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In a broad sweep of the canvas, this first of the dossiers in the
series contexualizes the institutional arrangements for the
advancement of women in India. It traces the history of such
arrangements, investigates the available alternatives, and links
it up with the women's movement and developments in research
in women's studies in the~ountry. In the process of doing so, it
lOQks into the implications of the analysis for possible
reorientations in the larger body politic.

India offers a useful laboratory for the study of institutional
arrangements to support women's advancement. As anation,
India has kept in step wi th almost all the suggestions made by
the UN and other frontline agencies providing support to
women. There are also widespread and growing non-gov-
ernmental mechanisms for ,\'Vomen'sarticulation.

India maintains a Parliamentary democracy, with liberal
traditions such as freedom of association, poli tical plurality (a
multi-party system), as well as freedom ofpress, the women's
movement is also a heterogeneous pluralistic presence in the
national scene--reflecting the diverse political and economic
perspectives. Interplay between the 'State' (its limbs namely
Parliament, the Judiciary, and the Executive), and the "pub-
lic" (namely the press, the women's wings of political parties
and the many types of women's formations) has yielded a
rich harvest of experience.

The Indian landscape offers a variety of experiences to
draw from,-ethnic, religious, ideological and economic. It is
possible also to offer a variety of 'models'-at least for the
south countries-if not the world. .

It is hoped that this study of the Indian experience in the
area of institutional support for women's advancement, re-
cording the milestones, describing the structures, processes,
and circumstances under which they operated, will provide
useful insights for future strategies.

Beginning with a discussion on concepts and definitions and
their geneses, the paper goes intoanalysingthe emergence ofpre
decade instruments, and asses~ the national machinery in the
context of the Indian political and economic framework.



The study is divided into six sections. Section one discusses
concepts. Section two, three and four, describe the Indian
landscape in terms of pre- and post-decade efforts instructur-
ing women's advancement; the autonomous women's move-
ment; and the contribution of women's studies. Section five
discusses change--or its absence-in Indian women's lives,
and tries to account for it. Section six provides strands from
the debate on structures. Section seven reviews the whole
subject, and section eight proposes a mechanism appropriate
for the South countries.

Concepts, Definitions and their Genesis

It would have been normal or conventional to refer to the
subject of this paper as 'National Machinery'. This is a term
that is being used wi thin the UN system, within countries and
in most of the literature relating to mechanisms for support-
ing women's advancement. However, the choice of the title of
this paper is deliberate. It is this paper's argument that by
denoting or describing the intention of supporting women's
struggle for advancement with institutional mechanism such
as a national machinery, the objectives have been thwarted.
We might go even further to say that the term 'national
machinery' is misleading.

National machinery as a concept, has not only been de-
fined, but differentiated and distinguished from 'focal point'
in a paper prepared by the Secretariat of the Centre for
Women's Advancement located in Vienna. In this paper, the
Secretariat says,

Two different concepts need to be distinguished-a
national machinery and a national focal point. National
machinery is a complex organised system of bodies
often under different authorities but recognised by the
government as the institution responsible for issues
relating to women.*

Further, in the literature on national machineries, there are

'" Extracted from a paper entitled "National machinery for monitoring
and improving the status of women-a holistic approach", prepared
by the branch for the advancement of women, Centre for Develop-
ment and Humanitarian Affairs, 9 September, 1987 for a seminar on
similar subject, Vienna, 28 September, to 2 October, 1987.



••certain assumptionss based on the above definition of the
concept. For example, it is assumed that this is a central
structure. 'National level' would mean that there would be a
central office or a central headquarters. In that sense, it is a
centrist concept. This concept of a central mechanism is
further emphasised by the argument that it is necessary to
have a centralised or a central structure which in turn would
interact with other central struc;tures like the sectoral minis-
tries. This central structure would mediate in policy, again on
the Clssumption that ultimately policy is determined at a
central point. The role, then, of this central structure is to
participate in such centre-based activities and to ensure that
women's questions are drawn to the attention of all other
central and therefore powerful structures.

There seems to be some debate on the location of such a
central structure. There has been an analysis in the literature,
a debate on whether it is more effective when it is brought
right into the President's or the Prime Minister's office, "the
highest authority in the land" rather than being in a Ministry
usually Ministry of Welfare or Human Resource Develop-
ment which tends to be the case. Another suggestion is that it
should be located in the central planning body like the
Planning Commission in India.

Thus the debate on location also moves along the same
track-based on a hidden assumption that ultimately power
lies at a central point. The closer it is to a concept of centralised
power, the more effective will it be.

The third characteristics of the conceptualisation has been
the postulate that there will be a women's Bureau. Thns we see
in many countries the development of a women's Bureau as
part of the achievements of the decade 1975-85. The UN
system has directed the development of a Bureau of women's

affairs within governments as a goal and its achievements as
one of the positive milestones of progress in countries during
and after the women's decade 1975-85.

An attempt will be made, in this paper, to trace the roots of
this concept of National Machinery and to debate whether
conceptually it has been a facilitator or otherwise, in the
overall goal of providing support of institutional support for
women's advancement.

The second point in the area of definition and concept,
which would"be discussed in this section, is the criteria by
which to judge 'advancement' or improvement in the posi-
tion of women. The thrust of this paper is to look at changes
in women's positions and trace back the factors responsible
for this change and how far these factors have been the
outcome of the industrial support mechanism including the
national machineries. To this end, it is impo~tantto look atthe
index of change.

There are many types of indicators of change that are
conventionally referred to. This paper would presume the
indicators to be economic participation, literacy rates, health
characteristics, political participation and so forth. That is, the
quantifiable changes in the straightforward economic, polit-
ical and social fields.

Broadening the scope of this set of indicators would be to
separate them on the basis of certain social categories like
class, caste, minorities. Further broadening would include
the move from private to the public domain, such as the shift
from home-based work and self-employment, and unpaid
family work to wage work, work in factories, work in what
are called the modem sectors. Similarly, in social groupings,
the move from seclusion to participation in public activities
such as public forums. So there could be a discussion on
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"
change from "traditional domain", to what could be called
the "modern domain". Even on this, there could be some
debate whether such a movement or transfer should be given
positive values.

A third dimension of looking at change, it could be argued,
will be to see the change in 'Visibility'. How far has there been
a recognition of women and women's issues? In this case, the
change cannot be measured in terms of actual changes in
women's lives, but the cttange could be measured in social
perception or perception of policy-makers or data-collectors
on women's roles and capabilities.

It is important to list various approaches to recognising
improvement. The reason this is being elaborated at this stage
is because all of these three will form a part of the approach
that will be used in this paper.

We return then to the first issue, namely the assumption or
the premise that underlines the literature or the debates that
we have had access to so far.

The concept of a national machinery, it seems, emerged out
of the culture of the UN system. Most large bureaucracies
tend to believe that in order to bring attention to any subject,
it is necessary to have a bureaucracy. A secretariat, cell, or
Bureau, to look after the section, collect the information ,
disseminate it, and safeguard the sector. Thus it is quite
natural that when women become a subject of international
interest leading to a UN decade, a mechanism had to be
developed within the UN to handle the decade. The first step
within the UN itself was to have a cell or a bureau. These
Bureaus found it eilsier to work with counterparts. Their
counterparts would be other women's Bureaus located in the
heart of national governments. In that sense, the national
governments would imitate the international model. Thus as

long as the Bureau in the UN could find a single place through
which it could pass on the various mandates, issues, declara-
tions that were the output of the international system, they
would feel, in a sense, at sea. They would like to send them
to a home in the national governments. Thus the UN system
could not rest till it found its counterparts. This seems to be
one of the reasons why the Bureau or the national machinery
became such a significant part of the governmental structures
around the globe.

What IS the alternative? Some of the alternatives are cer-
tainly worse than having a Bureau. Foe example, the alterna-
tive of having the ministry for welfare as the receptacle. If the
political system of that country is insensitive to women's
emancipation, but argued that the whole ministry has the
arrangement for women, then the Women:s Bureau in the
international organisation, whether it is ~n New York or
Vienna, would find that its outpourings are lost in an "unin-
terested" receptacle. To that extent it is much better to have a
receptacle specifically focused on women.

The tendency to ask for field organisations, branches all
over the world to provide a platform or assistance, still
persists in the international organisation. Recently the UN
Voluntary Fund, commonly known as UNIFEM, has devel-
oped a similar arrangement: The UNIFEM feels that it must
have an UNIFEM officer in every regional UNDP office.
These officers, in turn, feel that they must have UNIFEM field
officers even within each country. Today UNIFEM has re-
gional officers as well as national program officers. In a sense,
this is contrary to what UNIFEM was conceptualised to be.
UNIFEM was to be different fn)m the UNDP. The UN system
has a special Bureau for women's affairs which works through
the governments. The UN Voluntary Fund (UNIFEM) was
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supposed to provide an alternative instrument to women's
organisations which wen; not necessarily the government's
bureaus, to have access to funds, and an international frame-
work. UNIFEM was expected to play a catalytic role to
facilitate non-governmental organisations not only to do a
task which they were doing or which they wanted to do, but
to make it visible to the official system.

Thus it was supposed to uncover, teach, catalyse main-
stream small projects, -and exclusive work with the non-
governmental organisations. Today however, while the part
of funding non-governmental organisations continues, it has
not developed an innovative system of functioning within the
countries and in the field. It still uses its own branch system.
The example of UNIFEM shows that there is a compulsive
tendency, for centralised controlling and regulation of infor-
mati?n-communication methods, which are such thal they.
reqUIre a central office, to regulate, conduct, retrieve and·
report. The UNIFEM concept has become model to follow, in
the trend of funding. This trend has not been a response to the
kind of needs that women have, in trying to bring visibility,
recognition and transformation.

It is important to look at this aspect of the genesis of the
structure of national machinery, if we intend to make an
appraisal of its performance.

Section II

The Indian Landscape

As has been stated earlier, India has been one of the most
dynamic and energetic countries in following through var-
ious mandates and processes of the International Women's
Decade and its aftermath. As a result of the Resolution of the
General Assembly, India set up a Committee called the
Committee on the Status of Women in India (CSWI), to do a
complete review and bring out a report on the status of
women in India. Thus, as 1975dawned, India already had on
its table, a report called 'Towards Equality', and could bring
it to the World Conference in Mexico. Again, in anticipation
of the International Women's Vear, namely 1975, India had
commissioned a book through its Ministry of Information
and Broadcasting, which was released as the first event of the
decade in 1975. This book, called "Indian Women", was a
collections of essays by distinguished scholars dealing with
every aspect of the evolution of women in the Indian histor-
ical context.

Following the report of the CSWI as well as the various
recommendations of the international organisations, India
initiated many steps towards setting up a full fledged national
machinery. The description of the Indi~ nat!o~,!! machinery,
its inception, establishment, evolution, etc., .are given in
section (b).

What would be interesting is to look at the structures and
processes that existed in India, before the evolution of the



•more conventional national machinery, whose appearance
as stated earlier, was the exact result of the UN initiative.

In December 1945, Hansa ¥ehta announced in her presi
dential address that an "Indian Women's Charter of Rights'
should be formulated. This was done by an All India Worn
en's Conference (AIWC) sub-committee consisting of Hans
Mehta, Amrit Kaur and Laxmi Menon in 1946. The charte
called for equality of the sexes as bqsis of citizenship, health
work, property rights and the family.

In 195:}, the Indian government set up a National Boar
called the Central Social Welfare Board (CSWB). The firs
chairperson of the board was an eminent woman leader,
Durgabai Deshmukh. The Board aimed at networking with
the various women's groups that were scattered all over the
country, engaged in providing services specifically to wom-
en. Simultaneously, the new government set up two more
"economic reconstruction" boards, the All India Handicrafts
Board (AIHB) and the Khadi & Village Industry Commission
(KVIC). These structures were "empowering" instruments
not bureaucracies. For example the first chairperson of the
AIHB was a famous woman revolutionary Kamladevi
Chattopadyay. The Board was composed of crafts people,
designers and skilled workers. The chief executive was also
a social and political worker. The government functionaries
provided a secretariat to the Board, assisted at the grassroots-·
setting up exhibitions, design centres, skill transfers from
master craftsmen, and so on. It was a network. The CSWB
worked hand in hand with these economic boards, often with
common Board members, offering grants to social institu-
tions.

Many women's organisations became part of the AIHB &
KVIC structures-a form of mainstreaming. There were

other large national structures such as the All India Society for
women's Education, the Family Planning Association of
India (which was largely a women's organisation). These
were membership organisations with all-India dispersal.
This approach and this network has over the last few decades,
been marginalised for many reasons.

First, it has been argued that the network of agencies that
the Central Social Welfare Board was fostering and support-
ing, were dealing with welfare and not development. It has
been argued that the concept of social welfare, of women
being instruments of providing charitable services, services
which deal with women's gender specific, problems like
maternity, child health,leisure activities, etc., is not as pugna-
cious as what is called development which hinges largely
around women's productive role. The various "schemes"
which were funded by the Social Welfare Board specifically
dealt with women who are victims of social customs. It dealt
with groups such as widows and orphans. It sought to bring
women dropouts into the fold of education. It dealt with
raising awareness for women on community activity and
helping to organise very poor women to take up what today
is called 'income generating activities', in the old days these
were called 'socio economic programmes'.

The network had some of the ideal characteristics. The
individual organisations were left free, they could go to the
Board for grants, but the route was through state-level Boards,
who scrutinised the proposals. The state-level Boards were
composed of women from women's organisations dispersed
throughout the state. No bureaucrat could become a member.
At the central level also, the Board was composed entirely of
soicial workers and public figures. There were hardly any
political women or women from any' party or the legislature.



The budgetary sanc"tionfor the Board's operation came fro
the Government, but the Board remained autonomous. Ever
year a conference was held at the national level where th
chairpersons of the state-level boards and the central boar
members met to discuss issues and future programmes. Bot
at the central level and at the state level, there was a sma I
secretariat, composed of what could be called 'governmen
functionaries', appointed by the B<;>ardbut paid for by th
Government. Thus GovefIlI!lent and the 'voluntary sector'
had found a way of partnership, where the decIsion makin
and power rested with the voluntary sector and the Govern-
ment provided technical support. For example, when a small
voluntary agency applied for a dairy project, the state board
had to find a technical department which would clear the
proposal. Thus the Dairy Department, the Small Scale Indus-
tries Department, the Village Industry Department would be
obHge'd to scrutinise and guide the Board's projects. For
reasons which could be called encroachment, the Board's
work increasingly got marginalised, as the decade moved
forward.

It is interesting and ironic that by the end of eighties there
was an increasing recognition of the fact that to facilitate the
woman's progress, especially of those from the poorest sec'"
tions of the society, a social package was a critical input. Thus,
in the seventh and eighth Plans, there was greater emphasis
on convergence of social inputs. There was far greater empha-
sis on the need to provide basic amenities such as water,
nutrition, child-care centres, health facilities, literacy, etc.,
along with, if not, even before, beginning work. Most poor
women were working. but they were being ground into
illness and death due to lack of proper support from the
social/basic needs sector.

It could be argued that over e~thusiasm to make women's
productive roles the focus of the "new movement" as wel~as
the domination of the international concepts such as settmg
up Bureaus and giving a major role to government, could be
responsible for the erosion of these "indigenous" pre-1975
structures. It can also be said that with the entry of Govern-
ment in the area of planning for women' s development, along
with the beginning of the IWD, the autonomous women and
their structures began to take a backseat. Many all-India
structures got marginalised with the advent ot the concept of
machinery and the concept of the international system of
management of women's programmes.

(b) Decadal and Post-decade arrangements

This Section extracts liberally from a paper presented by
Nandini Azad for the Commonwealth Asia Workshop on
National Machineries for Women, called "ls Woman a Con-
sumer or a Producer in the Development Market?" The
women's Bureau at the crossroads in reintegrating women
into the development process (India).

To set the context for a review of the process that led to the
formation of the Women's Bureau, it is crucial to analyse
briefly the history of the development process as it related to
Women. This analysis leads back to the period of the freedom
struggle in which the constitutional struggle for women's
equality was first articulated. In the decade of the 1920s,
leading freedom fighters such as Sarojini Naidu, Margaret
Cousins and Muthulakshmi Reddy voiced the need for wom-
en's constitutional Rights. In 1929,Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddy
opted for election to the legislative council as an independent
candidate and e:r;nerged victorious. During this period,



"organisations such as the All India Women's conference
articulated the need for educational training as a critical input
for women to gain access to consti tutional rights / positions of
power. Iravati Karve in Bombay and Vidyasagar in Calcutta
advocated the need to train women for employment. In 1932,
the Lucknow session of the Indian National Congress tabled
the fundamental rights resolution stressing the equality of
women.

The framing of the Indian Constitution particularly the
Directive Principles of State Policy and Fundamental Rights
reflected the outcome of women's struggle for Constitutional
guarantees. Freedom of speech, protection of life and person-
al liberty, equality before law and equal protection of the
laws, equality of opportunity relating to employment/or
holding of office, equal pay for equal work, adult franchise,
maternity relief, etc., were assured in the constitution of other
laws.

Three major development periods can be identified in
India's planning process-(a) the period of community de-
velopment (1950s) (b) the period of intensive agricultural
development and emphasis on growth strategies (1960s) (c)
the period of growth and social justice (1970s).

Mahila Mandals, or women's forums, were set up as the
instruments to bring "Y0meninto the institutional framework
of Rural Development. There is a great deal of variation in the
substance and performance of these "women's clubs". Some
were registered, federated, some informal, most of them
bec~me part of the rural elite organisations with very few
representatives of the working classes. The disillusionment
with growth strategies led to the debate of growth vs SOCidl

justice in the seventies and the formulation of poverty allevi-
ation programmes.

Specialised agel" ,,'" were set up with 'the last first ap-
proach' of targeting landless labourers and marginal farmers.
The Committee on the Status of Women in India (CSWI)made
a comprehensive review of the situation and status of women.
The major areas of concern provided as a framework of
reference, were the early age of marriage for girls, high rates
of female mortality and illiteracy, low rates of female partic-
ipation in the labour force, internal migration and its impact
on the employment status. The critical outcome of the CSWI
report was the recommendations in 1976 for the establish-
ment of a Women's Welfare and Development Bureau in the
Department of Social Welfare (Ministry of Education and
Social Welfare). The same year witnessed the drawing up of
a National Plan of Action for women that would serve as a
guideline not only at the national level but also at the state
levels.

The Plan identified areas of health, family planning and
nutrition, education, employment, legal provisions and so-
cial welfare and called for planned intervention for improv-
ing the conditions of women in India in these sectors.

The Women's Welfare and Development Bureau is charged
with the nodal responsibility of (a) coordination and collab-
orating with other central government ministries (b) initiat-
ing policies, programmes and measures (c) collecting data
and serves as a clearing house (d) monitoring programmes
for women's welfare (e) coordinating the implementation of
programmes at the State Government level (f) Servicing the
national committee, the Steering Committee, Inter-depart-
mental coordination committee etc. (g) following up on the
recommendations of the CSWI the Nairobi Forward Looking
Strategies and other important reports. (h) Administration of
legislative enactments or prostitution, dowry, sati, etc. (i)
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liaison with multilateral/UN agencies in the field of worn
en's welfare (j) monitoring 27 beneficiary-oriented
programmes· for women.

The Bureau functions under a Joint Secretary in the Depart
ment of Women and Child Development of the Ministry 0

Human Resource Development. The Joint Secretary in charg
of the Bureau is designated as the Bureau Head, who reports
to the Secretary in the Department of Women and Child
Development and threugh the Secretary to the Minister 0

State for Women and Child Development.
To intensify efforts and measures needed for ensuring

participation of women in national development, periodic
coordination meetings are organised by the Bureau. These
are with the representatives of Women's Voluntary
Organisations, Ministries/Departments concerned, Central
Social Welfare Board, etc., to review the progress of women's
welfare programmes and to discuss various issues related to
the exploitation of women and atrocities committed against
them.

Women as a target group were originally part of the social
Welfare Ministry, with a combination of programmes for
reduction of physical disabilities, isolation and vulnerabili
such as old age/widow pension, working women's hostels
prostitution, vocational education, women were clubbed
with the handicapped, children and other socially disadvan
taged groups as targets. In January, 1985, for the first tim
'Women' were emphasized as a special component of anewl
formed department i.e. the Department of Social &Women's
Welfare. Women still were linked with disadvantaged and
handicapped groups. In September, 1985 the pressure of th
Nairobi closing decade conference (July, 1985)and the aware-
ness generated by it, led to the creation of a separate Depart-

ment of Women and Children. Particular emphasis was on
the 'Women's Bureau' and its role as a coordination planning
unit and an advocate of women's programmes and con-
sciousness.

The WWD /Bureau also functions as a complaint cell,
wherein complaints related to dowry demands, non-transfer
ofdowry" to the bride on divorce or death, dowry deaths, etc.,
are being dealt with. As a nodal point the WWD Bureau takes
up various types of grievances. These include non-imple-
mentation of social legislations, non- compliance of policy
decisions, guidelines or instructions relating to posting of
husband and wife at the same station by government, Public
sector undertakings, retrenchment of ad-hoc female employ-
ees, provisions relating to maternity leave, bigamy commit-
ted by Government employees violating the provisions of the
conduct rules, cruelty towards the wife, desertion, unfair
treatment or harassment of women employees, etc.

The Monitoring Cell of the Women's Bureau set up in 1985
has 27 programmes in 8-10 departments to monitor. The
emphasis has been on reviewing targets and in a limited way
assessing the quality of services (motivation, training and self
esteem). The monitoring cell has no technological inputs to
facilitate its activities through com puter terminals or quality
based studies. 80 per cent of the posts in the cell has not been
filled up.

The second type of projects relate to (a) employment
generation as a single goal (b) utilization of employment
generation with backward and forward linkages. They also
visualise an overhaul of production relations as a major goal.
Under the first category are the five women's development
corporations.

Since 1986, some efforts have been made to "mainstream"



"women. The most dynamic of the programmes of the Worn
en's Bureau in terms of ideology / approaches is the Suppor
to Employment Programmes (STEP) initiated in 1986. Th
effort is to integrate women in the eight mainstream employ
ment sectors namely agriculture, small animal husbandry
dairy, sericulture, fisheries, Khadi and Village Industries
Handicrafts and Handlooms. The idea is to take the need and
context of each state (sectorw.ise) and create large seal
employment programmes for women. Organisations ofworn
en producers have been visualised as critical to the success 0

this programme. An integrated and sensitive approach t
implementation is adopted. Non-governmental agencies ar
involved in the organisation of women, sectoral agencie
(such as the National Dairy Development Board are utilised)
for skill training, and overall co-ordination is done by th
state-level sectoral federations. STEP has major policy impli
cations for Women's Projects in developing countries partic-
ularly in the implementing of the learning process approach

. to programmes within large bureaucracies.
In 1991, two more such "programmes" were planned by

the Women's Bureaus. A 50-Backward-District Programme
where the goal was be to achieve female literacy, and the othe
an area plan which integrates women and children int
development.

The Central Social Welfare Board (CSWB) draws its fund'
through the Bureau. Some changes in approach and polic.
have taken nlace. Particularly, the awareness aeneratior . b

camps are now focused on building local leadership amon
women. However, follow up is rather limited. The health/
education employment component have been linked to thes
camps. The other schemes that show considerable promis
al:e the restructured condensed courses. They show a clear

focus on field level functionaries i.e creche workers, nutrition
organisations, non-formal education and anganwadi workers.
The approach is clearly to service rural-based organisations.
The scheme of training of creche workers, also has added a
critical input i.e. health practices. This scheme of training
workers can be perceived as moving closer to the concept of
the multipurpose worker at the grassroots.

At the Women's Bureau, all but the NORAD schemes for
employment and STEP follow the schematic approach. None
of these other major schemes have viably contributed to
mainstream economic activity for women or have considered
integration of women in the major sectors as crucial. The
heavy emphasis is on blueprints and targets tied down to
specific activities i.e. 'the planner' is the most significant
variable in these projects. The flexibility of the process or
changes at the local level cannot be dealt with in the blueprint
~pproach to planning or development. The :iearning process
approach is participatory--planning/action initiatives in
implementation is upward, flows of information aboll i f) rob-
lems are encouraged, and there is responsiveness to the
demands from below (clients) as opposed to mere dl·liveryof
orders from above.



Section III

The Women's Movement

This chapter draws heavily from Kumud Sharma, 'Shared
Aspirations, Fragmented Realities Contemporary Women's
Movement in India: Its Dialectics and Dilemmas; Centre for
Women's Development Studies; New Delhi, 1980.

.The~women's role in the national liberation struggle gave
bIrth to several women's organisations which articulated the
debate on the women's question and its essential outcome
was constitutional equality and the legislative amendments
in Hindu laws in the fifties. The Women's question and the
implication ofthe principle of gender equality adopted in the
Fundamental Rights Resolution of 1931,represents one of the
most important of these unresolved debates.

The issues and areas that women's groups have taken up
are wide ranging such as health, law, access to land and other
productive resources, environmental degradation, media,
rape, violence, dowry deaths, sati, wife beating, alcoholism,
trafficking, police atrocities, prostitution, devdasis, women
p~isoners, communal and caste conflicts and gang rape of
tnbal a~d.dal~twomen. Wide ranging issues provided space
f~r partICIpatIon to different groups of women. Agitations
smc~the seventies on issues such as dowry / rape/ crime and
violence against women, have also shown the vitalrol
~layed by information generation, sharing and dissemina-
tIon by the women's movement and the media and the need
for joint action. Acts of violence against women (Mathura
rape case, Sudha Goel dowry murder case, Deorala Sati
incidents) have drawn so much attention and emerged as

rallying points for women's groups, rather than day to day
oppression of millions of women in their homes and work
places. A sustained campaign against the 'sexist media' and
finding new and alternative ways to create messages, to
communicate and mobilise is an important aspect of issue
based agitation such as street plays, skits, poster campaigns,
songs and mobile exhibitions, newsletters, women's studies
journals, etc.

Several factors have contributec;l to the widening of the
debate on women's issues in India. The reassessment of the
challenges of growth, development and equity shared from
women's perspective has generated interesting debates on
dimensions and causes of gender inequality. Growth of
women's studies, the women and development debate, re-
construction and reinterpretation of 'her own history' her
identity, her subjectivity, have all influenced the dialectics of
the women's movement and its agenda for"action. The con-
nections between knowledge and practice are always prob-
lematic particularly within a complex and diverse society.
However, the construction of social reality of women as an
oppressed group, provides a point of departure.

The debate on development crisis and crisis in key social
institutions, and acritique ofgrowth models and their nation-
aland international dimensions, and analysis ofnew inequali-
ties generated by the pattern of development and new forms
of exploitation emanating from world economic systems,
have given a new direction to the women's movement. The
, .women m development' literature which began exploring
and explaining the realities of women's lives and inter-
connections between maqo~processes of development and
women's disadvantaged situation, found many areas ofcom-
mon interest, such as the impact of technological change on



women's work anc1income, women and migration, female-
headed households, women in the informal sector and in
home-based production~ impact of industrialisation strate-
gies (particularly in export oriented industries) on women,
women and environmental degradation, etc.

The official ideology of a' soft state' committed to women's
equality and development, occasionally gets expressed in
various policy statements, howev~r, the social reality of the
majority of women presents-:.asharp contrast to stated policy
objectivt;s.

The concern for issues of marginalised groups such as
tribals, landless and poor rural and urban women, women in
the informal sector and mobilising them around survival
issues such as fuel, fodder" water, forest dwellers' rights,
minimum wages, working conditions, sexual exploitation by
rural rich, bondedness, indebtedness, etc., separates the con-
temporary movement from the earlier movement by taking
women's issues into new areas of concern. In the process, the
relationship between educated articulate middle-class wom-
en acting as 'catalysts' and mobilisers in rural and urban
areas, is also changing.

The concept of' grass root organisations' of rural and urban
poor women as participatory and mobilising mechanisms
has emerged from the critiques of development models and
the blindness to gender dimensions in development policies
and programmes. Women's research and action groups have
brought to focus the administrative bottlenecks and leakages
in the benefits reaching to the poor, corruption, delays, etc.
and the need for vigilant and strong administration of pro-
ducers and beneficiaries.

The crisis of rural and urban poverty has generated several
responses from voluntary action groups and provides an

interesting picture of the roles and perceptions of such groups
relating to form, content and methodology of. grassroots
organisations. Do such organisations whose critical role. is
being recognised now by both the bureaucracy and the SOCIal
action groups, besides increasing women's visibility to de-
velopmentplanners and administrators, also' empower' them?
Do they equip women better to understand their in better
understanding their oppression and to combat pressures
from the family community and the exploitative power
structure? It is also argued that while women share many of
the problems of the poor in general there are many issues
which are female-specific and to deal with such issues,
women need to organise separately.

There are two distinct viewpoints about middle-class 'cat-
alysts' mobilising the rural and urban poor. Some women's
organisations believe that mobilising women. for economic
development is critical as it is likely to help them challenge the
forces of oppression. They also believe that search for more
effective strategies and instruments for women's develop-
ment, has opened up a line of communication between the
government, researchers and activists. The process of interac-
tions has helped to improve t~e conceptualisation of wom-

.en's needs, problems, roles and potentialities within the
government, although it is highly uneven and there is still a
lack of clear understanding, lethargy and misinformation at
the conceptual as well as the implementation level. Insuffi-
cient understanding of the complex relationship between the
Llchievementof policy objectives and women's active partic-
ipation has hampered formulation of effective policies and
programmes. The strategy of involving voluntary agencies in
the implementation of Anti-Poverty and Minimum Needs
Programme defiI}itelyassumes that such programmes should



"build on people's initiative and participation. Government'
recognition ofand development assistance to grassroot group
creates a dilemma for such organisations as they are face
with a contradiction between their interests and state poli
cies. .

Some advocates of 'participatory development' have
negative view of the role of bureaucracy. There are socia
action groups which believ~ that "grassroot participato
organisations" are notsomething which the Government ca
pr9ffiote. They mobilis·e women for self initiated collectiv
action. Some of them combine mobilisation with develop
ment action and see such action as 'empowering strategy' b
enabling women to sustain such struggles, while other
support women's mobilisation for struggle but do not sup
port the idea of women forming a separate forum to articulat
their problems as women, and believe that women's issue
need to be raised within all social and democratic mov
ments. There is no doubt that there are distinct difference
between grassroot organisations, promoted by the Govern
ment, by women's organisations who want to' do something
for the depri~ed women, and grass root organisations pro
moted by committed catalysts. .

The role of such' catalysts' has also come in for considerabl
scrutiny and criticism. The question of perspectives, leader
ship and their relationship with local organisations an
leaders, funds (from both national and international agen
cies), issues of credibility and accountability, have bee
intensely debated. It is argued that in order to play th
catalysts role, such organisations need to be independent 0

government and yet influence policy matters. NGOs receiv-
in&foreign funds face an added problem of being vulnerable
to adverse propaganda. To be effective, catalysts need to have

creditability and trust of the people. While several of these
issues related to 'grass root experiments' remain unresolved,
the growth of such pressure groups has definitely contribut-
ed to the deba te on mobilisation stra tegies and the role of such
organisations as a counter-force. There are, however, some
dissenting voices.

The National Commission on Self Employed Women and
Women in the Informal Sector constituted by the Govern-
ment of India, submitted its report with a focus onunprotect-
ed women labour in the poverty sector. In the preface of the
report the Chairperson of the Commission, Ela Bhatt, writes,

"I learnt that these women are better fighters against
poverty than their men, have more calculative, stable,
forward looking strategies to deal with their own envi-
ronment, yet the women remain poorer. Awareness has
spread, though slowly. The new opportunities are gradu-
ally catching their attention. In every group that we met,
there were one or two bright, articulate, defiant young
women ready to act as catalysts for a better future. If left
to women's groups and to poor women's own efforts, it
is unlikely that such organisations will come up that
soon and in large numbers to make a significant dent on
the situation of these women. That is why the Commis-
sion has recommended to the Government to actively
help initiate and maintain a network of grassroot level
organisations. It is ironic that one is asking the State to
support a machinery to promote action for change in
state policies, but we have done it with great hope on the
strength of the Foreword of our Seventh Plan stating
that development is basically about people.

For many of these questions facing the women's move-
ment, we have to find our own answers. Today we see
ideologically disparate organisational forms, visible and
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invisible movements confronting the concept of a laissez fair
State and the manifestation of its various policies. Desai say
that "at the end of the Decade a new scenario is visible in th
Indian Women's movement. There has been a sea change i
structuring of women's groups, in mobilising of women an
in focussing on issues that concern women". Can we call it
w~men's movement? While agr~eing that one of the majo
problems in the Indian women~s movement is that of widen
ing the base, she thinks that we would be ignoring the reali
to say'that there is no women's movement or "that it is a
'urban elitist thunder clap' or women's groups are 'merel
instruments of bigger political power brokers'

Section IV

The Women's Studies Movement"

The Women's Studies movement in India has set the basic
tone of women's studies as being a continuous crusade in the
cause of women. It has also obtained from the State a formal
commitment of support to the cause of women. While the
state has certainly not launched any major movement to
restructure Indian Society and while its support to the cause
has also sometimes been subverted by other political compul-
sions, it has at least been fairly generous with research funds
for women's studies. Official data collecting agencies too
have made considerable efforts to make sensitive their enqui-
ries and tabulation programmes sensitive to women's con-

,cems. Thanks to such efforts. India today has perhaps one of
the most reliable and comprehensive data base in this field
among all developing countries.

The women's movement is essentially a political move-
ment which potentially involves all women regardless of
their caste, class or other alignments.

This politicisation in women's consciousness of what was
long regarded as personal has given women's studies an
extra dimension which is not often shared by other academic
disciplines. Therefore most researchers start as activists in the
women's movement or become drawn to it in the course of
~eir work. Most people, at least most women engaged in this
field, have a sense of direct personal involvement in the-
.• There has been considerable contribution to this Chapter from the

note e~tit1ed "Women's Studies in India Today" prepared by Nirmala
BanelJee. Professor of Economics, Centre for Studies in Social Sciences,
Calcutta. .



•process they are studying. Therefore, sooner or later m~st
researchers get involved, in the women's movement. ActIv-
ists too often feel an urge to understand the background of the
discrimination against women. As a result they too try to
systematise the information they collect and analyse it with a
view to bring out the basic patterns underlying their observa-
tions. For both groups, there is therefore a heightened sense
of participation in the lives of the sl,lbjects they are studying.
This involvement no doublreduces the objectivity of their
analysis,. and to that extent vitiates their efforts. At the same
time, this kind of participatory observation is often more
accurate, and perceptive; their hypotheses also can becom
more imaginative and bold. In the initial stage of a new
discipline, such as women'~ studies at this juncture, thes
qualities can be particularly useful for highlighting its poten
tial promise and therefore attracting new scholars.

What are the achievements of women's studies in India?
One must first and foremost point to the impressive corpus 0

research generated over the past few years. A large section 0

this research has been devoted to finding and collating factual
information about various aspects of the relative situation 0

women. This preoccupation with facts was partly becaus \
results of the long standing gender-based discrimination i
India were so palpably obvious and readily measurable an '0

yet had been so totally neglected by mainstream academics
To bring these facts into academic discourse was perhaps
fairly heady game. The initial framework given to research b .
the Comm{ttee on Status of Women in India had also been fac
oriented.

A further reason for the preoccupation with fact finding i
these initial stages could be the worldwide interest in th .
issue ofwomen and development. Following Esther Boserup' s'

ioneering work in this field, the issue had become the main
focus of the 1975 UN conference at Mexico for initiating ~he
international decade for women. Following the ~esolutIon
adopted by the conference, the Government of IndIa, several
UN agencies as well as other aid giving groups had allocated
considerable funds towards research for investigating sever-
al crucial aspects of the existiz:1.gsituation of women and for
designing specific projects to alleviate it. ....

In trying to analyse this data on a systematic dIscIplmary
basis, researchers in women's studies have come to pose some
challenges to standard concepts and models used by several
academic disciplines. A major example of such a challenge
relates to the concepts of work and workers as defined in
Economics. While investigations at the practical level indi-
cated that an average woman bears an enormous load of work
and contributes significantly to her household's· real resourc-
es, official estimates of work participation rates, i.e. percent-
age of economically active women in India were surprisingly
low. Specially in some parts of India, official records indicat-
ed that not more than three to six percent of women were in
the labour force. This apparent contradiction could not be
resolved until two basic points were accepted: one, that at
least in a developing country, the concepts of work and
workers, if defined strictly in terms of their market orienta-
tion, are not adequate for covering the entir.e gamut of
p~oductive activities in the economy, especially those of
Women within the households. Secondly, however, objec-
tively conducted standard official enquiries regarding work
cannot but reflect the gender biases prevailing in our society
because the concept of work is itself not value neutral. It is
~~ject to various interpretations according to the ideologies

. ailing within .households regarding the image of women.



programmes in favour of others directed more particularly to
vulnerable specific groups of persons even if it is at the cost
of undermining the authority and solidarity of households.

Another thrust of women's studies has been in the reword-
ing and reinterpreting of social and political history with a
fresh focus. Writings in Indian history have so far been
mainly related to happenings in the public domain. And since
women were by tradition excluded from that sphere, histor-
icalaccounts by and large did not recognise the existence of
this half of human society. The few women who found a place
in historical legends or accounts were those who had broken
the moulds and entered public life. Here too, records and
judgments were strictly from the male point of view. In order
to rectify these omissions, researchers in women's studies
have been freshly examining standard sources, of historical
material. These sources, of course are far from adequate since
our traditions had given little space to women in social
perceptions. Therefore historians have ventured further and
.further into exploring non-standard sources of information
like oral reports, newspaper records, autobiographies, tradi-
tional songs and sayings, rituals and myths, women's por-
trayal in various art forms etc. Apart from setting the histor-
ical records straight, this work has contributed exciting find-
ings regarding the evolution of ideologies in India and the
Usesthey have been put to in social movements, formations,
etc.

Cultural studies and literacy analyses are the new areas in
women's studies where the tempo of work is picking up
steadily. These scholars have drawn on several new develop-
ments in various disciplines starting from Philosophy and
~erman:eutics to Political Theory, Sociology, Literary Criti-
,ClSm,Social Linguistics etc. Their work broadly fits in within

Similarly, standard formulations regarding labour marke
behavior and class formation have had to be modified t
accommodate gender as a relevant factor. Not only is it a ve
important criterion segmenting both the supply of and d
mand for labour, it is also a valid consideration for determin
ing a person's access to productive assets. As such, pover
and other vulnerabilities of assetless working people hav
been found to affect women to a relatively greater degree th
men. This is due to not only class contradictions and uneve
distribution of economic power within the economy but als
to the intra-household notions about the status and appropr
ate roles of women.

. In fact studies r~lating to the essential nature of househol

. and families have become an increasingly important field
study in India. Here too, standard notions have been foun
to belie the reality. Households, are often portrayed
socialistic units where each member is nurtured to an equ
degree and provided with his or her requirements to the be
of the household's ability. Members too are all assumed t
contribute voluntarily to their best for the household's w
being. Reality, however is quite different from these myth
Relations between different members within a household a
far from being benignly complementary as is usually a
sumed. They are in fact dominated by gender and age-bas
hierarchies. Decisions regarding deployment of househo
resources reflect the uneven weightages given to the welfa
of different members by authorities within families. The
systems of weight ages, moreover, are found to systematica
discriminate against specific groups like girl children a
young wives. These findings have given a strong impetus
women's movements to agitate against the State and welfa
agencies urging them to dismantle their family oriente



a few theoretica1 frames recently developed in the Socia
Sciences of which discourse theory and subaltern studies ar
some of the more prominent examples. An exciting mixtur
of concepts and methodologies borrowed from several disci
plines combined with use of various non-traditional sourc
materials have created in them a rich potential for analysis 0

social structures, artifacts and hierarchies. Special emphasi
is also being given to the study of language as a sourc
material. A related area Qfpartic~lar importance in India is 0

'ComFarative Literature and Language Studies, because the
provide a methodology for exploring the variations in inter
pretations between regions within India of what appear to b
ideologies shared by all: one example of this kind of proble
could be the ideology of motherhood which, though comm
to most parts of India still has several different connotatio
in different regions.

For women's studies in India, these kinds of approache
can be particularly useful in analysing and demystifying th
true nature of our gender relations. The process of women'
subordination in India is loaded with insidious myths abo
women cast in such glorious images ~s Shakti the Goddess
power, Laxmi the Goddess of wealth or Annapoorna th
Goddess giving food. These images are constantl
reinterpreted from the standpoint of diverse ideologies a
designed to obfuscate the long-standing traditions of me
dominating over women. Fed on the beautiful myths fro
childhood onwards, and pursued by their constant reinforc
ment through the mass media, most women in India find
very difficult to cut through layers of obscurantism and fa
up to the vulnerability that is built into this gender-base,
power structure. It is only through systematic efforts t
reconstruct each myth and popularising of that understan

ing that we can hope to build up a strong defense against this
insidious process.

Women's studies in India is now poised to enter a new
stage, a stage where generating adequate theoretical frame-
works is going to be the need of the day. These studies now
have a fairly large and reliable data base. There is an increas-
ing perception among the people involved, of the various
complexities and of the. need for tools suitable for the field.
Sincemost of the phenomena being studied are inter related,
with multiple variables of diverse characteristics, there have
been many experiments with interdisciplinary studies. No
doubt the field has grown too fast for most researchers to fully
master the concepts, tools and models of the several disci-
plines they draw on: these experiments therefore have some-
times left a lot to be desired. Nevertheless, examples of such
successful interaction between disciplines are not hard to
find. Notwithstanding these achievements, women's studies
is still hovering at the periphery of the·academic world.



Section V
Measuring Change

Women's status or position is made up of many diverse
dimensions - their health, their educational achievements,
the role they play in social, political a~d economic activities,
their legal rights, and so on. SoJar, it has been customary to
examine each such dimension separately as for example was
done in the report of the Committee on the Status of Women
in India in 1974.This exercise was once more repeated in 1985
both by respective government departments and several
groups of individual researchers. But a comparison between
the results of those two sets of exercises only helped to
highlight the inherent difficulties in judging this issue. On
some aspects, there was a distinct improvement in women's
achievements over the decade. In others, the change was not
always positive or not as marked. Again, even when women
had made some gains in a particular dimension, these gains
were not always comparable with the gains made by men.
Therefore, inspite of all this research, no conclusive answer
could be given to the simple question as to whether or not at
the end of the women's decade, Indian women were better off
than they were at its beginning,

Also, although the publicity given to the women's decade
in India was quite remarkable, few would claim that it was
matched by purposive actions on the part of either the
government or society. Therefore" we are, infact, concerned
notj:ustwith what happened in this briefperiod of one decade
but with what has been happening to Indian women over the
entire period of development for which we have some sys-

tematic data, And, even a cursory examination of this data
indicates that over this entire period of the twentieth century,
these kind of inter dimensional contradictions and problems
of aggregation were very marked. A few examples would
perhaps make this point clear,

Firstly, on several aspects, women's position has moved in
. a direction tangential to t~e general trends that came about
through development. For example, after 1921, the general
standards of health began ·toimprove in the country and life
expectancy at age zero started going up; it went up from 19.4
years in 1911-21to 26.9years in 1921-31and then to 41.9years
between 1951-61 (figures are for male population). Women's
life expectancy was also rising over this period but in every
decade it fell increasingly below that of men. Similarly,
between 1921 to 1961 the all India employment of men
.increased both in absolute terms and also ,as percentage of
total employment. But for women, this figure fell continuous-
ly in absolute numbers between 1911 and 1961.

Secondly for women as a group, different indicators of
relative well being have been moving in different directions.
For instance, between 1931 and 1971, disparity between
men's and women's literacy and educational performance
had been slowly going down (Sopher 1980)but over the same
period, the relative position of the girl child within the family
does not seem to have improved very much (this is discussed
later in some details). In another respect, while women's civil
and political rights have improved considerably, incidence of
malp.ractices such as dowry and violence in marriage have
certainly continued unabated.

. 1 Th~ third set of inconsistencies becomes evident when one
ooks at reg' 1d'ff . ,

i.1. .. lOna 1 erences In women's position. One finds
Ulat etreas f ; '1o suru ar rates of economic growth do not show
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similar rates of improvement in women's condition. For
example, in the last two decades, while economic growth
rates of Haryana were comparable with those of Punjab and
Maharashtra, life expectancy of women in the former region
was significantly below those of the other two regions.
Another example would be from a recent study of Rajasthan
and Bihar which showed that inspite of a higher level of
achievement on mos t aspects including female literacy, Rajas-
than cont!nued to have signIficantly higher rates of total
fertility than Bihar.

What happened to women in different parts of India could
not thus be explained only in terms of the level of economic
development. In the pattern of distribution of the costs and
benefits of developmen t, gender had played an important but
varying role in each region.

Multiplicity of variables affecting women's position is not
the only reason why analysis of the issue of women and
development has not been very fruitful. The approach from
which this analysis is initiated is also vitiated by questionable
assumptions regarding the relation between the fwo process-
es, viz women's subordination and economic development.
One group of analysts consider women's subordination as a
cultural phenomenon, determined wholly by past traditions.
Economic development is then regarded as an extraneous
variable which changes some parameters of the economy and
society and hence also women's condition. But because no
allowance is made for a possible interaction between the two
processes themselves, there is no explanation as to why
women of some societies respond more positively to econom-
ic stimuli or why some kinds of development policies are
more effective in reducing women's subordination.

On the other hand, another group of analysts assumes that

women's subordination is entirely a function of economic
development and each particular stage of the latter can be
with particular forms of women's subordination. In this kind
of analysis by Marxist feminists, attempts are made to link
today's subordination of th!rd world women with the expe-
rience of women of the developed world in earlier periods.
and stages of development. Others take note of the discus-
sions introduced in the classical pattern of the impact on
women of capitalist development countries of by the first
world through multinationals (Decry 1976). This analysis
errs on the side of over generalisation an<;imakes no allow-
ance for cultural specifications and burdens of traditions that
affect the way in which women can be utilised by capitalist
forces. After all if there is any truth in the much touted image
of "nimble fingers" of the South East Asian women, then one
must a~kn?wledge the fact that the fas~economic growth of
~untn~s hke South Korea and Thailand on the basis of export
mdustnes sponsored by multiiationals at least partly de-
pended on the availability there of a large pool of women who

.Were.docile but hard working and who enjoyed full societal
~chons for participating in production work outside their

USes.?rt the other hand, though labour was probably even
. .~ea~er ffiSouth Asia, absence of similar traditions of women
<",,>,tv°~kingfor wages outside agriculture must have inhibited

g up of similar foot-loose export industries there.
Actually in d d. . or er to un erstand what happens to women's
ltion in development it is essential to realise that the
ess of women's subordination is also a political one like

, t of economic development. The extent to which develop-
r t can affect Women either positively or negatively itself .

ends on th . " Ie ffilha position of women-their capabilities
spond to and to avail of new challenges and opportuni-
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"ties; The ease with which older traditions controlling wom-
en's social and economic responses can be altered also has a
bearing on the pace and character of development. On the
other hand nature of development and the speed with which
it takes pla~e can also make significant inroads on tradition~l
controls over women. Therefore neither socio-cultural tradl-
tions nor forces of economic change can claim primacy over
the other as an explanation of women's position in a given
society. Nor can one subscribe to the viewpoint ~hich re-
gards women as Sarvamsaha Dharitri (the all suffermg earth)
passively absorbing the impact of development.

(i) Sex Ratio .
The figures show that in the first 80 years of t~e twe~t~e~h
century, there was, in fact a continuously increasmg def1c~tm
the relative number of women in the Indian population.
Experts (Visaria 1961;Mitra 1980)agree that this def~citis not
related to biological differences in male and female blrthrat~s
or any systematic under-enumeration of women, but tha~ It
reflects serious differences in male and female mortahty
patterns. Since being alive is a precondition of well being, t~is .
higher proclivity towards death of women has to ~e consld-
ered a primary indication of their relative well-be~n~.

A significant part of this deficit is not merely an mCldental
result of the many relative disadvantages that are generally
the lot of poor women during early periods of d~velop~ent.
Admittedly Indian women are subject to relatively ~l~her
morbidity and mortality rates due to a deliberate and VlClOUS
discrimination against the very vulnerable group of female.

infants and young girls. Also, average age at marriage of
women, their fertility rates, maternal nutrition levels, or
access to contraception are all themselves fairly closely relat-
ed to the social positilll- ()f women in a given society, and
therefore these factors too cannot be dismissed merely as
indicators of economic backwardness.

For India, as is argued in the next few paragraphs, regional
differences in the sex ratio exhibit a very marked pattern
which has remained steady over a long period. This in itself
suggests the possibility that the less than even sex ratios of
India and its subregions are an important indieator of insti-
tutional factors.

An examination of the details of relative levels of age-
group' wise sex ratios and changes in them between regions
and over time appears to suggest that economic development
is in certain circumstances, capable of removing some of the

·handicaps and problems faced by wom~n. These circum-
stances, however, are not neutral to the prevailing socio-
economic traditions. Therefore, sex ratio as an indicator of

·women's position appears to be sensitive to both cultural and
economic forces and to the ongoing interaction between these
two in each society.

Thenumber of women as compared to that of men in Indian
·population, or its sex ratio, is remarkably low and contrasts

; Sharply with that of many developed and developing coun-
,.tries. In 1981itstood at 935women per 10'00men. Comparable
~,figures for other countries are: 1058 for the USA (1981), 1034
~;;fOrJapan(1980),1053for U.K. (1980).Or to cite examples from

eveloping countries closely comparable with India in many
ther respects: sex ratio stood at 1008 in Thailand (1980),991

Malaysia (1979), 1011 in Indonesia (1981), 1016 in Burma
'. 988),1066 iT).Ethiopia (1984).
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This ratio, however, had been falling throughout the twen-

tieth century. Officially it has been claimed that the figure for
1981 was an improvement over the earlier trend, which fell
steadily from 1901 t~ 1971 to reach an all time low of 931 in
1971.However, some experts have argued that the very sharp
fall from 941 in 1961 to 931 in 1971 was due to serious
undercounting of females in the latter year. In that case, if we
ignore the 1971 figures, the 1981 results still fit in with the
secular trend of decline.

The latest 1991 census has revealed that the female-male
ratio has declined from 933 per thousand in 1981 to 929 per
thousand in 1991. The ratio has declined steadily in every
census, save one, in this country. Does this indicate a further
decline, an assault on women?

The statistical handbook released at the time of the Census
results gives data for 1975-84. In this period female mortality
dropped from 16.3 per thousand to 12.8 per thousand. Ev~n
if we look at female children below the age of 9, mortalIty
dropped from 62.9per thousand to 47.6per thousand. In sum,
women and small girls are not being killed in ever larger
numbers through neglect. On the contrary they are surviving
at a better rate than ever before.

Between 1975 and 1984,male mortality declined by 3.1 per.
thousand but female mortality dropped faster by 3.5 per
thousand. The trend is even more dramatic in data for
children under the age of 9.For this age group, male mortality
fell by 13.7 per thousand but female mortality dropped by
15.3 per thousand. While more females die than males, the
gap between them has narrowed.

If indeed women are faring better than men in terms of
mortality, if indeed dowry deaths and amniocentefis have
had no impact, why has the all-India female ratio fallen? The

question has been addressed by some academics, and they
offer a number of possible explanations.

First, there are errors in data gathering. The data say that
the female ratio rose from 930 per thousand in 1971 to 933 per
thousand in 1981 and then declined to 929 per thousand in
1991.But given the inaccuracies inherent in collecting data, it
would be more sensible to say that the female ratio has
remained at around 930 per thousand from 1971 to 1991,and
that the upward and downward variations should be ne-
glected since they fall within the range of sta tistical error. This
is the position taken by Prof. Pravin Visaria.

A second possible explanation is that"thete is a systematic
.undercounting of females in every census which is increasing
with time. Prof. Mahendra Premi Theorises that many census
enumerators, do a perfunctory job. Some enumerators may
simply fill in their forms on the basis of their,recollections of

. a-locality instead of making a house-to-house inquiry, they
"are more likely to recall the names of all males than all
'females, given the high visibility of males (especially male
children) in our society. This will result in an apparent fall in
the female ratio even if it does not exist.
. Another explanation preferred by Prof. Premi is that the

:'liiale-female ratio at birth may have gone up for unexplained
~asons. Demographers in India have assumed 105males per:.<~females at birth f;om Independence onwards, and there

no hard data on trends. However, some data collected in
5-67suggest a rural ratio of 107.5males per 100females at

I a distinct rise. Prof. Premi says that an increase of 6 per
t in the ratio of birth will translate into an increase of 6 per
t in aperiod of thirty years. If indeed there has been a slight
ease in the male birth ratio, this could be part of the
lanationfor the falling female ratio. But we need to know
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"why more males are being born (the 1965-67 data predates
amniocentesis). Much more data needs to be gathered and
research done to solve this puzzle. It could be suggested that
new born female infants are being killed, even before being
reported and since born infants survive generally more males
"appear" in the statistics now.

The number of females per thousand in 1985 was around
950 in Nepal, 940 in Bhutan, 940 in Bangladesh and 910 in
Pakistan. In other words there is nothing peculiarly Indian or
Hindu about a low female ratio. It is a cultural problem
affecting the whole subcontinent with its mosaic of religions.
There is no problem of dowry in Pakistan, yet females remain
unwanted. The same is true of China, which has a female ratio
of around 940 per thousand,. Looking further afield in the
third world, we find that it is around 930 in Papua New
Guinea, 940 in Turkey, and just 840 in Saudi Arabia (this last
figure is probably depressed by the presence of male ~mmi-
grant workers). Christian areas seem to have the hlghes
female ratio, which is highest of all in Botswana (at 1,100
females per 1000 males).

(ii) Work Force Participation Rates (WFPR)
In the entire elaboration of the hypo~hesis of work givin
women worth, one finds little or no curiosity about wha
actually constitutes women's work and whether or not i
could at all give a woman any worth. However, it has bee
shown by several studies that in India, though the lin
dividing men's jobs from women's has shifted very dramat
ically between regions over time, nevertheless it has alway
been discriminating. In each situation examined, wome
were allotted poorer and more primitive tools, and their wor ,
was therefore of less productive value. When tasks wer

,allotted to women, they soon became socially l~ss valuable
and came to be paid at relatively, poorer rates. Also, their
tasks were generally repetitive laborious and physically
exhausting (ICSSR 1983, Banerjee 1985a, 1985b, 1989). In
addition, it is generally acknowledged that, being a part of the
work-force did, not and still does not, absolve Indian women
from the burden of housework which in many cases not only
includes standard tasks of 'cooking, cleaning and childcare
but also a lot of preparatory work and assistance in the
family's economic enterprise. This extended concept ofhouse-
work claims a significant part of most women's working
hours. Therefore it would not be surprising if Indian women
abstained from the generally poorly rewarded economic
work assigned to them unless it becomes absolutely impera-
tive. They would prefer to withdra~ from the labour market
whenever possible.
. Moreover, apart from the consideration that in India and

elsewhere, women's domestic work is crucial for the repro-
duction of the family labour, it is also a very common
~e~dency in India to do equate a family's sense of well-being
'WIth the amount of time devoted by its women to domestic
chores. Therefore, it Seems logical to assume that families
.would withdraw women from the labour market and replace
'them by other labour whenever the latter is available cheaply
<tlnd readily.

Furthermore, in the case of women, work is not considered
.• status-promoting since it is traditionally identified with
\Vomenof lower social orders. Factually too it is the ,women

-rela' ' ,. . tively lower social status who account for the over-
"-helming bulk of Indian women workers. The scheduled
,.,aste and sched I d 'b. u e tn e women have significantly higher

PRs In all regions of India. Women's work and sexual
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division of labour in India are therefore not of the sort that can
enhance the ideological status of women through work, even
though it may do so in real life.

This tendency to consider women's work as detrimental to
family status exists to a greater or smaller degree in all parts
of India and particularly societies in Punjab and Bengal.

It is found that even when women had worked all thei
lives and so also had their mothers, they did not favou
teaching their daughters skills for the job market. Their idea
or dream was to get the girls married so that they did not hav
to do any productive work. Similarly, in their study of th
garment industry of Delhi, Rao and Hussain found severa
unmarried girls working who were desperately anxious tha.
their community should not find this out, since that woul
reduce their chances of making a 'good' marriage. Some 0

them were working to meet future dowry demands in the'
own marriages; but they felt that if the fact that they wer
working got known, this dowry demand would go up furthe

Amniocentesis first caught the attention of the people
Bombay, when one advertisement supposedly claimed "Wh
not spend Rs 500/- now and save Rs 50,000/- in future?
Indeed a frequent reason given for bias against a daughter'
said to be that she is likely to create a financial problem for
family at the time of her marriage on account of the dow
demands and high costs of marriage imposed by the groom
family. Again, the incidence of dowry and other expenses
the brides family, varies widely between different c<)mm
nities within any region and also between regions.

Some argue that"lower female participation in agricultu
and other economic activities-in the 'north' more than in t
'south' lowers the economic value of the women (and hen
raises the compensating need for dowry) in the form

regions than in the latter".(Bardhan 1988, p. 479)..
In the case of dowry, this kind of exp I<l n ,) tion is of even less

relevance. Dowry, in fact, is usually mLh.:hmore prevalent in
upper caste/upper class sections of a society. And, since
throughout India, there is a strong observed negative relation
between the family income/status and women's participa-
tionin economic activities, one can assume that for explaining
the greater incidence of dowry in some societies rather than
others the issue whether or not there is a tradition of women's
work in that society is of not much relevance.

The spread of dowry to additional communities has been .
noted by many people, though as yet there is little systematic
information about it. The point was brought home dramati-
cally by a report in India Today on a section of the Kallar
community of south Tamil Nadu. In this community women
llave always worked as agricultural labourers along with

.men. But suddenly in the last few years, the customary
brideprice has come to be replaced by steep demands for
dowry by the grooms. This traumatic change has resulted in
ll\any families killing their newborn daughters. One mother
tlmfessed to have killed four daughters in the last ten years.
the re?ort is being investigated by some college teachers of
• neIghboring town; their preliminary findings have con-
Inned these reports.

Culture determines social attitudes which in turn impedes
: operation of legislative and other pressures to improve

status of women. If the question is asked as to what have
the real changes as a result of the activation of the
en's .. questIon, and how far can they be attributed to the

chmery or the women's Bureau, the answer would be that
re there has b h .een c ange, It has been part of an overall
of change.



"For example, if there has been positive improvements in
literacy and health in the state of Kerala, it is not because 0

the women's decade, but because Kerala had a politica
ideology, namely socialism, backed by a history even befor
the advent of Independent India, where the social base had
been made strong by monarchs and social reformers. Th
economic organisation also was built in towards minimu
social security because of fragmen.ted peasant holdings whic
was itself insufficient for -the basic needs of nutrition.

If a decline in socio-economic status is noticed, again it i
not for the presence or absence of a Women's Bureau bu
because there has been a general trend. For example, whethe
land use patterns and cropping patterns have pushed cultiva
tors into the sta tus of landless agricultural labourers, the pus
has been for both men and women, but stronger toward
women because there were fewer of them as cultivators in an
case. The Census of 1991, inspite of the doubt cast on the se
ratio trend did show that there is a decline if not a lack 0

improvement, in the status or the regard that is given to th
girl child even today in India and in South Asia. This is in spit
of the decade and the enormous awareness campaign p
forward by organisations like UNICEF. There is a har
heartedness in these societies which has not yet been melte

(iii) Class
The next indicator, namely class, caste and minorities. Mo
peop Ie would suggest that there has definitely been
improvement in the position of the middle class women .
India. They are emerging as strong participants ~ media, .
business, in the fields of public policy. But the same cannot
said of the masses. There, has been a decline in the intake
nutrition, or to put it in the other way, an increase in hung

and death. In terms of minorities and scheduled castes, it can
be stated that there has not been any improvement at all.
Attempts to mainstream women against these castes and
minorities have backfired because of the politics associated
with the hegemony of these groups.

iv Visibility
In the indicator of visibility, certainly India has moved a great
deal forward. There is a widespread understanding and
awareness of women's productive roles. No programmers or
policy statements could be issued without reference to the
~portance of women. Political campaigns are also tuned to
"'oke the sympathy of women and so forth. However, it
:y'*vouldbe nobody's argument that this has been the result of

Government machinery. This is directly the outcome of an
'culate women's movement on a democratic framework.

'Political Participation
edata on formal political participation shows a decline. Yet

e data in terms of those states in India which have had
tions to local bodies, namely, village level and district

el councils where there has been reservation for women
re has been a burst uf \\'()men in public life. In Karnataka,
re are 12,000women elected to bodies which are in charge
100 villages (the Mandals). Again, this has not been the
.."tof either na tional machinery or women's advocacy, but

t of an approach which believes in people centered
~lopment and recognition that women as well as the
r~ina te castes need to have a quota in order to redress the
ncal imbalances.
""us, whichever set of indices are taken, whichever layer
Covered, ~heattribute does not necessarily lead to specif-



•ic women's machineries but either to an overall policy or to
the women's movement.

It is for this reason that the Indian Women's Movement ha
been somewhat resistant in easy acceptance of what looke
like an extremely professional document The National Per
spective Plan on Women (NPP). An important illustration'
the method by which women's movement across all partie
would not allow this document to,become the official polic
statement. They resisted,...it because it did not take int
account the consultative method and the opinions and partic
ipation of a large body called the women's movement. Sim
ilarly, there was active resistance to the attempt to make th
National Commission on Women a totally official structur
with tentacles into research and grassroot organisation.
resistance, both indicates the historical development of th
Indian women's movement and also the wisdom that n
bureaucracy can deliver a subordinate group from its shack!

Section VI
The Indian Debate on Structures

,India provides an interesting example of the 02bates on
"structure". As the national machinery evolved and as India
was responding to the sigt).als given both by the UN and its
specialised agencies, there was a debate on what kind of
~tablishm.ent would best yield results. The Bureau was
~tablished and at the same time, an atte~pt was made to
.~tablish Bureaus or Directorates of women and child welfare
in all the states.

... .~•.The National Committee on women was formed but
;'hfortunately met only once in 10 years. This committe~ was

apposed to be representative of all regions and issues and
the Bureau was supposed to act as a secretariat for that

ittee.
Wi~h the recognition that women were an important ele-

t m the productive process, just as in the case of comrnod-
like cocoa, coffee and handloom, an idea emerged that

e should be a Women's Development Corporation which
. d be a public sector body with finances to fund economic
;eels. Once again, an attempt was made to set this up in all
states with finances, with a Board of Management and a
servant as Chairman and Managing Director. This pro-
e was adopted from the Forest Development Corpora-

and other such" , 1" ..commerCIa organlsatIons. While these
res we b'. . re emg set up, there were several kinds of

tes.

t, at the level of the States, the question was raised in
wayth C .
W

.. e orporatlons would be different from the state
elfare Adv' B d hISOry oar w ich in turn would be differ-
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ent from the Directorates of Women and Child Welfare? Th
State level Social Welfare Advisory Boards were trying t
identify viable economic prod ucts for women and taking it t
technical service sectors. The Women's Development Corp
rations were also trying to find groups of women to strength
en their economic role. The Directorate of Women and Chil
Welfare also wanted to show its ability in advancing wom
en's economic roles. All of them 'were fishing in the sam
muddy pond of poor women, with limited resources.

A fourth layer consisted of the Rural Development Pr
grammers, which had a mandate to identify poor rura
households and provide them with credit - the universall
known IRDP. There used to be some concern that many hand
were trying to reach the same "handicapped" person, and
a result, either the same voluntary agencies were providin·
information to all the four limbs of government or all the fo
limbs of the government were pushing each other. at th
ground level. Thus, at conference after conference, the issu
was, which is the domain of operation for each of th
bodies? There have been phases where one or the other w
in the vanguard, but as it stands today, neither the Soci
Welfare Advisory Board, nor the Corporation, nor the Dire
torate, has any specific achievement to show in the field
advancement of poor women, by way of either tangib
changes in their lives, or in innovative approaches, or adv
cacy related to recognition of visibility.

The second area of debate was on the method which wou
be more effective--a cell in each of the different sector
ministries, or a very large board with sufficient technic
help, representing the various subjects. There was a furth
dimension to this debate, which was whether to have advis
ry boards attached to the cells or a body of all the cells in t

various ministries, called the 'Inter Ministerial Coordinating
committee', or whether to have the advantage of having
advisory commi ttees with the cell serving as a secretariat. The
difference of opinion was between those who felt that wi thin
the civil service or bureaucracy, the hierarchies were so deep,
that the status of the official who operated the cell would
determine how far her inte~ests or concerns and her sugges-
tionswould travel up the ladder of hierarchy and bureaucrat-
ic power. Those who were skeptical about the power of a
functionary within the system suggested that if there was an
advisory committee composed of women of some eminence
and status in the public life, their advice would reach the
higher echelons of administrative power, or even the political

>fayers which supersede executive layer. Thus it was argued
lltat if an MP was a member of the advisory committee and
h found that the cell was not being taken, note of by the

'lP,gher layets in the administrative hierarchy, she would have
. re clout and better access to higher authority, the minis ter,

,the chief executive, or the secretary to the ministry, than a
ng junior civil servant if she were in charge of the cell.
ere are others who felt that within the system, coordina-

, and the fact that the administrative system had a certain
unt of homogeneity and know- how to listen and react to

". OWnofficials, would be far better than having these
ry committees. Thus as usual it became a debate

"n a Strong executive working within itself and those
had d~ubts about the po",er of the executive to enter a

,.such as women.
'is irnpbrtant to notice that '.these debates in India are a

.ion of the character of the' Indian polity. The presence
cul~t~ women's groups, the newspapers which are a

atIcpheriomena, associated with the freedom of the
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press which permits and provides a forum for articulatin
these differences.

As a result of these continuous debates on strategie '
curiously, India's attempts at developing various systems
national machinery has not emerged in any clear war. Assess
ments of the machinery, are usually negative. For example, .
a paper written for the Commonwealth Secretariat, on int
grating women in development and national machineries,
official of the ministry has stated at the end of the paper th
the Women's Bureau in India has not been a success.

Similarly, attempts at assembling committees and stru
tures within ministries to use government's clout to p
forward programmers, have been turned on and off witho '
any specific reason, except perhaps that they were nev
taken seriously. For example, the Ministry of Labour had
Advisory Committee on the Equal Remuneration Act, whi
was composed of trade unionists, women activists and wo
en from the development research centres. This Adviso
Committee not only met frequently to make suggestions
the Labour Ministry including its welfare funds, but it •. Iso
up sub groups and task forces, to specifically look at t
statistics of women in the organised labour and also to 10
at recommendations for the Plan in terms of women's e
ployment. This committee has withered away. This com
tee was replaced by a Committee for Women Workers, whi
tookup the task of funding projects for women workers'
kind of substitute or altere go for the earlier programme of
social welfare board. This committee also ceased to functi
after a few sittings. The Standing Committee on Wome
~ducation was dissolved into a national programme to ra'
the consciousness of women towards education, which

built itself more on dispersed gr6ups and particularly on non
governmental mode.

Inspite of this experience, even today, the Indian debate on
national machinery continues to hum around the same con-
cept of a central point. The long term demands of various
national committees such as the Committee of the Status of
Women in India, as well as Shram Shakti, the Commission on
self-employed women was to have a National Commission
on Women. The idea, was that a National Commission on
'Women would be an autonomous body which would contin-
uously play the role of a watchdog, disseminating informa-
tion, scrutinising policy and providing the basic promotional

, .:mes::hanisms.The Government which came into power in
·-1980 November had made a political pledge that it would set
tap this Commission as one of the responses to the demands
,.'Women. As a result, there was a draft Bill on the National

;~mmission, placed before the Parliament. The Women's
. v~ment debated every consideration of the National Com-
_ IOnon Women, the difference of opinion being between
w much should it be in the model of an establishment, a
eaucracy, and how much should it imitate an autonomous
men's " G' orgamsatIon. rave reservations were expressed
many experienced women leaders that such a commission

ld do no more than providing lip service to the cause of
en.

.any of these women leader quoted the examples of other
nal Com ..mISSIOnsmeant for neglected or oppressed

es such as the Scheduled Castes, and showed thatthough
,~~:~t:h~fgSome of these Commissions we~e informative,
'" . overnment and often serves as mdictments of

Choning of the State and society, the condition of those
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classes had not changed. Neither had they received mor
attention nor greater security. It was feared that the Nation
Commission of Women would have the same fate and th
since the government would have felt a sense of gratificatio
for having set it up, there would be no more need for th
government to "look at women".

The misgivings about the role that the commission woul
play and how far it wbuld fall short of the ideals with whi
such a Commission has seen recommended have been .
creasing over the last year. These doubts were an incide
where the care taker government knowing that it would ha
to be dissolved, as there would be general elections in Ind'
at the end of May 1991still proposed a panel of names for t
National Commission, chosen to suit the government's p
poses of patronage. Thus the case of those who conceived
the National Commission that it be a body representing
interests of women, and that the experience accumulated·
the development research on women was be pushed asicl
and this became more political platform for the party, rath
than one for the cause of women.

The possibility of this distortion had occurred to those worn
v"/hovveredebating the concept and who feared that once it
established, 1112,ny of the codes of conduct and the dreams w
which it had- been conceived would be pushed aside by
political system. And indeed this is what is likely to happe

The third perspective on the same experience can be p
vided by looking at categories of interest which are similar
the women's movement. For example, it is conventional
compare the cooperative movement, the environmental mo
ment and the movement of Dalits, that is the subordin
castes in India, with the women's movement. These are
movements which are basically demanding a redressing

an old order which has given second class citizenry which go
across in some sense the horizon of what is moral and at the
same time, attract people's participation. They contain the
elements of people centred development.

Environment and the cooperative movement, it has been
observed by many analysts, have fallen by the wayside. None
of the official organs have any convergence of interests with
the movement today. The cooperative movement has become
,a government movement for cooperatives and the SC/ST

, Commission which was set up to saf~guard the interest has
.~ome a separate government structure, where as the move-
k~.- ent is distanced and has a different voice.

,It can be asked why it1s that the women's movement has
J yet reached that kfnd of "exalted" position - a hard
,...cture without social support? It could be suggested that

women's movement has not become a heavy structure
ause it concerns women and the male dominated system
not bothered to take interest or to bring it to the main-
am as it has done with the caste or the cooperative
vement. It is suggested that the reasons for it not emerging

large-scale structure lie in the phenomena of female
rdination and the lack of interest in winning as an

ortant or a power oriented issue.
·leon the one hand, using one set of indicators, it could

gued that because a clear national machinery has not
ged in India, it is a failure, on the other hand it could be
,ly well argued that it is a blessing in disguise, as it has
~ed the processes and the position of women from
mg the symbolic fortress.

~~onors and the UN system want a National Commis-
ItIs a simpler link to pour in the funds. It does not require
ed Work.



Section VII
Review and Analysis would provide for redressal of grievances and initiate the

creation of arrangements to ensure justice and equal oppor-
tunity·

There is no shortage of issues that the National Commis-
sion could deal with. However, the effectiveness of its func-
tioning depends greatly on the manner in which it is struc-
tured. The main thrust of thi~section is to argue for the central
.importance that organisational structure has for theCommis-
sion, and the need to reflect upon this aspect.
tt'.Jnone sense the formation of a central body might appear
•• contradict the moves being made for democratic

(·;'ilcentralisation in the country today. The Panchayati Raj and
"TT. r local institutions like the Nyaya Panchayats reflect the

Iy widespread feeling that centralised structures need to
ismantled and local processes strengthened. Experience
ests that real change is brought about ,by making ar-
ements that provide an opportunity for people to articu-

·their opinion as well as to have that opinion translated
action. The success of many local NGOs can also be seen
·e consequence of autonomy.
· the same time, it is apparent that there is a link between
o policies and local or micro-level happenings. If the

ission is to fulfil its objectives, it will need to find a way
. g in touch with what is happening all over the country,
intervene only where macro policy can be seen to be the

of the problems. Very many local issues will be best
ed locally. The mechanisms of signalling will have to be
~idered and evolved. The links with Panchayati Raj
~ons need to be hammered out. The provision of
tional child care centres, could be left to these represen-
, but a national policy on child care could be the

of the National Commission of Women.

When Indian development is analysed at the macro level a
when the question is asked as to why Indian development h
not been able to deal with poverty and inequality and th
even after 40 years, both poverty and inequality have dee
ened. Across all ideologies, the response that emerges is th
the method or the process through which the transformati
was sought, was not adequate. That, for a dispersed heter
geneous community like India, institutional framework r
quired to design and implement development had to be at
much more micro level, responding locally to both the ge
esis of the problems as well as resource and solutions. Wi
this analysis, India proposes to go in for a decentralis
system of local development management. This is called t
Panchayati Raj. Within this decentralised system, aloe
development management, women have been given a res
vation of 30 per cent of the seats. It is at this level that wom
can wield an influence on the allocation of resources,
dealing with local issues of discrimination including v'
lence. It is no safeguard for women to have a Bureau in N
Delhi when there is a case of rape in a village in Maharasht
as had happened in the Mathura case. It is local politics
local political effort that will resolve the issues. Most of
issues and most of the experiences and the reasons for gen
subordination are what could be called political.

The demand for a National Commission for Women is
result of a general feeling that we women need a body tha
fully concerned with women, which ensures not only
information is given but interests are safeguarded, whi
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Today there is also a widespread appreciation of the wor

done by local NGOs. Very often government programmes t
to interact with NGOs as a result of their contributions t
development activities. However, the problems of oveda
ping spheres of government and NGO work are immens
Two different cadres with different "ideologies" are bein
asked to do the same thing for different salaries, benefit
levels of security, etc. It seems preferable that there should
non-encroachment on NGO spheres. For similar reasons
way in which the National Commission hopes to interact wi
NGOs needs to be reflected upon.

Some safeguards have to be built into the structure to avoi
the creation of an inward hardcore establishment. The Ce
tral Social Welfare Board which was designed to be a total
informal consultative body with non-officials all over Ind
and then mobilised into State Boards, and with a fund'
pattern which is to have deep and broad extensions, has n
found it possib Ieto maintain the character that was visualise
The centrifugal process that centralises power seems to
almost a biological characteristic of institutions. This proce
is only strengthened when there is a limited availability
professionals-if the Commission draws from the given m
ket it would also be drawing into itself the' skills of dispers
institutions which are in fact working for the same outco
There is the additional consideration that this individ
expertise would lose the supportive skills of the home ins
tution.

The challenge before the Commission is to evolve a meth
by which existing skills can be utilised without losing t
local base and credibility that. they have at present.

It might"be possible to have a small core secretariat for
National Commission which would perform the role 0

networking, information exchanging, and facilitating sta-
tion, with access to committees of experts who are people
drawn from the women's movement whether from profes-
sional institutions or activists, according to the special areas
of expertise and experience needed. The Commission could
'tJlenbenefit from their experience and knowledge without

.~ftuntinglocal initiative. If a large number of issues are locally
rived, on matters ,:here nati~nal policy decisions are

00 cerned, the approprIate commIttee could scrutinise doc-
ents and policy statemel!ts for comments and suggest
matives. The central body then needs to consist only of a
people-a general coordinator with an information offi-

o and focal point type personnel. The general coordinator
uld be drawn from the women's movement because a
r sensitivity to the kinds of issues that will be raised is
tial.

o •

is necessary to devise a structure that would remain
ard looking and responsive, and which would also
ct the rights of women to determine local solutions, as
possible.

























































4 The Woman Worker and Her Child

•
the relationship between women's economic status a~d
mographic behaviour since its cope is broad~r than to s~.
study gender inequality. We illustrate. this by exa.
some of the existing arguments regardmg the relations
between women's participation in economic activities inn
family enterprises and child welfare. Data from. rural.so
India presented in this paper show that consldera~o
broader institutional context substantially alters our VIe
the relationship between maternal work and child wel£

Section II

Maternal Work and Child Welfare

Research on the relationship between women's economic
roles and child health and mortality in developing countries
offers an interesting example of ways in which issues of class
and gender are confounded. Two dimensions of women's
economic roles have received a great deal of attention in two
divergent streams of literature; the first focuses primarily on
the hazards posed by maternal absence, while the second
focuses mainly on the positive consequences due to increase
in mother's control over resources.

The focus of this paper is not to examine whether these
.assumptions are accurate. At this juncture, w~ accept the
possibility that mother's time and increased availability of
resources connected with non-domestic employment both
ave beneficial consequences for children. However, we

show that the anticipated relationship between women's
articipation in non-domestic work and either her time spent

. child care or resources available to children is modified
Ubstantially by the nature of village economy in rural south
dia. In particular, the prevailing notions regarding nature
d value of women's domestic and non-domestic work are

ignificantly altered once we examine in the context of perva-
ive rural poverty, and lack of access to modem conveniences.

-atemal Employment and Time Available for Child Care
uch of the literature on the relationship between employ-
ent and child welfare implicity focuses on the conflict
tween women's familial roles and market activities. It is
gUed that for mothers of young children, participation In
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