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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

13


