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INTRODUCTION 

This study attempts to look at political partici

pation in India since the 1970s with a conscious focus 

on gender. The use of the word 'gender' is deliberate, 

signifying the socially and culturally acquired dimen

sions of the biological sex division. Political parti

cipation is seen as the struggle to transform oppressive 

power relations in society, in different ways and at 

different levels. Three kinds of organizations that 

seek to do this are studied -women's organizations, 

trade unions, and organizations of women in the informal 

sector. 

Before embarking an a project with the word 'women' 

in its title, it is customary in Indian social sciences 

today to begin \'lith a justification. But if one were 

studying, for instance, the 'working class' or 'the 

peasantry', one could ignore completely the specific 

experience of women within these categories since the 

man is supposed to be the representative subject. No 

explanation would be expected then, about why one is 

studying men. It is precisely because of this 'invisi

bility' of women in social history that it becomes neces-
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sary to focus specifically on their situation, their 

work, their consciousness and their resistance. Only 

such a conscious focus can uncover the mechanisms operat

ing in the oppression of women across cultures and time. 

At the same time, it is not sufficient to note that 

historically women have indeed participated fully in 

social production and been part of all kinds of resis

tance against exploitation, though even such limited 

notice is valuable in recovering women in history. We 

must go further, and ask how the forms of such partici

pation have constructed and maintained unequal gender 

relations in society and whether common resistance 

against exploitation has brought g~er issues into focus, 

even implicitly. 

The recognition of gender as crucial to an under

standing. of the specificity of women's oppression does 

not entail seeing it as a sufficient explanatory category 

for all structures of oppression. However the manner in 

'which class structure and the structure of gender rela

tions are mediated by each other in the construction of 

levels of exploitation and consciousness has not been 

clearly understood. An analysis of oppression using 

class as the determining category is able to comprehend 

relations of appropriation and exploitation between capi

tal and labour, but such an analysis cannot address the 

specificity and universality of the relations of exploi-
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tation bet\~en men and women of all classes. A ~emi-

nist refocusing of Marxism would require an exploration 

of the relations between the mode of production and the 

organization of sexuality, domestic production and the 

household. 

The attempts to relocate within explanations of 

oppression, gender as a socially constructed category 

cannot simply be grafted on to existing views of the 

world and of knowledge. A sensitivity to gender must 

transform what we know as social science, with its posi

tivist assumptions of objective and value-free knowledge. 

Only in recent years has there grown the recognition 

that knowledge is socially constructed, created by human 

beings. That knowledge is not objective truth about 

phenomena which exist independently of the knowers, but 

rather that it is created by people who select from 

among several explanations, all of them partial. Thus, 

while all human beings generate explanations Which 

organize the objects and events of their world, only some 

of these explanations are legitimated. Further, those 

who have the power to validate their ow.n models of the 

world also validate their own power in the process.1 

1 Even within the natural sciences, considered to be 
synonymous with objectivity, there has always been 
a conflict in practice and theory between hierar-
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Pure states of subjectivity and objectivity as 

dimensions of human experience cannot be assumed to 

exist. Knowledge is constituted by the knower, and 

it would be intellectually honest to recognize and 

acknowledge this, making clear the parameters within 

vmich one is functioning, which will determine What 

the 1 facts • are that one v1ill observe. A feminist 

understanding of society would involve, in opposition 

to the idea of objective, value-free research, what one 

writer has called 'passionate scholarship' - the recog

nition that the knower and known are of one universe, 

that·they are not separable. She points out that this 

understanding animates advanced experimental and theore-

Cont'd •• f.n. 1 , 
a-nd n~ - lt/e.ra,rcN caJ., 

chical~perceptions~ Evelyn Fox Keller in 'Feminism 
and Science' (in Nannerl o. Keohane, Michelle z. 
Rosaldo and Barbara c. Gelpi (ed.), Feminist Theory 
A Critique of Ideology, Harvester Press, Sussex, 
1982) cites as example the organismic and particu
late views of cellular organisation. The latter 
is a hierarchical view which sees either nucleus 
or cell,· genome or cytoplasm, as having primacy, 
and this view has alv.rays won out. In this context 
she discusses the work of scientist Barbara HcClin
tock, who rejects the linear hierarchy described by 
the central dogma of molecular biology, in which 
the DNA encodes and transmits all instructions for 
the unfolding of a living cell. Her research re
veals rather, a view of the DNA in delicate inter
action with the cellular environment, that is, an 
organismic view. Keller points out that such a 
vie"' of science, unrestrained by the impulse to 
dominate, has always existed, but has been selec
ted against because of the operation of a hierarchy
oriented, •masculinist' ideology. 
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tical work in contemporary physics too, as it has for 

thousands of years the thought and experience of the 

mystics, eastern and western. 2 

A hierarchical notion of knowledge, overlaid 

with conceptions of power and control, is associated 

with a 'masculinist' world view not only by feminists. 

Ashis Nandy, for instance, characterises British colo

nialism in India as using 'a homology between sexual 

and political dominance•.3 In the process a cultural 

consensus \Yc1S produced in which political and socio

economic dominance symbolized the dominance of men and 

masculinity over women and femininity. Thus, he argues, 

in the dominant culture of the colony, the 'final diffe

rentiae of manliness' became aggression, achievement, 

control, competition and power, while many of these 

characteristics had traditionally been associated with 

femininity in India. 

The •masculine' notion of knowledge as mastery 

over nature, as having to struggle against the other

ness of nature, is present also in I·1arxist conceptions. 

Feminists however, question whether a truly liberatory 

2 Barbara du Bois, 'Bassionate Scholarship: Notes on 
Values, Knowing and Hethod in Feminist social 
Science' in Gloria Bowles and Renate Duelli Klein 
(ed.), Theories of Women's Studies, Routledge and 
Kegan Rlul, London, 1%3 • 

. 3 Ashis Nandy, The Intimate Enemy: Loss and Recovery 
of Self Under Colonialism, Oxford University Press, 
Delhi, 1983. 
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society could depend on the mastery of anything - one's 

'base' instincts or appetites as Plato held, another 

person or a class of persons, or 'nature•.4 This cri

ticism of r4a.rxism has been made by Foucault5 and by the 

Frankfurt School as well. 

4 

5 

Nancy Hartsock, Mane~ Sex and Po\';er: Toward a 
Feminist Historical~terialism, Longman, New York, 
1983, p. 154. 

Fouca uJ. t 1 s work in fact, seems to present very 
promising openings for an analysis of oppression 
which could take into account gender as well as class, 
race, caste or other forms of oppression. Foucault 
presents an alternative conception of history and 
historical analysis - genealogical analysis. Where
as traditional history inserts events into grand 
explanatory systems and linear processes, celebra
tes great movements and individuals and seeks a 
point of origin to historical processes, genealogical 
analysis considers events in their singularity and 
focuses an a whole range of phenomena which has 
been denied a history. Genealogy disturbs our 
secure and holistic conception of history and re
places it with an awareness of the complexity, contin
gency and fragility of historical events. Historical 
events are not seen as culminations of historical 
processes but as episodic manifestations in a series 
of subjugations. Above all, genealogical analysis 
stands in a relationship of opposition to the 
scientific hierarchy of knowledge, its status being 
that of an anti-science. Foucault sees V.arxism's 
scientificity as synonymous with the exercise of a 
form of domination, rather than with the construc
tion of the preconditions for emancipation. At the 
centre of this contrast between genealogy and 
scientific discourse is a conception of power and 
knowledge relations - that knowledge is not objec
tive but a product of power relations, that know
ledge is political because the conditians.for its 
existence include power relations. In Foucault's 
conception of power, although power is seen as having 
an objective, it is not the product of intentionality 
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This section intended to explore the possibili

ties and implications of using 'gender• in an emanci

patory way in the transformation of social analysis. 

The next section of this introductory chapter will out

line the scope and methodology of this particuJ.ar study. 

Scope of the Study and Methodology 

This study is a preliminary exploration of forms 

of political participation by women. Two particular 

women's organizations and trade unions, and two organiza

tions of women in the unorganized sector are studied. 

Though such a framework excludes hundreds of struggles by 

women in different spheres, their exlusion is not because 

they are perceived as marginal to sucl1 a study, but be

cause it becomes necessary to begin with the exploration 

of areas '~ere adequate information is available. 

The women's organizations and trade unions are 

studied on the basis of reports an their activities Which 

they publish annually, monthly or weekly. The two organd.

zations of women in the informal sector publish occasional 

Cont'd •• f .n. 5 

on the part of the subject. At the same time, the 
very existence of power relations presupposes forms 
of resistance. There is thus not one locus of re
fusal but a multiplicity of resistances. For a 
lucid exposition of Foucault's ideas an knowledge 

. and power, see Barry Smart, Foucault, :Marxism and 
Critigue 1 Routledge and Kegan Faul, Loridan, 1983. 
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pamphlets, some of which have been used. Available 

secondary material relevant to this study has also been 

consulted. 

Analysis of all these three types of organiza

tions, therefore, is based mainly on their self-percep

tion as revealed by those in a position to express what 

are seen as the organizations• views. It is possible 

that local branches and units function more or less 

independently and do not subscribe to perceptions of 

women and social reality as manifested in official re

ports. It must also be remembered that only such acti

vities can be recorded in the reports as are reported 

by local units. There may be struggles and activities 

which remain unrecorded and which are therefore invi

sible to a study of this kind. 

While the limitations of such a study must be 

made clear, some valid generalizations can still be 

made. The perceptions of leaders largely detennine the 

official policy of an organization as well as what it 

is associated with by those it seeks to represent. The 

official policy also decides an organization's effecti

vity vis-a-vis the state. Hence this study, while recog

nizing its limited framework, can make legitimate genera

lizations within that framework. In an area which is so 
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little explored, the sketching in o:f even the broad 

outlines would be a fruitful exercise. 

The study begins with a theoretical exercise, an 

attempt to understand the manner in which class and 

gender mesh together in a complex web of interrelations. 

Such an understanding is essential before an empirical 

study can be undertaken. 

The period being studied 

It is generally held that \'lorn en 1 s participation 

in politics began v1ith their mass mobilisation during 

the nationalist movement, particularly during the civil 

disobedience movement when middle class women emerged 

!rom the seclusion o:f their homes in large numbers. It 

would perhaps be truer to state that it is only for 

the nationalist movement that recorded evidence exists, 

for even earlier, as evident :from folklore and :folk 

songs, it is possible to get a glimpse of the active 

role women played in peasant struggles and in cultural 

movements against the hierarchic authoritarian structure 

of the caste system.6 

6 For instance there are songs ot such women in the 
Vadakkan Battu of Kerala, ballads of c. 15th Cen
tury A.D. 
See also the accounts of the Santhal hool§ of the -



- 10 -

Of women's participation in the nationalist move

ment some writers assert that women had been mobilised 

only as a matter of political expediency, not as a re

sult of the recognition of the need for women's emanci

pation (Gail Omvedt, 1975; Gail Pearson, 1975).7 It is 

also believed that the symbols used to mobilise women, 

by Gandhi for example, precluded the possibility of a 

genuine women's movement emerging. The Hindu ideals of 

Sati and Damayanti symbolised women suffering yet devoted 

to their dharma, that is to their families and to the 

nation, and attracted women from the upper middle classes 

who were concerned with the family first and socio-poli

tical issues afterwards.8 

Cont•d •• f .n. 6 

7 Gail Omvedt, "Caste, Class and \</omen's Liberation 
in India", Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars, 
Vol. VII, January-March, 1975. 
Gail Pearson, Women in Public Life in Bombay City 
with special reference to the civil disobedience 
movement, Ph.D. thesis, Jawaharlal Nehru University, 
1975. 

8 Miria Mies, 11 Indian ·Women and Leadership" in Bulle
tin of Concerned Asian SCholars, op.cit. 
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Whatever be the reasons behind the mobilisation 

of women, the fact remains that the nationalist move

ment which brought together widely differing ideologies 

under the banner of nationalism, also marked the emer

gence of women, both in the public consciousness and in 

their own, as creatures with political interests. Both 

the Gandhi-led salt Satyagraha of 1930 and the Communist

led Tebhagha movement of 1946-47 are noted for the large 

participation of ~romen, their militancy and fortitude. 

While the peasant women who participated in the latter, 

in the course of struggle grew aware of the exploitative 

man-women relationship as well as of their general 

oppression as a class, the elitist perceptions of the 

Congress did not allow these basic issues to emerge in 

the former movement.9 

Women were prOminent among the revolutionary 

terrorists, and Renu Chakravarti (1980} has recorded the 

heroic role played by peasant and working-class women in 

the various mass movements ~1ich strengthened the posi

tion of the Congress vis-a-vis the British government. 

Yet another study of women in the workers• movement in 

9 in ·India, 
New De i, 
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the coir industry in Kera1a10 attests to the pov~rful 

presence of women in various anti-imperialist struggles. 

In the post-independence period the upsurge of 

militancy among women in the 70s must be seen in the 

context of the growing volume of popular un~est. After 

independence development planning followed a pattern 

which v.es pushing the country tO\<.-a.rds an economic and 

political crisis. By the 70s the economic situation was 

worsening. The industrialisation embarked upon in the 

private sector, catering to an essentially middle class 

consumer market, had reached its limit. The coalition 

of classes which had come to power after independence, 

consisting of the bourgeoisie, the landed elite and the 

urban professional - bureaucratic middle-classes, had 

tried to bring about a non-radical transformation to 

capitalism in the agricultural sector. However, land 

reforms remained largely unimplemented, and the govern

ment followed contrasting economic and socio-political 

policies avowedly to achieve growth with social justice. 

On the one hand the gro\1th strategy required policies 

10 Meera Velayudhan, 'Women Workers in the struggles 
of coir workers in Kerala (1938-1980) 1 Paper pre
sented at the Second National Conference on \'/omen's -
Studies, TrivandFUIIi, 1984. 
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based on incentives to private investment that increa-

sed disparities still further. On the other, additional 

resources were required for subsidised loans and other 

schemes dictated by the equity consideration. A diver

sion of development resources to this end would siphon 

off scarce funds to depress still further rates of growth, 

and would not make a significant difference to the in

equalities of income and consumption. Gr~1ing unemploy

ment, soaring prices, shortages of foodgrains and essen

tial commodities imposed severe hardships on the poorer 

sections of the population. Spontaneous uprisings aimed 

at forcing the resignation of corrupt, repressive and 

"anti-peoples" ministries in Gujarat and Bihar reflected 

not only disillusionment with particular state governments 

but with the process of party politics and the parliamen

tary system. 

In response the regime became correspondingly more 

repressive. This led to a steep decline in the legiti

macy of the government, which v~s forced by largely spon

taneous movements against it, into the Emergency. The 

suspension of democracy was presented to the electorate 

as the price for economic performance, but by the end of 

1976 the legitimacy of the Emergency was destroyed, parti

cularly by the increasingly open use of repression against 
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the lo,~r orders of Indian society who were supposed to 

be its main beneficiaries.11 

It was in this situation of growing government 

repression fuelling popular struggles that women in

creasingly participated actively in politics. This 

period saw the mass participation of women in struggles 

on issues such as agricultural workers' wages, price 

rise, repression during the 1974 railway strike, equal 

wages, the :rood movement in Gujara t, and the JP movement 

in Bihar. There \'13.S a growth of women's organizations in 

urban areas as well as of grass-root level organisations 

of poor women fighting for their right to an independent 

livelihood and basic resources like credit, training and 

technology. .n-1oreover, since some of these women's orga

nizations have political affiliations, there has gr~1 a 

debate within political parties, particularly of the left, 

about the specificity·of women's oppression.12 

11 

12 

Francine Frankel, India's Political Economy 1£47-
isf77: The Gradual Revolution, OXford Universi y 

ess, 1978. See also Sudipta Kaviraj, 11!Jconanic 
Development and the Political Systemu, paper pre
sented at the Vienna Colloquium on Contemporary 
India, 1982; Pranab Ba.rdhan, 'Authoritarianism and 
Democracy, First Anniversary of new regime•, Economic 
and Political Weekly, ~brch 18, 1978. 

Women's Participation in Political Life in India, 
op.cit. 
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The following chapters will first establish the 

theoretical framework for the study, and then trace 

the operation of gender issues in Indian politics in 

the turbulent seventies. As discussed earlier, this 

will involve an examination of women's organizations, 

trade unions and organizations of self-employed women -

an attempt to contribute to the project of bringing 

women and gender back into social history. 



. CHAPTER I 

THECRETICAL FRAI'.lEWffiK : CLASS AND GENDER 
IN sociAL ANALYSis 

This chapter attempts to provide a theoretical 

~ramework ~or the empirical enquiry into the signi~i

cance o~ gender issues ~or political participation in the 

70s. Throughout the study gender and class have been 

used as categories o~ analysis while examining the various 

ways in which people have struggled to trans~orm oppres

sive relations o~ power. As has been discussed in the 

Introduction, social analysis must break out of positi

vist assumptions o~ objectivity. The categories that 

are used and the theoretical ~ramework one is bound by 

determine the manner in which one looks at issues, strug

gles, ideas. It ~oll~1s then, that the categories which 

underlie a study must be explicitly discussed before one 

starts the study itsel~. 

Accordingly the ~irst part o~ this chapter is a 

review o~ literature on class and gender - the various 

v~ys in which these two modes o~ existence have been seen 

to condition oppression. This exercise leads to a point 

at which it seems possible to transcend both the ahistori

cal radical ~eminist perception o~ the oppression o~ women 
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as well as the determination-in-the-last-instance- by -

the economy/relative - autonomy -·of - the superstructure 

deadlock characteristic of Marxist feminist analyses. 

The understanding displayed here of the manner in '~ich 

gender and class mediate each other colours the analysis 

of the three types of organizations studied, the criti

cisms made of them, and the judgement of the issues they 

raise. 

The literature that is reviewed is almost entirely 

western. The question might be raised therefore, of its 

relevance to a study on Indian politics. It hardly re

quires to be stated that the material conditions prevail

ing in the West are, for various historical reasons, quite 

different from those in India. The consciousness of 

gender oppression is far greater in Western societies; the 

proportion of women in the workforce and in trade unions 

is also greater. Nor is there the complexity obtaining 

in India by the operation of both feudal and capitalist 

forces of oppression. Nevertheless the literature that 

has been revie,~d attempts to arrive at certain universal 

conceptualisations which would aid one in viewing diffe

rent kinds of societies. 

The next part of this chapter takes a fresh look 

at the concept of political participation. This new 

,. 
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understanding is necessitated by the foregoing discus

sion on gender and class. The conventional division 

between the 'private' world of women and the 'public' 

world of men has certain implications for political 

theory. Since most activities of women are located 

\vi thin the 'private 1 realm they remain outside the scope 

of enquiry. Even when women venture into the 'public 1 

sphere of work and work-based politics they are held to 

be under the influence of the 'private• if they raise 

issues of home and family. Demands for creches, for 

example, by women workers must be seen to be as.politi

cal as production-based demands because child-bearing 

and household responsibilities are major obstacles to 

women's participation in trade union and other activities. 

It is beyond the scope of this study to go into 

how private the 'women's sphere•, the family, really is. 

Yet it is crucial to an understanding of women's subor

dinate position in'society to unravel how the ideology 

of the family helps to maintain not just unequal rela

tions of power between the sexes, but also oppressive 

pow·er relations among people of both sexes in society. 

This question will be partially tackled in the following 

chapters. It must be noted that this view of the impor

tance of the family in maintaining power relationships in 
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the 'public' sphere is not only a feminist one. For 

instance, Tocqueville's vision of democracy attributed 

a pivotal role to the family as a haven of cooperation 

that nurtures the habits of altruism. Central to this 

theme is the notion of separate spheres for the sexes, 

the private for the woman and the public for the man in 

a 'different but equal 1 regime. A thoroughgoing equality 

of the sexes would, he believed, undermine the family's 

function of moral formation. In other words, both the 

family and the sexual regime that supports it are linked 

to the preservation of freedom in democratic societies.1 

Evidently any complete understanding of what politics is 

must include What has so far been considered private. 

This section also reviews existing literature on 

the political participation of women in India. The re

view is brief because such literature is scarce and be-

cause most of it is concerned with electoral politics 

alone. 

I 

Engels : The origin of the Family, Private Property and 
the State 

Any discussion of gender within Marxism must begin 

1 F .L. Morton, •sexual Equality and the Family in 
Tocqueville 's "Democracy in America u', canadian 
Journal of Political Science, June 1984, XV!f:2. 
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with Engels' historical materialist treatment of women's 

present subordinate position.2 Using the work of anth

ropologist Lewis Morgan, Engels established the histo

ricity of the family in relation to material conditions 

of production. He locates women's oppression at the 

level of participation in production, establishes its 

origin in the appearance of private ov-m.ership of wealth 

and states that an end to this oppression will come about 

with the abolition of private property. Neither women 

nor the oppressed classes can be free until then. It is 

private property as an organizing principle of society, 

Engels claims , which trans.f orms women 1 s work organi za

tian, creating families as economic units, and undermining 

an egalitarian social order. 

There are a number of problems with this analysis. 

To begin with, Engels did not draw a clear relationship 

bet~reen the subjugation of women and class exploitation. 

Exploitation has a precise meaning for Engels, it is the 

extraction of surplus labour by one class of another. Yet 

he says, "The first class antagonism which appears in 

history coincides with the development of the antagonism 

bet we en man and woman in monogamous marriage, and the 

2 Frederick Engels, The Or~in of the Family, Private 
Pr£?erty and the State,ogress PUblishers, Moscow, 
197 • 
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first class oppression with that of the female sex by 

the male". 3 Thus, as Ann Lane points out, 4 the problem 

of relating the oppression of women to class exploita

tion when women are distributed throughout the class 

structure, is not even confronted - it is not clear 

Whether Engels is indeed saying that women are a class 

by themselves or if he is using the term 'class' rheto

rically. 

Furthermore, modern anthropological research has 

shown that Engels has made a number of enthnographic 

errors, ~1ich led him to believe that in pre-class socie

ties women were not oppressed. He assumed, for instance, 

that in societies practising matrilinear inheritance 

women had social authority, so that when men acquired 

wealth in the form of herds and wanted to ensure this 

wealth passed on to their children it was 'mother-right' 

that they overthrew. However, as Schneider and Gough 

have pointed out, women do not necessarily have pO\~r in 

matrilinear societies.5 Very often as with the Nair 

3 

4 

5 

Ibid., p. 66. 

Ann J. Lane, '\vomen in Society: A Critique of Frede
rick ~ngels' in Liberating Women's History, ed., 
Beren~ce A Carro!!. Unive.rtity "f ILLinoi.s ftt.S£~ Cl ... ieAJD.tf7,. 

DISS 
305.420954 

M5278 Po 

David Schneider and Kathleen Gough (ed.), IvJatri;- "- .. :~~
linear Kinshil, University of California Pre.,~fi ' ~~ '~.~ . 
Berkeley, 196 • (. ~ 1 -?;;e~ ~ .~ .' 

\\-y ~\6'a ·~~ li IIIII i! 111111111111111 i I IIIII 
TH2138 
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community of Kerala, it only means that authority rests 

with the woman's brothers rather than with her husband. 

There is no anthropological evidence of the existence 

of any truly matriarchal societies.6 Engels believed it 

was only with the production of surplus wealth which men 

approp~iated, that women lost their equal status, and 

that men v1ere able to appropriate such wealth because 

they had always been the collectors and producers of 

subsistence - 'Gaining a livelihood had always been the 

business of the man; he produced and owned the means 

therefore•.7 However, for hunting-gathering societies 

it has been found that the precarious returns from hunt

ing are less responsible for subsistence than the food

gathering activities of women, 8 and for horticultural 

societies it is often the women's horticultural activi

ties which are the basis of subsistence. 9 Thus if surplus 

6 

7 

8 

9 

Paula vlebster, 'M3.triarchy: A Vision of PO\'/er' in 
Rayna R. Reiter (ed.), Toward An Anthrolology of 
Women, Monthly Review Press, New York,975. 

Engels, op.cit., p. 158. 

Lee and DeVore, 'Problems in the Stud¥ of Hunters 
and Gatherers• in Lee and DeVore (ed.), Man The 
Hunter, Aldine, Chicago, 1969. Cited by Karen 
Sacks, 'Engels Revisited: Women, the Organization 
of production and Private Property• in Rayna R. 
Reiter (ed.), op.cit. 

Judith Brown, 'Iroquois Women: An Ethnohistoric 
Note• in Rayna R. Reiter (ed.), op.cit. 
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wealth naturally fell into the hands of the men, it 

seems to suggest that men were already the more powerful 

sex. 

Engels was \'II'Ong also in believing that the domes

tication of animals preceded cultivation of the soil and 

that the herds belonged to the men - 'The herds were the 

new means of gaining a livelihood, and their original 

domestication and subsequent tending was his work •.10 · 

As a result of recent research, a more commonly accepted 

theory is that cultivation and pastoralism developed in 

the same cultural milieu and it \vas the women who worked 

at agricultural production and controlled domesticated 

animals.11 In this situation if, when wealth was pro

duced it was wrested from the women, then Engels' asser

tion that women and men were equally powerful in pre

class societies is questionable. Following from this, 
' . 

so is his belief that with the destruction of class divi-

sions the oppression of women ~rould automatically end. 

Karen Sacks 12 uses entbnographic data to recans-

10 Engels, op.cit., p. 158. 

11 Lattimore, Inner Asian Frontiers of China, Capital 
Publishers, New York, 1957. Cited in Karen Sacks, 
ot.cit. These ethnographic errors are documented 
a so in Ann J. Lane, -op.cit. 

12 Karen Sacks, op.cit., pp. 220-28. 
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truct the position of women in four African societies 

and shows that women are not the complete equals of men 

in most non-class societies lacking private property. 

There are also many societies she notes, with and with

out classes, Where women do own and inherit property. A 

wife's ownership of property can give her a substantial 

amount of domestic power vis-a-vis her husband, but as 

class societies sharply separate the domestic and public 

spheres of life, in such societies this domestic power 

is not translatable into social power. Moreover in class 

societies, the economic and political autonomy of a house

hold is restricted. Thus, in the necessary dealings with 

the public sphere women are at a disadvantage and this is 

likely to act against even domestic equality. In class 

societies therefore, it would appear according to Sacks 1 

research that the subordinate position of women derives 

not from domestic property relations but from the denial 

of adult social status to women by excluding them from 

public labour or denigrating their performance of such 

labour. 

Apart from Engels' lack of access to modern ethno

graphic data, his analysis is limited because he conceived 

of a spontaneous sexual division of labour. Rosalind 

Delmar notes his remark about the American Indian organi-
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zations that 1the division of labour was a pure and 

simple outgrowth of nature; it existed only between the 

two sexes•.13 However, as she points out, anthropolo

gical findings have established that the sexual division 

of labour is not a clear outgrowth of nature as Engels 

assumes, but is socially and culturally conditioned. AS 

a result of Engels' uncritical acceptance of the sexual 

division of labour as natural - that is, women in the 

house,, men outside - his vision of a future society does 

not envisage that domestic labour will cease to be per

formed exclusively by ~romen, only that it will be pub

licly and collectively performed. He says, for example, 

'The emancipation of \romen becomes possible only when 

women are enabled to take part in production on a large, 

social scale and when domestic duties require their atten

tion only to a minor degree • •14 The acquiring by women 

of the social adulthood of which Sacks speaks, then, would 

seem¢ to be tied up with a radical questioning of the 

basis of the sexual division of labour. This division of 

13 Engels, ot.cit., p. 155. Cited by Delmar, 'Looking 
again at ngels' Origin of the Family, Private Pro
perty and the State' in The Ri$hts and v~ongs of 
Women, ed. Anne ca.kley arid JulJ.et Mitchell, Penguin, 
1976. 

14 Engels, ibid. Emphasis mine. 
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labour has implications for the world of employment as 

well, and cannot be assumed to be a natural given. 

Ann Lane points to yet another limitation of 

Engels' analysis. The very concept that he used, of 

'social production' leaves the \'!Oma.n at home involved in 

non-activity from which she must escape if she is to be

come 'productive'. This difficul~J\ Engels had in 

tackling the problem of 'unproductive' domestic labour 

is reflected in Marxist theory's inability to grasp the 

degree of autonomy the sphere of reproduction of labour 

power has from that of production. 

Despite these weaknesses, however, Engels' work is 

a sustained effort to demonstrate that the existence of 

sex conflict was bound up with particular historical 

phases in the development of the family. His perspective 

therefore makes an analysis of the family central to an 

understanding of the oppression of women. 

The Limitations of Radical Feminist Analyses 

The concept of patriarchy is central to mos~ ana

lyses of the situation of women by feminists, both radical 

and I~rxist. It has been conceived of in widely differ

ing terms, and therefore the context in which the concept 

is used is very important in understanding how women 1 s 

oppression is being viewed. 
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Early radical feminists used the term to indicate 

an overarching category of male dominance. Kate Nillet15 

argued that the situation between the sexes throughout 

history has been a case of what Max \'Ieber defined as 

herrschaft, a relationship of dominance and subordinance. 

She uses Weber's conception of domination as exercised in 

two forms, control through social authority and control 

through economic force. In patriarchy as in other forms 

of dominance she avers, control over economic goods is 

as much a consequence of domination as one of its most 

important instruments, and the political power which men 

wield over women amounts to the fundamental political 

division in society. Weber had used the term patriarchy 

to describe a particular form of household organization 

in Which the father dominated other members of an exten

ded kinship network and controlled the economic produc

tion of the household. ~lillet extends the definition in 

this manner - 'if one takes patriarchal government to be 

the institution whereby that half of the population which 

is female is controlled by that half which is male, the 

principles of patriarchy appear to be two-fold. I~le 

shall dominate female, elder male shall dominate younger•16 

15 Kate ~lillet, Sexual Politics, Ballantine Books, New 
York, 1970. 

16 Millet, op.cit., p. 34. 



- 28 -

By this definition, she says, our society like all 

other civilizations in histor>J is a patriarchy. One of 

the chief effects of class '\'/ithin patriarchy according 

to her argument, has been to set one woman against 

another; but in fact, women traP~cend class stratifica-
, 

tions because 'economic dependency renders her affilia

·tions with any class a tangential, vicarious and tempo

rary matter' •17 

Similarly Shulamith Firestone18 gives analytic 

independence and primacy to male domination over the 

mode of production. Economic class divisions in this 

view, are conditioned-by and dependent on the primary 

class division between men and women. Thus, Firestone 

argues that to understand vromen' s oppression we must 

explore their primary relation with men rather than their 

economic class relation with.regard to capital. 

Ti-Grace Atkinson too, defines women as a politi

cal class.19 She distinguishes between the biological 

class of females characterised by its specific sexual 

capacity of reproduction, and the political class of women 

17 Op.cit., p. 52. 

18 Shulamith Firestone, The Dialectics of Sex, Paladin, 
London, 1972. 

19 Ti-Grace Atkinson, Amazon Odyssey, Links Books, New 
York, 1974. 
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characterisea by a seemingly necessary and inevitable 

function that is reproduction. Accordingly she argues 

that in opposition to the political class of women stands 

that of men, who because they have been able to manipu

late and control women's reproductive capacity, are the 

effective agents of their reproduction. Thus the rela

tive class positions of the two sexes is defined in terms 

of their differing relationships to reproduction, not 

production. 

Another model focusses on the domestic mode of 

production. Christine Delphy20 argues that domestic work, 

Which all women perform, is the material foundation for a 

system of patriarchy which is the main oppression of 

women. She acknowledges the existence of an industrial 

mode of production and its related forms of capitalist 

exploitation, but focuses on the significance of the 

domestic mode of production in which the man and woman 

are respectively owner and labourer in a relationship 

similar to that between capitalist and worker. .. 

The use of the term •patriarchy' in the manner 

outlined above is problematic in that male dominance is 

seen as universal and trans-historical. As Michele 

20 Christine ~lphy, The Hain Enemy, Women 1 s Research 
and Resources Centre PUblications, London, 1977. 



- 30 -

Barrett has pointed out, 21 this dominance is said ~o 

be grounded in male control over female fertility, ~dth

out any attempt to trace how and W!ly men acquired this 

control. Such an emphasis on procreative biology in the 

construction of male domination tends to erode the very 

distinction between 'sex' as a biological category and 

'gender' as a social one, which was established by femi-

nist research. 

i1hile it is true that the use of 'patriarchy' as a 

transhistorical explanation of male domination is faulty 

and inadequate, I do not agree with Barrett and Gayle 

Rubin that it can only be used in this manner. It is 

possible to define patriarchy so that it takes into 

account the complex mediation of gender and class within 

specific historical contexts. Barrett argues that 1to 

use the concept is frequently to invoke a generality of 

male domination ""ithout being able to specify historical 

limits, changes or differences•. 22 Similarly Rubin 

suggests that 'patriarchy' should be used only to des-
' cribe societies where one man wields absolute power 

through a socially defined institution of fatherhood, as 

21 

22 

~lichele Barrett, Women's Oppression Todaa, Problems 
in 1'11arxist Feminist Analysis, Verso, Lon on, 1980. 

Op.cit., p. 14. 
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with the nomadic tribes of Abraham's era, for example. 

She feels the use of 'patriarchy' obscures dimensions 

of the historical forms of women's oppression and sees 

it as analogous to using 'capitalism• to refer to all 

modes _of production. 'Patriarchy' fails to maintain a 

distinction between 'the human capacity and necessity 

to create a sexual world and the empirically oppressive 

ways in which sexual worlds have been organized'. She 

suggests therefore the use of 'sex/gender system' as a 

neutral term which refers to the domain, and \'lhich indi

cates that oppression is not inevitable in that domain. 23 

However, a neutral term such as tnat Rubin suggests fails 

to point precisely to the oppressive aspect of the manner 

in Which •sexual worlds' have been organized, historically. 

It would be useful therefore, to adopt a definition of 

patriarchy such as that given by Ruth Bleier. 24 

• • • the historic system of male dominance, a 

system committed to the maintenance and reinforcement of 

male hegemony in all aspects of life ••• its institutions 

direct and protect the distribution of power and privilege 

23 Gayle Rubin, 'The Traffic in Women: Notes on the 
"Political Economy" of Sex' in Rayna R. Reiter ed., 
op.cit., pp. 167-68. 

24 Ruth Bleier, Science and Gender. A Critique of 
Biology and its theories on women, Pergamon Press, 
New York, 1984, p. 162. 
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to those who are male, apportioned h0'111ever, according 

to social and economic class and race. Patriarchy takes 

different forms and develops specific supporting insti

tutions and ideologies during different historical 

periods and political economies•. 

Such a definition is able to break out of its 

ahistorical usage by the early radical faminists. The 

value of this early work however, must not be overlooked -

it focused attention on the specificity of the oppression 

of women across classes, cultures and time. Where it 

failed was in seeing t~is oppression as undimensional and 

unaffected by any other factor. 

The Limitations of I1arxist Feminist Analyses 

Ivarxist feminists have attempted to historicize 

patriarchy as a concept by the argument that in capita

lism, patriarchal relations assume a form dictated by 

capitalist relations of production. That is, capitalism 

supports existing patriarchal relations - the system of 

reproduction of labour pO\'ler (the family) which through 

domestic labour in the household operates at the lowest 

possible cost and provides a cheap and flexible reserve 

army of married women workers to lO\~r the price of wages 

in general. However, such an argument superficially re

cognizes the relationship between patriarchy and capita-
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lism; in effect it simply restates that the labour/capi

tal contradiction is central in society, and that gender 

relations are appropriately tailored. 

A very influential analysis has been that of Juliet 

Hi tchell, 25 \vho uses the Al thusserian notion -of over

determination to express the complexity of "~tTomen's situa

tion. She rejects the idea that 'women's condition can 

be deduced derivatively from the economy (Engels) or 

equated symbolically with society (early Marx)•. 26 Rather 

she sees it as a structure which is a unity of different 

elements, and these elements are combined in different 

\~ys at different times. The key structures of women's 

situation she lists as Production, Reproduction, Sexua

lity and the Socialization of children. This complex 

totality, she says, means that no contradiction in society 

is ever simple - 'Because the unity of women's condition 

at any time is in this '~Y the product of several struc

tures moving at different paces, it is always "overdeter

mined " ' • 27 

1his is one of the most sophisticated rvrarxist femi-

25 Juliet rutchell, Women's Estate, Penguin, 1971. 

26 Ibid., p. 100. 

27 Ibid. 
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nist analyses of women's oppression. However, in the 

end ~litchell is affected by the same structural deter

minism which Althusser's work, for each independent 

sector is 'ultimately determined by the economic factor•. 

The work of I1ary 1'-!cintosh, although it notes that 

the family household system has its o~~ history and roots 

in precapitalist society, still avers that the state 

plays its part in the oppression of vromen through its 

support for a specific fonn of household, that is, the 

family household dependent largely on a male v~ge and 

female domestic servicing. As Barrett has pointed out, 28 

this particular form of household and its accompanying 

ideology is not the only possible form for an efficient 

reproduction of labour power in capitalist relations of 

production - 'It is the product of historical struggles 

between men and women, both within the working class and 

the bourgeoisie'. 

Iv1cintosh further reduces the complexity of the 

various levels of oppression by stating that 'capitalist 

society is one in which men as men dominate women. Yet 

it is not this but class domination that i! fundamental 

to society•. 29 This raises more questions than it ans-

28 Ibid.' p. 249. 

29 l1a.ry Ivicintosh, 'The State and the Oppression of 
\•!omen' , in Annette Kuhn and Ann JVE.rie Volpe ( eds.), 
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wers - is it o~~Y in capitalist society that 'men as 

men' dominate women, don't men dominate not only 'as 

men• but also as the ruling economic class, and i£ class 

domination is 'fundamental to society' how does it ex

plain why 'men as men' dominate at all. This complexity 

is best illustrated by the distinction that can be made 

between the signi£icance of the issues of landlord-rape 

and wife-beating for the Left. The former issue £its in 

unproblematically with a 1~rxist view of class oppression 

determining the form o£ gender oppression, but wife-beat

ing within the working class calls into question this 

determination, and tends therefore to be sidelined as 

disruptive to working class unity. A recent study of the 

Warli revolt of 1945-47 has interviewed several women 

activists and most of them have stated that matters such 

as oppression within the family, or the Communist men's 

attitude to~~rd their vromen were not taken up regularly 

in the party.30 

Cont'd ••• f.n. 29 

Feminism and Material ism: \'/omen and r·Todes of Pro
duction, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1978, 
p. 259. 

30 Indra I•1unshi Saldanha, 'Tribal vlomen in the Vlarli 
Revolt 1945-47: Class and Gender in the left Pers
pective', Economic and Political weekly, Review of 
Women Studies, April 26, 1986. 



- 36 -

A strong tendency in Harxist-f'eminist analyses is 

to see the oppression of' women as located entirely at 

the superstructural level. Juliet Hitchell, for instance, 

differentiates bet,~en the •economic' mode of capitalism 

and the 'ideological' mode of patriarchy.31 Another 

study by Lise Vogel sets women's oppression into two 

spheres, the economic and the political. That is, (i) 

as in all class societies women and men are differently 

located with respect to important material aspects of' 

social reproduction' and (ii) •women like many other 

groups in capitalist society, laclt full democratic rights ·~2 

Vogel's analysis would appear to suggest therefore, that 

class struggle will fight the first aspect of' women's 

oppression and a broad-based women's movement the second. 

This oversimplifies the complexity of women's oppression 

which constitutes ideology as well as the material struc

ture of oppression within which their domestic labour is 

set. The oppression of women is not set solely in the 

ideological or political realm, as Vogel would seem to 

suggest, but is bound up in a complex manner with the 

material conditions of' existence, with the mode of produc-

31 Juliet Mitchell, Psychoanalysis and Feminism, Pen-
. guin, 1974. 

32 
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tion and of reproduction. The kind of division of labour 

she envisages, with a class struggle combating class 

oppression and a women's movement fighting gender oppres

sion (Which Vogel identifies as lack of democratic 

rights) would be impossible in practice because the two 

kinds of oppression are not so neatly separable. Nor is 

the oppression of women reducible to the denial of 'demo

cratic rights •. 

Another attempt to link patriarchy with mode of 

production has been that of Zillah Eisenstein. However, 

she simply states that both 'the capitalist class system' 

and the 'patriarchal structure of male supremacy' create 

inequalities.33 vfuat precisely the relationship is bet

ween the two is not tackled at all. In an earlier work 

she had referred to patriarchy in terms of its functions 

for capital alone - 'capitalism uses patriarchy and pat

riarchy is defi~ed by the needs of capital•.34 

33 

34 Zillah Eisenstein, 'Developing a Theory of Capita
list Patriarchy' in Eisenstein ed., Caritalist 
Patriarchy and the Case for Socialisteminism, 
Monthly Review Press, New York, 1979. 
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An extreme example of such an argument tending to 

reductionism is the work of Tony Cliff~5 He begins by 

defining both feminism and Iviarxism in completely self

sufficient and ~imensional terms - 1 Feminism sees the 

basic division in the world as that between men and 

women' and 1 for I11arxism however, the fundamental antago

nism in society is that between classes, not sexes•. 

Naturally, after this, he finds there can be no compromise 

between these views, that 'women's oppression can only be 

understood in the context of the wider relations of class 

exploitation•. He goes on to assess the contemporary 

women's liberation movements in the USA and Britain, and 

sees them as 'focussed consistently on areas where men 

and women are at odds' that is, rape, battered women and 

wages for housework, while ignoring the areas Where women 

are strongest - the unions and the ,.,orkplaces - and '\mere 

they are more likely to win the support of men in issues 

like equal pay, strikes and so on.36 As has been docu

mented later in this study, it is questionable how far 

women have the support of their male co-workers in trade 

unions and in the issues Cliff lists. The concentration 

of feminists on rape and so on is due to the complete 

35 

36 

Tony Cliff, Class Stru~gle and Women's Liberation, 
Bookmarks, Lonaon, 198 • 

Qp.cit., pp. 7-13. 
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sidelining of these issues by mainstream political strug

gles, even those led by the left. Furthermore, it is 

evident from other reports that women have organized 

innumerable struggles through trade unions and in the 

workplace and these areas are far from ignored in femi

nist theory or practice.37 

A less reductionist analysis, but tending to a 

simplistic determinism nevertheless, is that of Olivia 

Adamson et al w.ho see "'omen's oppression as both func

tional for, and created by, capitalist relations of pro

duction. They conclude therefore, that a politically 
J 

autonomous women's movement can only reflect petty-bour-

geois reformism. Their argument rests on unpaid domestic 

labour and insecure low-paid wage labour as the twin 

mechanisms whereby capitalism exploits not only women but 

the entire working class. Thus, the interests o:f women 

are identical with those of the working class.38 

There have been some attempts to develop the con-

37 To mention only a few, Siltanen and Stanworth (ed~), 
\'/omen and the Public Spheret Hutchinson, London, 
1984; Gamarnikow et al (ed.), The Public and the. 
Private, Heinemann, London, 1983; Rowbotham, Women's 
Consciousness, Man's World, Penguin, 1973. 

38 Olivia Adamson, Carol Ermvn, Judith Harrison, Judy 
Price, qvomen' s Oppression under Capital ism 1 , Revo
lutionary Communist, No. 5, 1976, cited by Barrett, 
op.cit., pp. 22-3. 
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cept of 'class• in such a manner as to incorporate the 

facets of gender and race a~ well. For instance, the 

notion of 'class-fraction' has been put fo~mrd by 

Fhizacklea and J.VIiles. In their view the dominant mode 

of production within a social formation coP~titutes the 

basis for identifying its primary classes. The concept 

of class-fraction is used to identify the basis- of stra

tification \'lithin classes. Class fraction is defined as 

•an objective position within a class boundary which is 

in turn determined by both economic and politico-ideolo

gical relations' .39 The argument therefore appears to be 

that the socio-economic determinants of class, structure 

not only class itself but also the fractions within it. 

J.ligrant labour constitutes a class-fraction because it 

has a specific economic position within the working class 

and a particular place within ideological relations where

by they are negatively evaluated. Similarly women consti

tute a class-fraction because of their dual role in produc

tion as both wage and domestic \torkers. 

However, such a formulation assumes the subordina

tion of women and blacks is similar in kind, and that the 

mechanisms of their oppression are also alike. Moreover, 

39 Cited in Brittan and 11aynard, Sexism, Racism and 
Qppression, Basil Blackwell, London, 1984, pp. 45-6. 
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the form of relations between the fractions is proble-

matic. If a black working-class woman is part of two 

class-fractions, what are the implications of this for 

her relationship with black men and White women, both 

middle and "V.rorking class and with white working class 

men? 

further, although Fb.izacklea and f•Iiles claim ideo

logy is effective at both economic and political levels, 

their formulation does not escape economic reductionism 

because their categorization is in their terms construc

ted under certain conditions of production which will, in 

the final analysis, be determinant. 

Another analysis which uses 'class' is that of Paul 

Gilroy, who argues that class should not be regarded as a 

continuous historical subject which once formed, conti

nues its development in a linear way. Rather, it exhi

bits many contradictions and divisions of which gender and 

race are the most obvious. He also stresses that gender 

and race should not be seen as parallel forms of oppres

sion. Eventually hovvever, he sees ra·ce and gender as 1 the 

modality in vlhich class relations are experienced'. Strug

gles against these oppressions are class struggles in and 

through race or gender. Thus the argument assumes a fami

liar reductionist form.40 

40 Paul Gilroy, The Empire Strikes Back, Hutchinson, 
London, 1982. 
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Jean Gardiner 1s position is that instead of consti

tuting unambiguous members of the working class, women 

in fact have a dual relationship to it.41 That is, 

vromen • s oppression re·sts on their dual position with 

respect to domestic and vrage labour. Gardiner therefore 

advocates an extension of the definition of working class 

to include not only those who sell their labour power for 

a v1age, but also those v.rho are dependent on someone 

else's sale of labour power. This argument suggests 

there are two possible class positions for women - in one 

they have a dual relationship to the class system because 

of their wage work and domestic roles. In the other, 

where they perform only domestic tasks, their class-connec

tions are indirect and received through their husbands. 

The implication here is that there is one objective male 

class system, to which women are atta·ched in a more or 

less external manner. Class is still being defined by 

the •normal' male relation to work and the wage, and 

women's position is seen as an aberration from the male 

norm. Also, this fails to account for the oppression of 

women of the working class by working class men. 

41 Jean Gardiner, 'Women in the Labour Process and 
Class Structure• in Alan Hunt ed., Class and Class 
Structure, Lawrence and Wishart, London, 1977. 
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In short, \•li th Narxist feminist analysis some 

important questions remain unansvrered - the subordina

tion of women in pre-capitalist and even pre-class 

societies and in socialist societies; the hierarchical 

pov.,er relations between men and women vJ"ithin the same 

class in contemporary capitalism. The assumption is 

that the working class is a homogeneous group into w.aich 

women can be unproblematically fitted. Ho\~ver, the 

interests of male and female workers have often been in 

conflict over issues such as equal pay, protective legi~ 

lation and the marginalisation of \romen from skilled 

work.42 Such conflicts cannot be explained by the inte-

rests of capital. 

Above all, as Barrett notes, none of these analy

ses adequately explains why it should be women who bave 

been assigned the role that is proving so useful for the 

maintenance of capitalist relations. She argues that, as 

in the case of low-paid black and immigrant workers, an 

understanding of the mechanisms of exploitation does not 

explain why it should be this particular category that 

is exploited in this manner. Such an explanation, she 

' concludes, would require an analysis of the extent to 

which the interests of women workers were subsumed under 

42 See Chapter 3 belmt. 
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and defeated by those of the organized male working 

class, particularly in the crucial struggles over wages 

in the 19th century. 43 

Barrett too, although she argues lucidly and 

powerfully against reductionism, finds herself in a 

sticky spot when she tries to malte the link between 

women's oppression and the mode of production. She 

emphasizes the importance of ideology in the construc

tion and reproduction of women's oppression, but dis

agrees with the vie"'' that this oppression is located 

solely at the ideological level.44 As she has argued 

elsewhere, it is not possible to counterpose ideology on 

the one hand to women's economic situation on the other, 

because the two are analytically related. ~funy of the 

categories \mich are called economic are in fact, she 

points out, constituted historically in ideological 

terms; for example the wage form in capitalism. Thus, 

the limitations of women's participation in wage labour 

are related to ideology, especially familial ideology; 

wage bargaining rests mostly on definitions of skill, 

which incorporate ideological assumptions, for example, 

43 Michele Barrett, op.cit., p. 27. 

44 Ibid., pp. 251-54. 
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the view that v1omen's wages are secondary because of 

the ascription to all women of the destiny of wife and 

mother.45 

She finds it easy to dismiss the idealist version 

of the view that the oppression of women is located at 

the level of ideologj, namely, that ideology is absolu

tely autonomous of the mode of production. However, a 

materialist version, that ideology is grounded in mate

rial relations, gender ideolo~; being grounded in econo

mic relations bet·ween men and \'lomen, and that these 

exist independently of capitalism, can be countered by 

her· only with the argument that this poses a different 

set of material determinants from those specified by 

~arxism. She seems to consider it essential that the 

labour/capital contradiction should not be displaced from 

its centrality in the analysis of capitalist society. At 

the same time, she rejects as untenable the possibility 

that the ideology of gender is necessarily determined by 

the materialist relations of capitalist production. 

Thus Barrett is caught in a paralysing double-bind -

it would appear that she must either be reductionist in 

favour of the mode of production or risk diluting the 

45 Michele Barrett, 'Rethinking Women 1 s Oppression: A 
reply to Brenner and Ramas • Ne-v1 Left Review, No. 
146, July-August, 1984. 
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~arxist component of her analysis. She does not resolve 

this dilemma either way, but merely restates her situa-

t . . 1 46 
~on ~n severa ways. 

This situation is best explained in the words of 

Stedman Jones - 'The absence, on the theoretical plane, 

of any mechanism to connect the determination in the last 

instance by the economy and_the relative autonomy of 

superstructures, was reproduced on the political plane 

in an inability to produce a systematic theory of revolu

tionary politics 1 •
47 Commenting on this Barry Smart con

cludes that these two propositions are in fact irreconci

lable and therefore either analyses of politics and power 

v,rill continue to be more or less sophisticated forms of 

economism, or politics and po·w·er v1ill be theorized auto-

nombusly of the economy. 

Nancy Hartsock: Noney, Sex and Pow·er: Toward a Feminist 
Historical r1iaterialism 

At this point it would be fruitful to consider the 

46 r•lichele Barrett, Vfomens Oppression Today, op.cit. 

47 Stedman Jones, 'Engels and the end of Classical 
German Fhilosophy 1 , Nevl Left RevievT No. 79, 1973. 
Quoted by Barry Smar~Foucault, Marxism and Cri
tique, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1983, p.30. 
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analysis of Nancy Hartsock in the book named above.48 

Her formulation of the situation of women is materialist, 

and takes as its starting point two of ~arx's important 

arguments about epistemology and ontology. The first is 

that conscious human activity or practice has both an 

ontological and an epistemlogical status. That is, each 

mode of producing subsistence, each form of the division 

of mental from manual labour can be expected to have 

consequences for human understanding. 

Hartsock asserts that society is not structured 

simply by a ruling class dependent on the division of 

mental from manual labour, but also by a ruling gender, 

defined by and dependent on the sexual division of labour. 

Control over the means of mental production belongs to 

the ruling gender as well as to the ruling class. Thus, 

the categories in which experience is presented accord

ing to Hartsock, are both capitalist and masculine. She 

argues, therefore, that to the extent that Ivlarxism is 

grounded in men's activity in production and ignores 

women's activity in reproduction, ~arxian categories 

themselves require critique. 

The second argument Hartsock adopts from Marx is 

that the ruling ideas, because they are the ideas of the 

ruling class, give an incorrect account of reality. Marx 

48 Nancy Hartsock, 1'-lone Sex and Power: Toward a Femi
nist Historical Ha.terialism, Longman, New York, 983. 
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argues that the social relations of capitalism generate 

two epistemological systems, the one rooted in the acti

vity of exchange, at the level of appearances, and the 

other in the activity of production, at the level of 

real social relations. Hartsock carries this line of 

reasoning to its logical conclusion - 'if the institu

tionalized structure of human activity generates an on

tology and an epistemology and if the activity of women 

differes systematically from that of men we must ask 

Whether epistemology is structured by gender as well as 

by class 1 • 
49 

In other words, Hartsock argues that the domina

tion of one gender by another can only be made visible 

at a still deeper level, an epistemological level defined 

by reproduction. Her use of the category of reproduction 

must be differentiated from analyses which use a 'mode' 

or a • sphere 1 of reproduction vlhich indicate a different 

but parallel realm of existence. Rather, her argument 

is that at the level of reproduction we can develop a 

comprehensive account of the totality of social relations 

as well as understand ~~r it is that neither the level of 

exchange nor the level of production provides an adequate 

and complete epistemological ground for the theorization 

of power. 

49 qp.cit., p. 9. 



- 49 -

Hartsock's criticism·of ~~rxism develops from the 

'gender-blind' categories in whicl1 Marx rendered his 

account of class domination. She is of the opinion that 

for Jl1arx the value of labour power depends only on labour 

power incorporated into commodities, no attention is paid 

to the value of labour power consumed directly or incor

porated into use values. Yet both at the time Marx wrote 

and today, much of women's labour takes the form of use 

values consumed in the home. As a result of this omis

sion .Harx also sees no need to give analytic attention 

to issues such as sex segregation of the labour market, 

the limitation of women workers to only a few job cate

gories or the income differential between women and men 

in similar jobs, although evidence for these phenomena 

was clear, Hartsoe!~ feels, in Capital itself. She also 

points out that much of !13-rx's discussion of the labour 

of \'/Omen both groups it together with the labour of 

children and centers the discussion not on \vomen 1 s labour 

but on the moral effects of their employment - the great 

mortality of children as being due to the employment of 

mothers, for instance. In the Critigue of the Gotha 

Progranune Harx seems to question whether communism should 

abolish the sexual division of labour because some bran

ches of industry are especially unhealthy for the female 
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body or morally objectionable to the female sex. This 

gender-blindness operates also in r~rxist theory as it 

developed later. Hartsock cites Poulantzas as an ins

tance, who is his Classes in Contemporary Capitalism 

totally ignores those without paid employment and by 

implication suggests they have no class position.5° 

Hartsock goes on to state however, that the streng

th of the r~rxian critique of society in terms of class 

domination lies in its indication of the need for a 

theory that can 'put individual and intentional_action 

in the context of structural constraints•51 and Which 

can explain h0\11' what seem on the surface voluntary inter

actions between equal participants are in reality deeply 

and structurally unequal. 

Her conception of an understanding of oppression 

at the level of reproduction is briefly as follows. Be

cause the sexual division of labour means that much of 

the work involved in reproducing labour power is aone by 

women, and because much of the male workers• contact with 

nature outside the family is mediated by women, 'the 

vision of reality which grows from the female experience 

is deeper and more thoroughgo~g than that available to 

50 Op.cit., pp. 146-50. 

51 Op.cit., p. 150. 
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the worker'. 52 

Women's activity as institutionalized has a double 

aspect - their contribution to subsistence and their 

contribution to child rearing. ·whether or not all women 

do both, women as a sex are responsible for producing 

both goods and human beings. Although the nature of 

women's contribution to subsistence varies immensely 

over time and space, Hartsock's primary focus is on capi

talism, \·ri th a secondary focus on the class societies 

that preceded it. In capitalism women contribute both 

production for "Vf<iges and production of goods in the home; 

that is, they, like men, sell their labour pO\~r and 

produce both commodities and surplus value, and they also 

produce use values in the home. Unlike men however, 

women's lives are institutionally defined by their pro

duction of use values in the home. Marx for example, 

Hartsock points out, repeats as if it were his own, the 

question of a Belgian factory inspector - if a mother 

works for wages, 'how· will the household 1 s internal eco

nomy be cared for; who \'lill look after the children; who 

will get ready the meals, do the ~~shing and mending?'53 

52 Qp.cit., p. 234. 

53 Karl Marx, C~pital, International Publishers, New 
York, 1967, ~n Hartsock, op.cit., p. 235. 
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Hartsock then traces the outlines and consequences 

of women's dual contribution to subsistence in capita

lism. Like that of the male worker (a) women's labour 

is contact with material necessity, (b) their contribu

tion to subsistence involves them in a world in whidh 

the relation to nature and to concrete human requirement 

is central and (c) repetition of work for wages and in 

household production involves a unification of mind and 

body for the purpose of transforming natural substances 

into socially defined goods. 

\•/omen' s contribution to subsistence hovvever, repre

sents only a part of their labour. v!omen also produce 

and reproduce human beings. This aspect of women's pro

duction exposes the inadequacies of the concept of pro

duction as a description of women's activity. Another 

human being is not produced in the way an object is pro

duced. Women's experience in reproduction represents for 

Hartsock a unity \vi th nature that goes beyond the prole

tarian experience of interchange with nature and women's 

experience in bearing and rearing children involves a 

unity of mind and body more profound than is possible in 

the workers' instrumental activity. 

Using the work of Nancy Chodoro\'; and Jane Flax, 

Hartsock develops on a materialist psychology based on the 

objects - relation school of psycho.-- analytic theory. Accord· 

ing to this view, the process of differentiation from a 
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\vonan (the mother), for boys and girls, reinforces 

boundary confusion in women's .egos and boundary rein

forc("'oundary confttosio!l> in men's • This early expe

rience forms an important ground for the feminine sense 

of self as connected to the world and the masculine sense 

of self as separate and distinct. As a result girls 

enter adulthood vlith a 'more complex layering of affec-

tive ties and a rich ongoing inner set of object rela-

tions. Boys, with a simpler oedipal situation and a 

clear and early resolution have repressed ties to one 

another. As a result women define and experience them

selves relationally and men do not•.54 

In this manner, Hartsock believes she points to the 

way in which masculine, but not feminine experience and 

activity replicates itself in both the hierarchical and 

dualist institutions of class society, in the frameworks 

of thought these societies have generated and in the 

cultural construction of sexuality. From this .follows 

an entirely different conception of power, not as domi

nation but as a capacity of ti1e community as a whole. 

Hartsock suggests that women's experience of connection 

and relation have consequences for understandings of 

p~1er and may hold resources for a more liberatory under

standing. 

54 Ibid., p. 239. 
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Hartsock's use of Chodorow and Flax to develop a 

materialist psychology is marked by the ahistorical 

assumptions characteristic of psychoanalysis in general. 

Barrett in her r-1arxist and feminist critique of psycho

analysis quotes Timpanaro in this context - 'on the one 

hand, it externalizes situations v1hich are historically 

specific. For example, it abstracts what truth there 

is in the notion of "hatred of the father" from an 

authoritarian structure of the family, which remains 

transient even if it is slow to pass a,~y, and trans-

forms it into a sort of eternal destiny of mankind •••• 

Yet in another sense it remains suspended in a limbo 

bet'\'/een the 11biological 11 and the "social 11 , rejecting 

contact '\'lith one no less than -v1ith the other'.55 

Barrett concludes therefore, that while many 

psycl1oanalytic insights may be useful in that they do 

relate to some common features of psychosexual develop

ment in capitalism, wider theoretical problems for 

Narxism and faminism remain unsolved. 

Nevertheless, Hartsock's analysis is a very 

important contribution to feminist materialism. She is 

55 Sebastian Timpanaro, The Freudian Slip, London, 
1976. Barrett, op.cit., pp. 58=60. 
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able to use the emancipatory content of Marxian class 

analysis while developing on it to reveal the reality 

of gender oppression operating simultaneously. Her 

conceptualisation of this oppression as made visible 

at the level of reproduction while class oppression is 

revealed at the level of production makes it possible 

to analyse both class and gender oppression without 

reducing the complexity of either, or expressing one in 

terms of the other. Her analysis of the origins of the 

sexual division of labour is weaker, because it relies 

more heavily on an ahistorical scheme based on psycho

analysis, but she does not suggest that the totality of 

human relations can be expressed by psychoanalysis. Her 

worl{ remains a very useful attempt to redeem Marxism 

from gender-blindness, in the process transforming 

Marxism itself as a tool of afl.alysis. 

II 

Political Participation: A Ne\'l Look at the Concept 

The tenm. political participati,_on ·is generally 

taken to mean electoral participation either by voting 

or by contesting elections. 56 l'lhile these are certainly 

56 V .N. Sisirkar, 11 0vervie\'111 in Vina rvazumdar (ed. ) , 
Syntbols of Power, Allied Publishers, Delhi, 1979. 
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important ways of participating in the political pro

cess, it is questionable how far the replacement of one 

political party by another marks any genuine change and 

h0\'1 far the electorate believes that it does. In the 

face of disturbing demographic trends which reflect 

persistent high female mortality, declining economic 

participation of women and the slow progress of female 

literacy,57 the study of vmmen's participation in elec

tions and of their voting patterns is an inadequate 

indicator of levels of political awareness. 

Further, in such studies political characteristics 

are attributed to \'lOmen as if they were a homogeneous 

social group. There is a tendency to speculate about 

the reasons for the greater or smaller mobilisation of 

women at various elections as if all women - rural, 

urban, middle-class and working class - \'Tould have voted 

for the same reasons.58 ~fuile it is necessary to study 

57 Towards Eguality, Report of the Committee on the 
Status of Women li1 India, 1974. 

58 Pravin Seth, Political Partici tion of \'/omen 19 1-
1979, ICSSR ogramme o Women s s u ~es. 
Rekha Chowdhury, \!!omen and Politics in India, 11. 
Phil. Dissertation, Ja\.,a.harlal Nehru University, 
New Delhi (Unpublished), 1973. 
S.D. Nuni, 11 \'J'omen in the Electoral Process", in 
Vina Hazumdar (ed. ), op.cit. 
Nandini Upreti and D.B. Hathur, 11\t/omen Voters and 
the Nidterm Pol11971" in Vina Mazumdar (ed.), 
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how the specificity of ~romen's situation in the economy 

and in society affectstheir political participation, 

gender cannot be treated as the crucial explanatory 

variable. 

The underlying assumption of many studies is based 

on stereotypes of women as conservative and politically 

immature, making political choices on the basis of 

extra-political judgements. The greater mobilisation 

of women in the 1971 General Elections for instance, is 

attributed by one "Vlriter to the 'abala' (t'ieaker sex) 

image of the Prime I1inister, Indira Gandhi.5 9 This 

observation is not backed by any evidence, and a purely 

personal impression is presented as a sociological fact. 

Similarly after the 1984 Lok Sabha elections in 

which vvomen voted in larger numbers than ever before, a 

popular view aired in the national press \i73S that the 

female vote "rent to the Congress (I) as a sentimental 

tribute to the memory of Indira Gandhi and an expression 

Coni!tl ••• f .n. 58 

op.cit. 
Susheela Jain, "Political Awareness and Political 
Commitment", Paper presented at the Second National 
Conference on \·!omen's Studies, (SNCWS),Trivandrum, 
1984. 

59 Pravin Seth, op.cit. 



-58 -

of support to her son. But at least one reporter, 

after speaking to \'!Omen from different castes and 

economic groups in UP, HP, Jammu & Kashmir and Delhi, 

concluded that the female voter saw a vote for the 

Congress(!) as a vote for Rajiv Gandhi, who to them, 

represented the forces of change. As \dth the male 

voter, for women too, change meant better v~ges and 

1 t t •t• 60 emp oymen oppor un~ ~es. 

Tv10 recent articles by activists on '"omen's 

struggles in the 70s61 are rich in inforrnation about 

the ferment aoong broad sections of women - agricultural 

~<vorkers, poor peasants, working class and middle class 

\vomen, students. However they merely record data about 

demonstrations, strikes, processions and so on, and 

leave unexplored the questions this study attempts to 

raise: how far do these struggles form a women's move-

ment, explicitly operating at the level of gender, and 

if they are aimed at power relations oppressing both men 

and v.,romen, does the oppression of \•romen \'lithin the group 

come into question at all. 

60 Shahnaz Anklesaria, 11 Uomen as Agents of Social 
Change", The Statesman, New Delhi, February 4, 1985. 

61 Jv1eera Velayudhan, 'The Crisis and Women's Struggles 
in India (1970-~977)', Social Scientist, 145, June, 
1985. Vibhuti Patel, 'Women's Liberation in India', 
Ne,., Left Review, 153, September/October, 1985. 
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Limiting the study of political participation 

then to formal participation throu@1 voting and con-

testing elections obscures the dynamics of participa-

tion at various levels. Iviost issues raised by women 

\'!Ould be ignored in political terms since they Hould 

appear to be part of the 'private' sphere of v10men 

rather than of the 'public' sphere of politics. 

An unpublished study on the participation of 

women in political life in India, prepared by the Centre 

for vtomen's Development Studies, Nevr Delhi, is note-

worthy for the understanding it displays of political 

participation. It studies the evolution of the 'women's 

question' in India from the pre-Independence period to 

the 70s. This involves 'relating political participa

tion to various stages in the growth of a) the debate 

on women's roles in the social and political process of 

change, b) the response of political organizations to 

the issues articulated by the \'!omen's movement and. c) 

the growth and evolution of the ideology of the women's 

movement in the context of the pattern of development 

and increasing participation of women in the politi

cal process.62 The study is a very important one, the 

first one to see political participation in wider terms 

62 Women 1 s Participation in Political Life in India, 
op.cit. 
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than electoral participation and in the light of this 

understanding, to scan Indian history and politics with 

a conscious focus on gender. However, its analytic in-

sight is considerably weakened by its equation of the 

political participation of v10men \'lith the \'/Omen's move

ment. · There is no awareness that the political parti

cipation of ~~men involves struggles at two levels. Only 

one part of this participation constitutes a women's 

movement, and v1i thin every struggle the '\·1om en's movement 

should be sought out - has common struggle for a more 

equitable social order exposed gender oppression among 

the oppressed themselves? And within struggles operat

ing explicitly at the level of gender is there also an 

understanding of structures of power oppressing both men 

and women? Rather than articulate these questions the 

study counterposes 'political action• to 'women's rights 

issues' - •women ·who begin activism on women's rights 

issues begin to realize at some stage that they cannot 

bring about needed changes \•Tithout political action •••• 

On the other hand, women who begin their activism under 

the general banner of a political movement, begin to 

develop some consciousness regarding women's issues ••• •63 

The implication is that 1 \·Tomen's issues 1 by themselves 

are not political, and must be attached to mainstream 

63 Ibid., p. 83. 
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political movenents to be of any significance. After 

this, the concluding sentence of the study ' ••• the 

women's issue .••• is basically a political one'64 does 

not follow from its own reasoning, and is meaningless 

in its context. In other words, While we agree with the 

conclusion it does not seem to be logically connected 

to the assumptions that precede it. 

The UNESCO seminar on the participation of v1omen 

in political life (Lisbon, 1983) delineated the poli-

tical sphere as including spheres in social relations 

vmere power relations are generated, institutionalised 

and used to control and move people's behaviour, atti

tudes and beliefs in a specified direction - to control 

and regulate distribution of resources. Some of these 

spheres are the government and its agencies, educational 

and cultural agencies, the work-place, economic and re

ligious institutions and the family. 

Political participation therefore is the involve

ment in any organised, deliberate activity that seeks 

to influence or alter the character and functioning of 

any of those spheres and inst~itutions in vrhich power 

relations are used to control and regulate the produc

tion and distribution of resources. In this sense, of 

64 Ibid. 
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course, it is not necessary to differentiate between 

the political partic.ipation o£ women and men. But 

when such participation is directed against power re

lations \V1ich ensure that women alone are oppressed, 

it must be viewed as qualitatively different from the 

participation of men. There are no power relations 

which, \~1ile oppressing men, do not equally oppress 

v1omen. The reverse, however, does not hold - there are 

relations of povrer which oppress women only, as a group, 

cutting across class, caste and race divisions. (The 

family best embodies such relations.) The.political 

participation o£ women would involve the endeavours to 

trans£orm both these kinds of power relations. 



CHAPTER II 

~v01EN'S CRGANIZATIONS: AIVTC, NFIW 

This chapter studies the two largest women's orga

nizations in the 70s and )tries to draw, from a study of 

their activities and perceptions, some general conclu

sions about women's participation in political life~ 

Neither the All India Vfomen' s Conference (AI\'TC) nor the 

National Federation of .Indian Vfomen (NFI~Y) have direct 

political affiliations, but the AIWC has close links 

with the Congress and the NFii•l with the Communist Party 

of India. Their perceptions of Indian social reality 

are therefore, radically different. The question to be 

considered then is - What are the implications this has 

for the kind of policies followed and ti1e issues raised 

by the AIWC and the NFDv? This question is c~ucial to 

the possibility of· a unified women's movement cutting 

across class lines. 

It is argued here that one must use the term 

'women 1 s movement' with care in India. Such a term 

masks the differential participation of women in poli

tical life, given their different socio-economic posi-
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tions and class interests. This does not mean that such 

differential participation is mutually antagonistic, but 

it does mean that to see all kinds of participation by 

women in terms of a 'Women's Movement• is to obscure the 

differences in the political interests of women as a 

non-homogeneous group. Furthermore, a women's movement 

can be said to exist only where gender oppression speci

fically, is called into question. A \vomen's movement, 

in other words, would struggle to transform those rela

tions of po,~r \mich oppress all \~men. Hence the deli

berate preference for the term 'the political participa

tion of women 1 to 'women 1 s movement 1 • Such a term in

cludes all struggles by women to transform oppressive 

relations of povrer, as we have seen in the last chapter. 

Thus the political participation of ,.,omen would include 

not only a women's movement but also struggles to fight 

against po,·rer relations which oppress both men and \'lomen. 

In the latter kind of struggle the aspect that must be 

considered is whether gender issues are confronted as 

well. 

The following study of AivlC and NFI\•1 leads to an 

understanding that a unified women's movement cutting 

across class lines is possible in struggles opposing 

power relations wnich oppress only women. ·where the 
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attempt is to transform relations of PO\\IE!r oppressing 

both men and women, women are motivated by interests and 

loyalties \mich may differ from those of women of the 

powerful groups. 

The AIWC and NFI\'l \Ifill be c cnsidered in terms of 

their perceptions of the Indian situation and their 

general activities in the 70s. Specifically, this chap

ter \~11 look at these organizations with reference to 

b;TO important movements of the period, the anti-price 

rise movement and the 'Total Revolution' movement in 

Bihar. The NFIW participated actively in the former, 

and the AIWC mainly confined itself to the Central Steer

ing Committee while denouncing all 'agitational 1 poli

tics. Neither organization participated in or supported 

the latter movement, but they did not participate for 

different and mainly political reasons. 

The AIWC: Perception of Indian Social Reality and of the 
0ituation of Women 

The AII,'lC w;ls :formed in 1927 at Pune, its formation 

\\18.S inspired by Harga.ret Cousins, who felt that educa

tion alone could save Indian -women from their back\'tard-

ness. 

The organization does not have any particular theo

retical understanding of the oppression df women. Their 
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understanding springs from the general belief that "the 

State, if it is to secure to all citizens, men and women, 

equality must come forv~rd to provide adequate means of 

livelihood and equal pay for equal ,Hork and public assis

tance in case of unemplO)~ent, old age, sickness and 

disablement •••• o. 11 ,
1 and a recognition of 11the inherent 

rights of every human being to irvork and to have the essen

tials of life. 112 Hovvever, there is hardly any insight 

into the compulsions operating on the State v;hich cons

train it from 11 providing ad~quate means of livelihood." 

Nor is there •pesifie any understanding of the stratifi

cation of women along caste and class lines. \'Jhile pro

testine against the proposal to combine t~e incomes of 

husband and ·wife for tax purposes, it is stated that "the 

creation of an egalitarian society is of course an impor

tant objective of our government •••• But it cannot be 

done by sacrificing the interests of \vomen who constitute 

fifty per cent of our population. 11 3 However, not all of 

that fifty per cent would have incomes vvhich fall within 

the tax bracket. T.ne AI\'/C thus tends to see the rights 

1 Report of AIWC, Presidential Address, 41st Session 
1973. 

2 Ibid., 38th Session 1970, Aims and Objectives. 

3 Ibid., Presidential Address, 4oth Session 1972. 
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of. women as the rights of middle-class women alone. Even 

this understanding is partial, as they seem to consider 

that 'equality' has now been achieved and the goverrment 

need only be urged to fill in some lacunae. This atti

tude is evident from a statement like the following, 

"From British period ommrds, women and scheduled castes 

have been braclteted together as the tvw most oppressed 

sections of our society •••• It is however a matter of 

great concern to us that our co-travellers of old have 

not won for themselves that position of social equality 

which \'/€ have succeeded in doing so "'onderfully well ••• n4 

To refer to women and scheduled castes as if they are two 

entirely different groups, one of ~mich has won equality 

while the other has not, shows an extremely inadequate 
' 

understanding of the social and economic context of 

women's oppression. 

This middle-class urban viewpoint can be seen in 

the patronising attitude treflected/ in statements like 

nRural Women •••• .have hardly made themselves felt in 

activities that are directly related to their welfare 

and upliftment... HO\rv" could we inspire them and make 

them share in these activities?n5 Thus rural women are 

4 Ibid., Presidential Address 1970. 

5 Souvenir issued at 43rd session, 1975. 
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viewed as passive beneficiaries of development which 

urban vtomen will bring them. The understanding that 

'they have hardly made themselves felt' in activities 

clearly shows the ignorance of the immense contribu

tions of women to the rural economy. 

The structural inequalities in the economy as a 

\'lhole remain uncomprehended by the AI\JC. As a result, 

the scarcity of food, for example, is seen not as a 

problem related to distribution and to the lack of 

purchasing power on the part of the lower classes, but 

as a function of production.6 It becomes possible then, 

to see the irresponsibility of trade unions as the cause 

for food shortages. nAsk any of the student and labour 

tmion leaders how much we are losing every year by 'ltt:iy 

of strikes and hartals".7 

More progressive views remain restricted to papers 

presented at seminars. For example, 11 Production is impor

tant, but not more important than the '~lfare and progress 

of men and vvomen. n8 Other papers on education and unemp-

6 

7 

8 

Report of AI\~, Presidential Address, 49th Session, 
1980. 

Ibid., Presidential Address, 40th Session, 1972. 

Impact of Industrialization on Womeni Paper read at 
Regional Seminar.of the Internationa Alliance of 
Women, 1970. Report in AI\~ Report of 38th.Session, 
1970. 
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loyment have raised the questions of the decentralisa

tion of industries to rural areas, the need for child

care facilities for working women and so on. The Presi

dential addresses also occasionally go beyond a super-

ficial view of women's situation, "•••• when the employer 

employs a man he is actually employing two people for 

one wage. He is employing the man and his \'life who is 

looking after him and reproducing his energy ••• n9 Some-

times radical vie\t/S are expressed. • • "Women's bodies 

must not be used as instruments of the political or 

" economic programme of any nation or ideological group. 

It is the exclusive right of women to control their own 

reproductive destinies •••• n10 

HO\'Iever, as we shall see, such views are not trans

lated into action. 

The AD'/C as a Political Organization 

Beginning as an organ~zation for social work, the 

AI\~ sessions began to reflect the growing perceptions 

of its members that "in consideration of the widespread 

awakening of interest amongst the women of India in all 

questions affecting their welfare, this conference is of 

9 Report of AIWC, ~3rd Session, 1975. 

10 Ibid., 42nd Session, 1974. 
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the opinion that while continuing its policy it should 

vliden its scope to include these questions. n11 Its policy 

so far had been concerned solely with the right kind of 

educational scheme to secure the development of a truly 

national and natural womanhood. The understanding that 

questions of politics could not be ignored was hotly 

debated in following sessions. By the 13th Session 

(1938-39) politics \~S accepted and the debate revolved 

around the definition of politics. \'lhile refraining 

from "party politics" Indian women were exhorted to 

understand, "why and how far the form of government 

affects their lives.u12 From the 18th Session (1943) 

Indian independence is openly demanded.13 The organiza

tion had indeed come a long '~Y from its initial under

standing of politics as a hindrance to social change. 

After independence, the formation· of a Congress 
Q.. 

government resulted in~recasting of AIWC's policy. There . 
-v.as a gradual shift from agi tational politics to develop

mental strategies. This shift was not abrupt. Through 

11 Haitreyee Chaud.huri, 'Defining Politics: The All 
India \•!omen' s Conference (1927-47)', Paper presen
ted at SNC\vs, 1984, p. 5. 

12 Defining Politics, op.cit., p. 7. 

13 Defining Politics, op.cit., p. 8. 



- 71 -

the 50s the AIWC actively lobbied and pressurised the 

government to reform social laws concerning women. Along 

with other women's organizations the AivlC applied pres

sure on the government to enact the Special ~arriage Act 

1954, the Hindu Harriage and Divorce Act 1955, the Inter

state Succession Act 1956 and the Dowry Act 1961. From 

the mid-50s however the ATIIC began focusing its atten-

t . . "l . l lf 14 
~on pr~mar~ y on soc~a we are.- By the 70s, vlhen 

there \~S suCh tremendous political activity by women, 

the AH!C retreated to a position ,.,here once again 1 social 

v.rork 1 \Vcls posited against political activity as being 

more constructive, 'the time has come when this organiza

tion should recover its old spirit of dedicated vigorous 

activity in social ·welfare work' •15 As mentioned earlier, 

the coming into power of a Congress government certainly 

necessitated a realignment of AHTC's policies. Ho\',rever 

it would be facile to stress the close links between the 

Congress and the AH!C in an attempt to explain the AIWC 1 s 

involvement in politics during the nationalist movement 

as well as its \'lithdrawal from active politics after the 

14 Centre for vlomen 1s Development Studies, Women's 
Participation in Political Life in India, op.c~t. 

15 Report of AI\vC, Presidential Address, 39th Session, 
1970. 
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40s. This shift in policy should not be vie1ved as a 

.fundamental chanee in direction from 'political• to 

•apolitical' but rather, as a continuation of the same 

political line. That is, both the decision to enter 

active politics as vTell as the decision to withdravl '"ere 

political decisions. 

AIWC's decision to enter active politics must be 

understood in the context of the nationalist movement of 

the 30s and 40s vrhen the organization assumed at) agita

tional stance. In the 30s potentially radical lO\'ler

class protests were being contained by the advance and 

consolidation of the Congress organization, which invol

ved the gradual establisr~ent of the hegemony of bourgeois 

and dominant peasant groups over the national movement. 

The overall importance of bourgeois groups in national 

politics in this period proved decisive in Civil Disobe

dience, constitutional discussions and ministry makling.16 

It is vlithin this historical context that \•/e must view 

the AIWC's political stance at the time. Both the AIIVC's 

involvement in politics at that stage as well as its 

withdrawal from active politics after the 40s must be seen 

as political decisions, the impact of 1vhich at both times 

16 Sumit Sarkar, Modern India 1885-1947, f1:1cmillan 
India Ltd., 1983, pp. 254=61. 
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was to strengthen the hands of the bourgeois landlord 

coalition. It is important to note here that we .are 

referring to the participation only of the AIWC in the 

national movement, and not to the participation of women 

as a whole. The t\ro are by no means the same. 

But the organization itself vie\'1ed its change in 

policy quite differently. This is clear from the Presi

dential addresses and the annual reports of the Secretary

General, \vhich see politics as a detrimental to any 

constructive social work. In an interview a veteran 

ConE,Tess activist who has also been a member of AIVIC, 

Phulrenu Guha, attributed the new 11deputationist approachtt 

to the "moral degeneration" of the post-Independence 

period.17 

Thus, these decisions of the AIWC (to take part in 

agi tational politics and then to withdraw) have been 

characterised as political not because they were inten

tionally so. These decisions had a political impact in 

that the dominant fraction of the ruling class benefited 

by them in both cases. 

By 1970, the only form of political activity vfuich 

the organization accepted as falling v1i thin its ambit is 

17 Dr Phulrenu Guha in intervie,., on 6th f':i:ty 1983 in 
\vomen's Participation in Political Life in India, 
op.cit., p. 32. 
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the education of the voter so that she could meaPJ.ngful

ly exercise her vote.18 It does consider economic eman

cipation of v.romen as part of its l·tork, 19 and this could 

have meant radical political activity. However, the 

term 'economic emancipation' refers only to the various 

self-employment schemes which the AI~:lC conducts in various 

areas. There is no understanding of the system within 

which such schemes perforce operate, making economic 

emancipation far from being a reality. Further, the 

reference to participation in politics means only parti

cipation in elections and lobbying in the public interest, 

but 11v1e stop dead when it is likely to go anywhere. into 

the politicai area.n20 Earlier, at the 1972 Session, the 

Presidential address had noted that "by and large the 

line dividing the two (social welfare and politics) is 

becoming thinner ••••• Many of the Central Ministers, 

HPs, I·ll...As ••••• \'/ere our \'!Orkers at some time or the 

other • • • • • • This is as it should be •••••" 

In an article in the souvenir brought out for the 

43rd Session in 1975, the President Lakshmi Raghuramaiah 

18 Report of AHTC, Presidential Address, 39th Session, 
1970. 

19 Ibid., Presidential Addre~s, 48th Session, 1977. 

20 Ibid., 49th Session, 1978. 
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saw participation in public life as restricted to edu

cated \I/Omen. Once again it is evident that she is 

equating public life with electoral participation. This 

itself is suspect, because thousands of illiterate women 

turn out to vote, although women who contest elections 

are normally educated. However, if we see public life 

as composing more than electoral participation, her 

statement is false, for countless working-class women 

were part of popular movements and active in trade 
. 21 

U!'..J.OllS • 

In the post-Independence period then, it \<TOuld 

appear the AIWC lapsed into its earlier stance of non-

involvement in political questions. Even on \'TOmen 's 

issues the militancy shown during the passage of the 

Hindu Law Bill v~s no longer evident. 

During the 70s the AiitlC v.ras involved in a set of 

activities which, ivhile vv-orthwhile in themselves, \'!ere 

located in the existing social and economic structure 

and therefore made no attempts to challenge it. How

ever, as we have seen, keeping out of all kinds of move-

21 Women's Partici tion in 
op.cit.; Ga~l vedt, We \•ill mas this Prison, 
Orient Longman Ltd., 1980; .Amrita Basu, "1\vo Faces 
of Protest n in The Extended Familt ed • , Gail Hi
nault, Chanakya PUblications, Del i, 1981. 
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ments attempting to deal with the growing poverty and 

government repression \~S motivated by political consi

derations. Not surprisingly the AIVIC consumed its 

energies in running working women's hostels, balwadis, 

cooperatives, small savings schemes, serving centres, 

schools for the blind and mentally retarded, adult edu

cation centres, free legal aid and self-employment 

schemes. 

It gave evidence before the Parliamentary Select 

Committee on the Termination of Pregnancy Bill and also 

before the Estimate Committee on the role of volu.11tary 

organizations and family planning. 22 It undertook sur

veys of f isher\·Tomen and women petty traders for the 

report of the Committee on the Status of Women in India, 23 

and represented successfully against the proposal to 

4onvert Lady Hardinge Nedical College into a co-educa

tional institution. 24 Alon~vith other women's organiza

tions, the AI\vC held a symposium, "Indian Vlomen in the 

80s: Development Imperative", to ensure that \'!omen's 

needs were adequately represented in the Sixth Plan. The 

22 Report of AI\vC, Secretary-General's Report, 39th 
Session, 1970. 

23 Ibid., Secretary-General's Report, 1973-74. 

24 Ibid. 
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recommendations of this symposium were published as a 

document and as a result of these efforts a section on 

women vJO.s included in the Sixth Plan. 

One major attempt at transcending the politics of 

representations and resolutions during the 70s ~~s the 

effort to hold public meetings to protest against the 

proposal of C'haran Singh, Chief Ninister of UP, to stop 

recruitment of women officers in the IAS and the IFS, 

and again holding of meetings to protest against the 

proposal to assess income tax on joint incomes of hus

band and wife. 25 \'Jhile both ilrere valid and relevant 

issues, their universality as women's issues '\I~S strictly 

limited. · 

Nore radical demands were restricted to resolutions -

implementation of equal \~ges for equal work, speedy 

implementation of land reforms, 26 an end to the sale of 

Adivasi girls in Orissa, 27 barring export of essential 

food items. 28 At the 42nd session in 1974, a resolution 

,..,as passed "to rededicate ourselves and declare that we 

25 Ibid., Secretary-General's Report, 39th Session, 
1970. 

26 Ibid. 

27 Ibid., 4oth Session, 1972. 

28 Ibid., 49th Session, 1980. 
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shall not spare ourselves to obtain social justice for 

all, by peaceful, non-violent means ••• n 

At the same time, some resolutions display an in

sular middle-class attitude and concern for the interests 

of these classes. Consider for example the demand that 

"In vie\v of the inconveniences caused to members attend-

ing their meetings, the RailvJB.y Ivlinistry is requested to 

renew their former concession for upper classesn29 or 

the suggestion to form squads which v1ould go out and 

11 shov1 students ho,., to concentrate on studies and not 

spoil their careers and those of others by forcing the 

closure of educational institutions.n3° On occasions 

the Anvc der:10nstrated its class bias quite candidly by 

asserting that 11all strikes in essential services and in 

those enterprises concerned with national production 

should be barred for 5 years.n31 

The report of the Committee on the Status of 

Women in India characterised the AD'/C as •mainly a deli

berative body using resolutions as its main method of 

pressurising the government 1 •
32 lie have seen that this 

1.-'li thdrawal of AIUC from agi tational politics is not a 

29 Ibid., 40th Session, 1972. 

30 Ibid., 48th Session, 1979. 

31 Ibid., 41st Session, 1973. 

32 Tov.ICI.rds E guali tl, Report of the csvTI, op.cit., Ch.VII. 
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retreat to an apolitical stance. Rather, the effect of 

its 1vj, thdra\·Jal has been political, in that it bas streng

thened the hands of the dominant class coalition. 

The NFHl: Indian Social Realit and 
he Situa 

The women within the AITifC v1ho had Communist lea-1:3-

ings increasingl~ felt constrained by the scope and func

tioning of the organization. During the nationalist move

ment the communist sympathisers ~~nted the AIWC to trans

form itself from an elite organization into a mass-based 

organization of the toiling women of town and country as 

these women were largely outside the ambit of membership~3 

Eventually the increasing restriction of AIWC's activi-

ties in the post-independence period to issues of social 

reform encouraged the communists to break away to form 

the NFIW in 1954. 

Although the constitution of the NFI\'1 describes it 

as a 'non-political' body, it is known to have close 

links ,.,ith the Communist Party of India.34 It is also 

political in its activity in that it seeks to transform 

33 · Renu (,'hakravarti, Communists in the Indian \'lomen' s 
Movement, People's PU'6lishing House, 1986. 

34 Centre for Women's Develonment Studies, op.cit., 
p. 33. 
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oppressive relations of po,~r. The federation aims at 

raising the awareness of women to fight for social trans

formation, and places the oppression of women within the 

framework of society and class struggle. The organiza

tion's emphasis is on helping to release women from their 

present restricted position in society, but believes 

this would be possible only if all oppressed people are 

free. 
( 
Even though primarily an organization meant to 

remove the special disabilities that women suffer from, 

we believe they can be truly free only in a planed 

·socialist society. Therefore ~mile we are a women's 

organization, the NFI\11 believes in supporting people 

everywhere in their struggles for national liberation, 

against foreign aggression and for '"orld peace,.35 It is 

noted that after independence "there \vere forces W1ich 

tried to reduce the role of "'romen' s organizations to 

charitable \'/Ork combined with, on and off, passing reso

lutions demanding better status for women 11 ,36 but the 

I'Wii'l has been "consistently working for organizing women 

to struggle for equal rights and responsibilities in all 

spheres of life.u37 

35 

36 

37 

Believing that the oppression of women is set with-

Report of NFHl, 8th Congress 1973, Presidential 
Address. 

Ibid., 1oth Congress, 1980. 

Ibid. 
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in a generally exploitative structure, 1\fFDT is concerned 

with the general political situation in the country. It 

decried the gro,.,ring authoritarianism and suppression of 

democratic rights as for example the passing of the 

National Security Act '\.fuich it saw as 'aimed at curbing 

the democratic rights of the people, and suppressing 

popular struggles' .38 Similarly, it drew attention to 

the "dangerous situation" in the North-East Region which 

"has been kept totally undeveloped in the last three 

decadestt •39 

The NFIVl had a structural understanding of the 

economic and political crisis in India in the 70s. It 

sharply criticised the economic policy of the government, 

which for all its lip service to socialism encouraged big 

industry, constantly '\'lidening the disparity between the 

rich and the poor. In accordance with the general frame

work, rising prices were seen as due to the capitalist 

development in the country as a result of which inflation 

had been rising.40 11 It is government's trade and indus-

trial policy of favouritism to big industrial houses ••• 

lack of curbs on unproductive spending ••• on luxury goods, . 
38 Ibid., ~'/ork Report, 10th Congress, 1980. 

39 Ibid. 

40 Ibid. 
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uncontrolled deficit financing ••• that are responsible 

f b t d . . . " 41 or una a e ••• r~se ~ pr~ces •••• A powerful mass 

movement must therefore be built on this issue to pro

vide at least some relief to women. The task was seen 

as that of having a prolonged campaign \.'lith "intensive 

propaganda giving facts and figures about the reasons for 

the price rise 11 , and "building agitations on specific 

demands in localities 11 •
42 The Eighth Congress of the 

Federation drew up a cl1arter of demands which included 

government takeover of wholesale trade in foodgrains and 

essential commodities, introduction.of statutory rationing 

and nationalisation of sugar, oil and textile industries. 

The oppression of \'/omen was, as 1.-re have seen)placed 

in the context of the economic crisis. Increasing inci

dents of rape, molestation and dowry murders are seen as 

concomitants of the nature of economic development in the 

country, •rape and molestation are being used today as a 

class and caste weapon". 43 A strong women's movement 

must be built up, organizing women to fight for equal pay 

for equal work, better job opportunities, access to edu

cational and vocational training and conditions in Which 

41 Ibid. Co~~ission on Land Reform and Rising Prices, 
8th Congress, 1973. 

42 Ibid., 1oth Congress, 1980. 

43 Ibid. Commission on Social Oppression, 1oth Cong
ress, 1980. 
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they can marry according to their OW11.choice, ~rlthout 

the humiliating custom of dowry. 44 Working women bear a 

double load of oppression, and NFIW is particularly sen

sitive to this aspect. Lower wages for similar work is 

one of the most common ways in which women are discrimi

nated against, and a resolution passed at the Ninth Cong

ress in 1976 welcomed the passage of the Equal Remunera

tion Act, but noted that it covered only women in the 

organized sector, and demanded that all loopholes in the 

Act should be plugged. 

Every Congress has-normally set up Commissions an 

Social Oppression, Land Reforms, Rising Prices and Employ

ment of Women Which have organized statistics and other 

facts about vromen 1 s situation in these areas. 

The NFIVI as a Political Organization 

i'Jhile the NFI\V recognizes the importance of social 

welfare activities evident in its efforts to organize 

nursery schools, handicraft centres and health centres, 

the organization feels it much more imperative to orga

nize women to make them intervene in political issues.45 

44 Ibid., 1oth Congress, 1980. 

45 Intervievv with Vimla Parooqui, Secretary, NFIW, 30th 
!-·'lay, 1983, in vi omen's Participation in Political Life 
in India , on. cit. , p. 34. 
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Its membership reflects its mainly i'lorking-class base 

of women who have been struggling against exploitation 

and inequities. The delegates to the Tenth Congress in 

1980, for example, included ~ workers from Bombay 

vino had at that time participated in a seventy-five day 

strike, teachers from Delhi and Bihar who had actively 

taken part in movements for better conditions of i'lork 

and women 'Who had fought for and won several local de

mands\like more water taps, health and maternity facili

ties, better drainage, and improvement in fail"' price 

shops.. Thus, politics for the NFIW is constituted by 

struggle against exploitation and oppression. 

The political activities of the NFI\'l fall into 

three broad streams - actions in solidarity '"i th workers 

and other toiling sections, actions for a life of dignity 

and self-respect, and efforts for better conditions of 

living. 'de will look at some of the actions taken in 

order to dra\'r a general picture of what constitutes poli

tical activity for the l\1FI\V. 46 

In pursuit of its goal of solidarity with the work

ing class active ,,.,ork \•fcls done among the striking v1orkers 

of the cashew factories in Kerala (90 per cent of the 

employees of ivhich are \V"omen), the Bata $shoe factories 

and the Birla Oi•med cotton mills of vlest Bengal, the 

46 Based on information in reports of 8th, 9th and 1oth 
Congress of NFD'l. 
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Dhari\'18.1 mill in Punjab and among worl\.ers in other parts 

of the country both by NF~N's actual participation in 

the strikes and by expressing solidarity and organizing 

relief for the \·mrkers' families. 

On the demand of reducing municipal taxation on 

workinG \'!Omen, the NFIW carried out a successful pro

gramme of squatting in front of the I11unicipal Building 

in Asansol, 1:/est Bengal. NFI\'/ members are also closely 

associated v1i th the biri \•Torkers at Guntur, Andhra Pra

desh. Because of their consistent agitation in Mahara

shtra along vri th other women's organizations, women 

employees won some important concessions from the State 

Government regarding transport from mofussil areas and 

other protective measures. Organizations of tribal and 

Harijan '"omen have been built in Dhulia and Katkari 

(Iviaharashtra) to fight the oppression against \'lO!llen on 

gl."'Ounds of sex and caste. Vl ork is also done among pea

sant and tribal women in other parts of the country, 

educating them about their rights and launching campaigns 

against higher taxation, indebtedness and non-implemen

tation of land reforms. Self-employment schemes were 

started for these women in Andhra Pradesh and Kerala. 

The NFnv is as concerned that women should live 

in dignity and self-respect as it is with their economic 

independence. It has taken up innumerable individual-
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cases of women who have been victims of social oppres

sion, molestation and police tyranny. The Tenth Cong

ress noted that there had been a grov~h and strengthen· 

ing of cooperation among women's organizations on the 

issues of rape and molestation. The cases of Rameeza, 

Hathura and r~:;aya Tyagi focused national attention on 

the issue of rape and police harassment of women and 

constant lobbying by the women's organizations forced 

the Supreme Court to revie''' the I'1E.thura case. A Bill 

~~s introduced in Parliament to amend the law on rape. 

NFiv/ has also undertaken many programmes to improve the 

living conditions of women. It does active work in 

slums to stop demolition of huts, reduce rent, and pro

vide basic amenities. Such activities are carried on 

all over India. 

Quite clearly then, NFDv is political in a way in 

which AIWC is not. This will become clearer still when 

we look at the two major movements of the 70s, the anti

price rise movement and the 'Total Revolution' movement 

in Bihar led by Jai Prakash r~rayan. 

The Anti-Price rise Iv'Iovement 

Throughout the 70s there were sporadic protests 

against the rising prices of essential commodities. The 
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movement found its most organized expression in Bombay 

between 1972 and 1974. It is significant that v1hile all 

sections of society ""ere hit by the price rise, the 

protest movement against it was spearheaded by women so 

that it became essentially a women's movement. Since 

the sexual division of labour ensures that women, both 

of the middle class and of the working class, are res

ponsible for making ends meet in running their homes, 

they \'Tere most directly affected by essential commodi

ties going out of their reach. It \'J8.S women therefore, 

"VIho vvere immediately responsive to any kind of protest 

action. Tney organized militant and imaginative campaigns 

such as the kachra tula, i.e. the weighing of the Minister 

for Food and Civil Supplies against chaff collected from 

grain available through fair price shops, and the famous 

Belan March to the Secretariat in Bombay in which women 

banged belans on empty thalis. 

An All India Anti Price Rise vlomen's Committee was 

formed, consisting of members of W'Omen's organizations 

and women's frollts of political parties. Both Anvc and 

NFIW \'.Tere a part of this united front. 'Ihe A UIC viewed 

the problem of rising prices as essentially a function 

of low productivity. Higher levels of production re

quired eschewing militancy. Consequently the organization 
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advocated a remedy of 'no strikes, no bandh~ until v~ 

have enough and the slogan for the year is produce more 

and reduce price.•47 The price rise was to be fought by 

increasing production in all national spheres and by 

destroying the 'three enemies' - •any aptitude for 

strikes, any aptitude to destroy property and adultera

tion of food, medicines and essential articles•.48 

A resolution passed at the 41st session in 1973 

approved of the.following steps to combat rising prices 

and scarcity of essential consumer goods - the organiza

tion of an effective consumer movement to resist and 

fight rise in prices, adulteration and scarcity of essen

tial commodities, the seeking of women's representation 

on vigilance committees, and the establishment of women's 

consumer cooperatives to provide essential commodities 

at reasonable prices. Hovrever, these objectives ,.,ere 

realized only through measures which worked on the assump

tion that nanti-social n elements ,.,ere responsible for the 

crisis. There ~~s no understanding of the structural 

reasons for continued inflation and, therefore, no attempt 

was made to tackle these issues at a deeper level. 

47 Report of AT1lC, Presidential Address, 41st Session, 
1973. 

Ibid. 
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The Andhra branches of theAIWC collected levy 

rice for the goven1ment ~nd ran fair price shops. The 

branches at Ernakulam, Ffadras and Amritsar organized 

cooperative stores on a no-profit no-loss basis 11 in 

spite of harassment by dealers and shopkeepers". Fair 

price shops were run in Kanpur and Simla, and complaint 

cells established in every Municipal I>Iarket in Calcutta, 

run jointly by the AIWC and the \·Jest Bengal \'lomen's 

Coordinating Council.49 

By contrast NFIW, had a much clearer theoretical 

understanding of the price rise, and they saw the task 

primarily as one of educating the people about the rea

sons for the price rise on the one hand, and of building 

agitations on specific demands in localities, on the 

other.50 In persuance of these aims it conducted seve-

ral compaigns against rising prices between 1971 and 

1979. In July 1971 NFDI organized an All-India signature 

campaign on a memorandum to the Prime Ninister demanding 

price controls and in cooperation vli th the Agricultural 

l'lorkers' Union and the Kisan Sabha, the organization 

picketed government offices to protest against the price 

rise. In September 1972 a protest week was observed 

49 Ibid., Secretary-General's Report 1973-74. 

50 Report of NFIVI, 1oth Congress, 1980. 
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against rising prices. All over the country agricul

tural labour 1vomen, .factory and office workers, slum 

/ dwellers and middle class housewives held demonstrations 

and meetings and presented memoranda to the Chief Ninis

ters, Collectors and District Eagistrates. A similar 

campaign was launched in Harch 1973. Subsequently consi

derable action v~s undertaken to compel erring traders 

to dehoard foodgrains and sell them at reasonable prices. 

By 1974 the NFIW had come to realise the situation 

could not be changed by organizing consumers' resistance 

nor just by women taking over ration shops. Instead the 

organization felt it was necessary to launch an organized 

struggle against hoarders, black-marketeers and big 

indu8trialists"-.51 The first phase of the campaign v.ra.s 

to explain to women the causes which led to the artifi

cially created scarcity of essential commodities. Meet-

ings 1·rere held all over India for the purpose. 

In Patna after a long agitation four bread shops 

were opened to provide bread at a controlled rates, and 

banks were gheraoed to press the demand that loans to 

speculators in food grains be stopped. In Delhi a godo\m 

where vanaspati was hoarded \'las raided and shopkeepers 

selling rationed food in the black marked h·ere gheraoed 

till their licenses were revoked. 

51 Ibid., 9th Congress, 1974. 
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Throughout 1976 and 1977 and intermittently until 

1979, women continued their protest throughout the 

country. Such consistent agitations and protest had 

some effect - there vas better distribution of kerosene 

and extra rations of sugar for the festive season for 

example. In 1979 the Andl?J."'a P:i."'adesh government issued 

orders for the suspension of export of vegetables to 

Gulf countries. 

But the NFIW itself does not see these compaigns 

as anything more than an effort to provide "some relief" 

to ~~men, 52 as it is fully aware that inflation is a 

consequence of the path and nature capitalist development 

followed in India. In the face of the direction that 

development is taking however, the NFD/ feels a strong 

and organized -v10men 1 s movement is essential to counter 

the grov1ing marginalisation of women.53 

The 'Total Revolution' l\1ovement in Bihar 

The JP movement in Bihar has been discussed as an 

example of the differential levels of participation of 

women in politics though neither NFii:f nor AI\'!C partici

pated in or supported it. Ho1·rever it is interesting to 

52 Ibid., 1oth Congress, 1980. 

53 Ibid. 
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compare their attitudes beca~e both organizations had 

different perspectives which arose out of varying poli

tical considerations. Further-more the movement cannot 

be ignored because it attracted large numbers of women 

who took an active and enthusiastic part at every stage, 

and they did so for eminently political reasons.54 In 

view of these contrasting positions it is not surprising 

that there \"lS.S no single 1ivomen's' perspective on the JP 

movement. 

The movement began in Bihar in 1973 with the impo

sition of professional tax by the government which affec-

ted not only the middle class in the tovms but the work

ing class as well. So the opposition parties and trade 

unions formed an organization to struggle against the 

imposition of the tax. The organization vmich spearheaded 

the opposition was dominated by the Left parties. By 

fifarch 1974\ however this movement which had developed 

into a struggle against price rise and other economic 

difficulties passed into the hands of students. In conse

quence political demands eclipsed the economic demands. 

The urban middle class joined hands Hith the students but 

54 Niroj Sinha, "\'/omen 1 s Participation and Political 
Development in India; a Case Study of the Total 
Revolution f'·Iovement", paper presented at SNCWS, 
1984. 
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the working qlass kept aloof, as issues like corruption 

and dissolution of the Assembly came to the forefront. 

The landless and the poor peasants were largely indiffe

rent to the movement. The entire agitation after Harch 

1974 was planned and executed essentially by non-Commu

nist and Right parties.55 

The AIVTC did not participate in the movement and 

in fact, there is no direct reference to the movement at 

all in the Presidential address~s, reports of the Secre

tary-General or the resolutions passed in that period. 

Hovrever, the organization's condemnation of the movement 

for causing a breakdo\~ of law and order can be noticed 

from the approval of the Emergency as a restoration of 

real democracy whose 'vitals \-vere being eaten away' .56 

This \"las further reflected in the Secretary-General• s 

report for 1974-75 \~ich noted that 'as soon as the 

Emergency came we had our responsibilities to keep the 

people in strict discipline and order'. Thus the AIWC 

clearly stayed away from the movement because it was a 

challenge to the government's authority. As discussed 

55 Ghansham Shah, "Revolution, Reformt or Protest? A 
Study of the Bihar Hovement 11 , Economic and Political 
i'leekly, April 9, 16, 23, 1977. 

56 Report of AIWC, Presidential Address, 44th Session, 
1976. 



- 94 -

earlier, the AIVIC had political reasons for withdrawing 

from agitational politics, and these reasons related to 
Gil$ II r'!. fAt- . 

the need toipolitical stability of the-dominant coali-

tion of the ruling class. 

NFPtl' s opposition to the JP movement was derived 

from the CPI's stand vmich characterised the movement as 

one of right reaction. Its attitude 1...ras basically deter

mined by the CPI's overall support to the Congress Govern

ment which it saw as a representative of the interests 

of the national bourgeoisie aga~nst the monopoly bour

geoisie. The latter, in concert with the representatives 

of reactionary forces, v~s precipitating a situation 

conducive for the Fascists to take over. Besides, the 

CPI found no reason to support the movement which was 

antagonistic to Communist ideology. 

In vic:w o:f its close afffP'ity to theCPI, the NFI\1 

also denounced the Total Rev~fution movement as an attempt 

11 to subvert democracy and destroy democratic institu

tions.n57 The forces supporting the movement, they said, 

are those v1hich had alvfclys resisted measw.--es for the 

emancipation of women. The Bombay branch of the NF.Iiv 

walked out of the Anti-Price Rise Committee vlhen some 

elements tried to link it viith the JP movement, and in 

57 Report of NFI\v, 9th Congress, 1976. 
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Bihar it worked actively to expose the 11anti-democratic 11 

agitation. 

The NFIW then, opposed the Total Revolution move

ment because it saw it as reactionary and tending to 

fascism. The Aiwq•s opposition on the other hand, arose 

out of its rejection of all agitational politics after 

independence. Both therefore, were politically motivated. 

An important question which arises here but Which 

is too complex to be discussed as a part of this chapter 

is that of the relationship between the CPI and the NFIW 

(indeed, between any Left party and a women's organiza

tion linked to it).58 How far has NFIW's adherence to 

the CPI party line con~ trained its functioning as an 

organization primarily intended to promote the interests 

of women? There has been considerable dissatisfaction 

among women activists within Lei't parties on the coexis

tence of a patriarchal ideology along with a revolutionary 

one.59 Moreover, the NFIVI's support of the Emergency 

which saw draconian measures directed against the lower 

classes was due its unquestioned acceptance of the CPI 

line. There was of course, a qualitative difference 1n 

58 I am not here concerned with women within non-Left 
parties and with women's organizations linked to 
them because these are not necessarily committed to 
an egalitarian society and so are therefore,· not 
always involved in a contradictory position if they 
continue to see women in a subordinate role. 

59 Chhaya Datar, "Women • s Movement and the Left Par
ties: Critique of the Conceptual Frarllt.Worktt, paper 
presented at SNCWS, 1984. 
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NFIW 1s support of the Emergency and that of AIWC. NFIW 

laid greater stress on the implementation of the Twenty 

Point Programme which it saw as a 'fight against t:eud.a

lism and backwardness in the countryside •60 than on the 

aspect of maintenance of discipline as AIWC did. Even 

so, its support of the Emergency was quite out of keep

ing with its avowed aim of helping the oppressed strug

gle for a better life. 

Another women's organization of the Left is the 

~11-India Democratic Women's Association (AIDWA). Some 

of its regional units have been active in struggles 

since the 1930s in association with the undivided Commu

nist Party of India, but it came into existence as a 

mtional organization only in 1981. The AIDWA therefore, 

is outside the time period of this study, but a brief 

examination of its ideology is necessary to complete the 

picture of women's organizations in India because with 

a membership of about 15 lakhs, it is the largest women's 

organization today. The mass base of the AIDWA is mainly 

among agricultural workers, peasantry and the working 

class, but it also includes professional women and women 

from the service sector. 

lhe AIDWA, being closely associated with the CPI 

'(M), bas sharp differences with the perceptions of the 

60 Report of NFIW, 9th Congress 1976, Presidential 
Address. 
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AI\'TC as \'fell as NFI\'1 on Indian social reality and on the 

situation of \vomen. The NFIW, it is argued, has become 

a conglomeration of tendencies, diffusing any sharp under

standing of women's situation or of the general class 

structure of Indian society. T'ne AID\'lA 's understanding 

of women's oppression is at three levels (a) as citizens, 

(b) as members of a certain class; and (c) as members of 

an oppressed sex. All these are equally important, ru1.d 

the AID"1TA feels this kind of a structural understanding 

is necessary for a \romen's organization to function 

effectively. The 'urban middle-class perception' is seen 

to be limited, with its stress on personal liberty. Rape, 

for instance, is vievred less as a man-\mman issue than 

as an instrument of class rule, through landlord rape. 

Similarly, dowry carmot be fought vrithout attacking 

caste structures and the consumerist cul tLU'e. 61 The Jan-

~wadi Hahila Samiti (JltTS), in its campaign therefore 

stresses the social roots of the do;.<JI'y problem and the 

role of the government in not being firm on anti-dowry 

legislation, while at the same time, trying to fight it 

at an immediate level as ~~11. 

The Jr·lS in Delhi started functioning from July 1980, 

mainly with vvomen from the Students' Federation of India 

61 Interview· with Indu Agnihotri, President, Jan wadi 
Hahila Sami ti, January 30, 1 986. 
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and the Centre of Indian Trade Unions. The first pro-

gramme of JNS ·was a demonstration against the police 

molestation of Haya Tyagi. Since then there have been 

many compaigns on issues of vital importance to its 

mainly 1.vorking class membership, demands for basic civic 

amenities, ·v;ater supply and regular tra!'l..sport to the 

resettlement colonies. The JHS 1.·rcts also extremely 

active in opposing the bill on Huslim '\vomen(Protection 

of Rights On Divorce). 62 

An important forum of JI1S activity is its legal 

cell, which gives advice on cases of dOi.<f.CY and deser-

tion. \vomen came for help with cases already in court 

as well as for advice on whether to go to court at all. 

There are no trained counsellors, but JI1'LS activists learn 

through experience. 

The AID\vA then, has quite a different understanding 

of the oppression of \vomen from that of the AIWC, and 

criticizes the lack of focus in the perception and func

tioning of the NFIW. Hm'lever, the tensions inherent in 

theoretically accommodatine 'gender' within 'class' do 

tend to the subsuming of the former within the latter in 

the AID\1A •s ideology - as with the dismissing as 'middle 

class' of any concern with personal liberty and the view

ing of rape vmolly as a class weapon. This tension, it 

62 For a discussion of this Bill, see Conclusion. 
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should be noticed, is evident also in ~TIW's characteri

sation of women's oppression. 

Of course, this opinion of AIDWA is derived from 

very scanty material and cannot be considered as more 

than a personal impression until more rigorous data -

collection can be done. It would be interesting to 

examine \•rhether in actual practice the AID11A transcends 

its theoretical tendency to see social reality primarily 

in terms of class cm1flict, so that gender oppression 

within the ,.,orking class and in socialist societies re

mains invisible. 

To sum up, while there is a strong presence of 

women in politics in India, not all of their participa

tion adds up to a women's movement. In struggles which 

oppose pow·er relations oppressing all women, as for 

instance in the anti price rise movement, a unified 

initiative expressing a women's perspective is evident. 

Here a women's movement can be seen to exist. Though 

AIWC and NFDl differed on matters of detail, they ,.,ere 

agreed that rising prices must be combated by a common 

front of women. Another instance of such a struggle is 

that against the Huslim Women Bill. 

However, within struggles to transform structures 

of pov;er which oppress both men and vromen, the political 

action of women is determined more by their situation 
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~rrithin that structure than by their situation as \'lOmen. 

The JP movement is an ~xample of such a struggle, in 

vrhich some women participated, and AI\'lC and NFIW did 

not, but all the three sets of responses were influenced 

by varying political reasons. 

It is also to be noted that neither organization 

questions the oppressive nature of the family or the 

inevitability of the sexual division of labour. These 

issues have been of no significance in Indian politics. 



CHAPrER III 

\'l ONEN IN TRADE UNIONS :A ITUC, INTUC, CITU 

The number of '\vomen in trade unions forms a small 

percentage of the total number of working women in India. 

Yet it is important to study their struggles, their 

participation in trade union activity, and the extent 

to '\vhich trade unions in turn are sensitive to political 

issues arising out of gender. The crucial role that 

trade unions play in struggles to transform unequal re-

lations of po;.v-er should place them in a position which 

makes them specially responsive to the double load of 

oppression borne by women '\'!Orkers in a capitalist 

society. This chapter considers whether trade unions 

are in fact responsive to tDis aspect. Three trade 

unions are studied, the All India Trade Union Conference 

(AITUC), the Indian National Trade Union Conference 

(INTUC) and the Centre of liLdian Trade Unions (CITU). 

These are t.he three largest unions in India, AITUC with 

a membership of 18 1aW1s affiliated to the CPI, INTUC 

with a membership of 33 lakhs, to the Congress(!) and 

crru with a membership of 15 lakhs to the CPI (N). 1 

1 Figures compiled by the f.Iinistry of Labour, quoted 
in Indian Worker, January 8, 1979, Vol. XXVII, No. 
14. 
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These trade unions have been studied on the basis 

of their weekly journals, INTUC 1 s Indian \'iorker, AITUC's 

Trade Union Records, CITU1 s \'larking Class and Voice of 

the working \'loman, and some pamphlets produced by these 

unions on specific issues. Thus, as has been stressed 

in the Introduction, the data base of this study is 

limited. At the same time, it is sufficient to draw 

certain legitimate generalizations of a preliminary 

nature. Also, the focus on trade union membership, 

particularly of three specific unions, will necessarily 

exclude the struggles of women \vorkers who are not trade 

union members. Hence it would be i-Jell to be co~tantly 

aware of the limited field this chapter encompasses. 

The first section of this chapter draws a picture 

of the falling levels of the employment of women since 

1921, and examines the factors responsible for this. In 

particular, the role of protective legislation in inhi

biting women's employment is studied - the patriarchal 

assumptions on which it is based, and the contrary pulls 

of the needs of capital and male privilege which it 

embodies. 

Next, the gender-blindness of labour history in 

the 1tfest is focused upon. \'Jhere women 1 s workplace 

struggles have been considered \'lO:t'thy of notice they are 

belittled in comparison to men's struggles as being short-
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sighted and emotional. This is equally true of studies 

of trade unions in India, discussed in the next section. 

The chapter then goes on to study the perceptions 

of class struggle and patriarchy of AITUC, INTUC and CITU. 

Finally, the issue of equal pay for equal work is stu

died, as a reliable indicator of the position of women 

within the trade union movement. This is done with parti

cular reference to the views of AITUC, INTUC and CITU. 

Women and Employment in India 

The report of the Committee on the Status of Women 

in India ( 1974) classified women ltrorkers into two broad 

categories according to the degree of organization and 

nature of problems of their sectors of employment - the 

organized and unorganized sectors. The organized sector 

is characterised by capital intensive technology, rela

t'ively higher wages, large scale operations and corporate 

or governmental organization. The unorganised sector has 

labour-intensive technology, small-scale operations using 

traditional methods, and lower wages. In the organized 

sector wages are usually protected_ by labour legislation 

and trade union activity; in the unorganized sector there 

is easier entry, but less job security and lower earnings. 

The former includes the entire public sector of services 



- 104 -

and industry as well as that part of the private sector 

which is regulated. The latter includes agriculture as 

well as various industries and services. 

Tne census of 1981 showed that of the 63.6 million 

\•TOmen employed (that is, 19.8 per cent of the total 

female population and 26 per cent of the total work 

force), 94 per cent is employed in the unorganized sec

tor. Only 6 per cent of the female v;ork force is in the 

organized sector, where \'/Omen form 12.2 per cent of the 

total work force, and 7.5 per cent of the membership of 

unions submitting returns. 2 

These figures are given in the table b\·110\'1: 

Number of women employed (63.6 mil]-ion) as 

Percentage of ··total 
female PO£ulation 

19.8 

Percenta :re of 63.6 million women 
sector -

In organized sector, 

Percentage of total 
work force 

26 

in or anized 

Percentage of total v1ork force - 12.2 

Percentage of membership of unions submitting 
returns - 7.5 

There has been a consistent decline in the total employ-

2 Figures from Indian Labour Year Book, 1984. Labour 
Bureau, I~Iinistry of Labour, Government of India. 
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ment of women since 1921, both in percentage of workers 

to total female population and in their percentage to 

the total labour force. Bet1veen 1972-73 and 1977-78, 

\'/Omen lost 4.8 million jobs, \'lhile the employment of men 

\~nt up by 7.4 million.3 

The reasons for the falling work participation rate 

of v10men are mechanisation, v1hich pushes out \•lomen who 

generally lack alternative qualifications and training, 

the decline in handicrafts, increasing pressure of popu

lation on agriculture and migration from the ru1~l sec

tor.4 The Labour Bureau in the I'·iinistry of Labour has 

reached a similar conclusion. It has found that ratio-

nalization, automation and modernization have adversely 

affected 1.vomen' s employment in organized industries like 

jute, silk, mica, food processing.5 

3 See I_m1ards Equality, Report of the CSWI, 1974, 
Chapter V, 11Roles, rights and opportunities for 
economic participation" and H. Pais "Employment 
of Women in India: Recent Trends 11 , ~ational Labour 
Institute Bulletin, Vol. X, No. 3, 1984. 

4 Tov~rds Equality, op.cit. 

5 Neerja Chov..1dhury, 'First Victims of Nechanisation' 
Tne Statesman, November 25, 1985. 
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It should be noted that even within the generally 

falling levels of employment for all workers, the closing 

of avenues for \'lomen -vrorkers nas been greater because of 

these factors. There are in addition, policies follo·vred 

by employers Which actively militate against the employ

ment of women. As recently as 1933 for example, the 

Kerala government v~s directed by the High Court to remove 

the discriminatory statute denying women jobs in Class IV 

government service. Evidently, the unconstitutional 

statute came to light only v1hen t'\-'10 affected 1tl0men moved 

court.6 Another such instance is the voluntary retire

ment scheme of Bharatiya Coking Coal, by which a male or 

female worker can choose to retire and nominate a male 

dependent in his or her place. 7 vlhile only elderly males 

generally give up their jobs, \'!Omen are pressurised to 

give their jobs to male relatives by being transferred 

indiscriminately and being put on night duty in contra-

vention of the Hines Act. 

The next section studies the role of protective 

6 Vimal Balasubramanyan, 'Biology and Gender Bias', 
~, Ivlay 18, 1985, Vol. XX, No. 20. 

7 Manoshi Hi tra, 1 Women and Class Struggle, Tribal 
Women 1 s Struggles in Chotanagpur 1 , paper presented 
at the National Seminar on A Decade of \vomen • s 
Novement in India, SNDT Women 1 s University, Bombay, 
1985. 



- 107 -

legislation like the Nines Act mentioned above, in 

affecting women's employment. 

Protective Legislation 

The provisions relating to women· in two of the 

major acts of this kind are (a) The Factories Act of 

1948 t-mich prohibits the employment of women in certain 

parts of the factory which are deemed hazardous and in 

operations which expose persons to injury, poisoning or 

disease; (b) The Hines Act of 1952 by '"hich \'/Omen may 

not be employed underground or at night. 

Such provisions to protect the life and health of 

female workers are certainly necessary, but surely they 

are necessary for all \vorkers • Any demand for the 

relaxation of these provisions so as to expand women's 

employment would in effect be a demand for the right to 

be equally exploited with men in sharing their unprotec

ted conditions of work. This is why in Britain, in the 

face of the Tory Government's proposal to repeal such 

legislation, it has been suggested instead that the 

labour movement should fight for its extension iot the 

hours and conditions of vmrk of male v1orkers too. 8 

8 Hichele Barrett, \'!omens' Oppression Today, Verso, 
London, 1 980, p. 171 • 
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It has also been argued that tile economic obliga

tions on employers of maternity benefits, maintenance 

of creches and other special facilities for female 

workers are largely responsible for the decline in 

v1omen' s employment. In fact, the Lab our Bureau in 1977 

established that the monetary burden for such provisions 

-v.ras negligible compared to employers' other expenses, 

i.e. 0.02 to 1.8 per cent of the total wage bill. Tnis 

has been corroborated by other studies.9 

The focus of the chapter therefore, is on another 

aspect of protective legislation, that is, its use as a 

deliberate strategy to reduce competition for male 

"'orkers. It is argued that vJOmen's precarious position 

in economic production, their dependence on men, and 

the restriction of the domestic role in the family to 

women can be explained at least partly by protective 

legislation.1° For instance, a Commission appointed in 

1884 to investigate the operation of the 1881 Factory 

Act recommended that the number of vrorking hours for 

women be restricted to eleven. This was to enable the 

female \'iOrker to go home and perfonn her household duties 

9 Neerja Chowdhury, op.cit. 

10 See Jane Lewis, 'The Debate on Sex and Class•, ~ 
Left Review No. 149, January/February 1985. 
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\.fnich vvould 'promote the general health of the whole 

body of v!Orkers 1 • Similarly, prohibiting night work \\18.S 

decided upon because otherwise 'her home will be neglec

ted •••• The children will be either left at home un

cared for or brought to the mill which may affect their 

helath•.11 Thus it is assumed that housework is the 

\'/Omen's natural and primary domain. 

In the history of the labour movement in Britain 

it has been found that male workers resisted the \~Ole-

sale entrance of ,.,omen and children into the labour force 

and sought to restore the disrupted family life. Men 

therefore reserved union protection for men and argued 

for protective legislation for women and children.12 

As Sally Alexander puts it, 'The history of production 

under capitalism from a feminist perspective, is not 

simply the class struggle bet\~en the producer and the 

owners of the means of production. It is also the deve-

11 Shahnaz Anklasaria, 1 \~y Life is one long struggle', 
The Statesman, July 16, 1985. 

12 

Sarah Boston, Vlomen Workers and the Trade Union 
Movement, Davis - Poynter, London, 1980. 
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lopment of a particular form of the sexual division of 

labour in relation to that struggle•.13 

The conclusion seems inescapable that suCh protec-

t tive legislation was responsible for much of the diminu

tion of women's share in employment involving as it did 

the assumption that the relegation of women to domesti

city and child care vvas natural and desirable. At the 

same time, the state has not been averse to lifting 

protective legislation in its ovm interests. In mines, 

the gradual reduction of i\TOmen working underground began 

in 1929, in response to a depression in the coal industry 

from 1909 to 1 920. A total ban vJ9.s imposed in 1 93 9 but 
I 

this ban 1-.ras lifted for a short period during the Second 

1:/orld War \'lhen increased production was necessary •14 

Socialist countries too, are av~re of the manner 

in v1hich protective legislation restricts emplo:yment for 

a large section of the work force. In ~1e Yugoslav 

textile industry, the introduction of new technology re

quires machines to run twenty four ho1..:~rs but since v1omen 

are restricted from ""orking at night they are being 

13 Sally Alexander, l\lomen 1 s vlork in 19th Century 
London, A Study of the Years 1820-50', in Anne 
Oakley and Juliet Ei tchell (ed.), The Rights and 
Vlrongs of i'lomen, Penguin, 1976. 

14 :rvranoshi Ji'Ii tra, op. cit. 
. ' 
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thro\vn out of employment. So attempts are being made 

to decrease the hazards and inconveniences of \<lomen work-

ing at night - meals, day-care centres for children to 

allow \vomen to sleep during the day, and other measures 

to fight sexual harassment and so on.15 But it \•Jill be 

noted that even in Yugoslavia the sexual division of 

labour appears to be taken as unchangeable and P.a tural. 

It is interestine to note that the ILO is consi

dering ensuring protective legislation for 'workers v..dth 

family obligations' rather than for women. 

The INTUC opposes such legislation as unduly res

trictive. This is in keeping with the Coneress govern

ment's move to v:ithdra\'l the ban on v1omen \'lOrkers going 

underground and \•lOrking on the third shift in mines. The 

AITUC and CITU are against the removal of restrictions 

asthey understand such a withdra\~l to be in the inte

rests of profit, and not intended to increase the volume 
16 of employment for vromen. However, the complexities of 

15 Vida Tomscic, J.'.iember of the Yugoslav Council of 
Federation and President of the Republic of Slove
nia, at a discussion in New Delhi organised by the 
Research Group on Women's Studies, Delhi University, 
Novelilber 8, 1985. · 

16 Ha.itrayee Chaudhuri, 'Participation of \'/omen in the 
Indian Trade Union I>~ovement 1 , (unpublished), II.Phil. 
dissertation, JNU, 1981. 
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this issue have never been part of any debate in the 

trade union movement in India. The withdrawal of protec

tive legislation for women altogether ~rould not only 

free employers from the responsibility of ensuring 

ha2ard-free work environments but also keep ~~ges 1~~ 

for everyone. These t\'lO effects could be combated by 

organizing female \-Jorkers and demanding extension of 

protective legislation to all -v10rkers. However, pat

riarchal social relations divide the \-Jerking class, 

· allowing one part (men) to be bought off at the expense 

of the other (women). The existence of protective 

legislation for women alone ensures a larger share of 

the job market for men. It also minimises the danger 

of the undermining of male authority in the home through 

women earning wages separately from men. Thus, protec

tive legislation reflects in miniature all the tensions 

'"i thin the intermeshing of class and gender oppression 

at the work-place. 

\vomen \vorkers and Labour History 

As noted earlier, 19.8 per cent of the female popu

lation of India has paid employment, and an even smaller 

number of them are members of trade unions. In 1981 , the 

percentage of \•mmen members to the total membership of 
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registered unions submitting returns ~~s as low as 7.5 

per cent. 'Ihe figures for specific unions are not avai

lable but a sample survey of 580 CITU unions taken in 

1979 showed that 18 per cent of the membership and less 

than 1 per cent of the office bearers and executive 

committee members were female. 17 

Before we go into the reasons for the low rate of 

participation in trade unions, it would be useful to 

consider the characterization of women workers in I''larxist 

tradition and labour history. Nichele Barrett has poin

ted ot..:tt that for Earx the typical wage-labourer v/8.S male. 

Not only did Narx refer to women and children as 11 that 

mighty substitute for labour and labourers" in his dis

cussion of the introduction of machinery, but he also 

stated that the-value of labour power is determined not 

only by the labour time necessary to maintain the adult 

labourer but also 11his u family •18 This not ion of w'Omen 1 s 

dependence on a male vTage persists even in the face of 

evidence that most "Vlomen v1orkers support their families, 

and that many households both in India and the \'lest, are 

female-headed. Such a view has led to the point \'lhere 

in Britain, trade unions support a family \·~ge system in 

17 Fight Unitedly for the cause of Indian \'forking \'lomen, 
CITU, 1979. 

18 Capital, Vol. I, London, 1980, p. 395, Quoted by 
Earrett, O£.cit., p. 125. 
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which a male breadwinner earns a wage adequate to support 

a wife and family.19 As a result women have remained 

invisible in labour history. As Sarah Boston notes ·in 

the context of Britain, not only has the history of the 

trade union movement been one of struggle between workers 

ani employers (ultimately the state) in which women have 

shared, but in addition it has been one of struggle by 

women for recognition by male trade unionists, of women's 

fight for the right to be equal members within the 

unions. 20 

Generally, women's workplace struggles are consi

dered to be more short-sighted in their aims than those 

of men, to reflect a more rudimentary understanding of 

the realities of class struggle, and to be cqncerned 

with issues seen as extra-political, that is, the better

ment of the lives of their children and fulfilling domes

tic obligations rather than with a broader commitment 

to the betterment of workers as a whole. To begin with, 

it is questionable to what extent all male workers are 

motivated by this broader commitment. More fundamental

ly, if women are indeed ~oncerned with the lives of their 

children and with fulf'illing domestic obligations, it is 

19 Barrett, op.cit,, p. 135. 

20 Sarah Boston, op.cit. 



- 115 -

difficult to accept that this concern is in contradic

tion to a broader commitment to all workers. This is 

where one recognizes the significance of Nancy Hartsock's 

analysis, 21 which uncovers the reality of social rela

tions operating at a deeper level than that of produc

tion, that is, at the level of reproduction. If women 

are systematically responsible for a particular set of 

activities which are crucial for the functioning of 

society, then it follows that the consciousness arising 

from these activities is of equal relevance to society. 

Motivations arising from this cannot be dismissed as 

extra-political. 

Another factor is the differential location of men 

and women in wage work. It is likely to be women 1 s 

inferior class and market positions which form the basis 

for their lower rates of union membership and activism 

than the factors operating simply because they are women. 

That is, a different understanding of women's attitudes 

to trade union activity might be possible if the context 

of work rather than the gender composition of the work

force were to be stressed upon as the factor determining 

the frequency and type of militant actian. 22 In other 

21 Discussed in Chapter I, 'Theoretical Framework•. 

22 Purcell and Brown in Siltanen and Stanworth {ed. ), 
Women and the Public Sphere, Hutchinson and co. 
toridon, 1984. 
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words, if men were employed in the inferior and l~rer

paid·categories of jobs in which women are segregated, 

it is possible their levels of trade union activism 

would be equally low, It has also been found in some 

case studies in Britain that where the segregation of 

women into less-skilled, lower-paid jobs ensures that 

the interests of male and female workers diverge, male 
-

workers often use union power to preserve the differen-

tials that favour men rather than to erode suCh occupa

tional divisions,23 

Michele Barrett has outlined the strategies a 

labour movement could use, a consideration of which 

would be enlightening in this context. The first would 

be to use the strength of groups whose skills and essen

tial functions enable them to ba~gain for higher wages 

and better conditions of work. The bargaining power of 

these groups would also help to pull up less well-placed 

groups and to raise the standard of living of the working 

class as a whole. However this strategy depends on dif

ferentials and exclusionary practices and tends to re

inforce the vulnerable position of women workers. ~e 

British labour movement has followed this strategy, and 

it is also endorsed by Marx who in his discussion of the 

dilution of skill which accompanies the substitution of 

23 Ibid, 
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female and child labour for male, argues that organized 

male workers cOUld successfully resist these tendencies. 

The second strategy which Barrett sees as more 

likely to benefit labour in the long run, is to attempt 

to establish a minimum wage for all workers, irrespec

tive of skill and sectional bargaining power, and there

by reduce the likelihood of undercutting and substitution 

of cheap labour. This strategy, since it does not pro

tect sectional interests however, has naturally been 

less ;opular.24 

Women Workers and Trade Unions in India 

It is not uncommon to find, in books entitled 

'Trade Unions and Politics in India 1 or 1 Trade Union 

Movement in India', no reference to women workers at 

a11. 25 Ramaswamy's book is still more explicit, it is 

called 'The Worker and His Union•. 26 \there women are 

acknowledged at all, their low rates of participation 

in trade union activity are attributed to •apathy'. This 

24 Barrett, op.cit., P• 170. 

25 Harold Crouch, Manaktala, Bombay, 1966, and Sohail 
Jawaid, Sundeep Prakashan, New Delhi, 1982 res
pectively. 

26 Allied Publishers, Bombay, 1977. 
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apathy has been explained by IVJa.thur and Mathur, as due 

to women being more uneducated and illiterate than men, 

owing to the bonds of religion and social traditions 

and to the pressure of domestic responsibilities. 27 

Since these reasons are very commonly put forward to 

explain why women are less active in trade un~ons than 

men, it is worthWhile exploring the ideological pre

suppositions which underlie them. To begin with, illi

teracy as a factor inhibiting trade union membership is 

a contentious one. If its negative effects were strong, 

there ought to have been maximum unionization and mili

tancy among white collar workers. Such is not however, 

the case. Hence, to attribute the lower participation 

of women to illiteracy is to leave unquestioned the 

patriarchal attitudes and structures which inhibit their 

participation and keep them illiterate in the first 

place. As to the bonds of religion and social tradi

tions, it is true that women because of their role in 

the family and in the socialization of children 4o 
internalize such traditions to a greater degree than 

men. However, men are not free of such traditions 

'either, and if their inhibitions can be broken down by 

a strong trade union movement, so can those of women. 

27 Trade Union Movement in India, Chaitanya Publishing 
House, Allahabad, 1962, p. 71. 
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That women workers are still bound by such traditions 

(if they are) only points to the lesser degree to which 

the trade union movement has mobilized them. A study 

of women employed in mines, carried out by the Labour 

Bureau of the Indian government in 1979 .found that 55 

per cent of the women were ignora~t about legislative 

provisions meant for their welfare.28 This, in spite 

of the fact that women in the sample formed 13 per cent 

of the membership of trade unions, When their percent-

age to the total number of women sampled was ·16 per cent; 

This_shows a relatively high degree of trade union member

ship, but evidently the unions had not educated their 

women members about their rights. Disinterest on the 

part of trade unions then, is as responsible for the low 

membership of women as •apathy' an the part of women. 

One study has shown that while in Ahmedabad women are 

the most loyal members of the Textile Labour Association, 

the TLA colluded with theAhmedabad .r-1111 Owners 1 Associa

tion to retrench female workers in the 1920s.29 This 

claim is also made by an activist Vibhuti Patel - that 

28 

29 

Socio-Economic Conditions of Women Workers in 
Mines, Labour BUreau, Government of India, 1979. 

Renana Jhabvala, Closi~ Doors,Setu Publishers, 
Ahmedabad, 1985. Cite by Neerja Cho'WClhury, 'First 
Victims o:f l1echanisation', O,P.cit. 
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in the textile industry trade unions have connived with 

employers to freeze the level of female employment ar to 

replace women with men at times of rationalization and 

mechanisation.30 

Domestic responsibilities certainly inhibit women's 

participation in union activity, but the effort should 

be directed at questioning this sexual division of 

labour. There has however, been no attempt at such a 

questioning either by the trade union movement or by 

studies of this movement. 

Such studies fail to derive a correct picture ~lso 

because they survey women workers alone. For instance, 

Nilima Acharya's study of the Jamshedpur branch of Life 

Insurance Employees showed that women union members took 

part only to the extent of attending meetings in times 

of crisis or joining processions for a charter of de

mands.31 However, she has provided no information about 

the degree of participation of male members - it is quite 

probable that a majority of men too were only active to 

this degree. 

30 Vibhuti Patel, •women's Liberation in India', ~ 
Left Review, 153, September/October 1985. 

31 ''Women Workers in Organized and Unorganized Sectors 
in India 11 , Indian Worker, Mlrch 9, 1 581 , Vol. XXIX, 
No. 23. 
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Mathur and Mathur also go into the reasons why 

empl~ent of women for wages outside the home "is not 

desirable and is not conducive to national and family 

prosperity.n32 That is, 11 the effects of lack of ·mater

nal care on the development of a child's personality 

•••• The increasing number of still-born Children, 

abortions, miscarriages •••• in western countries •••• " 

Of course, this book -was written twenty years ago, but 

this kind of attribution of the domestic sphere as 

natural to women is by no means an extinct attitude. 

A special article on women and the Indian labour move

ment in INTUC' s journal Indian Worker during Interna

tional Women's Year notes that the Indian trade union 

movement is being run by and large through gate meetings 

and l;>y present;!.ng oases in industrial courts and tribu

nals. However, 11it is difficult for women workers to 

address gate meetings where workers of one shift are 

going to the factory and those from the others coming 

out. It is also difficult for them to prove their worth 

before· the Labour Courts and tribunals because of the 

time and strain that preparation of a case entailsn.33 

Since it is not specified Why exactly these activities 

32 Op.cit 1 , P• 72. 

33 J .c. Dikshit, Iniian Worker, Anniversary Ulo4lj~ 
May 5, 1975. 
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are "difficult" for women, one must assume the author 

is referring to some natural delicacy in women and to 

their having to shoulder the entire responsibility of 

household work. This last is, of course, assumed to be 

inescapably part of the duties of women. The real rea

san for the fewer aUmbers of women leaders within trade 

unions seems to be in the one sentence the author does 

not elaborate upon - "It is also true that no trade union 

organization has seriously and in an organized manner 

taken up the job of preparing a cadre of women leaders ..... 

Vimal Ranadive definitely sees the lack of cons

cious and persistent eff9rts of trade unions to organize 

women around equal \\6.ges, maternity benefits and r~tren

chment as the main reason tor their low membership. She 

notes that in many instances the leadership of trade 

unions has gone to the extent of discouraging wanen from 

comir;1g forward to be on executive committees and the 

like.34 She suggests therefore that a committee of women 

trade unionists be formed in each i~dustry under the 

guidance of their respective unions. Another study notes 

that not one trade union is known to have prosecuted a 

factory owner for ignoring the health problems his tac-

34 Ranadive, op.cit., pp. 65-6. 
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tory causes to his female employees.35 

The AITUC, INTUC and CITU - Perception of Class 
struggle a~ Patriarchy 

The founding of the first trade union in India is 

attributed to Anasuyaben Sarabhai. On her re1llrn from 

England she formed an organization of textile mill workers 

in Ahmedabad in 1917. She rf;!mained President of this 

organization until her death,36 The municipal street 

sweepers of Pune, the largest group of employed wmen in 

that city were also.among the first workers in India to 

organize themselves. They formed a union in 1930, al

though their attempts to organize had begun in the 19th 

century.37 Gail Omvedt noted that the sweepers gave 

hundred per. cent participation in strikes, tur¢ng out 

for sit-ins, fasts or demonstrations •. In fact, she found 

the union to be practically the only political force in 

the lives of these women; they knlw little about contem

porary political leaders and had been hardly affected by 

the national movement. 

35 Shahnaz Anklesaria, 'Factories Ignore Workers• 
Health •, The Statesman, July 2, 1584. 

36 J .c. Dik.shit, 11Wanen and the Indian Labour Move
ment•, op,cit. 

37 Gail Omvedt, We will smash this Prison, Orient 
Longman, 1979. 
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The AITUC ~s formed in 1920 as a united platform 

of the Indian proletariat to conduct its struggle against 

imperialist domination and the rule of capital. M3.ny ~ 

the founders of this central organization of the working 

class and many of those who led it later were leaders of 

the national movement, over which the bourgeoisie had 

established hegemony. At the end of the Second World war, 

in 1945, the Communists w.ho were in effective control of 

the AITUC, revised its constitution. The revised consti

tution declared the establishment of a socialist state 

and the_nationalisation of the means of production, dis

tribution and exchange as the primary aims of the orga

nization. The trade union was described as an organ of 

class struggle, the class-war thesis was emphasized and 

the inevitability of proletarian revolution stressed. 

Echoing the stand of the CPI the AITUC attacked the first 

Five Year Plan, but supported the second in 1957. ntis 

was in line wi tb the CPI 's new policy of conditional 

cooperation with the Nehru Government. Finally in 1958, 

the declaration at Amritsar stated that the AITUC would, 

in the future, adhere to constitutional means. 

During the growing mass upsurge of the early 40s 

the Congress was increasingly uneasy about the clear 

stand the AITUC was taking on the class struggle. In 1946 
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the Congress Ministry of Bombay passed the Industrial 

Relations Act which was strongly anti:.working class and 

designed to limit their struggles through the machinery 

of arbitration. This Act was condemned by the AITlTC at 

its annual session in Calcutta. In 194 7 the INTUC \\Eis 

formed as a separate labour organization to bring about 

11peaceful change 11 through "democratic methods n. 3S 

Two different traditions were represented in the 

INTUC. The strongest single union at the inaugural meet

ing was the Textile Labour Association of Ahmedabad, which 

had adopted a dictinct philosophy of industrial relations 
. 

based on the teaChings and practice of I~atma Gandhi. 

The second tradition was that of those unionists who were 

previously in AITUC. This group was more influenced by 

western socialist ideas and it emphasised the right to 

strike and the need to fight for workers' rights. The 

INTUC endorses the Congress programme for a "socialist 

J pattern of society" and in practice toes the line of the 

ruling party. 

The CITU was formed after the split in the Canmunist 

38 



- 126 -

Party, in 1 970 when a large number of members of the 

AITUC Who were frustrated with the "class collaboratio

nist policy" of the dominant leadership met in Goa to 

form a separate organization. Jyoti Ba.su in his welcome 

address declared that the AITUC had 11 been transformed 

into an instrument of Stu"'render to the bourgeoisie!39· The 

objects of the CITU according to the draft constitution 

were to establish a socialist state in India, to socia

lise and nationalise the means of production, distribution 

and exChange, and to ameliorate the conditions of the 

working class. The state is viewed as the executive 

committee of the bourgeoisie. The aim of the CITU is the 

establishment of people's democracy and the developing of 

a mass revolutionary movement through the combining of 

parliamentary and extra~arliamentary struggles. 

The INTUC sees its role in terms of social service, 

that is, adult education classes, cooperative credit 

societies, support to the policy of prohibition and so an. 

Its main plans are compulsory adjudication, abjuring of 

strike action for collective bargaining, support of 

nationalisation and reliance on government machinery. The 
~ .. 

AITUC and CITU, while they realize the need for remedial 

measures, emphasize the structural inequalities of the 

39 Cited in Sukomal Sen, op.cit., pp. 455-56. 
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system. In practice, however, the AITUC too, tends to 

follow the reformist line. For instance, the report of 

the Commission on Unorganized Workers at the 32nd session 

of the AITUC (1983) notes, 11In fact, the Commission felt 

that a guaranteed minimum wage will expand the internal 

market and keep our consumer industry active and growing"• 

This statement reflects AITUC's understanding of the 

class struggle - that minimum wages should be demanded 

not because labour is the source of value and because 

workers have a right to a minimum standard of .living, but 

because 1 t will benefit the consumer industry. 

None of these unions considers with any seriousness 

tha hold of patriarchal ideology over the working class 

or over the trade union leadership itself. In their 

weekly journals, workers are always referred to as work

men and in the masculine pronoun. '!here is occasional 

mention in these journals, of women workers Who have 

played heroic roles in strikes. However, since such 

reports are few, they tend rather to reinforce the impres

_sion that women rarely participate in union activities 

so ~hat when they do, it rates a special mention. There 

are instances such as the fight of some women workers of 

Ritz Continental Hotel, calcutta, who had been retrenched 

in 1976,40 a demonstration by working and middle class 

40 Working Class, Vol. 5, No. 7, March 1976. 
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women at Vishakapatnam before the Collector's office 

demanding restoration of the cut in rice quota and re

duction in its price in January 1975,41 and the arrest 

of some women belonging to the families of the workers 

of a textile mill in Indore who had been agitating for 

the opening of the m111.42 Apart from isolated instances 

like this, however, where 'WOmen alone have agitated, it 

would appear from reading the journals of the trade 

unions that the general workforce is composed entirely 

of men. The last instance does not even refer to wanen 

workers, but to the families of workmen. In fact, there 

tends to be a general emphasis on such women outside the 

workforce as forming a reserve force of trade unions. The 

raill•.ray strike of 1974, the movement for democratic rights 

in Durgapur and the strike of South Eastern Railway 

workers in 1970, and many other struggles of workers have 

witnessed the active involvement of women of the striking 

workers ' families in organizing pickets, taking part in 

demonstrations, facing police attacks and so on. 

However, it is precisely because these women are 

playing their roles within the established familial struc

ture that trade unions find it easier to recognize their 

41 Trade Union Record, January 9, 1975, Vol. XXXII, 
No. 1. 

42 Indian Worker, June 6, 1977, Vol. XXV, No. 36. 
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participa·tion. Without in any way reducing the importance 

of the part these women play in workers' struggles it is 

necessary to recognize that they are not stepping out df 

the limits of their positions as dependent daughters and 

wives of workers. The importance of distinguishing bet

ween the role of women outside the workforce and of women 

as workers becomes clear when we consider the kind of 

conclusions that can be drawn from over-emphasizing the 

significance of the former. It becomes possible to argue 

that for .famUy reasons wanen can be relied on as a reserve 

force. of trade unions and that ~rticipation through the 

family unit as wives, sisters and mothers of workers is 

an important structural basis of understanding women's 

role in trade unions.43 To view the participation of 

women in trade union activity primarily in terms of a 

reserve force functioning in the family structure obs

cures the oppressive forces operating within that structure. 

It also prevents an examination of how far women workers 

are restricted from functioning on an equal .footing with 

their male counterparts within trade unions. 

INTUC 1 s perception of women is along the paterna

listic traditional lines of Gandhism. The education of 

women is seen as necessary so that families are better 

looked after and high efficiency maintained among workers. 

43 See for example, Maitrayee Chaudhari, op.cit. 
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Women are seen as excelling in certain spheres such as 

nursing, mid-wifery, teaching in elementary schools and 

the fine arts, and the vice president of INTUC in a 

speech to the Rajya Sabha suggested that in Internatidnal 

Women's Year certain specific occupations should be re

served :f'or women. These 09cupatians were teaching, 

nursing and social service. other articles in Indian 

worker reflect the understanding that homework is a 

woman's responsibility and so solutions are sought in 

terms of' lightening her load through labo~~saving devi

ces and reduction in working hours so that women can 

attend to their homes. The gentleness of women is ex

pected to help the trade union movement become tolerant, 

patient and nan-violent.44 

Since the understanding of' women of' AITUC and CITU 

is set within the framework of' the class structure, their 

perception is less paternalistic than that of' the INTUC. 

A resolution passed by AITUC at its 32nd session in 1983 

noted, 11Feud.al and semi:f'eudal attitudes to women are 

44 A representative selection of' articles ~rom Indian 
Worker w~d be l:)ewan Subhash Chander, 'IVlodern 
Ed"t:J.cation and. Gandhiji', Gandhi Jayanti Number, 
1977; s.w. Dhabe, 'Women's Emancipation•, September 
30, 1974, .VQl. XXIII; v. Srinivasan, 'l'he Emancipa-· 
tion of' Working Wom~n •, February ?1, 1977, Vol. XXV, 
No. 21; D.P. Ghiya, •work among Women•, 'Gandhi 
Jayanti Number 1970; G. R.amanujam, •women's Healing 
Touch', February 16, 1981, Vol. XXVIII, No. 31. 
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widespread which also results in a lack of seriousness 

in the matter of taking up the special problems of women 

workers or in involving them in trade.union activities.n 

Earlier at the 31st session the AITUC, while calling on 

women workers to come forward and join the trade also 

called upon the unions to help women sh~lder more res

ponsibilities in their respective unions. 

CITU has a journal called Voice of the Working 

Woman which takes up various issues which affect women 

workers and in 1979 held a national convention of worlting 

women. The report of this convention noted that even in 

industries and occupations in WhiCh women were a sizeable 

group, they were not represented in the leading bodies 

of the union. This was attributed not to any natural 

disinclination on their part, but to social attitudes 

which restricted the role of women.45 Particularly after 

the declaration of 1975 as International Women's Year, 

all three unions have been holding conventions on working 

women in different parts of the country and passing reso

lutions on different aspects of women 1 s employment. A 

specimen resolution from each union is given below -

·(a) AITUC in 1980 at its 31st session demanded the 

setting up of special machinery to implement the 

45 Fight Unitedly for the Cause of Indian Working 
Women, op.cit., p. 33. 
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Equal Remuneration Act,_ ensuring the security of 

employment of women in industries where they are 

already employed, eradication of discriminatory 

practices in regard to employment of women, on-the

job training to working women to improve their 

skills and protection from harassment particularly 

at their places of work. 

(b) The Working Committee of the INTUC submitted a memo

randum on various issues concerning labour and the 

national economy to the Union Finance Minister in 

1980. This memorandum had a note on women workers, 

pointing to the falling rate of women's employment 

in industries and demanding more employment opportu

nities for women, facilities for pre-employment 

training in selected industries and services, and 

creches, day-care institutions and working women's 

hostels. 

The INTUC has a Women's Wing, Whose activities from 

1971 to 1984 according to the reports of the sessions, 

have been mainly the organization of seminars, conferences 

and educational and training programmes, and participation 

in the Indian Committee for the "celebration" of Inter

national Women's Year. 

(c) The CITU at its working committee meeting in Decem-
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ber 1975 adopted a resolution criticizing the Ordi

nance on Equal Ray for Equal work as inadequate in 
4t.tr~a.t~Ji~ 

terms of implementation andlthe protection of women 

workers from the threat of retrenchment following 

its introduction. 

While resolutions have been passed and convocations 

and semin9.rs held, there is no evidence of a single strike 

or agitation which was called on the issue of equal wages 

or the non-provision of maternity benefits and child care 

facilities or the retrenchment of women workers in the 

wake of the Eqtal Ranunera tion Act. Nor is there any 

discussion at all about the exploitative sexual division 

of labour in the home - women's 'household responsibili

ties' are often cited as a reason for low trade union 

participation but never questioned. 

The issue of equal pay £or equal work is one which 

best reflects the position of women within the trade union 

movement and is worth considering in some detail. 

The Issue o£ Equal Remuneration £or Equal Work 

1 Minimum wage-fixing machinery' published by the 

ILO summarised the views on minimum wages held in diffe

rent parts of the world ani there was general agreement 

that the living wage shOUld enable the male earner to 
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provide for himself and his family.46 This view of the 

wage as paid to a male labourer to compensate him for his 

labour and to enable him to look after his wife and child

ren was also taken at the 15th Session of the Indian 

Labour Conference held in 1957. This session determined 

certain norms for calculating a need-based minimum wage 

after a tripartite conference between employers, govern

ment and labour. These norms included taking into account 

minimum food requirements on the basis of a recommended 

intake of calories, clothing, house rent, fuel and mis

cellaneous requirements. However, the "standard working

class family" was to be taken to comprise 11three consump

tion units for one earner, the earnings of women, children 

and adolescents being disregarded11 • 
47 Later these norms 

were not formally ratified by the government, but they 

continue to be upheld by trade unions as the standards 

which ought to prevail. In 1983, the Commission on Unor

ganised Workers at the 32nd Session of the AITUC, for 

example, endorsed the same criteria for the determination 

of the minimum wages. This propagation of the myth of 

women supported by their hus.bands always militates against 

46 Report of the Committee on fair wages 1947-1949, 
ILO. 

47 Cited in Sukomal Sen, o;e.cit., pp. 441-42. 
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their getting equal wages for equal wortt. Thus the All 

India Industrial Tribtmal stated that 11 •••• the female 

worker generally belongs to a family group, with-at least 

one. male earner as its head. •••" and so the Tribtmal felt 

it was quite fair if the female workers ' wage ~s fixed 

at about 75 per cent of that of the male worker "since 

the special amenities enjoyed by women like maternity 

benefits, provision of creches etc. make up for the 

deficiency. u48 

To begin with the male~eaded nuclear family is 

certainly not the norm among the working classes in India. 

As many as 97.2 million households are headed by women in 

India.49 This pattern has also been corroborated by 

another study among working class families in Bombay. It 

is not the nuclear family with one wage-earner that is 

the •average • family unit but the extende.d family with 

two or more wage-earners.50 So the need to work is 

urgent for a vast number of women. 

The historical development of the idea of the •natu-

48 Cited in Vimal Ranadive, op.cit., p. 3. 

49 Shahnaz Anklesaria, 'Why Life is Dne Long struggle I, 
op.cit. 

50 'Working Class women and working class families in 
Bombay: Report of a Survey I • Economic am Political 
Weekly, July 22, 1978. 
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ral' family being nuclear and male headed has been traced 

in an unpublished study.51 By Indian custom sons were 

required to look after their parents, widowed sisters 

and distant and needy relatives. The definition of a 

•natural' family as nuclear, Which was adopted by the 

family budget surveys of the 1920s and 30s, was therefore 

alien to the Indian unlerstanding. This definition 

followed the articulation by the Brahma Samaj and Arya 

sama.j of a reformulated version of motherhood, downplay

ing women's role as workers, although at the time women 

comprised 22 per cent of the workforce. In one-third of 

the 'natural' families women were earning along with their 

men for survival. In spite of this, a family wage began 

to be seen as the man IS wage which WOuld Suffice for the 

family. Thus, the whole concept of the nuclear family 

with the woman as mother and dependent reflected an ideo

logical trend rather than reality. But this ideology is 

what motivates policies which cater to a starkly different 

reality. 

Moreover, maternity benefits and creches can hardly 

be viewed as "special amenities 11 for women. Biologically 

women do give birth but it is the operating of a parti

cular gender ideology which makes them solely responsible 

for the care and upbringing of children. As anthropolo-

51 Radha Kumar's study on women workers of Bombay, 
Cited by Neerja Chowdhury, op.cit. 
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gists like Margaret Mead have established, other role 

patterns for the sexes have been known to exist in other 

cultures. 

Another major argument which operates against equal 

wages for women is that their output and efficiency are 

lower than those of men. The Committee on the Status 

of Women in India found that wage discrimination was in 

fact due to the restrictive confinement of women to limi

ted types of work. Certain jobs are traditionally classi

fied as women • s work and then lower wage rates are fixed 

for them. In plantations, for example, women pluckers 

were paid less than men because the management claimed 

there was a difference in the minimum output. However, 

the Committee found the majority of women were qualifying 

for incentive· schemes by producing higher outputs than 

the fixed minimum. Evidently, the difference in wages 

was not justified. Thus the feminisation of the produc

tion process reinforces discrimination in wages. Where 

men are employed for the same job they are usually placed 

in a higher category.52 Joan r1encher and K. Saradamoni 

have shown in their study of the rice growing districts 

of Kerala, Tamil Nadu and West Bengal how lower wages are 

paid for transplanting than for ploughing and harvesting. 

52 Towards Equality, op~cit., Chapter v, 11Roles, Rights 
and Opportunities for Economic Participation". 
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The former is an arduous and skilled task but because it 

has been traditionally a women's job it is lower paid.53 

This is quite understandable if one considers Barrett's 

argument that differences in pay for men and women are 

not only due to gender ideology whiCh devalues women's 

work but also demonstrate Mar.x•s point that wages depend 

on costs of reproduction rather than the value of goods 

reproduced.54 Thus, because it is cheaper to reproduce 

the labour of women and children (partly because women 

are known to deprive themselves to feed their families) 

they are paid less. 

India ratified the ILO Convention on Equal Bay in 

1958 but ·the Equal Remuneration Ordinance was promulgated 

only in 1975. This was ratified later by Parliament and 

the Equal Remuneration Act was passed in 1976. The pro

visions of this Act were (1) men and women workers doing 

the same work or 'WOrk of a similar nature must be equally 

paid. "Same work or work of a similar nature" was defi

ned as "work in respect of which the skill, effort and 

responsibility required are the same when performed under 

similar working conditions by a man or woman ••• u. 

(ii) 

53 

54 

There was to be no discrimination against women at 

"Muddy Feet, Dirty Handstt, EPN', Vol. XVII, No. 52, 
Review of Agriculture, December 1982. 

Barrett, op.cit., p. 166. 
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the time of recruitment. 

(iii) Employers defaulting were to be punished by a fine 

of upto ~. 5000/- but there was no proVision for 

imprisonment. 

However, there was no automatic introduction of 

equal pay for equal work; the industries concerned would 

be notified by the government within a period of three 

years. This would give employers ample time to reorganise 

their work force in suCh a manner that jobs classified an 

the basis of sex could be reclassified in terms of higher 

and lower categories. Also, the term 11same work or work 

of a similar nature" is capable of providing loopholes 

because women's employment is generally restricted to a 

few spheres where men do not work. H~nce the demand in 

the USA for equal pay for "comparable" work, that is, 

comparable in terms of its value for the employer as well 

as in terms of the skill required to perform it. The Act 

moreover, did not ban retrenchment of women workers and 

thus large numbers of women did in fact, lose their jobs 

in the wake of the Act. 

All three trade unions being studied have responded 

very favourably to the Act in terms of passing resolu

tions and drawing the attention of the government to 

lapses in complying with th~ Act. The General Secretary 
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of the Indian National Rural Labour Federation who \\SS 

also Vice President of INTUC wrote to the Chief Ministers 

o:f five states in 1975 drawing their attention to the 

discriminatory provisions in the wages fiXed by them for 

female workers in rural areas. If the disparity was not 

removed the INRLF would be •constrained to launch an agi

tation' the General Secretary cautioned.55 However, 

there is no information in subsequent issues of Indian 

Worker about the response of the concerned Chief Minis

ters and whether the disparity was indeed rectified. At 

any rat~, no agitation was launched on the issue. 

The President of the Tamil Nadu INTUC in a statement 

to the Press decried the action of plantation owners, re

ducing men's wages to those of women in the wake of the 

Act.56 INTUC therefore appealed to the Tamil Nadu Govern

ment to see that the spirit of the Act was not violated. 

The AITUC, at its 3oth Session in 1976 welcomed the 

Act but drew attention to the distortions in its implemen

tation. 11In the tea plantations •••• in the name of imple-

menting the Act the managements have been depriving the 

women workers of their real wages or increasing their 

workload. SimUar instances have been noted in the cons-

55 Indian Worker, May 19, 1975, Vol. XXIII, No. 32. 

56 Ibid., November 15, 1976, Vol. XXV, No. 7. 
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truction industry, where •••• the employers have even 

resorted to retrenchment of women workers •• to evade 
\ 

implementation of the Act ••• · The Government has also 

not implemented the requirements of setting up the imple

mentation machinery and advisory committees enjoined by 

the Act ••• " The AITUC demanded that these aspects be 

looked into and rectified. 

In December 1975 the CITU working committee deman

ded further amendments to the ordinance-(a) a ban on 

retrenChment of women workers with effect from the date 

of its promulgation and immediate implementation of the 

ordinance without the grace period of three years, (b) 

Heavier punishments for lapses in complying with its pro

visions, (c) Withdrawal of the power of the government 

to declare unequal wages in certain occupations due to 

a factor other than sex, and (d) the implementation of 

the Ordinance to be supervised by Committees consisting 

of elected trade union representatives not those nomina

ted by government.57 . In 1976, the CITU unions in planta

tions of Karnataka refused to sign an agreement with the 

management which replaced the words •men• and •women' by 

'Grade-!' and 'Grade-II•. By this agreement Grade-! 

wages would be paid to men and Grade-II to women. A 

57 Working Class, Vol. 5, No. 4,December 1975. 
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memorandum protesting at this manoeuvre was sent to the 

Karnataka Government and the Union Labour Minister by the 

Karnataka Provincial Plantation Workers 1 Union. 

These are only a few major examples of resolutions 

and memoranda, but the fact remains that there have been 

very few cases of complaints filed under the Equal Remu

neration Act. 58 This is due to various factors - the 

greater vulnerability of women workers WhiCh makes them 

more cautious, and the lack of publicity given to the Act 

among women workers. Trade Unions have evidently not 

considered the issue of equal pay important enough to 
-

take up seriously. A report in the Financial Express at 
).. 

the time of the Ordinance said "In the present state of 

stabilised relationship between t.mions and managements 

in plantations the unions are able to perceive and pri

vately admit, that but for some marginal exceptions, the 

nature of male, female and child employment in plantations 

is essentially based on occupational work logic and not 

sex discrimination, but are unwilling to take a public 

posture of this fact for fear they may appear as pro-

58 "Evolution of Changes in the Law relating to Women 
during the decade 1975-84" Ind.i~ Jaising, on be
half of the Lawyers Collective: Paper presented at 
the National Seminar on A Decade on Women •s Move
ment in India, SNDT Women's University, Bombay, 
January, 1985. 
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management n. 59 

This report was unsubstantiated by interviews or 

names of specific unions, but its credibility bears up 

to scrutiny when one considers the actual actions taken 

by the trade unions to enforce the Act. As has been 

noted earlier, there has not been a single agitation or 

strike an the issue, although the Act continues to be 

more infringed than adhered to. 

The picture that emerges is one in which trade 

unions would appear to be as embedded in patriarchal 

ideology as other organizations. I would like to make 

the point here that there is a qualitative difference in 

the perception of INTUC as opposed to that of AITUC and 

CITU. It is not my intention to obscure the differences 

in the views represented by them on the oppression of 

women. AITUC and CITU, viewing society in terms of class 

struggle, are able to understand prevailing attitudes on 

women as remnants of feudal ideology, whereas INTUC is 

able to do little more than state pious intentions while 

continuing to view women in the framework of •traditional' 

Indian wife and mother. 

Moreover, it is of vital importance to see that 

there are powerful movements within trade unions of the 

59 'Equal Remuneration Ordinance', 1st February, 1976. 
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Left to pressurise the leadership to take up the speci

fic nature of female workers• oppression. There are 

women • s caucuses · within CITU t and AITUC which have made 

special efforts in the last two to three years to re

cruit women, am have drawn up a charter of demands of 

women employees.6° CITU1 s_ journal on women workers, 

Voice of the Working Woman, was started in 1980. In the 

issues spanning the last five years has been recorded a 

tremendous volume of struggle by women all over the 

country - peasants fighting against harassment by land

lords, factory workers demanding better working condi

tions, middle class professional women striking for 

higher salaries and better conditions of living, air 

hostesses against discriminatory terms of empl~ent. 

In the same period, CITU1 s official journal Working Class 

reflects none of this-powerfUl political activity, so 

that in effect Working Class is the journal of CITU's 

male members and Voice of the female. The very founding 

of the journal however, points to the burgeoning cons

ciousness within trade unions of the left that class and 

gender oppression feed on each other and must be fought 

s imul tane ously. 

60 Vibhuti Patel, op.cit. 



CHAPl'ER IV 

SELF-EMPLOYED \'"IeMEN'S CRGANIZATIONS IN 
THE INFORMAL SEcrtR:SEWA AND M' 

Of India's estimated female labour force of 63.6 

million, 60.4 per cent of the rural female work force 

and 44 per cent of the urban female work force are self

employed and the majority of self-employed women are in 

the informal sector.1 The 6th Five Year Plan had esti-

mated that wage-employment in the organized sector has 

limited scope and can absorb only 12 per cent of the . 

estimated increase in the labour force over the plan 

period. The rest must find employment in the informal 

sector. 2 

This chapter studies two organizations of women 

in the informal sector, Self-Employed 1tiomen•s Association 

(SEWA) and Working \'/omen's Forum (WvlF), based in Ahmeda

bad and Madras respectively. These organizations seek to 

taclrJ.e the problems unique to self-employed women. The 

1 Pushpa Sundar, 'Women's Employment and Organization 
Modes', Economic and Political Weekly, Review of 
Management, November, 1983. \ 

2 Sixth Five Year P.lan, Planning Commission, GOI, 
Chapter 27. 
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purpose here is to examine to what extent they are able 

to combat the power structures weighted against them at 

work as well as the gender oppression in the lives of 

their members. 

After outlining the characteristics of women's 

employment in the informal sector, particularly those 

peculiar to the self-employed, SEWA and WWF are studied 

in terms of their origins, their grass-roots, non

hierarchical mode of organization and their activities. 

Finally, an assessment is made of their effectivity as 

political organizations. 

Women's employment in the informal sector is based 

on three types of activities (i) home-based production 

which is either an extension of household activities 

like dairying, poultry keeping, food processing (Papads, 

idlis, masala making) or use of traditional craft skills 

for market production such as sari work, lace mak1ng, 

embroidery, (ii) retail trading and services such as 

flower and vegetable selling, old garment selling, launder

ing, catering of meals and (iii) home-based production 

using non-traditional and acquired skills as part of the 

ancillarisation of big industry. Here a part of the pro

duction process is put out by big production units to 

"'romen who work at home in beedi-rolling, matchstick making, 

ceramics for example. 
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In this last kind of home-based production women 

do not make production decisions. They are paid a .Piece 

rate and have no control over the price of the product 

or the profit margin. They cannot be considered self

employed, unlike women engaged in the first two kinds of 

production where the women or their families ow.n and 

control the productive assets, make the production deci

sions including pricing and the profit margin and gene

rally handle all the stages of the production and distri

bution process themselves. Self-employment must then 

refer only to control over the production and distribu

tion process as well as engagement in production.3 

Therefore, only women engaged in home-based produc

tion and in trading and retail services qualify to be 

categorised as 'self-employed.' The major problems face~ 

by self-employed women are: (a) shortage of capital, 

hence rented means of production, (b) shortage of raw 

materials leading to limited income, (c) inadequacy of 

place of work, (d) lack of sui table narket place, and 

(e) indebtedness. 

The difficulties associated with organizing such 

workers are unique - (a) the lack of specific employer

employee relations among the self-employed makes it 

3 Pushpa Sundar, op.cit. 
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difficult to identify a particular person or organiza

tion to struggle against; (b) it is not easy to organize 

workers not concentrated at one work site; (c) protec

tive legislation does not apply to the informal sector 

and so unions have little leverage; (d) traditionally 

unions have steered clear of self-employed workers also 

because their problems are more akin ·to those of emplo

yers than employees - shortage of raw materials, access 

to markets, exploitation by middJ.e men. 

Ela Bhatt has pointed out that trade unions have a 

negative attitude towards home-based workers.4 The unions 

feel that the growth of home-based workers undermines the 

union movement in the organized sectors and have often 

put forward proposals to ban home-based work. The issues 

which Bhatt stresses as crucial to tackling the problems 

of home-based workers are: (a)their invisibility in offi

cial and unofficial records. Research should highlight 

their social and economic conditions, (b) their inaccessi

bility to protection of law. Labour laws should be extend

ed to all piece-rate workers by a Home-Based Workers Pro

tection Bill, (c) impact on them of policy decisions and 

4 Ela Bhatt, 'The Invisibility of Home-Based Work: The 
case of piece-rate workers in India • , Paper presen
ted at the Asian Regional Conference on Women and 
the Household, Indian Statistical Institute, New 
Delhi, January, 1985. 
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technological changes which often destroy the employment 

of thousands of workers. For example, a new type of 

shell-less cottonpod planted in Gujarat which put home

based cotton pod shellers out of work, _or the decision 

of Public Sector Cement companies to use new jute bags 

instead of resewn old ones, WhiCh affected the employ

ment of bag stitchers; (d) their dis~nce from the labour 

movement. Stronger unions should take these workers as 

their members especially where the employer, directly or 

indirectly is a big company with a strong union.5 

As we have seen earlier, the informal sector in

cludes self-employment as well as putting out by big 

industries. In this chapter we are concerned only with 

the organizations of the self-employed because in the 

latter case workers are poorly organized. Trade unions 

have been set up only in some factory units and even these 

are not very effective. A common reaction to organization 

of workers has been to move the place of work and thus 

undermine trade union organization. 6 

Self-employed women however, engaged both in home

based production and in retail trading and services, have 

been organized into associations to provide cheap credit 

5 Ibid. 

6 Isa Baud, 'Industrial Subcontracting - Effects of 
Putting Out System in India•, P.aper presented at 
Asian Regional Conference an Women and the House
hold, New Delhi, 1985. 
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and marketing facilities and to combat the exploitation 

of middle~en, traders and authorities. Two of the most 

well-known among such organizations are SEWA founded by 

Ela Bhatt in Ahmedabad in 1972 and WWF founded by Jaya 

Arunachalam in l'iidras in 1 978. 

Origins 

SEWA was organized in 1972 after the women's wing 

of the Textile Labour Association (TLA hereafter) in 

Ahmedabad undertook a detailed survey of unorganized 

self-employed women •. According to the 1970 census, at 

least 45 per cent of Ahmedabad's labour force is comprised 

of unorganized workers. The sUrvey revealed that 97 per 

cent of these women (engaged in the six occupations of 

garment-making, hand cart pulling, used garment dealing, 

vegetable vending, junk smithy and milk producing) lived 

in slums, 91 per cent were illiterate, 60 per cent in 

debt to money lenders, 78 per cent were married with an 

average of four children, and 70 per cent took their 

children to the work-site.7 These women were organized 

into SEWA which was permitted to register with the state 

of Gujarat as a trade union largely due to the backing 

7 Kamla Bhasin, Breaking Barriers: A South Asian 
ExP£rience of Training lor Preparatory Development, 
Report of the Freedom from Hunger Campaigii/Action 
for Development Programme for Regional Change 
Agents, FAO publication, Bangkok, 1979. 
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of the powerful TLA. However, the strains of working 

through a traditional male-dominated organization like 

the TLA reached a peak during the anti-reservation 

riots in Ahmedabad in 1981, when Ela Bhatt made a pub

lic statement in favour of Scheduled Castes. This was 

in violation of the TLA•s policy of non-partisanship. 

Ms. Bhatt was dismissed as an employee of TLA and SEWA 

was ordered to move out of TLA premises. SEWA \\Els also 

disaffiliated from TLA's central union, the National 

labour Organization. Three and a half lakh rupees of 

TLA deposits were withdrawn from SEWA•s cooperative bank. 

The split between TLA and SEWA arose out of funda

mental differences in their perception of women and of 

the self-employed. Ela Bhatt's statement during the 

riots was only the immediate cause.· To begin with, 

TLA's conception of SEWA was limited. It did not feel 

a trade union should enter the areas of credit and train

ing as SEWA did, because such work necessitates a more 

democratic organizational structure. TLA has a strict 

hierarchical organization and developmental activities 

such as credit would have meant a shift in the relation

ships between TLA leaders and SEWA organizers and members. 

Furthermore,.SEWA organizers felt increasingly constrai

ned by the feudal, patriarchal environment in TLA. The 
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behaviour expected of them by TLA leaders was reinforced 

by social norms. vfuen they attempted to assert them

selves they were accused of indiscipline, humiliated 

and threatened '\'lith dismissal. TLA 's approach to solv

ing workers' problems is to avoid confrontation, and it 

prides itself on the very few strikes it has had to 

organizef over the years. SEWA however, developed a 

style of going out to working women in a more organized 

way and dealing with problems in a manner that often 

involves confrontation. Ela Bhatt has also pointed out 

that the TLA leadership holds basically patriarchal 

views on women and is blind to the problems of women 

workers. 8 Between 1950 and 1970, notes Bhatt, which was 

one of TLA's strongest periods, the number of women 

'\'rorkers in mills fell from 20 per cent to 3 per cent, 

but TLA was blind to this major development. Moreover, 

apart from Anasuyaben Sarabhai, the founder of TLA, and 

Ela Bhatt herself, there has never been a woman in a 

post higher than that of a clerk. Finally, TLA's dis

interest in self-employed women could also be due to 

pressures from industrialists who have used the unorga

nized sector to depress wages in industry. 

8 
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Despite the acrimonious split the two organiza

tions have expressed a desire to coexist in peace. 

Since then SEWA has forged ahead in expanding its acti

vities particularly in organizing producer cooperatives 

and rural projects. After being disaffiliated from the 

National Labour Organization, SEWA has stood on its own 

as a single union. It hopes in the future there will 

be many similar unions of poor self-employed workers and 

at some point it may become appropriate for them to join 

together in a central body of their own. 

~e Working Wanen's Forum in Madras arose out of 

the frustration of several women members of the Congress 

Barty and the Communist Barty of India.9 While mobili

sing poor women for political rallies these activists 

noted how little government policies and programmes bene

fitted members of the lower socio-economic strata. Feel

ing increasingly constrained within their parties, Jaya 

Arunachalam and her colleagues came together in an 

attempt to build a responsive women's organization with 

leadership coming from the poor themselves. As a beginn

ing they conducted a survey among women in slum communi

ties to ascertain what their areas of priority should be. 

Three areas of problems were identified - the business, 

9 Hilde Jeffers, Or,nizing wcmen Petty Traders and 
Producers: A Case tudv of WWF, l-1a.dras, Report 
Submitted for ~aster of City Planning Degree, Uni
versity of California, USA, November 1981. 
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the work-place and the home. The greatest constraint was 

the supply of credit to reinvest in business. Most of 

the women were heavily in debt to money lenders Who 

charged exorbitant rates of interest. At work the women 

experienced many indignities - being harassed in the 

Wholesale market, jostled away from prime selling spots 

and with no access to water or toilet facilities. At 

home the women suffered from the tensions of common-law 

marriages, bigamy, desertion, dowry pressures and the 

responsibilities of household and child care. 

The Forum, chartered as a society in 1978, essen

tially began as a sel~-help credit association. As it 

expanded its activities from self-employed vendors in 

Madras city to agricultural labour and home-based workers 

the class character of the oppression of women took on 

sharper focus. The Forum therefore realized that to be 

effective it would have to transform from a grass-roots 

development organization to a trade union. In 1981, the 

WWF was registered under the Trade Union Act as the 

National Union of \'lorking Women. 

Thus, both SEWA and WWF came into being with the 

realization that the special problems of self-employed 

women could not be tackled through orthodox, hierarchical 

organizations. The need was for genuinely democratic 
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associations responsive to the needs of specific trades, 

in Which the initiative lay with the members themselves. 

Organization 

SEWA has a membership of 22,73910 and WWF a member-
11 ship of s,ooo. From the organizational patterns of 

SEWA and W\vF it is clear they are grass root organiza

tions which, although led at the highest level by middle 

class women, are run by the poor self-employed women 

whose interests they promote. Both try to promote leader

ship skills ~ang their members so that they are not 

organizations for self-employed women as a client group, 

but of and by them. 

One major weakness of both organizations is that 

they are not self-sufficient, as they receive finances 

both from government and international agencies. The 

ideology of such agencies does not conceive of a trans

formation of power relations. They seek rather, at best, 

to ameliorate existing conditions. The dependence of SEWA 

and WWF an these agencies is bound to constrain their 

functioning in vi tal ways. It could even be argued that 

the reluctance on the part of SEWA and \fWF to recognize 

10 Annual Activities Report of SEWA, Ahmedabad, 1984. 

11 Working Women's Forum at a Glance, WWF Publication, 
undated. 
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class· conflict is influenced by their sources 0: fund

ing. ·At the same time, they have limited alternative 

resources. Unlike traditional trade unions \'4'tose dues

paying members are regularly employed in industries, the 

meagr-e and uncertain incomes of the members of SEWA. and 

WF do not permit financial independence. It has been 

suggested therefore, that industrial tTorkers' unions 

cOUld support unions of poor self-employed \torlters. 12 

Ideology: 

Both SEWA and WF are motivated by Gandhian prin• 

ciples and attempt to use Gandhian instrtlllents for social 

change, o:f which self-reliance and non""V'iolence are the 

main pillars. The concept of Cllm.fJ.ict is rejected and 

there is a belief in sorting things out through moving 

community opinion to take care of its VUlnerable sections. 

Both organizations view women as eccnomic agents 

whose work and income are as vital to society as their 

work in the home. SEWA sees them as "agents, not bene

ficiaries, of developmentu13 and does not f'ight merely 

for better wages but ttfor enabling the women workers to 

develop their 0\'m selves as decent human beings, capable 

of thinking, acting and. reacting" •14 Wl1F, while recog-

12 Jennefer Sebsta.d, op.cit., 

13 SEWA's Aa..sfL.Cpa],o ~oject Report, 1$2-83. 

14 Ela Bhatt in Tusher Bhatt, 1 Good Samaritans' 
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nizing that in all classes of Indian society women are 

11 secondary entities 11 , also believes that "the fight is 

not between man and woman but a fight to safeguard 

human dignity and human rightsn.15 

In addition the WWF takes strong anti-caste posi

tions. SEWA too is anti-caste, but WWF apart from en

couraging integration among castes and religious commu

nities in the loan groups and among organisers, also 

arranges mass inter-caste marriages. WWF has also 

arranged demonstrations against the dowry system and . 

commented on pending reform bills dealing with rape and 

divorce. 

SEWA and WWF both steer clear of political parties 

but are active political organizations in that they are 

engaged in empowering their members in their struggle 

to gain control over their means of production. 

The Activities of SEWA 

"Being self-employed and not covered by protective 

legislation SEWA members do not have a specific employer 

to fight against. They struggle against contractors, 

middlemen, government rules, regulations and policies 

Cont'd ••• f .n. 14 

Sunday, 2-8 December, 1984. 

15 Working Women's Forum at a Glance, WWF Publica
tion, undated. 
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and often certain social values including western-edu

cated, urban, middle-class and male attitudes •••• 1116 

The three immediate goals of SEWA are (i) to make 

the work of self-employed women visible and their voices 

heard; (ii) to increase their rate of income and earn

ings; (iii) to increase their control of income in the 

family. 17 To achieve these goals, SEWA undertakes two 

main types of action - struggle and developmental acti-

vi ties. 

The leaders, organizers and members have struggled 

for fixed wages for headloaders, secure selling spaces 

for hawkers, defence against police harassment and higher 

piece rates.18 The Union has a Complaints Cell where 

self-employed women can register problems related to 

their work or family life. These complaints are taken 

up by SEWA' s organizers and group leaders. The mode of 

struggle has been that of strikes and demonstrations as 

well as legal battles. In 1982, SEWA filed a writ peti

tion in the Supreme Court on behalf of th~ vegetable 
M-.nd'. 

vendors of Ma:oflk Chowk, Ahmedabad, as a result of which 

16 Annual Activities Report of SEWA, 1984. 

17 Ibid. 

18 Items in Voice of the Working Woman, No. 3, May 
1981, No. 5, September 1984. 
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the Court directed that licenses be given to the vendors. 

A writ petition was also filed in the Gujarat High Court 

about the inactivity of the Cloth ~~rket Unprotected 

Labour Board. 

As part of its developmental activities SEWA tries 

to deal with problems related to the structural const

raints within the trades - limited access to supplies of 

raw materials, markets, credit, skills; lack of laws and 

policies to protect poor self-employed workers. These 

activities are: 

(a) Credit Frogramme: For want of capital for 

trade, the women had been forced to depend on money-len

ders for credit. The traders from whom the women pur

Chased their inputs like left-over rags and vegetables, 

exploited them because of their weak bargaining power. 

They were also exploited by those from whom they rented 

out their means of livelihood, for example, carts in the 

case of cart-pullers. SEWA decided to make credit avai

lable to these women from the nationalised banks. Since 

they had no security to of£er and no one to stand guaran

tee £or them, SEWA played the intermediary and got loans 

worth~. 3'million advanced to a,ooo members between 1972 

and 1976.19 

19 Kamla Bhasin, op.cit. 
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However, the bank staff had problems with these 

illiterate slum women Who did not know their full names, 

had no proper address at which they could be contacted, 

and who mixed up the names and branches of the banks. 

I1oreover, the working hours of the banks coincided with 

theirs, which meant they could not do their own business 

if they had work at the bank. To get over these problems 

a wanen's cooperative bank was set up in 1974, the Mihila 

Sewa Saliakari Bank. Now about 11,000 women have their 

saVings accounts in this bank, which processes the loan 

applications of SEWA members and submits them to the 

nationalised banks for loan advancement. It also collects 

repayment instalments from members and so .relieves the 

nationalised banks of a lot of work. The .SEWA bank is 

paid a service charge of Rs. 10/- per application by the 

nationalised banks which advance loans to SEWA members 

in lieu of the deposits kept with them by the .. SEWA bank, 

therefore no collateral is required for SEWA members to 

get a loan. 

In order to get a loan a woman has to be a member 

of SEWA and a shareholder, which she can become by buy

ing a share of R;. 10. Loans to SEWA members range from 

Rs. 250 to Rs. 1000/-. An analysis of 2000 of the 6406 

borrowers showed that 44 per cent paid their instalments 
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on time. 43 per cent had not paid 3 to 6 instalments and 

13 per cent had defaulted for more than 6 instalments. 

The reasons for this high rate of default range from low 

income, not enough savings and unexpected expenditure on 

illness and social occasions to an irresponsible attitude 

on the part of some members towards repayment. 20 

The SEWA bank has rejected the narrow interpreta-

.tion of a bank's functions as a loan-giving or deposit

creating agency and thus has formulated schemes which 

establish members• access to those services Which ensure 

their borrowing yields greater productivity. For example, 

it provides raw materials at fair price. The Bank's 

Recovery Section does the follow-up work to check how the 

loan money has been spent, to help members purchase raw 

naterials to collect repayments and to strengthen the 

organization .through personal contact with the members. 

SEWA's experience has shown that banking can play 

a central role in organizing the self-employed. The bank 

helps organizers learn more about the specific trade

related needs of the members and thus provides the infor

mation to launch many new economic projects. 

(b) Social Security Programmes: The Mahila Sewa 

Trust was established in 1975 to extend minimum security 

to its members, who contributed a day's earnings to pro-

20 Ibid. 
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vide the seed capital. Funds are mostly sell-generating, 

although the trust also receives contributions from 

organizations of labour and philanthropic institutions. 

SEWA trust is presided over by a Board of Trustees, 

mostly SEWA members and group leaders • The three schemes 

provided by the trust are Maternity Benefit, Widowhood 

and Death Benefit. 

(c-) Supportive Services: Twenty SEWA supported 

anganwadis function in various parts of Ahmedabad for the 

children of working mothers. Apart from providing re

creational~ educational and health facilities for child

ren, the anganwadis act as an important contact-point 

with the community. The anganwadi teacher is kept infor

med of important problems in the community suCh as wife

beating, alcOholism, the problem of slum demolition and 

insufficient water supply. TeaChers intervened and 

played an active role in several instances. In addition, 

through regular monthly meetings with mothers, teachers 

were able to raise BJ1.d discuss various women 1 s issues 

apart from their health education work.21 

SEWA also provides legal aid in demanding minimum 

wages, cases related to property, compensation for acci

dent, tenancy and some marital cases. 

(d) The Economic Wing deals with problems regard-

21 Sebstad, op,cit. 
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ing raw materials and markets, has initiated several 

supply and marketing projects on a cooperative basis and 

non-profit marketing centres. Cooperative production 

·units purchase raw materials in bulk and are linked 

directly to markets, thus avoiding middlemen. 

The struggle .for higher wages and incomes soon led 

to the realization that only an integrated set o.f ser

vices wOUld help the trade groups to become sel:f-sustain-

1ng and in control o.f their struggle. The Econanic Wing 

therefore has several training programmes in income gene

ration .for different trade groups and artisans with ~ 

view to making them self-reliant in terms o.f skill, . 
management, marketing and leadership. These training 

programmes are held in collaboration with theAll India 

Handicrafts Board, Weavers • Service Centre and National 

Institute o.f Design among others. Equipped with training, 

women and girls have entered both traditional occupations 

as well as those hitherto monopolised by men - patchwork, 

block-printing, cane and bamboo, woollen shawl weaving. 

SEWA has arranged training in cattle care .for milk pro

ducers, maintenance o.f machines .for garment workers and 

spinners and handling o.f improved tools .for junk-smiths. 

(e) The Rural Wing Promotes non-farm employment 

activities for women agricultural labourers. The Wing 

has a membership of about 5500 in 15 villages. It started 
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in 1978 with a tiny creche and tailoring class in the 

village of Zamp in Dholka Taluka of Ahmedabad district. 

In the beginning the organization of rural workers was 

conducted in a ntypical union stylen22 demanding minimum 

wages for agricultural labourers. However, it was soon 

realized that the root cause of exploitation is the lack 

of bargaining power of the workers due to the high rate 

of unemployment. Agriculture in the area where. SEWA 

works is predominantly dependent op women's labour be

cause men go to urban areas for work. The. Rural Wing 

tries to develop employment opportunities for women 

through three activities - those involving manual labour, 

craftsmaking and dairying. Production centres have been 

started in the villages as a follow-up of vocational 

training to ensure steady, year-round employment. lli.e 

main activities of the Rural Wing are unionizing rural 

women labourers; grass-root leadership development 

through training and support for rural organizers, in

come-generation activities and vocational training; 

support services like creches, banking, legal aid, market

ing and linking services. 

(f) The Research Wing: Research plays an impor

tant part in SEWA' s work. The organizers have conducted 

socio-economic surveys of most of the trade groups among 

22 SEWA Annual Report, 1984. 
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the members. Those who conduct the survey typically 

become the organizers for that trade group. Study prior 

to action is a regular step for SEWA in organizing new 

trade groups. 

To aChieve the three goals mentioned at the beginn

ing of this section SEWA has followed three kinds of 

strategies outlined below. To ensure greater visibility 

for the self-employed, SEWA lobbies law-makers, public 

officials and government authorities for laws, policies 
l 

and programmes which protect and support self-employed 

women. The Union also builds a bridge between its mem

bers and the community by bringing different groups of 

women together and linking them to outside institutions. 

In order to raise the incomes of members, training 

programmes, employment schemes, and supply, production 

and marketing cooperatives are run by SEWA. The wanen's 

cooperative bank and supports such as creches and mater

nity benefit schemes also indirectly augment incomes of 

members. 

SEWA members achieve greater control of income and 

property through the SEWA bank which provides members a 

safe and convenient place to deposit their earnings. 

SEWA also links women to outside government agencies 

concerned with protecting their rights and property. 
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Nine SE\'/As apart from the one in Ahmedabad have 

come into a federation called the SEWA Bharat. Each of 

these is autonomous working closely with one another. 

There are SID'lAs in Delhi, Haryana., Madhya Pradesh, Uttar 

Pradesh, Mi thila, Singbhum, !Vh.mger, Bhagalpur. SEWA 

Ahmedabad provides infrastructural and other services to 

SEWA Bharat. 

The Activities of WWF 

The goals of WWF23 are - to federate existing orga

nizations striving for working women and to establish 

branches of WWF in all districts and villages of Tamil 

Nadu. 

- to assist in improving the candi~ions of working 

women through cooperation and secure for them more time 

and leisure for creative work, cultural activities and 

recreation. 

- to help self-employed women expand their business 

through arranging loans from nationalized banks and to 

improve their professional and social status by giving 

them training and establishing day-care centres for their 

children. 

- to solve civic and other problems of members by 

acting as liaison agent between members and civic autho-

23 Stated in Opinions, undated WWF Literature. 
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rities, government and other national and international 

organizations. 

- to mobilise all working women to fight for their 

rights by acting as a pressure group. 

The activities of the Forum can be grouped under 

three broad streams - Credit Programme, Family Planning 

and Health Programme and Social Conscientisation activi

ties. 

(a) Credit Programme: The Forum has two channels 

of credit for women workers in the informal sector, 

through nationalised banks and its own cooperative credit 

societies. Urban and rural areas in three states are 

covered. 

The objective of credit intervention is to relieve 

women of the clutChes of money-lenders and middle men by 

providing them working capital at low rates of interest. 

T.h~s women obtain a cretain control over resources and 

their contribution to household income is enhanced. As 

we have seen earlier the credit system centres on the 

neighbourhood loan group. 

Loans for groups are negotiated with the nationa

lised banks under the Differential Rate of Interest Sche

me, whereby loans carrying 4 per cent interest rate are 

given to the weaker sections of society. The Forum also 
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has its cooperative credit societies in all centres 

except Bangalore. The idea of a women 1s cooperative bank 

was proposed because of problems with nationalised banks 

faced by WWF members, similar to the experience of SENA. 

The aim was to increase loan amotmts, end delivery lags, 

lend for consumption purposes and fund other WWF projects. 

After additional bank training and setting up of the 

proper infrastructure and funding, the Women's Coopera

tive Credit and Social Service Society opened. There are 

2500 shareholders, holding shares worth lls. 20 each. 24 

One of the first proposed funding projects for the 

new credit society is a cooperatiye production unit. The 

aim is to provide secure, higher skill employment for 

women where profits can be used to provide work benefits 

or be reinvested to create more jobs. A garment tailor

ing unit that would utilize the skills of the tailoring 

trainees is viewed as a likely first step. 

(b) Family Planning and Health Programme: The main 

objective of the Forum is to empower women both in their 

productive and reproductive roles. In the latter women 

must be given the knowledge about and accessibility to 

methods of birth control, personal hygiene and health 

care institutions. They must also have the confidence 

24 Helzi Noponen, 'Organizing Women Petty Traders•, 
Paper presented at Asian Regional Conference an 
Women and th~ Household, New Delhi, 1985. 
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and ability to take decisions about their own lives and 

bodies. 

With this objective in view the Forum tries to use 

the State-sponsored Family· Planning Programme and trans

form it into a women-centred grass roots health care 

project. The Forum recruited health trainees from among 

the women themselves, who were given training by experts. 

These trainees meet every household in their area once a 

week, and advise them on matters of health, contracep

tion, nutrition, innnuniza.tion of children etc. They also 

accompany the women of their. areas to hospital and provide 

post-operation care. The method is personal, based on 

building confidence and trust, unlike the mechanical atti

tude of the state health machinery. Under this programme, 

6000 slum dwellers are covered by 60 trainees. 

(c) Social Conscientization Activities: The Forum 

conducts inter-caste marriages and group activities like 

role-plays, group singing and dancing and communal eating. 

Inter-caste narriages are an important part of Forum 

activities, because normally such unions among poor work

ing class couples are not legally established. With 

societal pressure or for other reasons men may desert such 

common-law wives. Through inter-caste marriage the Forum 

registers such unions under the Marriage Act. 
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The task of raising consciousness is greatly aided 

by the Research and Training Wing. The methodology 

adopted by the Forum emphasizes democratization of 

research at the grass root level with the ultimate ob

jective of enabling women to acquire skills. The women 

are thus the subjects of research, not the objects. 

Through the joint action of several loan groups in 

one neighbourhood additional support services are set up, 

such as Balwadis, evening coaching classes for older 

children and job-training for income-generation. A pro

posed wholesale marketing scheme in produce is to link a 

rural development scheme involving marginal and landless 

farmers in the Madras Beltway area to the urban-based 

WWF. In this manner it is sought to eliminate the middle

man and ensure that rural producer and urban vendor share 

equitably in the exchange of produce. 

The Forum mobilises exclusively women as opposed 
-

to the family r:mit. The entire loan programme, child 

care, health and education activities are operated and 

controlled by the women themselves. The Forum stresses 

equal education of daughters and tries to provide jobs 

for them When they finish school. 

SEWA and WWF as Political Organizations 

- Both organizations are explicitly Gandhian in their 

ideology. Neither uses the category of class to under-
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stand social reality, nor acknowledges any conflict as 

generic between the classes. Nevertheless in their prac

tice they face and tackle precisely those issues which 

arise out of the exploitative production process. The 

self-employed members of SEWA and. WWF, while nat being 

part of the capitalist production process itself, are 

essential if peri~heral components of this process and 

subject to all its forces of exploitation. SEWA and WWF, 

by strengthening their bargaining power vis-a-vis their 

immediate oppressors (middle-men, money-lenders) and the 

government, are in fact coming up against class conflict 

and the state in their struggles. During the anti-reser

vation agi ta.tion in Ahmedabad for instance, SEWA was 

concerned with restoring the means and tools of liveli

~ood of its poorest members, regardless of their caste 

/or community, and this is the understanding they try to 

'share with their members. 25 Apart from encouraging and 

assisting members to take advantage of existing resources 

and pressurising existing institutions to became more 

responsive to the self-employed, these organizations also 

attempt to build alternative institutions such as banks 

and cooperatives. 

25 Annu Joseph et. al., 'Impact of Ahmedabad Distur
bances on \I/ amen 1 , Economic and Political \'leekly, 
October 12, 1985. 
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Further, both organizations can be called "women

intensive". While both display an a\'Jareness that ulti

mately men and women are involved in a common struggle 

£or social change, they also recognize that within exist

ing social norms women would invariably be unequal parti-

cipants in an organization in which men are also members. 

In 1981 SEWA did open membership to a group of male head

loaders, but it has generated much debate about the 

advantages of a union speci£ically £or women. Prevail

ing myths about the secondary nature o£ women's earnings 

and their primary role as house-keepers are likely to 

ensure that the problems o£ women workers remain periphe

ral within organizations of both men and women. '!his is 

the impression that emerged from the study o£ three trade 

unions done in the last chapter. It is of course, also 

possible to argue that the problems of the self-employed, 

and of workers in general, can best be tackled i£ men and 

women unite. However, an analysis of SEWA and WWF leads 

to the conclusion that despite the structural weaknesses 

they suffer from as a result of their limited self-defi

ned parameters, they have been remarkably e£fective in 

meeting the particular needs of their members. Sane of 

these weaknesses have already been discussed (for example, 

their financial dependence on agencies whose commitment 
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to radical charge is doubtful ) • Sane others are dealt 

with later in this section. 

An assessment of SEWA's impact with reference to 

its three goals of increasing the visibility of the self

employed, their incomes and their control over property 

and assets, reveals a fair degree of success. Many of 

the Union activities involve mobilising large numbers of 

women for meetings, demonstrations and strikes. This has 

served to increase the women's visibility within the 

community, in their families and among themselves. Surveys 

conducted by SEWA of various trade groups have been used 

to inform government policy-makers, planners and the 

public on the needs of the self-employed. The media too, 

have been widely used to highlight the working conditions 

and problems of SEWA's members. SEWA's lobbying efforts 

have resulted in (i) The Planning Canmission including 

a chapter an the self-employed in the Sixth Five Year 

Plan; {ii) The ILO changing its definition of worker to 

include the self-employed and (iii) governmental programmes 

and resources being channeled to self-employed women, sane 

of which are an tmorganized Labour Board charged with 

overseeing the payment of wages and benefits in Ahmedabad's 

cloth market; maternity benefit schemes on th~ lines of 

SEWA's scheme by state and national level labour minis

tries; training programmes for women by the National Diary 
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Development Board.26 

Since self-employed women are concentrated in the 

lowest level jobs in the occupational hierarchy and are 

often paid less than men doing the same job, the earn

ings of SEWA members are lower than those of workers in 

the informal sector as a whole.27 The lack of systematic 

data prevents any concrete conclusions about increase in 

incomes but the Sebstad study, quoted earlier, found that 

at the least many of the programmes have served to regu

larize and stabilize employment. And for several groups 

there were indications that overall earnings have increa

sed. The programmes of the Economic Wing (i.e. skills, 

training programmes, production and service cooperatives', 

and projects facilitating access to raw materials and 

markets) have been most successful in these areas. 

A study of SEWA bank borrowers showed that women 

used their loans productively and many had increased in-

comes. 

The Rural Wing also helped to increase and regula

rize earnings. A major activity of this Wing \\6S to 

create off-season employment for women agricultural 

labourers through skills-training, programmes and orga

nized income generating projects (Khadi spinning and 

26 Jennefer Sebstad, op.cit. 

27 Op .cit., p. 205. 
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weaving, sewing, carpentry). Women's milk. cooperatives 

have also been organized by SEWA in more than 15 villa

ges in conjunction with the National Diary Development 

Board. 

SE~'s social security programmes compensate women 

for a loss of income they would otherwise incur during 

maternity or due to widowhood. 

The SEWA bank has provided a safe place for the 

members to deposit their earnings and capital. This 

enables them to maintain direct control and ownership of 

these resources. Further, loans from the SEWA bank have 

allowed many women to purchase their own tools and equip

ment for use in their trades, and to break out of the 

clutches of money lenders. 

SEWA works in the midst of many ccnstraints ~ In 

rural areas, for example, they must face pressures from 

powerful local elites and vested interests. It is diffi

cult to get women to travel outside their villages for 

training, and the practical difficulties of organizing and 

managing a milk cooperative had to be surmounted at every 

step - corrupt office bearers in the villages, opposition 

from private diaries.28 Considerable hostility from men 

28 SEWA goes rural, published by SEWA Ahmedabad, 
February, 1981 • 
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has to be tackled. Anila Dholakia, director of the Aage 

Chalo Project, recorded that during a training programme 

for organizers, at the first phase of village level 

conference to discuss the local problems of the women, 

some men shook a tree over the meeting disturbing a bee

hive. Another instance was that of a man bringing a 

female buffalo into the meeting, telling the animal to 

express her feelings and not to be shy though she was 

illiterate. Apart from this kind of trivialization of 

women's efforts to organize, there is also strang resis

tance to women entering traditionally male occupations. 

Men of traditional weavers• families for example, objec

ted to women learning a male skill like weaving, although 

they admitted the women did a lot of work for the process

ing of the raw wool, spinning, reeling, starching and 

other processes involved in the finished product. This 

was overcome, Ms. Dholakia notes, after endless discus

sions. 29 

SEWA 1 s organized struggles to defend the rights 

of sellers to sell, producers to produce and 'labourers 

to work has prevented loss of income for many groups. 

However, one of the most difficult areas of struggle for 

the union is that of strikes for higher piece rates and 

29 Anila Dholakia, SEWA•s Aage Chalo Project: Project 
Report 1$82-83, S!WA,Ahmedabad. 
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better working conditions. Sane of these strikes have 

been successful but most have failed due to the absence 

of minimum wage laws to enforce agreements with merchants 

and traders. 

The attempts to develop leadership from among the 

membership remains a challenge. Sebstad notes that there 

are many constraints operating on the women - they are 

socialized to take an inferior role, SEVIA cuts into 

their time for their work and families, they face pres

sure from their husbands about going out. Younger women 

with the status of daughter-in-law find it difficult to 

participate. The women who typically emerge as the most 

active leaders are therefore the mothers-in-law them-

selves, older women with relatively more freedom to move 

in outside circules. They are also from relatively 

better off families who can afford the loss of income 

from being involved in SEWA.3° 

A major weakness of SEWA according to another study 

appears to be that the members of SEWA in effect function 

as individuals, not groups.31 They seemed to have no say 

in selecting the group leader or controlling her. Since 

there is no group responsibility or group pressure, of 

30 Sebstad, op.cit. 

31 Kamla Bhasin, op.cit. 
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the sort there is in WWF, repayment of loans is not 

satisfactory. As a result, rather than members taking 

up responsibilities as groups, SEWA appears to be serv

ing them. 

This study also felt that some SEWA.members had an 

attitude of disbursing charity rather than that of creat

ing a movement to demand a fair deal and justice. This 

impression is further strengthened by a remark in Sebstad's 

study, that almost all the organizers talked about changes 

in the personal habits of the members since they started 

participating in SEWA. "Now ••• they have improved their 

language, are neater and cleaner in appe~rance, are more 

patient... M:lny have given up their bad habits ••• 11 32 

This kind of attitude certair.J.y is patronising. It can

not, however, be gainsaid that the flow of income through 

the women's hands has raised their status and decision-

making power within their families, and that they now 

have the confidence to control the environment and to 

take the initiative in matters concerning their lives 

and their work.33 

32 

33 

Sebstad, op.cit., p. 210. 

Devaki Jain, Women's Quest for Power, •street 
Vendors of Abmedaoodi, Vikas PUblishing House, 
Delhi, 1980; SEWA Goes Rural, op.cit.; Jennefer 
Sebstad, op.cit. 
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The WWF's credit programme has had a positive 

impact on its members• economic condition. Newly crea

ted jobs were estimated in 1981 as 2800. Expansion of 

previous employment through loan investment occurred 

for 70 per cent of the sample and reflected almost a 

doubling of daily earnings. This increase in income 

which typically amounted to Rs. 120 extra per month was 

spent on basic items such as food and clothing.34 

Using credit as a point of entry the WWF mobilises 

self-employed women in the urban and rural sectors so 

that credit intervention is transformed from an end in 

itself to a means of forming a collective. These collec

tives take up not just economic issues but other problems 

affecting their lives and work and eventually the women 

become conscious participants in collective action. 

Apart from economic gains, it is clear that the 

women are in control of their ow.n resources. They receive 

the loan on the guarantee of other women, their neigh

bours who trust in their ability to earn and repay as 

opposed to co-signing by husbands or sons. ~e loan 

group meetings are expressly closed to male community 

leaders or husbands. The women are encouraged to handle 

the details of their business, utilize the loan correctly, 

34 Helzi Nopanen, op.cit. 
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take responsibility for repayment and retain control 

over earnings. As a result of their improved business 

performance, and access to prestiged institutions and 

officials, women gain in status in the community.35 

A majority of the organizers come from working

class hoUseholds with prior occupational experience in 

the informal sector. A little over quarter of the orga

nizers have themselves not been engaged in any occupa

tions but personal crises in their lives - death of 

husband or father, desertion, alcoholism of male suppor

ter - enabled them to comprehend the class-based oppres

sion of the other working women also.36 In an earlier 

cbapter37 it was argued that in struggles to transform 

structures of pmrer that oppress women alone, a unified 

initiative expressing a women's perspective is evident. 

The observation about WWF organizers noted above seems 

to strengthen such an argument. The breakdown of the 

apparent security provided by a family would appear to 

bring women together at a deeper level of understanding 

35 

36 U, Kalpagam, op,cit. 

37 Chapter 2, Women's Organizations: AIWC, NFIW. ~ 
~(~. 
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.of both gender and class oppress ion. 

With credit intervention, as through the dairy 

loan for example, the bargaining power of agricultural, 

labourers has been strengthened. They do not need to 

go for agricultural work at such low wages as before. 

Apart from this there is the greater degree of under

standing the women display about their own powerlessness 

and about power relationships in the system. They have 

a stronger grasp of the role of politicians, the bureau

cracy, the landlords and the money-lenders in their own 

precarious situation.38 

WWF too, like SEWA, functions within several cons

traints. The most important of these is the structure 

of the market in Madras and the prevalent norms of 

female behaviour especially regarding interactions with 

men. In the central wholesale market a few wholesalers, 

all male, wield considerable power over supply especially 

when credit is involved. The women are also open to· 

sexual harassment and abuse and lose respect if they 

assert themselves. They cannot hire young boys as hel

pers and peddlers because it would cause scandals and 

young women cannot be employed for the purpose because 

38 u. Kalpagam, op.cit. 
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of social taboos.39 The younger members of WWF there

fore are reluctant to take up the trades of their 

mothers. Consequently a training programme in tailor

ing and craft was begun. 

Because of these constraints an expanding business, 

a vlWF loan programme tends to become a consumption loan 

after the first loan.40 Without the possibility of 

building a stall and securing a larger cut of the market 

the business woman may already be operating at the 

maximum trade level given her resources. Thus, the 

credit programme while providing significant improvement 

in the condition of women petty traders, has not been 

able to assist them in moving from pavement peddling to 

stalls. 

There have not then, been any structural Changes. 

The difficult and precarious position of women petty 

traders discourages younger women within WWF from follow

ing these trades. Their being trained instead, in tailor

ing and crafts renects an aspiration towards middle

class standards and. higher-status work. Rather than 

39 Johanna Lessinger, •caught between work and modesty: 
The dilemma of women traders in South India' , Paper 
presented at Women and the Household Conference, 
1985. 

40 Jeffers, op.cit. 
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transforming the conditions of work of women petty tra

ders so that more wanen can enter this field, the WWF 
/ 

seems to have improved the financial situation of these 

women to the limited extent that their daughters can 

choose not to enter this occupation. Not all petty 

traders are WWF members and it would seem that they and 

thejr daughters will have to continue to struggle with 

the same conditions of work. 

This criticism can be made of SEWA•s impact as 

well. While its work has focussed largely on upgrading 

work for women already in the labour force, there has 

been limited emphasis on expanding employment opportu

nities for more women workers. The occupational struc

ture for women has not been altered significantly and 

SEWA members, as WWF members, continue to be in the 

lowest level occupations. The lack of minimum wage laws 

ensure that wage rates remain low for most of the occupa

tional groups within both organizations. 

In rural areas both SEWA and WWF have strengthened 

the bargaining position of agricultural labour through 

employment schemes. However, they continue to receive 

wages far below the legally stipulated minimum wages, 

although these are higher than the wages they received 

earlier. Their relationship of subordination to the land-
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lords too has not changed, for they cannot give up agri

cultural work altogether. 

These kind of limitations are perhaps inevitable 

with organizations which attempt to work within the 

existing system. Given their limited self-defined para

meters, both S~~ and WWF have achieved greater visibi

lity for the self-employed and their contribution to 

development, and equipped these women to gain greater 

control over their means o£ production and their personal 

lives. At the same time, it must be noted that there 

has been limited change in the perceptions of SEWA and 

WWF members about gender oppression, and the sexual 

division of labour within the household and the work

place remains unchanged for the most part. 

However, in the context of other projects which 

boast of women's participation but which in fact rein

force class and male superiority, the achievements of 

SEWA and WWF are greatly encouraging. An example of such 

a project is the Khadgodra village Diary Cooperative in 

Anand, Gujarat. One report an this project found that 

the cooperative was supposed to be run exclusively by 

women as a result of the efforts of the woman sarpanch 

of the village. However, there was not a single woman 

member on the board. The chairperson of the cooperative 
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was evidently a f'igurehead, and her husband exercised 

real control. Women seemed to be retained as a f'ront-

line only because the cooperative is legally registered 

as one run by women.41 Most development programmes too, 

are blind to women's work.and the crucial role it plays 

in the economy. When one considers therefore, that 

organizations like SEWA and 'tiJIITF have made great rents in 

this veil of invisibility, have given self-employed 

women a large measure of independence and self-confidence, 

and constantly battle against class and gender oppression, 

it becomes difficult to lay stress on their limitations. 

41 Shahnaz Anklesaria, 'Village Politics wrecks Anand 
Women's Scl1eme', The Statesman, September 5, 1985. 



CONCLUSION 

What has emerged from this study is a picture of 

women participating powerfully in struggles to trans

form oppressive conditions of life. Part of these 

struggles form a women's movement, explicitly operating 
\ at the leYel of gender. other struggles are aimed at 

power relations oppressing both men and women. In such 

struggles on the one hand, the oppressive power rela-

. tions operating against women within the group are viewed 

as peripheral if visible at all; an the other, women tend 

to perceive their interests as closer to those of their 

men than of women of the powerful groups. 

Where women unite across class on issues which 

touch their lives as women, other factors suCh as caste 

or religion are used by male vested interests to divi

sive effect. The recent movement against the Muslim 

Women (Protection of Rights On Divorce) Bill is signi

ficant no less for its complex relationship to the tense 

communal situation in India as for the manner in which 

women of all groups and classes have rallied against it. 

Briefly, the Bill allows maintenance to a divorced woman 

from her husband only during the three month Iddat period; 

thereafter responsibility for her devolves upon her 

natural family, and if her family is destitute, upon the 
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Wakf Boards. While a detailed discussion of the Bill 

and its implications is beyond the scope of this disser

tation, what is important is that as an attempt to 

strengthen the exploitative nature of the· family in the 

'private' sphere, it has been powerfully resisted by 

women in the 'public~ sphere. This further illustrates 

the argument of this study that a women's movement in 

India must face specifically those power relations Which 

oppress women alone, across class and group {religion, 

~ste) lines. This is not to give secondary importance 

to struggles against power structures which are exploi

tative of both men and women. Rather, a women's move

ment must simultaneously and constantly expose the gender 

oppression at the subcutaneous level of every struggle. 

This study argues that while gender cannot be trea

ted as a sufficient explanatory category for all forms 

of oppression, yet an insensitivity to gender leads to 

partial and distorted analyses of society. Moreover an 

understanding of gender is bound to transform our notion 

of the possibility of an objective value-free social 

science. \'le can no longer conceive of knowledge as 

something that exists independently of the knower, wait

ing to be discovered. A sensitivity to gender leads us· 

to the understanding that kn?Wledge is generated by our-
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selves. The theoretical framework we build up to order 

the events of our world determines the 'reality 1 that 

we choose to accept. Since the entire study hinges on 

the way class and gender as modes of existence condition 

oppression, an attempt has been made to grasp the comp

lex nature of the intermeshing of the two. A tentative 

point of departure arrived at is derived from the work 

of Nancy Hartsoclt.1 That is, if conscious human acti

vity has consequences for human understanding and if the 

level of activity of exchange as Marx argued, is the 

level of appearances, the totality of social relations 

can be comprehended not at the level of men's activity 

in production but at the deeper one of women's activity 

in reproduction. Thus, while class oppression is reveal

ed at the level of production, the entire reality of 

social relations, including gender oppression, is re

vealed at the level of reproduction. 

Following from this discussion is the necessity to 

understand afresh the concept of political participation. 

Its conventional focus, electoral politics, omits enti

rely from its orbit the 'private• world of women. 1hus 

the struggles of women whiCh stem from their activity 

at the level of reproduction are not conceived of as 

political at all. The family and the sexual division 

1 Nancy Hartsock, op.cit. 
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of labour on which it is based are accepted as natural 

and outside the realm of politics. Hence it becomes 

necessary to redefine political participation to include 

all activities which seek to transform the spheres and 

institutions in which power relations are used to 

control and regulate the production and distribution of 

resources. It is possible to differentiate between such 

power relations as those which oppress both men and 

women and those which oppress wcmen alone, across class 

or caste boundaries. ~he political participation of 

women would include struggles to transform both these 

kinds of power relations. The questions that are cons

tantly confronted in this study are: how far do these 

struggles form a women's movement explicitly operating 

at the level of gender, and if they are aimed at power 

relations oppressing both men and women, does the oppres

sion of ,..,omen within the group come into question at all. 

A review of the existing literature on the poli

tical participation of women in India in the light of 

the foregoing discussion reveals its inadequacies and 

the unjustified assumptions on the •nature' of women on 

Which much of it is based. 

The rest of the study examines the political parti

cipation of Indian women in the 70s through an examina

tion of two wanen's organizations (AIWC and NFIW), three 
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trade unions (AITUC, INTUC and CITU) and two organiza

tions of women in the informal sector (SEWA and WWF ). 

The tremendous upsurge in the political partici

pation of women in the period under study must be linked 

to the growing' economic crisis of the 70s. The direc

tion of developmental strategies after Independence was 

leading to growing disparities in incomes and wealth 

and increasing hardship for the poor. It is within this 

context of an increasing volume of popular struggles 

against the government and against exploitative forces 

that we must view the growing militancy of women. 

AIWC and NFIW were the two largest women's organi

zation of the 70s (since then AIDWA has become the lar

gest) and their perceptions of social reality and of 

women are radically different. AIWC has no theoretical 

understanding of the oppression of women and tends to 

see it as a social reform issue which the government can 

deal with through legislation, dissemination of education 

and so on. The few radical stands it has taken are res

tricted to resolutions. Moreover, it can be seen that 

both its involvement in the nationalist movement as well 

as its withdrawal from active politics after Independence 

were political decisions, whose effect-at both times was 

to strengthen the dominant coalition of the ruling class. 
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By contrast, NFIW is political in a way in- which 

AIWC is not. It places the oppression of women in the 

context of society and class struggle, and its political 

actions as a consequence are radical where AIWC is 

status quoist. At the same time NFIW shows no aware

ness of gender oppression within the working class or 

in socialist societies. 

The organizations' reactions to the anti price 

rise movement and the • Total Revolution • movement in 

Bihar, two of the most important movements of the 70s, 

were characteristic of their perceptions. NFIW parti

cipated actively in the :former and AIWC confined itself 

to the Central Steering Committee while denouncing all 

agitational politics. Both were in agreement however, 

that rising prices must be combated by a united :front 

o:f women. Since the sexual division of labour ensures 

that the responsibilities of running a household devolve 

upon women, the anti price rise movement became in effect 

a women's movement. 

The JP movement on the other hand, although it 

attracted large numbers of women who participated acti

vely, was condemned by both AIWC and NFIW. Neither parti

cipated in it, but for reasons arising out of contrast

ing political considerations. AIWC denotmced it because 
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it threatened the stability o:f the ruling party, pre

cipitating what it saw as a 'law and order• situation. 

NFIW1 s response was drawn from the CPI line, which was 

to support the Congress Party against fascist forces. 

Moreover the JP movement was explicitly anti-communist. 

fue study of AI\'lC and NFIW in terms of these two 

movements leads to the conclusion that it is only in 

struggles against relations of power oppressing all 

women that a unified women's perspective is evident. 

The anti price rise movement, although it did not ques

tion the exploitative sexual division of labour, was 

nevertheless directed against an area of experience 

shared by all women. It functioned therefore, as a 

women's movement. 

However, in struggles aiming to transform rela

tions of power which oppress both men and women, the 

response of women is determined more by their situation 

within the oppressed group than by their situation as 

women. As an urban middle-class movement, the • 'fotal 

Revolution t. movement evoked oppos.;ing and antagonistic 

reactions in different sections of women. It is pre

cisely because women have political interests that a 

single women's perspective is impossible in a movement 

like the JP movement •. 



- 193 -

Another aspect o~ struggles to trans~orm power 

relations oppressing both men and women is that the 

gender oppression within such struggles remains lar

gely invisible. This aspect is explored through a 

study of trade unions, WhiCh try to ~ight exploitative 

production relations. The trade unions that are stu

died are AITUC, INTUC and CITU. The context of the 

study is set by two issues whiCh best reflect the posi

tion o~ women in the trade union movement, protective 

legislation and equal pay for equal work. 

Protective legislation is a major factor inhibit

ing wan en • s employment, involving as it does the assump

tion that women's restriction to household work and 

child-care is natural and desirable. Ideally, protec

tive legislation should be extended to all workers, for 

it is not only women who must be protected ~rom hazar

dous work. However its function at present is less to 

protect women than to exclude women from employment, 

ensuring more jobs for men. At the same time, removing 

protective restrictions would only benefit the capita

lists, for they would be freed of their responsibility 

to their workers and at the same time, wages would fall 

for everyone. These effects could be combated by orga

nizing women, but patriarchal social relations divide 
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the working class. Thus protective legislation is an 

issue which reflects all the tensions of the interme

shing of class and gender oppression at the work place. 

INTUC is for the'removal of protective restrictions, 

but this is in the interests of greater profits rather 

than of women's employment. AITUC and CITU support 

protective legislation but show no awareness of the 

complexities of the issue. 

All three unions welcomed the Equal Remuneration 

Act of 1 976. However in the period under study there 

is no evidence of any agitation or strike over the issue 

of equal pay for wcmen although the Act continues to 

be more infringed than adhered to. 

None of these unions considers with any serious

ness the hold of patriarchal ideology over the working 

class or over the leadership itself. The distinction 

between INTUC and the two leftist unions is not mini

mised - INTUC views women in the paternalistic Gandhian 

tradition while AITUC and CITU understand the oppres

sion of women within the framework of class conflict 

and class struggle. In practice however, there are 

scarcely any women at executive levels, and the issues 

of non-provision of maternity benefits or child-care 

facilities, equal wages and the retrenchment of women 
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in the wake of the Equal Remuneration Act have not 

formed the core of struggles. Nor is there any discus

sion at all about the exploitative sexual diresion of 

labour. • 

At the same time it must be noted that there is 

a growing and vocal awareness of women within AITUC and 

CITU of their marginalisation, resulting in much soul 

searching by the leadership and the founding in 1981 of 

CITU' s journal to record the struggles of women workers. 

The final part of the study examines SEWA and WWF, 

both 'women-intensive' organizations. Although neither 

explicitly acknowledges class struggle, in practice 

both confront precisely those issues which arise out of 

the exploitative production process. They assist 

members to take advantage of available resources and 

pressure existing institutions to become more responsive 

to the self-employed. At the same time, they build 

alternative institutions such as banks and cooperatives. 

While both organizations are aware that ultimately men 

and women are involved in a common struggle- against 

oppression and exploitation, they also recognize that 

within existing social norms women would be unequal 

participants if men also were members. 

The criticism can be made that there has been 

limited change in the perceptions of SEWA and WWF mem-



- 196 -

bers about their oppression as women and that the se

xual division of labour in the household and the work

place remains largely unchanged. However, given their 

limited self-defined parameters, both SEWA and WWF 

have equipped their members to gain greater control 

over their means of production and their personal lives. 

This study has attempted to look at political 

participation in the 70s with a conscious focus an 

gender. A crucial assumption of this exercise has been 

that a distinction must be made between power relations 

which oppress men and women of certain classes and 

groups, and those which oppress only women, regardless 

of other factors. The recognition that there are such 

power relations which hinge on gender alone would trans

form the manner in ~bich we view society and oppression 

as a whole. One ~~iter has tried to put into specifics 

what she means by 'the oppression of women' in the 

following manner - women are oppressed if (a) they work 

for others' benefit, if the products of their labour 

are not theirs to use and distribute; (b) they don't 

have control over their lives, decision~aking ability, 

freedom of choice; (c) they are believed to be cultu

rally inferior to men; (d) they are vulnerable to phy

sical attack by men; and (e) there are valued cultural 



activities from which they are excluded. 2 

It should not be difficult to see that while all 

or some of these conditions operate upon both men and 

women of oppressed classes and groups, every condition 

further weighs upon women within the oppressed groups, 

to the advantage of their men. They weigh also upon 

women within the powerful groups vis-a-vis men of their 

own groups and in some cases, of the oppressed groups. 

All women for instance, are generally believed to be 

culturally inferior to all men and women of every class 

are wlnerable to physical attack by men. This comple

xity is masked by the emotional appeal of a statement 

like the following: 'There is a difference between a 

society in Which sexism is expressed in the form of 

female infanticide and a society in which sexism takes 

the form of unequal representation on the Central Commi

ttee. And the difference is worth dying for' .3 On 

deeper analysis however, one must disagree with the 

qualitative difference being made between one form of 

sexism and the other, for it is suggesting that the 

2 Penelope Bro~m, 'Universals and Particulars in 
the Oppression of Women•, in The Cambridge women 
Studies Group, Women in Societa: Interdiscipli~ 
nary Essays, Virago Press, Lon on, ~ 981. 

3 Barbara Ehrenreich, 'What is Socialist Feminism', 
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fight against one must came before the fight against 

the other. It must be argued rather, that if the cul

tural, ideological and economic relations which permi

tted fenale infanticide were indeed destroyed, there 

would automatically also be equal representation on the 

Central Camni ttee. Consider China, where female infan

ticide continues and where the institution of the 

female domestic servant is being reintroduced rather 

than attack the sexual division of labour which places 

the entire burden of house work on women.4 Or Russia 

and Eastern Europe, Where women engineers and truck 

drivers go home to cook and clean While men go home to 

rest. A women's movement to be truly effective must 

simultaneously fight the power relations oppressing 

women while women participate in general struggles 

against oppressive relations as a whole. 

Cont•d ••• f.n. 3 

~' June 3, 1976. Cited in catherine A. Yacki
nnon, 'Feminism, M3.rxism, Method and the state: 
An Agenda for Theory in N.O. Keohane, M.Z. Rosa
ldo and B.c. Gelpi (ed.), Feminist Theory: A 
Critique of Ideology, Harvester Press, Sussex, 
1982. 

4 Elizabeth J. Croll, 'Danestic Service in China • , 
Economic and Political Weekly, February a, 1986. 
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