhi women’s highly successful antiliquor and wage
equalisation movements. There were more questions about the
possibilities of migration changing the intrafamily sexual division
of labour, as also the egalitarian impact on men and women of
working together to combat poverty. Another question raised was
about the possible changes in the migrants’ self-perception and its
reflections in their cultural forms.

Sen further clarified some of her own points. While there was
considerable liberty given to women in their personal lives they still
lost their rights over their children when they divorced the
children’s father. In her opinion, one reason that the society so far
had been more free was there were traditionally no pressure of
hypergamy in marriages. These forces were now creeping into the
society mainly through contacts with other communities and this
had brought in customs like dowry. She further said that though
the women had taken a leading role in several popular movements,
they had not been able to persuade the leaders of the democratic
movements to take up issues of intra- family violence. Migration
did relax some of the traditions of sexual division of labour; but
so did poverty. However, in no case would a.man agree to fetch
water for his wife. The process of removing gender-based
hierarchies is slow even in these societies.

Prof. Malini Bhattacharya chaired the next session when Joyati
Gupta presented her paper on “Land Rights for Women”. Gupta’s
study was a continuation of her earlier researches on this topic in
the Midnapore district of West Bengal. Currently she is examining
the issue of equal rights to land for women from a methodological
point of view, in the context of changing agrarian technologies and



shifts in the nature of dowry. She posed the problem as one of
contrast between women’s professed rights as citizens and their
rights to land. The Indian Constitution had guaranteed equal rights
to women in all spheres; it had also propounded the policy of
bringing about rapid changes in land relations. But because of the
variations between regions in the character of the existing land-
related institutions and the nature of the barriers they posed for
development, the subject of land reforms was kept in the directive
principles of state policy and left to the state governments to
implement. At the same time, the Constitution allowed different
communities to continue the practice of their personal laws for
matters related to marriage, property inheritance, etc. Later on too,
mainstream laws continued to ignore women’s independent
existence; for many purposes of state policy — such as recognition
of women as heads of households — the state continued to subsume
women’s interests within the family. Women had to seek post facto
redress in individual cases.

West Bengal’s land reform measures were by no means novel; but
the state is still unique because it has unearthed and redistributed
among the landless far more land than any other state. This
involved a remarkable degree of cooperation between the judiciary,
the politicians and the administrators. But at no time did their
agenda include giving women equal land rights, The state also
registered a very large number of “bargadars” or share-croppers.
But in this entire exercise there were no instances of the patta or
land title being given in the joint names of husband and wife. Single
women were given patta in a few cases; but there were problems
with this because the receiver in each case had to plough, sow, weed
and harvest the land herself and traditionally, women are not
allowed to plough. The local women’s organisations protested
about this but they were told that women’s issues must wait till later.
The women’s organisations have now managed to get a law passed
for joint pattas in future land distribution and Midnapore has given
2000 such pattas. The new Act, however, does not allow joint titles
in the case of the earlier very large numbers of pattas and nor has
it clarified the issue of inheritance by daughters.

In other cases of inheritance, women do have a right to their father’s
land but usually married daughters do not claim it for fear of
vitiating relations with their brothers. Moreover, when a woman’s
marital home is not in the same village, the rights are difficult to
exercise. Therefore, there is a growing practice to sell a piece of
land to give as dowry in the daughter’s marriage. Gupta concluded
that though new laws appear to change the older practices, in reality
the tradition continues unchanged. By stressing the family’s
unchallenged authority the politicians and legal experts have

avoided changes favouring women.

From the chair Malini Bhattacharya made a couple of relevant
points. She saw an interesting contradiction between women’s
property rights and the notion of a family. While property rights
addressed the woman as an individual, the family completely






