University of Windsor

Scholarship at UWindsor

Electronic Theses and Dissertations

1993

The violence of capitalist development and
underdevelopment: The impact on poor women's
lives in India.

Gurwinder. Chaggar
University of Windsor

Follow this and additional works at: http://scholaruwindsor.ca/etd

Recommended Citation

Chaggar, Gurwinder., "The violence of capitalist development and underdevelopment: The impact on poor women’s lives in India."
(1993). Electronic Theses and Dissertations. Paper 4353.

This online database contains the full-text of PhD dissertations and Masters’ theses of University of Windsor students from 1954 forward. These
documents are made available for personal study and research purposes only, in accordance with the Canadian Copyright Act and the Creative
Commons license—CC BY-NC-ND (Attribution, Non-Commercial, No Derivative Works). Under this license, works must always be attributed to the
copyright holder (original author), cannot be used for any commercial purposes, and may not be altered. Any other use would require the permission of
the copyright holder. Students may inquire about withdrawing their dissertation and/or thesis from this database. For additional inquiries, please
contact the repository administrator via email (scholarship@uwindsor.ca) or by telephone at $19-253-3000ext. 3208.


http://scholar.uwindsor.ca?utm_source=scholar.uwindsor.ca%2Fetd%2F4353&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://scholar.uwindsor.ca/etd?utm_source=scholar.uwindsor.ca%2Fetd%2F4353&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://scholar.uwindsor.ca/etd?utm_source=scholar.uwindsor.ca%2Fetd%2F4353&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://scholar.uwindsor.ca/etd/4353?utm_source=scholar.uwindsor.ca%2Fetd%2F4353&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:scholarship@uwindsor.ca

B National Library
I* of Canada

Acquisitions and

Bibliothéque nationale
du Canada

Direction des acquisitions e!

Bibliographic Services Branch  des services bibliographigues

385 Wellington Street
Ottawa, Ontano
K1A ONd K1A QNG

NOTICE

The quality of this microform is
heavily dependent upon the
quality of the original thesis
submitted for  microfilming.
Everv effort has been made to
ensure the highest quality of
reproduction possible.

If pages are missing, contact the
university which granted the
degree.

Some pages may have indistinct
print especially if the original
pages were typed with a poor
typewriter ribbon or if the
university sent us an inferior
photocopy.

Reproduction in full or in part of
this microform is governed by
the Canadian Copyright Act,
R.S.C. 1970, c¢. C-30, and
subsequent amendments.

Canada

395, rue Wellinglon
QOttawa (Ontano)

Youd e VOl ithvenge

Cur b Nodre rbhseone

AVIS

La qualité de cette microforme
dépend grandement de la qualité
de la thése soumise au
microfilmage. Nous avons tout
fait pour assurer une qualité
supérieure de reproduction.

S’il manque des pages, veuillez
communiquer avec l'université
qui a conféré le grade.

La qualité d’impression de
certaines pages peut laisser a
désirer, surtout si les pages
originales ont éte
dactylographiées a l'aide d'un
ruban usé ou si 'université nous
a fait parvenir une photocopie de
qualité inférieure.

La reproduction, méme partielle,
de cette microforme est soumise
a la Loi canadienne sur le droit
d’auteur, SRC 1970, c. C-30, et
ses amendements subséquents.



THE VIOLENCE OF CAPITALIST DEVELOPMENT AND UNDERDEVELOYMENT:
THE IMPACT ON POOR WOMEN"S LIVES IN INDIA

By

Gurwinder Chaggar

A Thesis
Submitted to the Faculty of Graduate Studies and Research
t+hrough the Department of Sociology and Anthropology in
Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the
Degree of Master of Arts at the
University of Windsor

Windsor, Ontario, Canada

1993



I ¥ Nationa! Library
of Canada

Acquisitions and

Bitliothéque naticnale
du Canada

Direction des acquisiions et

Bibliographic Services Branch  des services bibliographiques

395 wellington Street
QOuawa, Ontano
K1A ON& K1A ONg

The author has granted an
irrevocable non-exclusive iicence
allowing the National Library of
Canada to reproduce, loan,
distribute or sell copies of
his/her thesis by any means and
in any form or format, making
this thesis available to interested
persons.

The author retains ownership of
the copyright in his/her thesis.
Neither the thesis nor substantial
extracts from it may be printed or
otherwise reproduced without
his/her permission. '

395, rue Welington
Ottlawa (Ontano}

Tunw i bl rpfeveec e

Qur e Koire reterprce

L'auteur a accordé une licence
irrévocable et non exclusive
permettant a la Bibliothéeque
nationale du Canada de
reproduire, préter, distribuer ou
vendre des copies de sa thése
de quelque maniére et sous
quelque forme que ce soit pour
metire des exemplaires de cette
these a la disposition des
personnes intéressées.

L’auteur conserve la propriété du
droit d’auteur qui protége sa
thése. Ni la thése ni des extraits
substantiels de celleci ne
doivennt étre imprimés ou
autrement reproduits sans son
autorisation.

ISBN @-315-830S8-1

Canada



Burwinder Chaggar. 1993
All Rights Reserved



ABSTRACT

THE VIOLERCE OF CAPITALIST DEVELOPMENT AND UNDERDEVELOPMENT:
THE IMPACT ON POOR WOMEN"S LIVES IN INDiA

by

Gurwinder Chaggar

The deterioration in the 1life conditions of
poor women in India, particularly in rural areas, is
often dismissed as the lack of “modernity”,
their experiences being subsumed under “modernization/
integrationist” perspectives. The view taken in thir thesis
is that the destruction of self-sufficient and self-
sustaining means of production under British colonial rule
and the post-celonial State has impoverished emall-
scale peasant households. Under such conditions poor
women are Dbearing the brunt of poverty because
they must often underteke various types of work and
services in order to ensure the day-to-day survival
of their families. The intensification in their work-
burden, inadequate nutrition, and the burden of bearing many
children because of economic necessity as well as
the ©persistence of &sexlist attitudes 1is taking a
slgnificent toll on the health of poor females.
The mortality rates for women are highesr during

iv



early childhood and childbearing years, and presently
India is one of few countries where the female
population has decreased significantly in comparison
to males. Ia this thesis it 18 argued that the
brutality of capitalist development and underdevelopament on
the lives women in India is a form of wviolence
related to the destruction of the embodied self upon
which capital accumulation is dependent.

From our own “privileged” positions in the north
within the global economic hierarchy, feminists also
experiences, but take for granted the destruction of nature
and men"s and women”s lives under capital accummlation, and
the increasing antihumanist face of modern day society. It
is =uggested here that in order to develop and/or
recover alternative approaches to existing relations
of production and reproduction, feminists can begin by
exploring the nature of their own disembodiment———their own
inner detachment. This can be an important step
towards empowerment for feminists and perhaps the
foundation for a sisterhood that 1s Dbased on
co—operation and reciprocity. This inguixy is Just
one small step towards this direction.

v
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"Most people connect violence solely with
physical action against other human belngs, but
Indian asges perceived it in a mach wider sense.

They considered all life sacred, and in their
concern for self-perfection, the killing of any living
being, humen or non-human, was sinful. Further,
causing harm to other creatures was also thought wrong
e--. Harm was defined widely to include not only
physical injury, but also all forms of pain, including
depriving persons of their iivelihood or intimidating
them. Violence could be committed personally, it
could be instigated or alded, or it could be condoned
by observing it without protest. However, 1t is
not possible to survive in this world without at least
some violence, for we depend on other living
beings for our food. Avolding all killing
results in our own death.

OCur sages were deeply concerned that humans must
necessarily be involved in violence and death and that
absolute innocence was unattainable. They understood
the concept ahimsa to mean the ninimm or least
possible violence. While causing some harm 1a
inevitable, we do not have a licence to kill
other creatures ruthlessly, to act on the basis of the
“survival of the fittest”, which in effect means
survival of the most violent. Rather, we should have
greater respect for those beings whose livea
mst be secrificed in order that we may survive. ... 2

Gandhil extended the traditional concept of ahimsa
further. He said that violence could also be committed
by participating in or benefiting from a harmful
practice. Ahimsa demanded compassion and love; it was
not merely a negative virtue of avoiding injury
to others, but a positive one of stopping harm
being done to them and helping those who have
been hart. Identifying oneself with all other
living beings helps immensely 1in putting this
into practice.

The difficulty in 1living up to these 1ideals
was recognized by Gandhi; but this difficulty is
no reason either to run away from the world,
or to give up all hope of changing it” (Pereira
and Seabrook, 1880: 130-131).

3

Abimsa cen be defined as an action that does
not involve harm or any form of violence to one self, other
human beings, as well as animals (Basham, 1858: 54)-
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION :

In the past few decades the globalization o
capitaliesm has created a hierarchical and parasitic
interdependency between the developed and
developing worlds (Mies, 1986). As the academic
debates concerning women's gains and losses under the
capital accumlation model continue, the lives of
poor women in the peripheries of the Third World
are deteriorating at an alarming rate (APWRCN, 1989;
Beneria, 1982; Heyzer, 1986; Matsui, 1989; Mies et al.,
1988; Mies, 1986; Sen and Grown, 1887; Young, 1889).
when compared with other societies nowhere is the
dehumanization of women more visible than in the ongoing
exploitation and violence against poor women in India.

In this ingquiry the Tharsh realities of poor
Indian women indicate that very little has been gained from
the capitalist mode(s) of subsistence aimed at the
destruction of nsture and non-market-oriented soclal
relations (Gallin and Ferguson, 1991; Mies et al., 1888;
Sen and Grown, 1987; 1986; Young, 1889). In such modes
of subsistence, the spheres of production and reproduction
are coercively transformed to satisfy the demands of
capital accumulation, as if economic growth wes the
ultimate aim of human 1life (Mies, 1986; O"Neill, 1885).
A8 O°Neill (1985) argues, capital accumlation or

1
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modernization is, in fact, dependent on the destruction of
the core of the human self, with the disembodiment of human
beings from their own selves, from each other, and
from their own  histories. In current development
discussions there has been no significant concern
with the Gdisembodiment of poor Indien women under
exploitative, oppressive, alienating, and violent relations
of production and reproduction &ue to the destructive
nature of capltalist development and underdevelopment.
In this thesis it will be shown that this
process is central to understanding the deterlorating
health of poor Indian women.

STATEMENT OF PURPOSK:

This study will examine how reproductive control
policies, as an integral aspect of integrating women
into capitalist development in India, constitutes a form of
violence against poor women. Ongoing development
discussions have not yet taken serious note of the
violence against ©poor women wunder the guise of
so—called economic “development.” The great majority of
poor women in India have not benefited from the decades of
“trickle down~ growth-oriented schemes (Banerjee, 1984:
1982; Bhave, 1988; Gulati, 1981; Hobson, 1982; Kishwar,
1984; Mukhopadhyay, 1984; Sen and Grown, 1887; Zurbrigg,
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1984). A significant issue that must be addressed is
how the population control programme in India is
further destroying the health of poor Indian women
in the name of making them accessible to the
needs of capital accumulation.

While many believe that the forced sterilization
period of Indira Ga:dhi‘s Government in the mid-
seventies is  Thistory, many ©roor women are still
being <coerced to undergo sterilization with the use
of various incentives and disincentives. There 1s an
inbuilt potentiml for abuse and coercion of ©Dpoor
women in India“s target-oriented ©population control
programme. The State’s rampant use of incentives and
disincentives has created en enviromment in which
family planning and health care workers are often
denied salarles, promotions, and threatened with
suspension 1f sterilization targets are not met on
time (Balasubrahmanyan, 1984a; 1984; Bhate, et al., 1987;
Dyson and Crook, 1984; Karkal and Pandey, 1989). Under

such conditions yoor women s bodies and health are

2

It is estimated that some eleven million poor men and
women (many of whom were adolescents) were coercively
sterilized under the “emergency period” of Indira Gandhi's
Government (Dyson and Crook, 1984: 43). A state of
national emergency was declared by Indirs Gandhi in
an attempt to deal with various social and
economic problems plaguing India at the time (for example,
poverty, religious and ethnic conflicts) (See Guha,
1979: Sharma, 1975; Sinha, 1982).
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being sacrificed to suit tke needs of the
modernization/capital accumulation model of development.
International development agencies also play a significant
role in pressuring Third World countries towards stringent
population control policies (Gregory, 1988; Hartmann, 1887;
Omvedt, 1982a; Saha, 1989), instead of creating greater
access to safe family planning and health care services for
the poor.

The Indian Government s relentless emphasis on
the sterilization of poor Indian women ralses serious
concerns about the patriarchal nature of Indian culture and
the racist and sexlist implications of
new reproductive technologies in a society where religious,
caste agd class, and ethnic differences are embedded

rigidly. It has been suggested that the State’s

3

Discussion of the patriarchal nature of Indian
culture is not the main objective of this thesis.
For studies by others see Jeffery et al., (1889), Kishwar
and Vanita (1984), Kishwar (1987), Liddle and Joshi (1886),
Mies (1887), Miller (1885; 1981), and Omvedt (1880a).
Although “culture” is seen to be a peripheral concerm from
class-based feminist perspectives, the feminist scholarship
of some Indian women suggests that gender ideologies
are central to understanding the experiences of Indian
women (See FEhave, 1888; Chatterji, 1988; Gulati, 1981;
Gupta, 1888; EKaushik, 1885; Kishwar and Vanita, 1984;
Liddle and Joshi, 1986). The concept of sexiem is used in
this thesis to refer to oppressive gender ideologies in the
Indian culture and the degradation of <females,
especially in the case of childbearing (See Jeffery et al_,
1989; Thompeon, 1985). These gender ideologies are
mentioned throughout this thesis, but particularly in
Chapter Four to show their relevance to understanding the
life-conditions of poor women.
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reproductive control programme may nrot be  Just
oriented towards population control of the poor and
the alleviation of poverty {(Mies, 1987; Pettigrew, 1984).
Under the impact of capitalist development there has been &
significant rise in dowry demands even among the
poor classes and the increasing indebtedness of these
householdse has perpetuated the patriarchal demand
on Indian women to bear male children. In a soclety where
a womans dignity is dependent on her ability to bear male
children (Pettigrew, 1984), India“s neo-Malthusian family
planning/population control programme has grossly
underestimated the significance of childbearing and
the absolute necessity of children’s labour to the
survival of poor households.

In fact, in many Third World countries people are poor
not because they have meny children but, rather, they have
many children because they are poor (Hartmann, 1887; Karkal
and Pandey, 1989). Furthermore, the problem is not scarcity
of resources because of “overpopulation®, but the
unequal distribution of means of production (for
example, land) that makes it virtually impossible
for the great majority of ©people in the Third
World to adequately fulfill daily humen subsistence
needs (Hartmann, 1987). Since many poor children in
the Third Wdrld die before they reach the age of four, poor
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families continue to have children in order to ensure theilr
own survival, as well as the patrilineal line of
security and Iinheritance (Earkal and Pandey, 1888: 24).
At the present time India has the highest female mortality
rates for early childhood and during the childbearing years
amongst the developing countries (Ibid).

In poor rural and urban households children’s
labour is essential to a family's survival, and the
exclusion of women from productive spheres (for
example, land and skills) mankes them dependent on male
children. Accordingly, in the underdeveloped peripheries of
the Third World such as India, having a large family is a
very rational strategy in the day-to—day struggle for the
basic subsistence needs for human survival—food—and clean
water—yet children’s labour is often underestimated, if not
excluded, by individuals who argue that India"s development
problems can be alleviated by curbing the birth rate
of the impoverished.

Females in India are especially expected to take
on the burden of adult work at a very young age.
Throughout their 1lives they not only contribute
to the day-to-day survival of their families but
must often also undertake various types of work and
services (Mies, 1986). However, the contribution of
females to the survival of the poor household
remains unrecognized because of sexist attitudes about
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women's work and the “hidden” nature of wage and
non-wage work done by women and children. A  great
deal of the wage and non-wage labour performed by
poor women and children has been easily dismissed under the
so—called “informal/formal” or “pre—capitalist/capitalist”
dichotomy Tbecause it is often done in non—market
exchange relationships and is difficult to measure
(Beneria, 1982; Bennholdt-Thomsen, 1882). Moreover, the
destruction of subsistence-oriented production in many
areas of India, under the impact coi capitalist development
and underdevelopment, has intensified the burden of women’s
work in poor households. The disproportionate share of this
work-load has taken a significant tell on the well-
being of poor women. The deterioration in  their
health is also exacerbated by the burden of  having
to bear many children because of economic necessity
and patriarchal norms regarding the need for male children.

The vast majority of poor Indian females are
labouring for low wages under abnormal conditions,
where they are particularly vulnerable to
unlimited exploitation and violence. Whether +this work
consists of domestic services, sexual services, handicraft
production, or activities in what is generally referred to
as the ‘“hidden/informal®~ economy, the health of poor
femalese continues to degererate due to unhealthy
working and 1living conditions because their wage and
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non~-wage labour does not adequately cover their daily
subsistence needs. Under such conditions poor females
suffer greatly Dbecause of existing gender and caste
and class relations. In fact, we know of very
few other societies where ethnicity. gender, caste,
and class relations have involved such overwhelming
exploitation and violence, and where oppressive
attitudes have been 8o well internalized by women
themselves (Mies, 1975). It 1is often the female
child who is prevented from getting an education
because she 1is expected to teke on the burden of
both wage and non-wage labour at a very young age. She is
the one who is bonded or sold first, and she is
the last one to eat when there is not
enough  food. She 1is also often the one who 1s
expected to endure physical discomfort and ignore
her health ©problems because of lack of accessible
health care services (Bhave, 1988; Gulati, 1981; Hobson,
1982; Miller, 1981; Zurbrigg, 1884). Through a focus on
the State’s unrelenting emphasis on population control
of the poor, this inguiry will show that we can no
longer ignore the destruction of women's lives
under the impact of capitalist development and
underdevelopment in the perivheries of India.

In order to examine the impact of India“s
population control programme on the bodies and health
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of poor females, it 1s necessary to draw critically
upon available theoretical perspectivee to Bee
what they have to offer regarding this issue.

Initial construction of development theory can
be traced both to the needs of the industrialized West when
attempts were made to secure economic alliances
at a crucial time (the end of World War II), and to the
threat of political instability because of the cmergence of
independence movements 3in Africa and Asia (Alavi and
Shanin, 1982; Blomstrom and Hettne, 1984; Harris, 1887). At
this time the U.S. was particularly preoccupied with
the idea of growth, modernization, and industrialization.
What was characterized as economic growth for the
industrialized West Tbecame development for some of
the impoverished nations of the Third World (Alavi and
Shanin, 1982; Harris, 1987). During thies period Anglo-
Americans dominated development discussions and development
policies, as their agenda was to mold the world’s economy
in their own image. In fact, even before the second World
War was over American policy makers started working
on an economic order where they had the upper hand
in international trade (Harris, 1887). As Harris points
out, ~by the late forties, the United States had acguired



10
an unprecedented domination of the world economy. It [was]
... &able to determine the world business cycle ...,
and oblige the periphery to conform to the interests
of Washington™ (1987: 16).

Perceiving the world as a homogeneocus reality,
early economic growth theories assumed that economic
progress at the macro level would eventually “trickle down”
to the poor as well. The modernization model of development
was based on paralleling the industrialization of the West,
end economic growth was primarily viewed by Western policy
makers as the path to curing the impoverished conditions in
the newly independent nations of Africa, Asia, and
Latin America (Harris, 1887). The rewly independent
countries were, in fact, encouraged, if not coerced, in the
direction of a monetized economic order and Western
institutions (such as health care services) through
development aid (Alavi and Shanin, 19882). Initial
development discussions were ethnocentric, gender blind,and
ahistorical because the concept of modernity was
situated within a framework that characterized non-
capitalist societies as “backward™ and lacking a sense
of history and culture (Ibid). Alavi and Shanin argue that
implicit in the modernization perspective is the assumption
that:

all countries had to “develop” along a single

upward slope to bhecome 1like the United States,
the idealized model and ultimate goal of
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“development.” To do s0, they had to identify
and remove @social and ideological obstacles to
such development. The image of such transformation
wags in ite essence that of transfer of Western
technology and rationality in order to increase
Izu;-c.)duction without changing class structure (1982:
Such attempts to modernize rural Third World societies
devalued, marginalized, or made invisible women"s work
(Heyzer, 1986). The significant contribution of women
in the maintenance of rural life was completely ignored 1in
the neo—classical economic growth theories of
development (Ibid). Heyzer explains that since a great deal
of women s work in rural societies is done without pay and
in non-market  exchange relationships, modernization
theories ... equated the whole spectrum of productivity
with the narrow concept of productivity measured in
the‘ monetized terms of a cash-based economy™ (1986:
2). Although subsistence productior bhad already been
drastically transformed under colonial capital
accummlation echemes, the move towards large-scale
commercialization and the growth of cash crops for
exports in the post-colonial period further deteriorated

rural markets organized on the basis of reciprocity,

4

Many of these early economic development
theories were influenced by the thoughts of nineteenth
century classical economists (for example, Adam Samith
and Thomas Malthus) (Blomstrom and Hettne, 1884) and
attempted to apply theories formmlated for industrialized
socletiesa to the social and economic problems facing
various Third World countries (Ibid).
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redistribution, and bartering in many areas of the
Third World (Heyzer, 1586).

Despite the emphasis on economic growth,
poverty continued to increase in the newly
independent countries (Blomstrom and Hettne, 1884). The
failure of “trickle down” modernization theories, under the
test of reality, paved the way for a flurry of
theoretical activity in search of obsatacles to
economic development. Subsequent development discussions
also remained within &a eurocentric modernization
model, as attempts were made to close the immense
gep between theory and reality, by identifying specific
rigidities, lage, and other characteristics of developed
and developing economies (Heyzer, 1986). These economic
conditions and characteristics (for example, the rate of
literacy and population growth) were then scrutinized and
compared with the economies of +the Third World
in order to pinpoint their obstacles to development
(Fitzgerald, 1981; Heyzer, 1986).

As these theoretical debates continued in the
West, there was increasing discontent in many parts of the
Third World with the —ruling bourgeois classes that
were interested in securing their own power, and the belief
that a modern infrestructure, specifically economic growth,
would ©provide a better 1life for the impoverished
masses (Harris, 1987). Development discusaions that
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eventually emerged from Third World perspectives were
somewhat more fruitful than modernization or “diffusionist”
theories, and linkages that were drawn between the
deterioration of the Third World under the coercive impact
of colonial and post-colonial capital accumulation schemes
paved the way for the dependency school of thought.

Thie theoretical school explored the specific
nature of the development and underdevelopment of
Latin America, Asia, and Africa. These debates on
the wmode(s) of production in non-European colonized
peripheries show the destructive nature of colonial
rule, as well as the impact of modernization on
peasent societies. Although a discussion of these ongoing
debates is beyond the scope of this thesis, it is
important to <recognize that the specific impact of
underdevelopment and capitalist development on women’s
work 1in subsistence production and reproduction remains
invisible in dependency perspectives. Bennholdt-Thomsen
points out that in these gender blind debates
on the mode(s) of production in non—-European
societies there is no concern with women™s sign—
ificant contribution to subsistence production because:

the way to avoid the concrete analyeis of subsistence

production is to drive it out of the capitalist mode

-..- and to call these forms pre—capitalist or
non—capitalist (1882: 247).



14

Since the mid-1970s there has been a proliferation of
research, policies, and programs specifically focusing on
the impact of development and underdevelopment on
women throughout the Third World. While these initial
liberal attempts did shed some light on the impact
of capitalist development in various corners of the
Third World, the impoverished reality for the majority
of women was primarily seen as a lack of “modernity”, and
the failure to “integrate” women into the development
process (McFarland, 1988; Sen and Grown, 1887; 1986).
Although the integration of women into developing economies
varies consliderably, it is apparent that the vast majority
of poor women in the Third World have not benefited
from the decades of “trickle down™ growth-oriented schemes.
In fact, in many areas of the Third World the problem
is not the lack of ‘“integration” of women into the
development ©process but, as Heyzer suggests, it 1is
the very “... nature of women’s integration, the
concept of development itself, and the strategiee
put forth at different levels to bring about
capital accumulation™ (1886: vii-viil).

From rural subsistence production to exploitative and
labour—intensive work in the “hidden/informal” economies
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and the newly formed free trade  2ones, the
experiences of many poor women in the peripheries of
the Third World clearly Iindicates that there |has
been an increase in peuperization, marginalization, and
deterioration in their health and overall well-
being. (Afshar, 1987; 1985; APWRCN, 1989; Beneria and
Roldan, 1987; Beneria, 1982; Charlton, 1984; Gallin and
Ferguson, 1991; Heyzer, 1887; 1886; Jashan, 1989; Matsui,
1989; Mies et al., 1888; Mies, 1986; Safa, 1982; Sen and
Grown, 1887; 1986; Young, 198S).

Ester Boserup pioneered the way for theoretical
activity in the ©broadly defined area of women and
Third World development by providing an overview of
the negative impact of colonial rule and capitalist
development on subsistence production, and specifically the
nature of women's work in rural households (Beneria
and Sen, 1981). Although Boserup drew attention to the
unegual participation of women in the development
process and the gender biases of growth-oriented
development models, her ploneering work has been criticized

In “free trade” or “production zones” multinationale
are often assured that there will be ne unions,
health, safety, and wage regulations. In these labour—
intensive manufacturing zones women are often hired at a
young age and labouring under such conditions can lead to
serious health problems. Some argue that wage labour
offers some independence, but at what expense?
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widely (Ibid). For example, while she focuses on gender in
her analysis on the impact of development on rural
households, sehe also assumes that women are a homogeneous
category (Ibid). Boserup s failure to look at the issue of
race, class, and imperialism, and her assumption that the
modernization procese can be beneficial to all women in the
Third World weakens her theoretical framework. Beneria and
Sen point out that although Boserup focuses on
gender, her work lacks a feminist perspective.

Although a great deal has been revealed about
the nature of women’s integration into the development
procesges of labour and capital accumulation in
many Third World peripheries, liberal-feminism bhas not
been very critical of the coercive tactics used by
various international develorment agencies and Third World
government“s under the banner of modernization” (Bennholdt-
Thomsen, 1988; Gregory, 1988; Omvedt, 188Zb), or the
degradation of subsistence production and reproduction and
its impact on women’s bodies and health. Omvedt (1982b) has
found that India“s development ©policles in the past
few years have been specifically geared towards
export-oriented schemes, and that the bourgeois State
has placed a great deal of emphasis on foreign
capital and Western technology in drastic attempts to
deal with the country s increasing development
problems. India"s significant reliance on institutions
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such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund,

... Treveals a situation where IMF “conditions”,

specifically the maintenance of a capitalist path, are

(in diluted form) not simply forced on Third World

nations but acceded to without much disagreement as a

result of the crisis coming from the nature of their

own capitalist development (Omvedt, 1982b: 137).

The liberal perspective of Women in Development
has also failed to acknowledge the coercive and
abusive aspects of many economic growth schemes throughout
the Third World and their impact on the poor.
Women in Development perspectives have become too
preoccupied with mapping the subordination of women in wage
and non-wage labour, considering whether or not women are
benefiting from the various capital accumulation
achemes, and asking how to better Iintegrate women
into development processes (Bould, 1883; 1982; Charlton,
1984; Hale, 1987; Kandiyoti, 1988; Papanek, 1881).

It is within this theoretical framework that a
great deal of the Indien 1literature examining the
impact of davelopment on poor women can be placed,
and it is within this “integrationist/diffusionist”
perspective that Indias family planning/population
control and health care programmes are situated. Since most
of the initial research examining the impact of
development policies on the poor was funded by the
Indian Government, as well as <various international

development agencies, there is a great deal of bias in the
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literature towards the needs of the bourgeols State and its
capitalist development goals. Many of these studies
not only fail to look at the colonial and post~
colonial roots of the poverty in rural and urban
areas throughout India, but the poor are often viewed
as the ‘“obstacle” to modernization. This perspective
is still very dominant in the Indian society and
continuee to be argued by many individuals working
in the area of famlly planning and health care
sexrvices (See Chandra, 1987; D Souza, 1984; Earkar, 1984;

Pail, 1878; Palk, 1978).

In this thesis a socialist—feminist approach will
be used to highlight the class-based =xperiences of
poor women in India. This perspective can be characterized
as a progressive approach to development issues because of
the concern with subjective understanding of the
needs of Third World women, &as experienced and
voiced by Third World women themselves (Beneria and Roldan,
1987; Mies, 1986; Sen and Grown, 1987). Although the issues
of race, class, and imperialism are now being brought
to the forefront of development discussions and
the feminist scholarship of <various Indian women
(See Amos and Parmar, 1984; Jayawardena, 1886; Kishwar
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and Vanita, 1984; Liddle and Joshi, 1886; Kishwar and
Vanita, 1984; Liddle and Joshi, 1986; Mohanty, 1988;
Trivedi, 1984), the voices of poor women are still
silenced by the concerns of middle/upper class
women . In current development discussions by
various women's groups throughout 1India, &a great
deal of emphasie has been placed on the problems
confronting middle/upper class women In areas such
as education and employment . Very few women’s
groups have made an attempt to bridge the gap
between the realities of upper/middle class and poor
women by  ©bringing the experiences of poor women to
the forefront of the women"s liberation movement in India.

Although socialist—feminists criticize 1liberal-
feminists for fatling to go beyond the polnt that
poor Third World women are oppressed and suffering,
in general socialist-feminliets have failed to
emphasize how the globalization of ©production and
consumption is based gn the destruction of women s health—
their embodied selves. Soclalist-feminist approaches, when

The notion of embodiment is a rejection of
the Cartesian split between mind/body/self (Marshall, 1889;
O"Neill, 1885). Critical theorists from the Frankfurt
School challenging this split see liberation not only
in economic terms, but also in terms of the complexity of
human needs (Marshall, 1889). Marshall s (1989) exploration
of embodiment and disembodiment as gendered shows how
various strands of feminist thought have conceptualized the
mind/body dualiesm and the possibility of critical theory in
restructuring socialist—feminist theory for &a clearer
understanding of the nature of women”s disembodiment,
as well as the basis for a soclalist transformation
{See also Marshall, 1888).
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compared with Women in Development perspectives, can
make a significant contribution to development and feminist
theory by emphasizing that women in the Firat World,
as well as middle/upper class women's movements
throughout India, understand the experiences of poor women
in India as central to the issue of women s empowerment and
in this sense are related to thelr own struggles
and experiences.

While it may be difficult to fathom the experiences of
poor Indian women from our own  “privileged-
positions in the global economic  hierarchy, the
dehumanization and destruction of capitalist development
and underdevelopment in many reglons of India can
not be isolated from our own struggles and
experiences. This is especially the camse for middle/upper
class women” s organizations that have emerged
throughout India in the past few years. The inclusion of
poor women Iinto India™s women™s liberation movement
can begin with the recognition that poor women’s
lives are threatened with abominable destruction and
that it is only from thelr experiences that middle/
upper clase women's groups can truly understand the
reality of bhuman suffering. As one socialist—-feminist
development group (DAWN-Development Alternatives with Women
for a New Era) emphatically points out, whether it 1is
impoverishment and inequality, envirommental degradation,



21
food shortages, oOr state repression and aggression,
middle/upper class women s groups can only truly
understand the reality of these as well as various
other important issues through the eyes of poor Third World
women themselves (Sen and Grown, 1987).

Once the 1ill-health of poor Third World wnomen
is recognized as a form of violence, developing
alternative approaches to ispues which specifically
address their needs and concerns, &as well as
possible avenues for thelr empowerment, becomes &
necessity. Mies~ comment about development "8 “growth model”
secas particularly appropriate for poor women:

today, it is more than evident that the accumulation

process iteelf 1is [destroying]l] the core of the

human essence everywhere, because it 3is based on
the destruction of women’'s autarky over their
own lives and bodies. As women have nothing to
gain in their humanity from the continuation of
the growth model, they are able to develop

a perspective of a soclety which 3is not based

on exploitation ... (Mies, 1986: 2}.

Participation of poor Third World women in the
creation and/or recovery of non-exploitative, non-
alienating, end non—oppressive relations of production and
reproduction is essential in future discussions of
development and international feminiem.

It is apparent in the appeal from sone
soclalist—-feminists for an exploration of concepts and
values of work, social relations and institutions which can

parture individuals as whole human beings (See Beneria
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Roldan, 1987; Beneria and Sen, 1882; Mies et al., 1888;
Mies, 1986; Sen and Grown, 1987) that socialist-feminists
can play a sigpificant role in the transformation of
oppressive relations of production and reproduction.
However, in the attempts being made by these
soclalist—feministea to find alternative development
models based on Justice, equality, and non-oppression,
the issue of women’s health (and their disembodiment)
has to become more central to ongoing development
discussions. This issue can be ©brought to the
forefront of future development discussions Dby
emphasizing that socialist—feminists have become too
comfortable with the destruction of nature and men’s
and women "8 lives under capital accumulation,
especially with the increasing antihumenist face of modern
day eociety. It 1is suggested that soclalist-feminists
must recognize their own inner detachment and examine
the nature of their own disembodiment in order to
develop alternative approaches that will enable
women to restore their embodied selves.

In this inquiry it is argued that the
1ife conditions of ©poor Indian women will enable
women in the West, as well as middle/upper class
women s groups in India, to recognize the violence incurred
against themselves, and the nature of thelr own

dehumanization under the impact of capitalist
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development and underdevelopment. This is viewed as

an essential step in a post-colonial feminist perspective.

METHOROLOGICAL CONCRRNS:

For poor women in India development issues are
situated in a complex reality of contradictions thag
vary considerably according to one’s caste and class,
age, ethnicity, and position within the family (Omvedt,
18975). Analysis of the impact of capitalist
development and underdevelopment on the lives of poor women
is further complicated by  the fact that the
deterioration in subsistence production varies considerably
because of geographical, historical, and soclo-political
factors (Mies et al., 1886). The immense soclo-economic
disparity from 1region—-to-region has ©roots in the
uneven impact of British colonial policies as well
as in the attempts to “modernize” rural areas by the post-
colonial bourgeois State (Omvedt, 1982a). For example,
many areas of eastern India were not only bypassed
by development programmes such a8 the “Green
Revolution”, but those areas that were specifically
targeted for merket—-oriented agricultural production

7T

See the following section for a discussion of caste
and class and their implications for women in India.
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have mainly benefited middle/upper class farmers
(Eelkar, 1987; Mies et al., 1886; Sharma, 1975). The
striking disparities from one 1region to  another
also has roots in the way the colonlal State
integrated specific areas into local and
international markets (Charlesworth, 1882;Rothermund,1888).
For example, Rothermund (Ibid) points out that the colonial
State developed eastern regions of India for the purpose of
exporting agricultural and industrial goods, whereas
production in many of the western reglons (such as
Bombay and Ahmedabad) was essentially geared towards
local Indian markets.

The great diversity in socio-economic patterns is
further complicated by an intricate web of caste,
class, and ethnic differences which also vary considerably
from one geographical area to another (Kishwar and Vanita,
1884). It is, therefore, very difficult to generalize the
impact of capitalist development and underdevelopment
on the lives of ©poor Indian women. Capitalist
development throughout India has not followed a
unidirectional path and, as Beneria and Roldan further add,
“it f{has] instead ([followed]l a variety of forms in
a contimmum rapging from the re-creation of non-
capitalist forms to varying degrees of labour absorption in
the so-called informal and formal sectors of the
economy” (1987: 7). Kishwar and Vanite (1984) state that
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the vast differences in socio—economic patterns from
region-to-region a3 well as from caste-to—caste has
led to fragmented informetion regarding the life conditions
of ©poor women, especially in rural areas, and that
the task of revealing and politicizing their day-to-
day struggles for adequete subsistence and the impact
of such brutality on their bodies and health has just begun
to be voiced.

The variocus ways in which poor households must
often undertake several sources of income and
services in order to meet daily subsistence needs
has also posed theoretical and methodological problems.
Explanations for the lack of systematic research on women’s
work in subsistence production also has roote in the
theoretical and methodological tools of analysis,
modernization and dependency perspectives dominating
the development literature on Indian society (Mies, 1886).
In these two perspectives & great deal of women s wage and
non-wage labour has often been greatly underestimated,
if not excluded, in India”s labour force statistics
(Agarwal, 1989). Much of the non-wage labour bhas been
characterized as the “informal” economy because it is done
within the sphere of non-market exchange and is
often difficult to quantify (Beneria, 1982; Heyzer, 1886).
In poor peasant households females often have to pool thelr
labour in order to complete day-to-day household
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tasks, especially during peak periods of the planting
and harvesting seasons (Mies et al., 1986). These kinds of
subsistence strategies have been easlily dismissed in
“top down~ development perspectives (Agarwal, 1980; 1889),
but as Heyzer explalns:

Women are central to processes of change as

much as the maintenance of life. Much of this work is

done without pay ... and as such has frequently been
overlooked by policy-makers ... Yet, many structures
of society would collapse 1f non-market relationshipe
and women s work were withdrawn (18986: wvii).
Mies et al., in their case study, point out that many
of the tasks performed by women in peasant households often
had the characteristics of collectivity, co-operation, and
co—ordination (1986: 8Sl1). Households that had more
resources required a greater degree of collective
labour not only amongst women, but also between men
and women (Ibid).

Since a great deal of income-generating work
also takes place within many rural households, it is often
difficult to delineate between household work that is
primarily done for the family and work that is specifically
directed at the market (Heyzer, 1887; 1886). In a
case study of poor peasant and agricultural
labourers” households in three villages in Andhra Pradesh,
Mies et al., (1986) found that 1t is often difficult
to draw a clear line between a sphere of production
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and reproduction in rural societies and that such
categories are of little use in understanding the nature of
women's  work. Beneria and Sen (1881) also point
out that the separation between productive and reproductive
work essentially becomes artificial since females in
peasant households undertake various inter-related tasks in
their day-to-day subsistence needs. For example, 1is
it productive or reproductive work when a woman nurses her
child while labouring in the fields, or cuts grass
after her field—work in order to feed the buffalo
which will provide milk for her own family's needs,
or be sold for gxbra income? (Beneria and Sen, 1981; Mies
et al., 1986). The nature of women"s work varies
considerably from household-to-household, region—-to-region,
season-to-season, as well as from caste-to-caste and,
as Deere et al., (1982) further point out, it is access to
the means of production in peasant societies that
determines the ©range of activities undertaken by
women. From the mmerous studies looking at women"s lives

in various rural regions of India (Bhave, 1888; Hale, 1987;

B8

Many ©poor households often cultivate areas
around the house itself for their own consumption
and to sell and/or barter produce at local markets (Mies et
al_., 1986). These "kitchen gardens” as well as the raising
of poultry or other animals can provide poo*
peasants and landless labourers with little extra
income (Iblid).
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Hobson, 1982; Jeffery et al., 1989: Kishwar and Vanita,
1984; Mies et al., 1986; Mukhopadhyay, 1984; Omvedt, 1980a;
Sharma, 1980; Srinivas, 1990), there 1is an enormous
diversity in the nature of women’s subsistence work
from household-to-household and from caste-to-caste. This
diversity, as well as the significant contribution of
females to the day-to-day subsistence needs of their
families, is often lost in definitions and statistical
analysis of women"s wage and non-wage labour, which have a
tendency to "... [obscure] the amount, the intensity, gnd
the productivity of female work"” (Mies et al., 1986: 3).

The jmpact of capitalist development and
underdevelopment on poor women’s lives has been
severely underestimated, if not silenced, because of

Agarwal (1989) has found that one has to be
very cautious of statistical approaches attempting to
quantify subsistence work done by females in rural areas of
India. There have been significant problems with the
State’s census definitions and classifications of who
comprises the categories of ‘“workers” and “non-workers-
(Ibid). For example, Agarwal points out that women
have often been classified as “housewives” even though they
are dependent on some form of wage labour (Ibid). Agarwal
further argues that the blases 1in census statistics
are often based on factors such as “... the gender
of the respondent and the enumerator, cultural perceptions
of womens roles, and the type of gquestions asked,
including the words used ¢to frame the questions”
(1989: 6).
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the subsumption of caste under <class. Varlous
studies suggest that the life conditions of Indian
women cannot be fully understood within the context
of class and that their experiences are also
shaped by the caste system (See Kishwar and Vanita,
1984; Mukhopadhyay, 1984; Zurbrigg, 1884). In order o
reveal and ©politicize the nature of poor women’s
oppression, their exploitation, and the violence against
then, the caste system cannot be diemissed
as a remnant of prre—capitalist relations or
feudalism. There is &a danger in generalizing the
experiences all poor Indian women under  the
umbrella of “class” because it fails to capture the
total impact of capitalist development and underdevelopment
on women” 8 bodies—-on their embodied selves.

The correlation between caste and class remains
contentious in post—colonial India. Chapter Two of
this thesis shows how the colonial State transformed
the caste/class system by instituting formal rights
to property, education, and wage lebour in the
emerging factories. However, caste and class are not
necessarily synonymous in modern—day India. Although
the high castes continue to dominate many rural
and urban areas because they have monopolized
large parcels of 1land, capitalist development and
underdevelopment has had a range of affects on
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the so-called lower castes and classes.

Mies (1880) has found that in recent years some
low-caste communities such as sherherds and potters
have been able +to raise their status to middle
peasante and in some <cases they can be considered
as part of the rich peasantry. Members of these communities
were in a position to take advantage of the educational and
employment opportunities offered under British colonial
rule and the post—independent Government (Omvedt, 1988).
Since some individuals from the low-castes and classes have
been able to raise their socio—economic status, one has to
be cautious of equating 1low caste and class with
impoverishment-that is landlessness or agricultural labour.
There are many middle and upper - middle peasant households
whose members are agricultural labourers and/or
landless labourers, particularly 1in southern and western
regions of India (Ibid).

The migration of poor ©peasants to rural and
urban areas in search of work, whether it be on a permansnt
or seasonal basis, also makes it difficult to
distinguish between castes. This is especially the case for
poor women who mmst often undertake variocus types of
work and services for their family s survival. Poor women
deserted by their family s often flock to the cities
in order to seurvive and can be found in a range

of exploitative work (Mies, 1980). These migrant
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labourers, as Mies (Ibid) has found, are exploited
both sexually and as workers by labor
contractors, landlords, and even the police.

Although it is difficult to diecuss the deterioration
in the life conditions of poor women from ceste—to—caste in
thie general inguiry, the reference to poor women herein is
based on recent data that suggests that the poor
classes are primarily comprised of low—casnte
commnities such as the “untouchables” as well as
various other ethnic groups. Despite the theoretical
and methodological problems in examining the impact
of capitalist development and underdevelopment on the lives
of poor Indian women, in this inguiry it 1s essential
to look at the relationship between the struggles
of poor females for basic subsistence needs of their
families and the deterioration in their bodies and health.

The central concern of this thesis is to
examine the factors contributing to the ill-health of poor
Indian females and their high mortality rates.
Since the history of productive relations is
an important aspect of poor women s lives
today, the following chapter examines the profound
impact of colonial capital accumalation schemes on
India“s “self sufficient”™ peasant production. Then

chapter three focuses on the deterioration of
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subsistence production and reproduction in wvarious
rural and urban areas of India and why poor
householde are dependent on several sources of
income for survival. In many areas of India the
wage and non-wage labour performed by poor females
is essential to the survival of their familiea and
the intensification of women’s work-burden has had a
significant impact on their bodies and health. The
State’s drastic attempts at reducing the fertility
levels of poor women and the impact of the
population control programme on their health ia
discussed in chapter four. Chapter five looks at
the emergence of women"s movements in India and the
possibility of constraints on the empowerment of poor
women at the grass Troots level. The need for
alternative models of development is discussed in
the concluding aection. It is argued that the
experiences of ©poor Indlan females poee some
fundamental questions for wonen living under
exploitative, alienating and violent relations of
production and reproduction. In order to develop
and/or recover alternative concepts of development
feminists 3in both the First and Third World must
consider the nature of their own disembodiment. It
is only by recognizing the nature of
their own fragmented selves that feminists can build
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the foundation for a global

on appreciation of human diversity.

sisterhood

based



In the early 19702 within India there were

intensive interdisciplinary attempts to carve a
Marxist methodology for understanding the Indian case
(Thorner, 1882). Initial attempta to define the
precise nature of the mode(as) of production of
Indian agriculture were abstract and theoretical
(McEachern, 1876). The academic preoccupation with
this specific guestion raised several 1issues in the
elaborate discussions that followed. For example, there
were attempts to clarify the nature of mode(s) of
production in colonial and ©post-colonial areas of
India, 1its delndustrialization under the colonial
regime, a8 well as the transformation in relations
of production under the impact of colonial capital
accumalation. Although this extensive debate on the
nature of India"s mode(s) of production under
colonial and post-colonial rule is beyond the scope of this
inguiry, the destructive impact of colonial policies on the
development and wunderdevelopment of Indian society
cannot be ignored (Alavi, 1982; 1981; 1880; Byres, 1885;
Carter—Foster, 1978; Chandra, 1880; Davidson, 1989; Mukhia,
1981; Rothermund, 1988; 1983; Sharma, 1985).

In order to examine both why poor women in

34
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India are being targeted by the State's
population control programme and the alarming
deterioration in the health of females in poor
households, it 1is necessary to look at the nature
of “self sufficient” economies under British rule, and
how production was coercively geared towards  the
capital accumulation needs of the colonial State
in the nineteenth century (Bharadwaj, 1986; Charlesworth,
1982). Forced commercialization 1n agriculturally-rich
areas for the purpose of cash crops and the
saturation of British manufactured goods into India,
made it clear by the nineteenth century that
Britain was molding its imperial machinery to
meet its own needs (Alavi, 1982; 1981; 1980; Chendra,
1980; Omvedt, 1880).

Under the impact of colonial rule and capital
accummlation policies (for example, land revenue
systems) there was increasing pauperization of India‘s
caste-based “self sufficient” villages, and census reports
indicate that the last century of British rule created the
largest class of landless labourers in India (Charlesworth,
1882). Caste and class relations also intensified by the
late nineteenth century as the lives of poor (low-
caste) peasante deteriorated further under the
lucrative capital accumulation schemes of the colonial
State and the emerging Indian bourgeoisie. It has
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been suggested that thisa period was perhaps the
“golden age” for a handful of India’s upper caste peasantry
(Ibid). The upper caste peasants were able to capitalize on
the trading activitize of the colonial regime who
eventually legalized the most important means of production
———land—— at the time of the Britiah conquest., in order to
secure political and econcmic alliances with feudal
landlords.

Although there were several forms of subsistence
patterns throughout India when the Britiash arrived,
the great majority of pre-capitalist Indian villages
essentially functioned along rigidly defined casnte
relations embedded in a higgarchy of exploitative relations
(Alavi, 1980; Gupta, 1980). The Jatis (castes) were the

io

The development of the Jatis can be traced to
the invasion of the Indian sub—continent by Aryan
groups, who distinguished themselves from indigenous groups
on the basis of racial differences, specifically varna
(colour) (Gupta, 18980; Hiro, 1982). The Jatis eventually
evolved into an Iintricate web of rules of “pollution
and purity” and dharma (one’s duty/labour in life) and
karma (deeds or retributions) (Hiro, 1982). The ideology
of karma and dharma 3is based on complex Hindu
religious beliefs and stress that an individual will
reap the benefits of deeds performed in one’'s 1life-
time in the next life. This belief perfectly Justified the
exploitation of the low—castes, who were ingrained with the
idea that they must have undertaken “bad” deeds in
their past life, and that in order to be born into a higher
caste “good ~ deeds wmust be performed (Ibld). The
caste system has developed into complex social,
economic, and religious rules which vary tremendously from
one region to another throughout India (Donnelly, 1890).
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basis for division of labour and ascribed one’s
place in a complex and oppressive mode of production
(Alavi, 1881), where “unpaid surplus labour [was] pumped
out of direct producers” (Omvedt, 1982a: 17).

The Indian pre-capitalist village can be distinguished
from European feudalism on the basis of rigid caste
relations, which *“... structured the very nature and
existence of the exploiting and exploited sections™
(Omvedt, 1982a: 14). The foundation of the Jlandowning
peasantry in India was based on an Iintricate web of
exploitative exchange of services that enabled the
upper castes to extract specific types of labour
from the lower castes, and rules of assoclations
amongst the Jatis were glso controlled by feudal
lords. Gupta suggests that the Indlan caste system
eventually developed into an hierarchy of elaborate
rules of “exchange and intercourse” because of the
“dependence of the lower exploited classes on each
other and on their masters in a closed soclety ..." (1880:
262).

There was an hierarchy of well-defined relations
not only amongst the exploiting classes (for example,
priests, landlords, and merchants), but also amongst the
exploited peasantry (such as artisans and cultivators)
(Gupta, 1980). In this localized and self-sufficient
structure of exploitation, the development of the



38

caste system further stratified the hierarchy of
powers amongst the ruling castes and also amongst the Jatis
that served them (Ibid). For example, peasants were
stratified accorging to the status of their feudal
lorde (zamindars), 1the allotment of land to free peasants,
as well as the distribution of crops upon completion
of one”s duties throughout the year (Ibid). In these self-
sufficient (non-market) villages the Jatis were the
foundation for sapeclalized hereditary services, where
“ecach peasant was required by custom to pay to each of the
“village servants” a customary prescribed fraction
of his harvested crop” (Alavi, 1880: 367).

Alavi (1980) points out that the very foundation
of Indian feudnlism rested on the “sweat and blood” of
the peasants controlled by 1local zamindars. These
village zamindars had considerable control over the
extraction of the peasant’s labour, and it was the village
zamindar who allocated the sghare of crops, as well
as “...enjoyed the right to restrain the tenants from
ljeaving their lands and to compel them to cultivate

1L

The term zamindar refers to Indian feudal lords with
varying power and status that was rigidly embedded in
highly stratified, elaborate, and exploitative relations of
production (Alavi, 1880). In northern India zamindars at
the village level maintsined the day-to—day life of
the peasantry in 4 self-sufficient system of
production, and military services to superior zamindars was
also present at all levels of the Indian feudal
structure (Ibid).
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all arable land held by them” (Hasan, 1864: cited in
Alavi, 1881: 4798).

Escaped peasants were welcomed by other zamindars
because it gave them the opportunity to extract more
labor. Under this kind of non-market subsistence production
land itself had very little value in the
hierarchy of powerful zamindars. What was more va.lllzmble
was the labour ©provided by the peasantry. The
coercive control of the labour of the unfree peasantry not
only enabled the zamindar class directly involved at
the village level to dominate agriculture and
handicraft production to flourishing urban centres in India
as well as abroad, but they were also in a position to take
advantage of tl;e capital accumulation schemes of the
colonial e;i:.'.ﬂ;e.:l

12

In addition to peasants who were subjects of feudal
lords, there was also a large class of landless
peasants who provided menial tasks Iin exchange for
minimal subsistence needs, as well as an abundant class of
independent peasants (Alavi, 1881). Alavi states that the
~independence “of this latter class of peasants is difficult
to delineate because it “would be contingent on the
conatellation of power within which they [werel
located” (1981: 370). These peasants were primarily
located in raiyati villages which had slightly
different hierarchical structures from villages controlled
by zamindars in northern India.

13

Although pre-capitalist Indian soclety is often
depicted as static and backward when the British
arrived, for many centuries India was exporting fine cotton
textiles to the Middle East, Africa and the Far East.
Moot of this lucrative activity was channelled
through large urban centres controlled by the Indian
nobility whose elaborate consumption patterns were based on
the extraction of surplus labour of the poor
peasantry (Alavi, 1980).
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The British also utilized the 1increasing
tensions between the crumbling Mughal empire and samindars
at various levels of the feudal hierarchy, and as a
class it was the zamindars who ... became the mainstay of
the empire. Most of the difficulties which the
Mughal emperor had to face were the result of the
activities of the zamindars™ (Hasan, 1964: cited in Alavi,
1980: 369).

While it is difficult to generalize the nature of two
hundred years of British rule on different areas of India,
there is no doubt that colonialism had a destructive impact
on the development of Indian society overall (Alavi, 1881;
1980; Chandra, 1980; Mukhia, 1981; Omvedt, 1982a; 1980a;
Rothermund, 1988; 1983). The colonial regime drastically
transformed the self-sufficient (caste-based) nature of
rural villages by institutionalizing various capital
accummlation schemes which promoted the needs of the
colonial State, but “... were inimical to indigenous
development ...~ (Alavi, 18980: 361). This prospect leads
Alavi to ©postulate &a strong case for a “colonial
mode of production” in India.

With the institutionalization of a Western legal
concept of  ©property, the colonial State radically
changed the ©relations of ©production between the
zamindsrs and the exploited peasantry. The colonial regime
formed alliances with powerful =zamindars by giving
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them legal possession of the land for politicel and
economic reasone, and land revenue was now collected
“... with a rapacity and ruthleseness that India had
not experienced before” (Alavi, 1980: 374). Although there
is evidence that land revenue was also collected in
cash 3in some areas of India centuries before the
British arrived, a significant amount of the revenue
collected by the colonial regime was transferred out
of India to meet the needs of the colonial empire
(Alavi, 1981; 1980).

A clear distinction between caste and class also
emerged under colonial rvle as access to means of
production, specifically land, was no longer based on the
Jati system (Omvedt, 1882a). The ©peasant was no
longer under the direct ©physical coercion of the
village =zamindar because land was now more val® “le
than the 1labour that wupheld the Indian feuaal
hierarchy. Under +this colonial scheme a significant
number of ©peasants were made landless at an
unprecedented scale (Omvedt, 1880), and they faced
unlimited exploitation and oppression Tbecause  their
livelihood now depended on the sale of their labour
power (Alavi, 1980). As Alavi points out:

the main impact of the change I;rousht about by
the colonial dispensation was the elimination of petty

sovereignties . of chieftains and zamnindars who -
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ruled the land, as much as they owned it. Thus
the “fusion of economic and political power at
the point of production.” ... [Tlhe power of the land-
lord over the peasant, was dissolved and was
reconstituted in the form of bourgeois landed
property, under the authority of the colonial
state which marked a separation of economic and

Political power (1980: 371).

Although the great wmajority of the Indian
peasantry was dependent on agriculture for their day-
to-day subsistence, conditions for the artisan caste
also deteriorated as the colonial State deindustrialized
India’s household industries while nurturing the needs
of the industrial bourgeoisie in Britain (Rothermund, 1988;
1983; Saha, 1989). Prior to the arrival of the British,
artisans mainly produced luxury goods for the
flamboyant demands of the Indian aristocracy, and this
production was based along hierarchical, non-market,
and exploitative patron—client relationshipe (Saha, 1889).
However, this localized extraction of 1labour was
transformed as the colonial State coercively geared various
self-sufficient villages towards capital accumulation
and market exchange. Under this calculated process many
traditional industries were destroyed, forcing artisans to
take on work as egricultural labourers, since the thrust of
the colonial policy in thie particular area was to meet the
demands of ths British merchante and eventually the
emerging Indian bourgeois class.

The :lhplementation of a Western based infrastructure



43

(promoting bureaucratic, transportation, and communication
networks) was aimed at securing the colonial regime s hold
on the ©politically and economically lucrative areas
of India. Rothermund (1883) states that this infrastructure
subjected some areas of Indie to the world market when they
were not even integrated into the 1local markets
within India. In some areas of 1India agriculture
was increasingly pushed towards the production of crops for
world markets, especlially cotton, Jute, and indigo, and tea
was produced on colonial plantations (Alavi, 1881). In
other areas ©peasants were also forced to produce
crope to feed the burgeoning colonial towms of
India, as well as for those peasants who were specifically
growing cash crope for export to world markets (Ibid).

In order to meet the demands of the industrial
bourgeoisie in England, by the nineteenth century India’s
manufacturing base was also placed on a destructive path as
the colonial regime Iimported English-made goods on a
significant scale. By the eighteenth century vehement
demands to undercut India"s manufacturing  base,
epecifically cotton textiles, were being voiced in England
(Alavi, 1981; 1880). It is interesting to rote that
as Britain“s Iindustries emerged on a world scale
Indian exports collapsed and, as Alavi (1880) points out,
the country that was at the centre of world trade

route for centuries, supplying superior cotton textiles and
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other manufactured goods, was now dependent on
importing textiles from the colonial State itself.

With the deterioration of subsistence production under
the impact of the colonial State, the plight of the
poor increased significantly. However, the colonial State
wag not the only exploitative and oppressive force
facing the poor Indian peasant. The emerging Indian
bourgeoisie (for example, moneylenders and merchants),
mainly from the wupper castes, also exercised coerclve
control over poor ©peasants. The great majority
of Indian villages continued to function along the
Jati system, whcre labour (specifically labour for wages)
was extracted along caste lines. For example, the
work that the low-castes performed “traditionally”™ was
integrated into +the colonial capital accumulation
process as “unskilled” labour and transformed into
extremely low-paid wage labour. Furthermore, caste
continued to determine the livelihood of poor
peasants as they were marginalized from traditional
(self-sufficient and subsistence-based) production and
coercively integrated into the wage labour process.
Under colonial rule, factories, mines and plantations
thrived on +the so—called cheap labour provided Ez
the poor low-castes and classes such as the Untouchables.

14

The Indo-Aryans did not include the Untouchables 1in
their caste hierarchy because they were considered to
(continued ...)
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Omvedt  has found that even today caste remains a
significant ideological tool used by the middle and
upper classes to exploit, oppvess, and divide the
the rural poor (1882a; 1980a; 1978; 1973).

The colonial State’s cespital accumulation schemes, in
fact.did not completely transform the ideology of the caste
system (that is, karma and dharma), but rather successfully
reinforced it. New classes of exploiters emerged under the
impact of capital accummlation, and those castes that were
once oppressed and exploited by the zamindar class
were now part of the new petty bourgeoisie
(Alavi, 1980). The new classes of landlords, tenants, and
labourers not only created new patterns of rural
stratification, but, ironically, also enabled an emerging
bourgeoisie to participate in the future demands for
independence (Charlesworth, 1980; Omvedt, 1982a; 1880;
1978; 1873).

Charlesworih (1980) states that in <the last thirty

yearg of colonial rule, agrarian protests Iincreased

14 (... continued)

_ be “polluted” individusls (for example, they ate meat).
This (out) caste was re—classified by Gandhi who
coined & euphemistic term which 1literally means the
children of god—Harijan (Hiro, 1982). In the past
few years there has been increasing awareness of the
exploitation and violence against this community and the
term Earijen is now looked upon as belng derogatory.
Individuals belonging to this class now refer to
themselves as Dalits (Dalit means opprrszion) (Ibid). The
reality of the oppression and _.iolence against the
Dalits in India"s Bo—called democracy is well
illustrated by Dangle (1992). -
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significantly in various areas of India. Since the
Indian elite 1is often depicted as the instigators of
the voice of independence, the support of the poor
rural masses in undermining the colonial regime in
many areas of India 1s easily dismissed. Under colonial
rule the correlation between caste and claes intensified as
the upper castes continued to exploit and prevent the poor
classes from mobilizing against the Indian
bourgeoisie, while simltanecusly relying on the
strength of +the ©poor rural masses in their

own demand for independence from the colonial regime.
Omvedt argues that:

the concrete form in which colonial rule served
the seeds of capitalist developwent as well as
maintained seml-feudal structures in existence
in India provided the conditions under which
anti-feudal as well as anti-imperialist movements
developed ... (1982a: 19).
Upon independence the colonial regime was replaced by
a boui'geols State that theoretically advocated harmony and
equality for all Indians, while inplementing
capitalist development schemeeg that were clearly in
the interest of a handful of middle/upper class capitalists
and various international development organizations (Guha,
1979; Harrison, 1887). The bourgeois State continued to be
dominated by conservative-thinking rich peasants well after
independence and there were very few serious attempts

to put Iinto practice the socialist principles of the
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initial five year development policy (Bhattacharya, 1989;
1873).

In principle, post—colonial India’s initial
attempts at modernization were aimed at alleviating
the impoverished conditions of the ©poor classes.
Indian state policy specifically outlined that it was going
to "... promote with special care the educational and
economic interests of weaker sections of the people,
and, in particular, ... protect them from social injustices
and all forms of exploitation™ (The Indian Constitution and
Indian Planning Documents, cited in Bhattacharys, 1989:
151). However, the Indian government’s attempte at
implementing a development policy based on Justice
and equality was significantly curtailed by foreign
interests as well. Bhattacharya argues that modernization
in India was achieved at the expense of the poor
masses, and that coercive pressure from the World Bank
and the International Monetary Fund succeeded Iin
ushering in a very different type of “a soclalistic pattern
of society” than originally outlined in the Indian
Constitution &aend the five year development plans
(1989: 160).

Today the poor classes continmue to be exploited
and oppressed by the upper classes and there has
been an increase in the violence against
the poor under the impact of capitalist development
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and underdevelopment, particulsrly in rural areas where
the ideology of the caste systenm, religious, and
ethnic differences dominate daily 1life (Dounelly,
1990; Guha, 1979; Gupta, 1890; Joshi, 1880; Kishwar and
Vanita, 1984; Mukhopadhyay, 1984; Omvedt, 1982a; 1980a).

Attempte to ameliorate the impoverished conditions
facing India"s poor has often resulted in blatant violence.
The rural rich are often the most audible voice of
opposition to development policies aimed at improving
the life conditions of the poor. It is within this context
that the increasing impoverishment and the violence
against poor women is situated.

Hiro (1982) argues that the Indian government has done
very little to enforce laws that have been
implemonted to protect the poor from exploitation
and violence (See also Sinha, 1882). The State’s
rhetoric of equality and Justice has also been
questioned by women” s groups throughout India
who have organized on the ©platform of wviolence
against women (Ahuja, 1887; Gupta, 1988; FKumari, 1889).
Although women's groups have focused a great deal of
attention on blatant violence such as “bride burning’,
the Indian women’s movement has not been very
critical of the alarming deterioration in the bodies
and general health of ©poor females under the
jmpact of modernization. Specifically, what needs ‘to.
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be addressed ie how the deterioration in the
sphere of production and reproduction under
post-colonial capital accumxletion, as well as
the oppression of femeles in the Indian culture,
is contributing to the 1ill-health and +wviolence

against poor women. By placing the myriad of
experiences of poor Indian femnles under the
umbrella of violence, urgent issues such as

hunger and population control can be brought to the
forefront of development discussions by urban-based
women’s orgenizations that have emerged throughout
India in the past few years. However, there is a
drawback to this approach. As we will see in
Chapter five ths keterogeneous and factionalized
nature of many middie/upper class women s
groupe in India have &a tendency to distort or
sllence the interests of poor women involved in grass roots
movements.

In order to gain a fuller understanding of the
nature  of the issues belng raised by poor women at
the grass roots level, the following chapter focuses
more specifically on the various kinds of
work and services pooY Indian femnles are
undertaking in order to ensure the survival of their
families.



"I have been rolling beedis for the past 30
years™, says 45-year old Neela Narsaiah. "I was
married at the age of eleven and was a mother at 18. I
have six daughters and a son, and was sterllized after
my son was born. ... I roll 1000 to 1500 beedis a day.
-«+ The Seth paid 1.5 rupees for 1000 beedis at first,
but now it is 5 rupees. I am still reeling under debt.
You see, I had to spend 3-4 thousand rupees for each
of my daughters”™ weddingse. My health is now failing
me. I am not able to roll more than 700 beedis. My
arms are swollen from continuous cutting of the
Jeaves. I resort to massage, without effect. My eyes
burn and continuous breathing in of tobacco has
made me asthmatic. When can I rest? My day begins at
5.30 a.m. and ends at 11.30 p.m.

"My life hegan with beedl rolling, and perhaps it
is going to end doing Jjust the same™ (Quoted in
Mukhopadhyay, 1884: 53). 16

This chapter will draw wupon the voices of
marginalized and paup2rized women such as Neela Narsaiah in
order to demonstrate the exploitative, oppressive, and very
vften violent conditions under which they are labouring for
the day-to—day subsistence needs of thelr familles. It will
become clear that women s bodies and health suffer because
the overwhelming burden of wage and non-wage
labour is placed on thelr shoulders.

The ill-health of poor Indian wcmen has roots
in several factors which have been exacerbated by

p¥ .

Beedils are cigarettes. One rupee is approximately
five cents in Canadian currency.
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the modernization and commercialization of subsistence-
oriented production throughout India. By subsistence or
“self-sufficient” production I em referring to what
Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies characterize as the
.. production of life in ite widest semse, the production
of use values for day-to—day sustenance as well as
the production of new life" (Mies et al., 1886: 5). Most
of this work is ©primarily done by women. From
women s point of wview, there is no distinction between
a sphere of “production” (for example, preparation of food,
cleaning) and “reproduction” (that is, pregnancy, child-
birth, socialization, and satisfaction of emotional and
sexual needs) (Mies et al., 1886). Subsistence production
is, in fact, a ‘“continmuum between the two processes”
(Ibid: 5).

Under the impact of capitalist development and
underdevelopment various areas of subsistence-oriented
production have been undermined and the marginalized
and pauperized landless 1abourers-and emall peasants are no
longer able to fulfill their most basic consumption
needs. As poor households lose control over their
most essential means of production-land—several sources of
income are now required. Mies has found that it is
women who are the “...last guarantors of the survival
of the family through various types of work and
services” (Mies, 1886

6; See also Chatterjee, 1990;
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Gulati, 1981; Hobson, 1982; Kishwar and Vanita, 1884).
The burden of worrying over the day-to-day survival
needs of one"s family., as well as women s unequal access to
and lack of control over the means of production
and other resources in nany peasant households, is
reflected in the following comment by Ra] Kumari, a
poor woman from the Uttar Pradesh region:
Lund 3is passed on from father to son. Even the
Jjewellery that is a gift to a woman on her marriage is
not given to her, it is kept by her parente-
in-laxw. If a man dies or marries, the woman is
completely dependent on others for her survival.
A man can gamble or drink away his land but a woman is
always concerned about her children. She can

power to raise them to the best of her ability (Quoted
in Eelkar, 18987: 57).

Heyzer (1887) states that in many poor households the
allocation of scarce resources (for example, income) is
a major source of <conflict and that women often
bear the responsibility of day-to-day ©provision for
the household (that is, food, clothing, education, and
health care). Since the distribution of wages in
many poor households usually follows a sexlst pattern, men
will often keep a significant portion of their
earnings for their own consumption (for example,
alcohol and cigarettes), while women have no option but to
spend their daily wages to purchase food and other
neceseities (Gulati, 21981; Heyzer, 1887; Kishwar and
Vanita, 1984; Mies et al., 1886). In many rural areas the
migration of men to cities in search of work has
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also placed the burden of the household exclusively
on women (Srinivas, 1999). The overwhelming physical and
mental strain of the struggle for daily consumption needs,
as well as verbal and physical abuse from
spouses, in-laws, employers, and landlords are &
common theme in wmany of the case studies which
look at the experiences of poor women under the
impact of capitalist development (Ahuja, 1987; Bhave, 1988;
Chatterji, 1988; Gulati, 1981; Gupta, 1988; Gupta,
1986; Hobson, 1982; Mies et al., 1986; Mukhopadhyay,
1984; Omvedt, 1980a; Singh, 1990; 1888; Zurbrigg, 1884).

HATURK OF WOMEN"S WORK:

Since 1951 the Indian Government has implemented
a series of five year development schemes in an attempt to
achieve economic growth and help alleviate the impoverished
conditions of the rural masses marginalized by
colonial rule. However, India"s modest economic growth
has been uneven and only a very small segment of the Indian
population has ©benefited from the “trickle down~
development planning (Bharadwaj, 1986; Bhattacharya, 1988;
1973; Desai, 19681; Deshpande and Deshpande, 1985; Ghosh,
1983; Johnson, 1983; Mies et al., 1888; Mies, 1886;
Mukhopadhyay, 1884; Saha, 1988; Singh and Viitanen—Xelles,
1987; Sinha, 1982; Srinivas, 1980).



54

As examined in the previous chapter, the increase
in poverty throughout rural and vurban areas of
India has roots in the desatruction of subsistence
production under the impact of modernization during
colonial rule. However, also to blame are the development
schemes that  have mainly been geared towards
industrial growth and the commercialization of
agriculture since independence (Eharadwaj, 1886). The
slow pace of industrial growth has made it
virtually impossible for those who have been displ.ced from
subsistence production to find employment in the
cities from season-to—season or on a permanent basilse
(Ghosh, 1983; Sinha, 1982). Unlike the case of nineteenth
century capitalism in Western FEurope, poor peasants
jin India who bhave been marginalized and pauperized
are not being absorbed into the so-called “formal”
wag: labour process and continmue to live below
subsistence levels (Mies, 1986). Bennholdt-Thomsen argues
that these marginalized and impoverished masses who
are unable to sell their labour for adequate wages are not
“... an aberration of the capitalist accumulation process
which will disappear with “full-fledged”  capitalism,
but are a necessary precondition and result of this
mode of production” (Mies et al., 1888: 29).

That the wparginalized peasantry is unable to
adequately cover reproductive costs because of
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insufficient wages and the lack of wage work
itself sheds a significant 1light on the issue of
exploitation and violence against poor women in India.
As we shall see in the following chapter, the Indian
Government, instead of dealing with the roots of
poverty (for example, unequal distribution of resources,
poor wages and working conditions, and increasing
indebtedness of poor peasants to village money
lenders), has set out to achlieve mbodernization by
reducing the population size of the poor.

Capitalism has not only emerged from the
violent destruction of self-sufficient and self-sustaining
means of subsistence throughout Europe and the Third
World, but violence against women remains at the
the foundation of  capital accumulation and the
sexual division of labour (Mies et al., 1988). The
blatant violence against poor womnen in the
underdeveloped peripheries of the Third World has
come in the form of " ... mass rapes, dowry killings,
forced sterilization, sex tourism, use of Third
World women as guinea pigs for testing drugs, bpro-
natal and anti-natal technology by transnational concerns™
(Cited in Salleh, 1888: 132; See also Mies et al., 1988;
Mies, 1986).

Under the impact of capitalist development and
underdevelopment in India, violence against women from the
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marginalized classes has increased significantly
(Agarwal, 1990; 1988; 1986; Banerjee, 1884; Miles ot al.,
1986; Mies, 1884; 1980; 1975)-18 Mies (1975) has found that
the modernization process has further sharpened class
and caste conflicte, particularly between the rural
rich and the rural ©poor. Poor rural women — are
increasingly confronting the various faces of coercion
and violence: the violence from husbands and
families because of sexist attitudes (visible 1in the
pressure on vwomen to produce male children), the
spread of the dowry system even among the pog:_r.’- peasants and
agricultural labourers (Mies, 1986), and the
exploitation and violence from middle/upper class
peasants and landlords because of increasing
indebtedness and lack of sufficlent wage work in

many rural areas (Gregory, 1988).

X -

In using the term marginalized clamsses I an
referring to the low-castes that have been marginalized
in the Hindu caste hierarchy and the marginalization
processes taking place in subsistence production throughout
many rural areas of India.

17

The dowry-system was primarily practised amongst the
upper caste(s) Hindu families where the bride’s family
provided the in-laws with clothing and other goods
upon marriage (Matsui, 1988). However, under the impact of
capitaliam the demand for exorbitant dowries has
intensified. In the past few years femnles, whose
families have not been able to satisfy the dowry demands of
their in-laws, have been viciously burned alive by their

(continued ...)
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About eighty per cent of Indias femsale population can
be found Iin rural areas where the vast majority of
households can be characterized as sasmall peasants
and/or landleass agricultural labourers who are further
dependent on a range of wage and non-wage work from day-to-
day and from season—-to-season (Kishwar and Vanita,1884: 1).
Though it 1is important to keep 1iIn mind the
methodological concerns outlined in Chapter One
regarding generalizations about Indian women, the
numerous studies exsmining the Iimpact of capitalist
development and underdevelopment in various rural areas
of India, indicate that economic growth has
mainly ©benefited a small coterie of middle/upper
class women  (Chatterji, 1888; D Souza, 1985; Gupta,
1888; Mukhopadhyay, 1984). These women have been
able to capitalize on their family“s resources
and do mnot have to struggle for their daily
subsistence needs. In order to gain a clearer understanding
of the increasing poverty and ill-health of poor
Indian females, a brief overview of the deterioration

17 (... continued)

husbands and/or in-laws, and such “bride burning”
atrocities against women continue to appear in local news-
papers (Ahuja, 1887). Although subsistence—oriented
commmities also had a nominal bride-price, dowry
demands amongst poor peasants have also increased
under the banner of "“modernization” and mass consun:ption
(Mies ot al., 1988).
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of subsistence producticn including some of the
attempts to integrate poor rural households into the market
economy is necessary here.

Mies (1984) has found that whether one is looking at
the situation of artisans, emall traders, cultivators,
or any other form of subsistence production throughout
India, there has been increasing pauperization and
marginalization under the impect of capitalist development
and underdevelopment (See also Mies et al., 1986). Although
many poor women continuve to be employed as
agricultural labourers, they have been pushed out of
non—-agricultural work, traditional household industries, as
well as various other occupations (Mies et al., 1986).
The income that poor women receive from the market and non-
market exchange of their labour, products, and services is
no longer sufficient and several sources of income are now
essential in order to guarantee a family s survival (Mies,
1986; Mies et al., 1986; Saha, 1989).

Not only has there been increasing
intensification of socio-economic constrainte for the
households of ©poor peasante and landless labourers
under  the impect of capitalist develoyment and
underdevelopment but the various development efforts aimed
at alleviating the impoverished conditions in rural
areas have only benefited middie/upper class peasants.
In +the past few decades several large and small
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ascale rural development projects have been impiemented
in many areas *throughout India. However, they have
essentially been geared towards market—oriented
production (Heyzer, 1987:; Kelkar, 1887; Mies et 2l1., 1886;
Mies, 1882). Whether it is the introduction of
advanced agricultural technology (for example, irrigatiom
systems, chemical fertilizers, high grade seeds, or
hydro-electric dams), land distrioution schemes, or the

implementation of health care centres, “... the
collusion betwetn government functionaries and
the rural rich has helped to perpetuate
inequality ...~ (Heyzer, 1987: 2B8). This collusion is

perhaps the most significant obstacle preventing
poor veasants, especially wumen, from benefiting £from
the various rural development projects. It 1is
estimated that the concentration of soclo—economic power is
in the hands of some ten per cent of the middie/
upper class peasants who <control most of the
arable land, including mlgkets, and the flow of
credits (Kelkar, 1987: 54).

in

There are approximately 700 million peasant house-
holds in India and about 60 per cent are comprised of poor
peasants and agricultural labourers, wany of whom are land-
less and some who own less than three acres of land (Miera,
1981; cited in EKelkar, 1887: 54). About 30 per cent of
small peasants own about three to ten acres (Ibid). Leas
than 11 per cent of the peasantry owns more than
half of the “... total operated land area, possess 61 per
cent of total assets, ... commend about 63 per cent of the
gross wvalue of output and 67 per cent of the total
amount of macketable surplus” (Ibid).
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Initial attempts to develop rural areas were, in fact,
situated in caste, class, gender, and reglional
biases (Ibid). Although the strategy of rural development
throughout the 19508 and 19608 theoretically advocated the
Gandhian philosopghy of “... muatual co-operation and
profound outloock for the development of all ...~
(Eelkar, 1887: 55), in reality the State was securing the
interests of the rural ~rich. For example, the
Zamindari Abolition Act did not change the foundation
of the Indian agrarian structure or caste based
relations (Ibild).- Social and economic power continues to
be concentrated in the hande of powerful landowners
who remain a dom;nant force at the 1local (village)
an:. npational levels of the State. It is within
this highly stratified and unequal system of soclo—economic
power that many of India"s development efforts can
be placed.

In the early five yesr development plans attempts
to ‘“integrate” women into rural development projects
consisted of a Western middle—class blas. Women in
peasant households were given training in areas such
as crafts, sewing, hygiene, nutrition, child care, and
gardening by the Mahila Mandals (Upper and middle
clase Rural Women s Organizations) (EKelkar, 1887). The
objective of such programmes, as outlined by the
Directorate of Women's Programmes, was “to help the
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rural woman become a good wife, a wise mother, & competent
housewife &and a reeponsible member of the village
commmnity” (Das, 1959; guoted in Eelkar, 1887: 61). Such
progremmes were, in fact, irrelevant to the day-to-day
concerns of poor rural women in subsistence production who
were struggling to meet the wmost basic needs of
survival-——food and water.

The implementation of the Integrated rural Development
Programme (IRDP) in the late 19708 was another
attempt to improve the deteriorating situation of
poor peasants by providing loans, employment, as well
as training in agriculture—oriented activities (Eelkar,
1987). In examining this package of strategies for
rural development, EKelkar (Ibid) argues that only a
very ©emall segment of the peasantry owning a
reasonable amount of land and other assets were
able to benefit from this particular programme. For
example, in one district 670 loans were provided
under the IRDP programme to ©poor ©peasants for
agriculture improvement and it was found that
“... the families of [middle/upper] caste Hindus usurped
most of the facilities and only a few poorer ... women, who
were under the patronage of the rural rich, were
included in the programmes™ (EKelkar, 1987: 62). Many
poor women were also often reluctant to approach

credit facilities under this development programme because
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of sexist attitudes, lack of assets, and the general
bias of wmoney lending institutions against s=mall-
scale enterprises (Ibid).

As the conditions in rural areas continue to
deteriorate for landless and small-scale peasants
today, the wage &and non-wage labour performed by
women and children  has become crucial to the
survival of the poor household. Under the uneven
impact of capitalist development and underdevelopment
there has been an intensification of subsistence
work performed by women and children. This intensification
has taken place because of the concentration of
resources in the hands of a few, the poor wages
paid to workers, the lack of sufficient wage work in rural
and vurban areas, as well as the ©persistence of
sexist attitudes and the increase in
environmental destruction. The increasing destruction
of the environment has made the search for fuel,
fodder, and water an overwhelming daily task in most
areas of India. For example, it 1is estimated that
in eastern Uttar Pradesh, women spend up to four
hours a day fetching water, and in the Udaipur district of
Rajasthan women epend three to four hours a day
securing firewood (Centre For Women s Development Studies,
1984; cited in Kelkar, 1987: 64). Shortage of firewood
has led to fewer hot meals and uncooked stale food
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has increased the risk of infection end illness
(Ibid). Kelkar (Ibid) states that 3in certain areas
the increasing depletion of firewood, water, and other
resources has forced some poor women to commit
suicide and many more are being forced into the
- ¢yrade of sexual services, particularly where capitalist
development has impoverished subsistence—oriented
commmities (See also Singh, 1888).

Under such conditions poor households are forced
to undertake various strategies for survival. One
prevalent strategy is the reduction in meals, especlally by
women, who not only receive the smallest share of the food,
but will often go hungry 3in order to ensure that
the children and other members in the household are
fed (Agarwal, 1990; Kishwar and Vanita, 1884). In times of
severe shortages poor households have also undertaken other
measures such as borrowing from neighbours, employers,
and changing the very conteat of their meals (for exemple,
eating rice gruel instead of ©boiled <rice and
drinking tea and water in order to kill hunger)
(Agarwal, 1980). The profound impact of the day-to-day
struggle for subsistence on the mental and physical
health of <children in many poor households 1is
apparent in the following moving account of one woman.

We sold pots and plates and made do on tea
and, at times, water. Finally there was nothing. We
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had some red chili powder and salt so we ate that for
four days. We were all at our last ounce of strength;
my little brother was dying for want of milk.
We could not sleep. I looked at my mother and
I thought she was at death’s door. So, finally, I ran
out and called the neighbours. ... And they gave
us tea. I asked mny mother, "shall I ask for some
bread please?” And she said weeping, “yves.” I asked
for sowe bread and the neighbours gave us bread and we
ate that with tea. But what were we going to
do the next day? ... (Quoted in Bhave, 1988: 111).
With the decrsase in subsistence-oriented
production and reproduction under capitalist develop-
ment, the day-to—-day struggle of the great majority of poor
Indian women is dependent on the “infermal/hidden” economy.
By informal econony I amn referring to wage and
non-wage labour that is done by the poor under
very explcitative conditions, for wages and services
that cannot adequately cover dally hman subsistence
needs, and where health and wage regulations are not
19
enforced. Under such conditions poor wWomern are
particularly vulnerable to a great deal of
exploitation and violence from exployers. The

high unemployment rate amongst the poor classes

i

The concept of “informal/hidden” economy has
been greatly debated in development circles. Some
argue that this concept has no theoretical and analytical
value and that it is essentially descriptive in examining
the various types of wage and non—wage labour that the poor
in the peripheries of the Third World are dependent on for
their day-to-day subsistence nesds. It is suggested that
this concept is problematic, especially in the examination
of women's wage and non-wage labour in poor households
(Agarwal, 1989; Banerjee, 1982; Beneria, 1982; Feldman,
1991).
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provides employers with an wupper hand because they
can demand the cheapest 1labour from an  abundant
labour pool. Poor women are forced to endure the
tactics used by many employers because  thelr
wages and/or services are essentizl to  their
family's survival. As Kishwar and Vanita have found
in their study of female bonded labourers, most of
the women would rather go back to the same kind of
work than starve themselves and their families (1984: 22).
The coercive and dehumanizing strategles of the
State to recruit the cheapest (female) labour for
various kinds of work and services can be
seen in the following disturbing description by
a woman working at the grass roots level

20
with poor females from an Adivasi commmmity.

The months of August and September are
particularly [harsh] for the impoverished +tribal
peasantry. ... In the villages it is much harder for
them to earn cash income for buying the simplest
of ... necessities. They lose their mental balance
due to hunger and starvation. At such times,
recruiting agents are sent to villages. The agents get
in touch with ... young men in the villages.
These mpen are provided with liguor, food and other
bribes. These village men in turn entice young tribal
women to accept bonded conditions of labour. The

20

These poor women are referred to as the
adivasis, which literally means “original inhabitant”
(Omvedt, 1880a: 181). This term is used to distinguish
commmities who were excluded from the Hindu caste system
and practiced hunting and gathering and/or ehifting
cultivation, as well as other forms of subslistence prior to
the arrival of the British (Ibid).
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munshis offer money advances to the parents of young
adivasi women. Each tribal woman is booked under a
woman agent ... Thus they lose the right to work for
any other employer, and cannot refuse to work for the
kiln which has originally booked them. ... In the
brick kilns they are mainly given the job of carrying
hesd-loads of unbaked and baked bricks, for which they
are usually paid less than the minimm wage. Even out
of this meagre amount a part of their payment is held
back by the owners saying they would get it as lump
sumn during the monsoon when the workers go home.
However, this money is seldom given to them. All
they get at the time of leaving is a sari and railway
fare. These women are seldom allowed to step out of
the work sites without armed guards following
them. The huts provided to them are worse than
pigeties. They have to 1live close to the blazing
hot brick kilns even during the peak heat of the
summer months. They work seven days a week, 12 to 14
hours &a dry. There are no rest days, no
holidays. There is no provision for clean drinking
water at these work sites. There is also no provision
for latrines and wurinals, so0 women have to sgquat in
the open space round the work sites to relieve
themselves. If they are injured while working, even
first ald treatment is not provided, 1let alone
any other medical facilities. These women are
routinely subjected to wvarious forms of sexual
exploitation ranging from rape, to being forced to pay
sexual bribes for small favours, to 1living as
mistresses of owners or supervisors. Many of [the]
experienced women are also made to act as recruiting
agents for other women (Quoted in Kishwar and Vanita,
1984: 21-22).

Here, as well as elsewhere in India, there is a strong
linkuage between decreasing subsistence production
and the poor living and working conditions
of POOr WOBREen. As pointed out earlier, these
women not only contribute significantly to
the survival of their families with various

kinds of wage and non-wage work, but that they
are also contributing to the survival of numerous



67

manufacturing and service industries that are
oriented towarde mess consumption by the local
middle/upper classes and the international market (Ahooja-
Patel, 1985; Matsui, 1989; Mies, 1886; 1982; 188la; Singh
and Viitanen-Kelles, 1987). Some estimate that only
six per cent of India’s +total female “working”
population is theoretically protected by the State’s
labour legislation, and only &about two per cent of
these women belong to trade unions (Hale, 1887: 8).
This estimate does not take into consideration the wage and
non-wage labour provided by young children (especially
females) in poor households, who often take on the
burden of adult work at a very young age.

While it is difficult to generalize +the various
ways in which poor households are trying to survive,
in what follows I draw upon a few case studiles
that reveal how some poor Indian females are being
integrated 1into the macro processes of labour and
capital accumulation and the overwhelming decline in
their well-being.

Poor women can be found in various types of
wage labour such as embroidery work, domestic
services, handicraft production, 1labour intensive con-
struction work, as well as in the trade of sexual services.
Bhatty argues that throughout India very little is
known about the various kinds of work that poor
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women are dependent on because of the magnitude of
the so-called “informal” economies and "... the elusive
definition of ‘“work” given by economists and census
commissioners™ (1887: 35).

In examining the working conditions of beedi
(cigarette) rollers, one of the largest mpanufacturing
industries that wmainly employs women and children
throughout India, Bhatty found that most of the work
is being done at home by women working well below
the State s minimum wage level (Ibid). These women were not
only paid on & piece rate basis but had no
protection against their employers and, as Bhatty
points out, these poor women were essentially “... at
the mercy of contractors™ (1987: 36). Saha (1889), in her
study of beedi rollers in factories, also found
that there were a significant number of women and
children labouring wunder hazardous conditions with
poor lighting, ventilation, and seanitation facilities.
The absolute neceesity of children’s lebour in the survival
of poor households is cleariy apparent in the
following comment:

Six year old Shahid is dragged out of bed

every morning by his father, Mochammad Ishaque, 55 ...

he works from eight to six, with a brief break

for lunch. At the end of the day he collects Ra. 2

for his labour. Sayes Ishague: He started working

when he was only four years old but the con-

tractor still considers him a learner. If he does not
work, he will not eat (Quoted in Saha, 1889: 138). =1

21

Re. 2 is approxi.nat'ely ten cents Iin Canadian
currency.
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Rao and Husain (1987), in  their study of the
textile and garment industry, found that with the
decrease in  subsistence production  throughout  many
areas of India, local manufacturers have bullt
lucrative 1links with international markets on the
basis of labour provided by young females from poor
and lower middle classes. Rao and Husain point out
that most of this work is nnt only being performed
along the lines of caste, class, age, ethnicity, and
gender, but that it is being done in the most
underdeveloped peripheries of India. That is, there is a
continuous search for the cheapest labour, especially
in poor rural areas, by & hierarchy of local and
international exploiters.

Whether these women were employed in a factory setting
or were producing piece work at home, the decline
in their health and bodies is apparent in Rao and Husain's
inquiry. Many women not only had the burden of wage labour
but also non—wage labour (for example, cooking,
cleaning and taking care of children). Women often had to
meet unrcasonable quotas in order to obtain even a
minimal wage. The work burden under such exploitative
conditions forced women to work without any rest.
Although women s work-load varied with age and size
of their families, they often had to pool their
energy Iin order to meet the demands of the
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housebold and employers. The lack of rest and the physical
and mental burden of this kind of labouring was
clearly visible in the impaired health of
females interviewed by Rao and Husain. Ap Rao and
Huasain explain:
in effect, most women had next to no rest at
all. They would start the day at 5 a.m. and do
a round of cooking and cleaning and settle down
to work on the garments ... In the evening, another
round of cooking and cleaning and washing was
undertaken. In households which had electricity,
women worked on rush orders till late at night. Some
of the older women who euffered from eye-strain
and headaches due to plece work taught thelir daughters
the work, while they themselves attended to housework
(1987: 63).
The disproportionate share of this kind of work-load
has not only taken a significant toll on the bodies of poor
Indian females, but their low nutritional intake and
the burden of bearing many children has also had
deleterious consequences on their health (Bhate et al.,
1987; Chatterjee, 1990; Kuckal and Pandey, 1989; Zurbrigg.
1984). This 1s apparent in the high mortality rates
for poor females. India is one of few countries
where the femnle population is decreasing at a
faster rate in comparison to men (Zurbrigg, 1984). In the
next chapter I further contextualize these alarming
data by focusing on the impact of the State’s
populetion control and health care Programme on

the health of poor women.



This chapter examines how population control policies,
as an integral aspect of integrating rpoor women
into the capitalist development framework in India,
constitutes a form of violence against women.
As India’s social and economic problems continue to
deteriorate, it is poor women who are being targeted by the
neo-Malthusian family planning programme and whose
fertility is overwhelmingly perceived as a significant
obstacle to development (Gwatkin, 1978). The hysteria that
has been created over Indias so—called development
crisis 1e apparent in the State’s characterization of
poor  women as backward, suffering, and ignorant
(Shiva, 1992), as well as in the increasing number of
sterilization targets pursued in the recent five year
development plans. Ongoing discussions by various women®s
groupe throughout India, about women’s gains and
losses under the impact of capitalist development and
underdevelopment, have not yet +taken seriocus note of
the coercive and sexist aspects of the population
control programme and the State s drastic attempts to make
poor women accessible to the needs of capital accuwmlation.

Over the past few decades India has been
radically shifting development efforts that were originally

71
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geared towards providing accessible family planning
and health care services to all Indians, to
population/reproductive control of the impoverished
masses (Dyson and Crook, 1984; Karkal and Pandey, 1889).
Since the mid-1970s, the Indian govermment, particularly in
the area of family planning and bhealth care, has
agaressively advocated that the impoverished are
jeopardizing the State’s development efforts, and that
the country cannot move forward unless there is a
stringent population control programme (Gwatkin, 18979).
The State’s preoccupation with population growth
has not only led to an influx of reproductive
technologies, but has also exposed ©poor women to
both blatant and subtle forms of coercion and abuse
from family planning and health care
establisbments (APWRCN, 1989;Balasubrahmanyan, 1984a; 1984;
Bhate et al., 1887; Hartmann, 1987; McDopnell, 1986; Mies,
1987a; 1987; Young, 19889).

With each five year development plan since the
mid-19608, and especially since the ‘“emergency” period
under Indira Gandhi’s rule, the Indian government has
increased its population targets and, at the same time, has
also taken very drastic measures to fill sterilization
quotas. Under the seventh (1985-1980) five year plan
the Iindian government was seeking some 31
million sterilizations and had a distributioh target
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rate of about 36 million contraceptives of wvarious
types (Chatterji, 1888: 230). Balasubrahmanyan (18984a;
1984) states that under the  target—oriented nature
of Indla"s family planning programme many womnen have
been carelessly sterilized, as well as given various
types of contraceptives (for example, Depo-Provera and
Intra Uterine Devices), without any concern for the impact
of the various family planning ©products and the
State’s health care servicee on the bodies and

22
health of poor women (See also Bunkle, 1584). Young (1889)

=z

In the past few years some women's groups in
Indis have made an attempt to draw attention to the use of
poor women to test reproductive technologlies (APWRCN., 18589:
Ehate et al., 1887). In 1984, a nation—-wide campaign was
launched by wowen"s groups such as the Women"s Centre of
Bombay, Saheli, in New Delhi, and Stree Shakti Sanghatna on
the  use 0of Net-En and other contraceptives in the
family planning programme (APWRCN,1888: 86). Although some
awareness has been raised regarding the Iimpact of
various reproductive technologies on women 8 bodies
and health, Saheli notes that desplte this increasing
awareness, all “... women s organizations, consumer groupe
and human righte organizations need to urgently pool their
resources to monitor these technologies and act as a watch-
dog” (Quoted in APWRCN, 1889: 85). Dowever, this call for
collective action has been subverted by the caste and class
divisions amongst the wvarious women's groups, as well
as the State’s resources in the area of population control.

Depo-Provera is an injectable contraceptive
that is widely promoted in India"s family planning
programme by the Upjohn Corporation (Spallone and
Steinberg, 1987). Although  there is Insufficient
information on the long-term effects of this product,lit has
been known to cause 1irregular or excessive bleeding for
some women, and it can also result in birth defects 1f it
remains within the body during Dpregnancy (Ibid:
225; See also Balasubrahmanyan, 1884a; Bunkle, 1984;
Hartmann, 1887: McDonnel, 1886).
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states that this inundation approach to reproductive
technology, where “tralning personnel can be Dbypessed:
educational programmes can be dispensed with” (Ehrenrich et
al., 1979; Quoted in Young, 1988: 104), clearly places the
iesue of population/reproductive control within a
political and economic context, rather than the
sphere of population dynamics.

While 1liberal feminists, as well as mnany women's
groupe within India, have accepted population control
as part and parcel of wmcdernity, Mies (1886)
pointe out that in wmany areas of the Third World
the destruction of subsistence production and
reproduction and the ongoing integration of poor women into
the processes of labour and capital accummlation has
been an abusive affair. She suggests that we must recognlize
that:

whatever the difference between the various production

relations through which women are “integrated into

development”, ... tie common feature of all the
production and labour relations ... ies the use of
structural or direct violence and coercion by
which women are exploited and superexploited

(1986: 145; see also Mies et al., 1988).

In the following examination of 1India”s population
control programme, Mies” observation of the coercive
and violent integration of poor females into
capitalist development in this epecific region of
the Third World becomes significant.



In the mid-1950s India became the first nation in the
world to initiate a npational family ©planning
programme as part of its overall socielist development
model, and with the objective of providing accessible
family planning and health care services to the poor
(Earkal and Pandey, 1989; Palk, 1978). However, by the mid-
19608 the Indian government began to pursue family planning
vigorously with a significant shift towards population
control (Bose and Desai, 1983; Chatterjee, 1990; Dyson and
Crook, 1984; EKarkal and Pandey, 1989). This shift
towards population control of the poor was
influenced by several factors. Jeffery  (1888)
argues that since India"s post-independent period was
primarily a ©preoccupation with ideologicsl debates
regarding the structure of the new Indian soclety,
there was a lack of consensus on the type of
social and economic development programses the
bourgeois State should pursue. Although various development
programmes (for example, matermal and child health
services) were theoretically embedded in a socialist
framework that was specifically aimed at alleviating
the impoverished conditions for the vast majority of
Indians, Jeffery states that 1in reality the “... most
leading members of Congress wanted to operate the
levers of power ...in ways not radically different from the
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British in the decade or so before they left™ (1888: 105).
As the Indian ruling elite zguilt alliances with the
governments of the First World, they also paved the way for
the introduction of a population control ideology, imported
along with the Western based concepts of social and
economic development.

The shift from a micro-level ggrspective on
maternal and child health care services to a macro-

23

Although the population explosion ideology did mnot
become dominant in India until the hysteria created by the
West, Ramusack (1989) states that by the nineteenth century
there were a handful of upper class Indians who were
advocating neo—Malthusian and eugenic theories. This
group of Indians not only sought population/reproductive
control of the poor classes in the name of
economic and eugenic improvement of the Indian society, but
were also instrumental in 1lobbying for a shift from
. .. women"s health issues to family planning as the
justification for a program for reproductive control”™
(Ramusack, 1989: 37).

=Z4

The micro level prerspective on maternal and
child health care in the post-independent period was
based on the notion that development/modernization will not
be achieved unless there are healthy workers (Bhate et al.,
1987). This was argued by the National Health Committee and
the Bhore Report of 1946, which equated women s health with
childbearing (Ibid: 31). These reports stated that India’s
health care establishment should be the vanguard for
motherhood, and that maternal and child health care centres
have an essential role to pPlay in the economic
and social re-construction being envisaged (Ibid).
Thus, family planning was also seen as vital ¢to the
protection of motherhood and to be promoted so that middle/
upper class females could produce healthy children (middle/
upper class labour force) for the development of a
“new” soclety.

W
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level concern with population growth numbers
was also aided by the political and econromic
interests of the First World, and perticularly the
United States (Jeffery, 1888). Once India gained its
independence, the U.S. began to pursue their own agenda and
particularly encouraged the Indian governmment to change its
policy on foreign investment and agriculture,as well as the
family planning and health care bprogramme (Jeffery,
1988: 105).

At the end of World War II the United States
had emerged as a leading world power. As it
attempted to mold the world’s economy to meet its ocwm
needs, there was a preoccupation over the vulnerability of
valuable resources because of the emergence of independence
movements, and the rapid growth of the population of Third
World countries (Harris, 1987). By the mid-1860"s both
private and government—funded population control programmes
emerged in the West, mainly because of the overpopulation
hysteria created by Western policy makers. Hartmann (1887)
states that the Malthusian notion of overpopulation
was overwhelmingly seen by the West as the primary cause of
poverty and ©political instability  throughout the
Third World, and population control became an integral part
of. if not a prerequisite for, Western development aid.

In the very early stages of development aid
from the West, institutions such as the Ford

coead
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Foundation, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the Population
Council established population research centres, trained
Third World officials in population control of the
poor, and also sent ©personnel to help establiash
population control policies throughout the Third World
(Hartmann, 1987). The Ford Foundation has played a crucial
role in Indla’s population control Programme
financially and some argu= that they, in fact, also had a
significant part in distorting the initial sociallist goals
and structure of India“s family planning and health
care programme (Bose, 1988; Earkal and Pandey, 1889).

Between 1952 and 18983 the Ford Foundation spent
approximately 260 million (U.S.) dollars on population
control ) activities and continues to finance
contraceptive research under the auspices of “health care”
(Hartmann, 1987: 115).- The Agency for International
Development has a budget of about 200 million (U.S5.)
dollars and India receives the bulk of these funds
(Ibid: 112). Japan has also become a powerful player
in ©population control funding in many areas of the
Third World and countries such as Britain, GSweden,
and Canada also contribute significantly (Ibid).

Although it is difficult to speclify the amount
of funding that is specificelly going to India from
various countries in the First World, it is important
to recognize that at the present time the Indian govermment
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is among the leading spenders on a national family planning
programme, with a strong ewphesis on sterilization of
the poor (Hartmann, 1887; Earkal and Pandey, 1989). Instead
of creating greater access to family planning and
health care serviczga that are designed <from poor
women s point of view, the emphasis from many international

development agencies (for example, the U.S. Agency For

28

Various studies have found that the Westernized model
of health care is grossly inadequate and inappropriate for
the needs of poor women, particularly in rural areas
(APWRCN, 1989; Bhate et al., 1987; Chatterjee, 1980; 1388;
Jeffery. 1888;: Zurbrigg, 1984). Although a great deal of
resources have been epent on establishing health care
centres in rural areas, they remain sut of the
reach of those individuals who desperately need accessible
health care the most—-——poor women. The great majority
of the cState’'s rural health care facilities are not
only underfunded, but health care workers also often
perceive poor women as ignorant and 1living in the
“twilight of superstition” (Landman, 1877: 108). The
Director of Family Planning and Matermal and Child
Health Care services for Bombay states that the
doctors assigned to work in rural health care centres
of the State “often regard cduty there as an affront
to their dignity, to their position™ (Quoted in Landman,
1977: 108). Poor women also do not have the luxury
of travelling to the State’s health care centres Iin
the cities and cannot afford the exorbitant services of
private physicians. Zurbrigg (1984) has found that poor
families often have to borrow money to pay for
private or State operated health care services when
traditional healing methods are exhausted. Many poor
families, particularly in rural areas, often cannot afford
to take time away from their day-to—day wage work to seek
health care services in urban areas and, as one poor woman,
Rashida Bibi, explains: “my daughter is often ill, but I
do not want to take her to hospital because if they admit
her there, who would earn the money for the house?
We cannot afford to miss even one day's earning”
{(Quoted in Mukhopadhyay, 1984: 61).
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International Development, the United Nations Fund for
Population Activities (UNFPA) and The World Bank} continues
to be on population control (Hartmann, 1987; Patterson
and Shrestha, 1888a; 1988). Many international development
agencies not only direct Third World countries
towards specific types of development planning
(Gregory, 1988; Omvedt, 1982b), but often msake financing
for development projects dependent upon the
inplementation of stringent population control
programmes (Patterson and Shrestha, 1988a). As one senior
official in the Population, Health and Nutrition Department
for the World Bank revealingly points out:

when you talk about the bank, you mmst realize
that everything we do 1is supportive of fertility
decline. Maybe we aren”t doling out contraceptives,
but governments take free poprulation money first, not
bank loans (Quoted in Hartmann, 1987: 114).

For the past few decades population control of
impoverished Indians has become the panacea for the
covatry’s continuing social and economic problems.
Since the mid-1970s there has been an intensive
campaign for reduction in India"s population growth
rate and the use of Iincentives and disincentives
has increased the potential for abusing poor women's
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bodies. This process raises a great deal of concern
regarding violence against poor women  because
of increasing caste conflicts,especially along the lines of
religion (See Ahuja, 1987; Joshi, 1S30; Kishwar and Vanita,
1884). The use of incentives and disincentives also raises
serious concern regarding the conditions  under
which poor women are consenting to sterilization
becsuse of the sexist nature of Indian society and
the struggles of poor familles in fulfilling  Dbasic
food and shelter needs when, as demonstrated in the
preceding chapters, subsistence-oriented production and
reproduction have been debased by caplitalist
develorment and underdevelopment.

The Malthusian notion that society s resources will be
depleted if ‘:he poor are allowed to breed too many poor has
become Iintegral to Inga’s family planning programme
(Eamal 1987; Mies, 1887). In the frenzy to clean uwo

28

The term disincentive is used  here to
distinguish between incentives rewarding indi‘riduals
and those contalning penalties for falling to
adhere to the State’s demands. Although there has been an
array of incentives offered by the State, the vast majority
have been coercive measures prenalizing the poor, but
rewarding family plenning and health care workers as
well as employers.

27

Thomas Malthus (1766-1834), an economist, in his

“Essay on the Principle of Population,” states that poverty
cannot be alleviated by distributing soclety’ s
(continued ...)



82

India"s citiea of "... beggars, cows, and shantytowns ...~
(Gwatkin, 1979: 29), drastic measures have been proposed
and implemented at variocus times. Although a broad
range of incentives and disincentives have always
been present in the family planning programme since
it was implemented, Landman estates that under the
brief emergency ©period incentives and disincentives
were enforced “... with a vigor rarely evidenced in the 25
years that India has had a population/family planning
program™ (1877: 102). During this period it was not
only poor men and women who were coercively sterilized, but
mai7 individuals (for example, teachers, village governing
bodies and physicians) working in various areas of the
Indian Dbureaucracy also became the targets of the
population control programme.

Many civil servante working in low-ranked positions of
the Indian bureaucracy were coerced to recruit the poor for
sterilization, and were also required to limit the size of
their own families or face severe penalties. Gupta,

27 (... continued)

resources (property) since the poor will remain poor
because they breed too many children (Eamal, 1887: 149).
Malthus argued that &an increase in the population of
the poor will ultimately outetrip society s resources.
Kamal states that the Malthusian notion that the poor will
never Dbe able to cbtain a higher standard of
living and that their numbers mast be controlled
is “... 8till the basic underlying principle of all
nations and international pogulation programs” (1887:
149; see also Patterson and Shrestha, 1988a; 1988).



83
a family planning worker, states that women working in the
family planning and health care establishments faced
unbearable harassment and lost their wages and
enployment when they failed to £ill their sterilization
targets (Clted in Chattterjl, 1988: 240). Some villages
were threatened with loss of govermment subsidies, and were
denied access to state health care facilities, elactricity,
and water,if villege leaders failed to produce enough
individuals for sterilizatlon (Gwatkin, 1979). In the state
of Himachal Pradesh civil servants with more than two
children were declared ineligible for food items such
as rice, wheat, sugar, and cooking oil at subsidized prices
(Landman, 1977: 103). In addition to this, the 1local
government, in this Impoverished area,also offered up to one
hundred thousand rupees to disbrictgslvillages with the
highest number of sterilizations (Ibid). The government of
Madhya Pradesh, in a drastic attempt to deal with the
poor, decided that land would not be distributed to
lJandless families unless they agreed to be sterilized
(Ibid). In the state of Maharashtra compulsory
sterillzation of men &and women with more than
three children was vigorously pursued by
legislators. However,this legislation was never implemented

. because of lack of political and economic support from the

This is spproximately five thousand dollars in
Canadian currency. . )
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national/central government {(Landman, 1S77: 102). While
Indira Gandhi and her government disassoclated
themselves from the use of violence and ccercion in
dealing with the country s social and economic
Problems, especially poverty, Landman statea that “she
is reported to have sent letters to all of [her
political allies] urging them to take “necessary measures”
to make family planning an integral part of all
state activities” (India News, August, 20, 1976: 1; Quoted
in Landman, 1977: 102).

The governing bodies at the national, state, and
village levels proposed and enforced an array of incentives
and disincentives and, in many cases, used abusive and
violent measures to recruit the poor for mess sterilization
pProgramnes. The use of coercion resulted in the
sterilization of more than eight million men and
women within a matter of a few months (Gwatkin, 1979: 28).
An Indian Jjournalist provides the following account
of the coerclive tactics used by local officials in
a primarily Moslem village rear Delhi where-

the villagers of Uttawar were shaken from their sleep

by loudspeskers ordering the menfolk—all above 15- to

assemble at the bus-stop ... When they emerged, they
found the whole village surrounded by the police. ...

As the villegers tzll 1it, the men on the road

were sorted out into eligible cases ... and about 400

were taken to various thanas [town s headquarters],...

Many had cases registered against them—a large number

for alleged possession of illicit armes but most on the

suspicion of the threat of violence——and they

were taken from there to c¢linics to be
sterilized (Quoted in Gwatkin, 1979: 48).
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This is Just one jillustration cf the degree of
blatant violence against the poor from the various
classes and religions during this period of
Indlia‘s history. Judicial inguiries held subsequent
to the emergency period found that the
ropulation control pProgramme under Gandhi s
government resulted in the death of hundreds of individuals
during anti-family planning demnstrat%gns and
infections from sterilization (Gwatkin, 1979: 47). Various
studies show that the population control programme
continues to function under coercion and abuse from
individuals, working at various levels of the
family planning and health care establishment, who
are interested in filling as many sterilization targets as
possible (Balasubrahmanyan, 1984; Bhate et al., 1987;
Chatterji. 1988; Karkal and Pandey, 1989).

Many of +the incentives that were implemented
during the mid-1970s were, in fact, proposed by

various local governments many years prior to the

20

Gandhi "8 governmens, under political pressure,
decided to compensate individual who died from
sterilization within ten days of +the procedure, in
the amount of 5,000 rupees or approximately 250 Canadian
dollars (Gwatkin, 1978: 47). Inguiries held by Janata’s
government found that out of the 1,800 applicetions
filed only 700 cases were actually compensated (Ibid).
Numerous casegs showing the blatant violence agsinst
the poor, particularly in mwal areas, are provided by
Desat (1986).
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state of emergency (Gwatkin, 1979). In the state of
Maharashtra, for example, in 1967, the locai government
proposed legislation that restricted various benefits
such as loans, free medical care, education and subsidies,
to those families who had less than three children
(Gwatkin, 1879: 33-34). This not only excluded many poor
families from these benefita, but it also shows the
State’s fajilure to understand the roots of poverty
in rural and urban areas of 1India and the sheer
necessity of children"s 1labour Iin the survival of
poor households. Not only are the mortality rates of poor
Indian children very high during the period of early child-
hood (Earkal and Pandey, 1984; Zurbrigg, 1984), but the
patriarchal demand on Indian women to produce male children
is relentless, a fact which has been underemphasized by the
population control establishment. In many areas of
India, as Pettigrew states, "a woman™s right to
practice family plamning [is]l] 1limited by the presence
of a husband and mother—in-law who [are] interested
not 3in her welfare but in that of the wider
family unit” (1984: 889).

The use of incentives to recrult ©poor women
ralsee serious concerns regarding the potential for
violence against women in the underdeveloped peripheriee of
India. Since many poor womn are faced with the day-to-day
strugele for survival, they are often powerless

S
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when confronted by the demands of employers,
landlords, in-laws, and the State’s bureaucracy (that
is, family planning and health care workers and the
police) (Kishwar and Vanita, 1984). Balasubrahmanyan
(1984) points out that wvarious studies have found
poor women consenting to sterilization in exchange

for money, food, as well as health care eservices
[0

for themselves and their children. In the following
passage, & Poor woman, Indrani, shares her experience
of family planning workers and indicates the coercive
tactics used by her employer and, by implication, an

international development agency.

I was living and working in the tea estate
area ... The only birth control method we know is
sterilization ...

All medical and social welfare staff,
including foreign people, are forcing us to be steril-
ized ... The tea plantation is given 500 rupees for a
female sterilization, and in the rest of the country
half of this amount is glven.32 When there is
a serious illness, the factory management are supposed
to provide transport to the hospital. But even if
someone 1s unconscious, they are not given transport.
But when a women decides to say yes for sterilization,
immediately the lorry 1i8 ready to go to the
hoepital.

30

In 1988, Ram found that in the state of
Rajasthan, many poor women desperate to feed their children
were undergoing sterilization, and often without telling
their husband "s/family s (Cited in APWRCN, 1988: 75). While
many of these women were promised a cash incentive of two
thousand rupees to undergo sterilization, Ram
states that most of them never received this money (Ibid).

31
This is approximately 25 Canadian dollars.
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During or soon after childbirth, women are asked
if they want sterilization. When & woman does
not agree, she can be refused work in the fields eand
she may be refused Thriposha (a protein—-enriched
flour, provided free by CARE). During swork in the
fields, the supervisors are also encouraging women to
be sterilized. If you do not agree to sterilization
after your second child, you are not admitted to
hospital for your next delivery. After sterilization,
women feel weak, and after years many still have

complaints (Quoted in Hartmann, 1887: 37).

Since the mid-1970s there have been about thirty
two thousand sterilization campe held throughout poor raral
and urban areas (Dyson and Crook, 1984: 347). Dyson and
Crook (Ibid) state that since the emergency period
sterilization of poor men has been reduced
significantly and that over eighty per cent of the
sterilizations performed today are of poor womzn.
Poor women have become ecasy targets for those
seeking a permanent solution to the so—called
population explosion because of a combinaticn of
oppressive gender ideologies, ethnocentriem towards the
poor because of the hindu caste system, and the
ever—growing sclientific advances in the area of
reproductive technology. As Mies points out:

The contraceptive technology developed for these women

increasingly reduces elements of individual cholce,

and places more and more control over them in
the hands of medical experts and health personnel; and
the women are increasingly subjugated through

political, economic and cultural coercion (1887: 336).

The laparoscopy method of sterilization has been used

extensively in India’s population control programme, and it
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is also greatly advocated by international development
agencies because it is expedégnt and permanent (Chatterji,
1988; Dyson and Crook, 1984). However, & number of concerns
have been raised regarding the impact of this sterilization
method on the bodies and health of poor women. The
unsanitary nature of many sterilization camps reveals
a disturbing picture of the conditions under which
poor women are undergoing sterilization and the possibility
of deliberate negligence during the procedure because
of sexist and ethnocentric attitudes of the
family planning and health care establishments towards
poor women (Pettigrew, 1984). Furthermore, since the

sterilizasion canps and many health care centres

are mainly geared towards filling as many
sterilization quotas as possible, poor women
are very often not screened for any

illnesses in order to determine possible reactions
to medication and the sterilization procedure itself
{Chatterji, 1988). The vast majority of poor females
are underweight, malnourished and anaemic. When these kinds

3=

Laparoscoplic sterilization is being promoted
by India’se family planning establishment as a “band
aid”~ surgery because of its simplicity (Chatterji, 1988).
In +this procedure a laparoscope is used to place a
band made of siliconised rubber arocund the falloplan
tube (Ibid). This method of sterilization takes only a few
minutes and has been  rpopular in India's family
planning programme since the mid-1970s.
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of factors are not tesken into consideration, there is
a etrong possibility of serious health problems for
women 1f they undergo sterilization, abortion, or Sgre given

other forms of fertility control {Zurbrigg, 1984).

33

In 1971 abortion was legalized in India under
speclfic conditions (Bhate et al., 1987: 51). These
conditions were outlined in “The Medical Termination of
Pregnancy Act™ (MTP), which was patterned after the British
abortion Act of 1967 (Ibid). The MTP Act allowed women to
undergo abortion in private and State operated health care
facilities under a broad range of health and
so-called humanitarien reasons. Although thie Act
legalized abortion the concept of motherhood and childbear-
ing remained implicit within the language used by the
State. Chatterji states that the word abortion was
not only replaced by the phrase “Medical Termination
of Pregnancy", but that the Act specifically noted that the
termination of pregnancy results in a waste of the mother’s
health, strength, and sometimes life (1988: 208). Such
services also remain out of the reach of the great
majority of poor women because of the lack of adequate
health care services provided by the State.

Private physlicians have capitalized on the
legalization of abortion by offering sex—-selection tests as
well. Chatterji states that a significant number of the
abortions performed by private health care centres are done
after a sex determination test, which can range from 500 to
5000 rupees in the cities (1988: 209), and some studies
atate that as low as 70 rupees in some rural areas
(Mies., 1S86: 152). In the 1984/85 period a clinic in Dadar
was reported to have performed 15, 814 abortions because
the fetuses were female (Chatterji, 1888: 209).

Various women 8 Eroups have brought attention
to the use of s8sex selection technology in aborting
female fetuses. However, the State has done very
little because abortion has now become pert and
parcel of the population control agenda (APWRCN, 1989;
Kishwar, 1987).



Various studies have found that the mortality

rates of poor females in rural areas are higher
than for those living in wurban areas (APWRCN, 1989;
Chatterjee, 1990; Zurbrigg, 19884). In order to gain a
better understanding of the impact of the family
planning and health care prograsmes on the lives of
poor women, a inguiry into some of the factors contributing
to this high mortality rate and the ularming 1ll-health of
poor Indian femanles is essential.

Pettigrew (1884), in her brief case study of the
impact of +tubectomy operations in a rural area of
Punjab, found that there are several factors that can
contribute to poor women’s health probleme from
laparoscopic sterilization, especlally during the
crucial post-operative period. In following the day-to—-day
tacks of one poor woman and her family, Pettigrew
states that the labour-intensive tasks performed by
women 1in peasant households, in addition %o lack ot
rest, malnourishment and unhygienic living conditions, can
result in various kinds of health problems.

The labour—intensive tasks performed by women in rural
areas of Punjab consists of a great deal of
bending, stretching, and walking long distances for water,
firewood and fodder. As & result of these kinds
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of iabour—intensive tasks, many women that Pettigrew
talked to complained of <chronic pain ia the pelvic
and lower back regions after their sterilizations.
The bhandling of =mud and cow-dung and lack of
personzl hygiene also exposed poor women to
infections in the crucial post-operative  stage.
Pettigrew also found that when women complained to
health care workers about their health problems after
undergoing sterilization, their pain was often ignored, 1if
not dismissed, as being psychological. Many women
also complained that their spouses and/or in-laws were also
indifferent when they had difficulty completing their day-
to-day tasks because of ill-health. One woman states that
after her sterilization she experienced chronic pailn
for two months and when she could not work her
husband would often say to her “... go and die”
(Quoted in Pettigrew, 1884: 8986). Although many women
that Pettigrew spoke to ciesperat.ely wanted to
end their childbearing years permanently, the
demand for male children in this northern area
of Indie is 8o strong that Pettigrew found that she
never came across a voluntary tubectomy and that “... there
were pressures ... from the husband or his kin group
and the state medical apparatus™ (1984: 996).

In a recent study examining the deterioration in
women s health Dbecause of the demand for male
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children in another rural area in northern Indila
(Utter Pradesh), we are provided with a closer look
at the patriarchal perceptions of women s sexuality, child-
bearing, and midwifery from the point of view of
peasant women (Jeffery et al., 1989). In this study
it was found that @many poor women had limited
access to the State’s health care and family
planning services and that they could not afford to
pay for such services in the private sector. Many of these
women also could not travel freely in public spheres
because of purdah, which further made women reluctant
to talk to male practitioners about “embarrassing matters”
such as menstruation and pregnancy. In this particular area
it was also found that the State’s wmaternal and
child health care programm/femiliy planning had been
either minimal or almost non-existent (Jeffery et al.,
1987).

This raises the guestion of whether access to
family planning and health care services varles along
the lines of caste and cluse, state and region, and gender
and age, and if poor women are more vulnerable to the
coercive and sexist aspects of the ©population
control ©programme because they cannot afford to
observe purdeh. Purdah or female seclusion exists in
various forms and degrees throughout India. The
seclusion of women from certain spheres both within
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and outside the household is found amongst various
classes and ethnic groups (Eabeer, 1985; Sharma, 1980).

While some form of purdah is adhered to by many Muelim
and Hindu women in India, there are some differences
that have roots in two distinct religious systems
and their cultural practices. Jeffery {1979) states
that not only do Muslim women vell themselves
differently than Hindu women, but for Hindus purdah
is observed after marriage and only in the patrilocal
household. Unlike Muslim women, who begin to observe
purdah upon reaching puberty, Hindu women do not veil
themselves in the household where they were born,
except in the presence of older male in-laws. In
such households young unmarried women are often under
the control of thejr fathers and upon marriage
the mother-in—-law takes on the responsibility
of her daughter—in-law’s purdah. Many of these
elder women (that is, the mother—in-law) often wield a
great deal of power over the daughter—in—law
until they establish their own place within the patrilocal
household by bearing male children. Jeffery et al.,
state that in nporthern 1India “women have remained
largely under the control of domestic authorities
(males and elderly females) and subjected neither to
the direct control nor the protection of the Indian State”
(1987: 160). Sen (1984) also points out that the
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guardians of the asexuality of young females amongst
the prorertied classes are often older  women--
mothers and mothers—in-law—whose position within the
hierarchy of the peasant household 18 based on
their essential role in the recruitment and channelling of
femnle labour.

Despite the differences in the various forms
and degrees of seclusion practiced by many women throughout
India, concepts such as "pellution” and “purity’,
“honour” and “prestige”, and ‘“dependence” and “deference’
comprise the Indian “ideal”™ of womanhood (Miea, 1975).
Indian women are ©portrayed in contradictory images
that range from devotion, self sacrifice, fidelity,
and obedience according to Hindu and Islamic dogma,
to Western/Eurogian based notions of the “liberated”’
woman (Sen, 1984).

34

Sen (1984) offers an interesting comparison of
the objectification of the female sexuality in the Western
soclety for the purpose of capitsl accumulation (that
is, to sell products for mass consumption) and the
contradictory Iimages of Indian women. Sen locates the
rigid control of females and their bodies from the higher
classes within the ideology of the Hindu caste
system and shows how the perceptions of the “ideal”
Indian woman are being transformed under the impact
of capitalist development and underdevelopment. Mies (1986)
has also found that these contradictory images of
Indian women are not only aimed at creating a market
for mass consumption in the wurban areas where middle/
upper class women are depicted as symbols of
“progress” 1in order to sell commodities but that

{continued ...)
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Thompson (1985), in exploring the caste-based perceptions
of “pollution” and “purity”" in a Hindu wvillage in
India, staces that these Dbelliefs not only denigrate
certain aspects of female sexuality (such as menstruation
and child-bearing), but that females are seen as
having the power to “pollute” and "purify” m»ales/
life-cycles depending agn their association with or
estrungement from males.

Placing upper caste females under purdah upheld
the ideology of the caste system and the notions
of ‘“purity” and “pollution’. Limiting the sexuality of
upper caste women is based on the belief that if
they are allowed to have sexual associations with

34 (... continued)
these symbols of “modernity” are also appearing on a grand
scale in rural areas by the media, the movie
industry, development workers, some middle class women’s
groupe, as well as the educational system. While middle/
upper class women are being mobilized to engage in mass
consumption in order to make them the ~“ideal”™ homemakers,
Mies argues that as this ideology of the middle—class
housewife spreads into “... the rural and slum areas,
[where]l the problem is not only its intrinsic devaluation
of the woman, but also that for most poor and rural urban
women, these images will never become reality™ (1986: 208).

385

Thompeon {(1885) argues that not all aspects of the
female biology are perceilved in a negative manner and that
except for menstruation and the period during
and subsequent to childbirth, men do not perceive
women as a source of “pollution” (See also Jeffery et al.,
1989; 1987).
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males from the lower castes, not only do they have
the power to ‘“pollute” males within their own castes,
but the parentage of the child becomes questionable
(Mody and Mhatre, 18975). Thus, the rigid placement of
upper caste women under purdah and its
institutionalization through religion and law
ensured the continuation of the power/resources for
the npper castes in the Indian society. Thompaon
also pointes out that while rerceptions of
“"pollution” and “purity” became symbolized by the
female body, there are no tabooa against upper
caste men having sexual relations with females
from the low-castes since “men"s roles in procreation
do not make them symbols of caste purity in
the way that women™s do™ (1985: 7063).

These perceptions of ‘“pollution” and “purity’ also
Play a significant role in the abuse of women from
the poor classes. Poor women are seen by middle/
upper class men as being more accesslible
because they are not under purdah and, as Hale
sugegests, "to the extent that sheltered women embody
family honour, unsheltered women symbolize
prostitutes™ (1888: 280). Thise belief can also be seen in
comments such as “Harijans have always been raped in
India. They are meant to be raped” (A male police
officer in the EKoraput area of Western Orissa:
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Quoted in Chatterji, 1988: 68). This kind of violence
against poor women can also be traced to the
‘Devadasi” system, which continues to be
practiced in many areas of India (Palk, 1978).
Traditionally, this custom consisted of the dedicaticn
of young females to various deities for lifelong
religious service in the temples and enabled upper
caste men, as well the priests of the temples, to
have sexual relations with the females dedicated to
various deities (Ibid). Palk states that today this
practice is used to lure poor women into
prostitution, especially for brothels in the cities,
during vreligious festivals (1978: 73). These women
often wundergo elaborate rites and rituals to give
the appearance  that they are being dedicated
to various temples and then so0ld to  prostitution
houses in major urban centres, as well as to various
other employers (Ibid).

While there are wvarious degrees of seclusion and
control of the bodies and sexuality of Indian females that
can range from concealing one’s face and/or body in
public/ male spheres, to displaying complete silence in the
presence of a spouse and elder males within the patrilocal
household, these oppressive customs primarily exist in
households that do not have to struggle for the
most basic subsistence needs (Kishwar and Vanita, 1984).
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Kishwar and Vanita state that poor peasant families
"<.. camnot really afford to dispense with women’s
labour in agriculture. In s8uch a household, the
link between private domestic work and the
public sphere of economic production is so thin as
to be almost invisible" (1984: 11).

Although purdah is primarily found amongst those
classes that can economically afford to observe
it, Everett (1983) has found that wunder the impact
of capitalist development and underdevelopment
various sexist practices have been undermined,
re—inforced, or transformed and new forms of féma%g

oppression have appeared in various regions of India.

It appears that as middle/upper class women are
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In some rural areas of India there has been
a resurgence of Sati, which was primarily practiced by some
upper caste Hindus (particularly by the ZXKshatriyas), for
religious and economic reasons (Omvedt, 1980a: 184; See
also Liddle and Joshi, 1985). This custom consists of
women  burning themselves on the funeral pyres of
their husband“s. Liddle and Joahi state that in
some areas the success/achievement of a prince was measured
by the number of women he took to the funeral pyre with him
(1985: 523). While twenty women was considered an average
number, the highest number on record 1s eighty four
women (Baig, 1976; Cited in Liddle and Joshi, 1985: 523).
Kishwar has found that under the impact of “modernization”
young urban and well-educated males are campaigning
for a revival of Sati (Cited in Salleh, 1988: 133). The
burning of widows not only leads to the building of
new ehrines and temples, but also donations from
tourists and pilgrims (See also Everett, 1883).
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being drawn towsrds Western/European notions of

the *liberated” wWOmAan by the culture of nass
consumption, some poor women are emulating the
bourgeols notions of the “ideal” Indian woman,

particularly in those households that are withdrawing women
from labouring in the public sphere because they can
afford to hire labour for field-work (Everett, 13983).
Kishwar and Vanita (1984) have found that, in northern
areas of India, men are withdrawing women from labor—
ing outside the sphere of the household in order
to enhance their own status. Many of these women
who &are being ©placed under some form of purdah
usually undertake various forms of wage and non-wage
work that can be done within the private sphere. There are
various case studies drawing attention to the exploitation
of poor females under purdah by the local and
international markets geared towards mass production
and consumption (See Ahooja—Patel, 19885; Bbatty, 1987;
Mies, 198la; Rao and Husain, 1987; Saha, 1989; Singh ond
Viitanen-Kelles, 1987). Bhatty (1987) has found that,
in Uttar Pradesh, the vast majority of beedi work
is being done within the private sphere of the household by
poor Muslim women under purdah and that many of
them also complained about various health problems such as
chronic backaches, exhaustion, dizziness, and blurred
vieion (See also APWRCN, 1989). Mies"s (198la) study of the
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lace-workers of Narsapur, Iin the state of Andhra
Pradesh, aleso shows how poor females under purdah are the
invisible hands behind a lucrative industry that
is also destroying their health. Mies states that:

The lacemaking industry is a classical case
of the putting-out system. The crocheting is done
entirely by girls and women of all ages. The mothers
teach their daughters around the age of five to
six years how to make simple patterns, and then
they continue until they are old or their eyes
are ruined, because they continue to make lace in the
evening, by the light of a dim oil lamp. Many women
complain of bad eyesight, headaches, and muscle pains
(1981a: 10).

The decline in women ™ s health is &also belng
exacerbated by the increase in dowry demands in
communlities where a nominal bride-price was once a
common practice. Bride-price existed because females
played an essential role in subsistence production (Mies et
al., 1988). In these commmities activities ranged
from hunting and gathering, slash and burn, and small-scale
agriculture to wage work and artisanry (Kishwar and Vanita,
1984; Mies, 1986; Singh, 1888). Femnles in these
comminities performed a variety of tasks both
within and outside the household which included
sowing, bharvesting, threshing, weeding, and marketing
handicrafts and produce (Kishwar end Vanita, 1884).

Many of ‘these agricultural tasks performed by
females in subsistence—-oriented commmmnities have

been eliminated with the implementation of various kinds of
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agricultural technology. For example, a study in a village
in western Uttar Pradesh has found that a simple
irrigation system has displaced poor women from a
labour-intensive task that provided some income
(Xishwar and Vanita, 1884: 17). In this wvillage poor
females  were paid to irrigete fields manually,
where water was collected in ditches and carried in buckets
to the fields, for landowners who could afford to hire wage
labour (Ibid). In many areas of India poor peasant
femnles were also hired to fertilize fields manually
(by spreading cow-dung) before the introduction of chemical
fertilizers. Similarly, their work in harvesting and
threshing has also been reduced significantly in areas
where large landowners have implemented various kinds
of agricultural technology (See Agarwal, 1888; 1986;
Bagchi, 1982; Hobson, 1882; Mies, 1986; 1884; Sen, 1882).

These women were able to undertake a more
active role in subsistence production and reproduction
because they were not under purdah ang7 there were

few, if any, constraints on their sexuality. Moreover, the

37

There are various studies ehowing the lack of
rigid control of the sexuality of females from the
low—castes and classes (See Bhave, 1888; Gulati, 1881;
Kishwar and Vanita, 1984; Mody and Mhatre, 1975). In these
communities there are no restrictions against males having
more than one spouse (Kishwar and Vanita, 1984). Men often
abandon their families which further increases the

(continued ...)
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practice of dowry has essentially been absent in
their communities. The labour provided by females 1in
the production and reproduction processes was the
basis for the bride-~price. However, with the destruction of
subsistence production, under the impact of capitalist
development, this idea of productive labour has
been drastically transformed and, as poor men
migrate to the cities and improve their economic
status, they are demanding high dowrles from
prospective father—-in-laws (Mies et al., 1988).

Under these conditions poor families now often have to
borrow money at exorbitant rates in order to
narxy female members of the household. Gregory
has found that 1life-cycle rituals such as marriages
often consume large sums of the household Iincome in
peasant societies and that "... their economic con-
dition renders the problem of finding money for
basic consumption purposes a central preoccupation”

(1988: 53). EKishwar and Vanita (1984) state that in

37 (... continued)
burden of the household for women (Ibid). While
females in these communities are not as dependent on males
as middle/upper class women are (that 1is, through the
ideology of the dependent/bourgeois housewife), Mody and
Mhatre, in their study of a group of women in =a
Bombey slum, found that many of the women were angry about
the burden of trying to feed their children on their own
because their spouse/family had abandoned them (1875: 55).
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as
the Uttarkhand region of Northern India, for
example, &8 well as in many other subsistence-—
oriented communities, the increasing demand for high
dowries (primerily ccnsumer goods such as radlos
and watches) js further devaluating femal:s. This
devaluation can be seen in the discriminatory
practices which begin in early childhood, and
continue throughout the lives of many poor females, because
of the re-—inforcement of various oppressive practices
under +the impact of capitalist development and under—
development. The high mortality rates of Indian females are
often dismissed as being the result of a lack of

development or the failure of poor women to

38

This region of India is generally referred to
as being “backward” because it is comprised of “tribals”
(Sharma, 1988). These communities practiced various forms
of subsistence production prior to the arrival of the
British (Omvedt, 1980a). The term “tribal” within the
Indian context does not mean a vracial or ethnic
category, but rather a legal classification of Indlans who
were excluded from the Hindu caste system (Sharma, 1988:
489). This classification 1is problematic because it
is difficult to distinguish between “tribal” and non-
“tribal’ commumities under the impact of modernization.
Sharms has found that the criteria used to classify
“scheduled <tribes " has “ _. an uncertain mix of
elements of race, ethnicity, soclal, economic, and
educational backwardness. Groups that are classified
as tribes in one province may not be listed in the
schedule of the adjoining province™ (1988: 489).
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understand the medical reasons for  their ill-health.
The “top down” approach to the needs and concerns of
poor Indian females is often based on the
belief that they are not capable of
understanding the wonders of modern medicine because
they are “ignorant”® and “backward”™ (See Bhate et al.,
1987). These ethnocentric and sexist perceptions cannot
be easily dismissed in examining why the health of
poor Indian females continues to deteriorate and how
the population control and health care programmes
are contributing to this deterioration. As the
feminist magazine Manushi  points out, oppressive

sexist norms cannot be overlooked and, especlially in

39

In many rural areas of India an illness 1is
seen as a punishment for the failure to
observe a religious ritual or some other wrong—-doing
such as neglecting a dead ancestor and casting an
evil spirit on someone else (Sathyamala et al., clited in
(APWRCN, 1989: 7). Traditional forms of health care
are sought when religious rituals fall to cure the illness,
which can be seen as ... the result of falling out
of harmony with the universe™ (Ibid). Under the impact of
capitalist modernization traditional healing practices are
being subsumed by the capitalist model of health
care. Deforestation has destroyed a great deal of the
herbs and oils used in traditional medicines (Basu,
1987: Pereira and Seabrook, 1890). Serious concerns are
being raised regarding the “medicalization”™ of women's
bodies in order to sult the needs of capital accumulation,
as well as the issue of the role of medical technology in
dominating women and nature (See APWRCN, 1989; Mies, 1987a;
0°Reill, 1985; Spallone and Steinberg, 19887).
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the case of poor women, because:

In India, we have a glorious heritage of
systematic wviolence [against] women within the family
jtself. Sati, the custom of self-immolation in which
the wife is burned alive on the funeral pyre of her husband
and female infanticide ... Today, we do not kill girls at
birth; we let them die through systematic neglect.
The mortality rate among female children is thirty to
sixty percent higher than among male children. Today, we do
not walt until a woman 3is widowed before we burn
her to death. We burn her during the lifetime of
“er husband so that he can get a new bride with a
fatter dowry (Quoted in Matsui, 1989: 78).

Miller (1881; 1880) has found that the neglect
of females was essentially absent in subsistence—
oriented commnities because females had a
significant productive role in the sphere of
production and reproduction. Since females performed
various tasks essential to the survival of the
household, as mentioned earlier, in these communities there
was no reason to neglect females. Miller (1981) has found
that female neglect as well as infanticide was
primarily practiced by the upper castes because the
practice of dowry often drained the resources
of families with property. Many of these practices
can now be found in new commmities because of
the deterioration in the sphere of production
and reproduction. The uneven impact of capltellst
development and underdevelopment has created a

situntion where femnles are seen as being
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"expendable” even though they have always been
essential to the survival of the household {(Kishwar
and Vanita, 1984: 5). As one woman working at  the

grass roots level in a rural area of Rajasthan states:

e-- in the village hierarchy a woman's life is in many
ways valued at less than an animal "s. The logic
is simple: it takes money to0 replece an animal,
whereas to replace a woman is not only easy but under
certain circumstances even remnerative. Thus, not
only men take precedence over women, but often
even animals (Xishwar and Vanita, 1884: 6).

Various studies have found that the deterioration in
the health and bodies of Indian femmales begins during the
infancy stage, where they are Dbeilng breast-fed for
shorter periods in comparison to males, and this
pattern of poor onputrition continues throughout their
Jives (See APWRCN, 1989; BEhate et al., 1987; Chatterjee,
1990; Hale, 1987; Hobson, 1982; Zurbrigg, 1984). Lack of
adequate nutrition in the early childhood years can lead to
severe malnutrition (Bhate et al., 1987), which is
exacerbated as females in poor households undergo
a long cycle of childbearing Dbecause of the
demand for male children, as well as the high
mortality rates of children under the age of four
(Karkal and Pandey, 1889: 24).
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RAXKEU"S JOURNKY -

The journey of one woman to save her dying child shows
that the lack of concern to make health care and
family planning services accessible to poor women in India
threatens their 1lives, especially those women living
in rural areas. Rakku s Journey (Zurdbrigg., 1884) 1is
not an isolated case, but a common experience for
many poor families struggling for the most basic
subsistence needs.

Rakku s Jjourney begins with a severely dehydrated
male child who 1is <close to dying because of his
recurring diarrhea. Rakku works as an agricultural
labourer and her family is barely surviving on the
wages earned by her and her husband. Rakku s
family cannot afford +to borrow any more money
from the village moneylenders because they will need
this money to fix their roof since it 41l not
last another season of heavy rain. While Rakku is
labouring in the fields, her daughter is responsible
for the baby and other activities such as collecting
firewood, water, and tending to animals. As Rakku
leaves for her work in the <fields she hands her
daughter a small amount of porridge to feed the baby
at noon and, as her daughter anxiously looks at this small
portion, Rakku shakes her head and replies—— “for the
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baby, dear child, not for you" (Cited in Zurbrigs.
1884: 22).

As Rakku returns from labouring in the filelds
at the end of the day she finde her infant crying and being
comforted in- the arms of her five year old
daughter who guickly states———"Mummy, he’s been having
diarrhea all day. Each time I cleaned him and washed the
clothes, more would come. When I tried to give him
some porridge he would only vomit it out again™ (Cited in
Zurbrigg, 1984: 26). Rakku immediately unties a few
rupees that she has tucked away tightly under her sarl and
gives it to her Jdaughter to buy a spoonful of
powder medicine for diarrhea, as well as some
flowers for prayers for her son’s illness at the
local temple (Ibid).

As the <child's diarrhea continues throughout
the night Rakku realizes that another dose of
the powder medicine is not going to help her son.
Rakku ponders for a minute whether her family can
afford to take out another loan to see the doctor
who is about fifteen kilometers away . Her
husbend had visited this private doctor sometime ago.
However, he charges a great deal of money. Since many of
Rekku’s neighbours are unable to lend much money,
che can only ask the local landowners or other
moneylenders In the village who charge up to
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twenty-five rupees a month for every rupee borrowed.

By the morning Rakku decides that she will
take her child to the village midwife. Since Rakku
will not get her share of the grain from the
fields where she labours if she fails to appear
for work even for a day, she sends her daughter to get the
midwife. The midwife offers Rakku some herbs but tells her
that her child should also be BsBeen by the doctor
in the nearby town. The midwife realizes Rakku's
hesitation because she sees the problems confronting poor
familles in the villages all the time. She offers
Rakku &a few rupees and +tries to provide some
comfort by telling her “"there was a delivery in the
next village last night———a son, first-born. So they gave
me a rupee. When you are earning daily wages again you can
return it to me then™ (Clted in Zurbrigg, 1884: 30).

Rakku and her husband immediately head to the nearest
city to see the doctor who gives thelr child an injection.
This city doctor is not a condescending man where
the poor villagers are concerned, but his services are very
expensive. Although there is a State run clinic nearby, it
is of no use to the poor villagers because it 1s
often closed during the evenings and they are also
known  for handing out yellow ©pills for every
ailment. On her way back from the doctor Rakku is somewhat
tired herself because s8he has not eaten all day
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and she cannot eat  because the rice cakes that
she brought with her for the journey to the city are barely
enough to fill the stomachs of her children.

The following day Rakku s child appears to be doing a
little better. However, as the injection begins to wear off
his condition worsens. Rakku makes another trip to the
midwife who tells her that the child is severely
dehydrated and that she should immediately take him to the
hospital in the city. Rakku laughs at the midwife
and replies-"Meena don"t plague me with such talk. The city
is forty kilometers away. Where would we get the bus fare
to meke such a journey? And who could possibly spare a day
to go? It hurts me to hear you speak like that!™ (Ibid). As
Rakku tells her husband about going to the city, he
is also concerned about having to borrow more
money to save this child and, desperately
looking for an answer, remarks—"haven‘t the gods
taken our second son? Must they not decide for
this son also™ (Ibid).

When Rakku finally reaches the State s hoepital in the
city she <finds many other poor women standing
outside the enormous iron gates at the entrance.
These gates are only open for the poor for a few
hours in the early morning period. Rakkn managee to
get on the other side of the iron gates by giving the guard
some rupees. Rakku sees a nurse and telle her “sister, my
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child is sick. Please, who will see him?" The nurse
replies--“the out-patients” clinic is closed now. Why
didn"t you bring him earlier? You must come back tomorrow
morning by seven” . As Rakku attempts to stop
the nurse agaln by telling her how weak her child
is, the nurse impatiently tells her to go to another ward.
Rakku is frightened by the alienating surroundings
as she looks for the appropriate ward, but also
finds some comfort in the many other poor faces
that she sees around her.

When a doctor finally comes around to examining
Rakku's child he asks her how long he has had
diarrhea. Rakku replies three days and the doctor
admonishes her for not seeking health care for the
child sooner (Ibid). Rakku is startled by this comment and
does not know how to respond. How does she tell
him about her struggle to save her child again?
How does ehe tell him that she will not be given
her portion of +the @grain +that she has been
labouring for at the end of the planting season or
her daily wages that her family camnot do without.
Rakku does not essy anything to the doctor and
she bows her head because ghe is hurt by his
comment that she does not care for her child. By
the next morning Rakku's child is allowed to go
home because there is not enough room as the next
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group of dehydrated poor children come in, as sacon
as the iron gates are unlocked. As Rakku prepares
for her Jjourney back to the village she becomes
aware of her own hunger pangs because she has not
eaten for days. She barely has enough money to get back to
the village but somcehow  manages to buy two very
small rice cakes.

By the time Rakku reaches the village, her
childs diarrhea starts again, which convinces Rakku
that her son has been cursed by an evil spirit. The
midwife also vieits Rakku to hear about her Jjourney
to the city and whether her child"s condition has improved.
The midwife looks at the dry 1lips of Rakku's son
and comments—"let us see by morning, Rakku...let us see by
moraning” (Cited in Zurbrigg, 1984: 40-41). That same
evening Rakku undertakes her day-to-day duties around
the household while %eeping a constant watch on
her son. Throughout the night Rakku rocks her
son trying to provide some comfort as her family sleeps and
by the early morning she is quiletly singing a
death song for another son that ehe will bury,

as soon as the others get up.



The experiences of poor Indian women such as Rakku are
disturbing omnes. This chapter looks at the emergence
of the women’s movement in India and the extent to
which iassues being addressed by women 8 groups at
various levels are relevant to +the plight of women
like Rakku. We can assess the various strands of activism,
loosely characterized as the new Indian women's
movement (Omvedt, 1985), in terms of their potential
for empowering poor women within existing mode(s) of
production and reproduction. The conditions under which
grass roots movements have emerged draws attention
to the reality of the violence of capitalist
development and underdevelopment on the lives of poor
women. Although there has been a great deal of
discussion regarding the issue of violence against
women within the context of body politics by the
feminist movements in both the First World and in
many Third World countries (Mies, 1986), it is argued here
that the concept of violence has to be  broadened
in order to include  the destruction of the
bodies and health of females, particularly Dpoor
Third World women, labouring under exploitative
relations of production and reproduction. This
violence 1is destroying women's bodies and health, as
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well as +their dignity, subjectivity, and autoncmy, by
robbing them of the very essence of their humanity
(Mies, 1987a).

Since the early 1870s various women’s groups
have emerged throughout India to deal with a wide
range of issues. The platforms of many of these groups were
initially dismissed as “women's lissues’ until the
mobilization of nationwide demonstrations against rape,
*‘bride burning” (dowry deaths), sexual harassment, and the
jncrease in female foeticide because of the availability of
sex—~selection techngéogy (Kishwar and Vanita, 1984; Mies,
1986: Omvedt, 1985). While these nationwide demonstrations
by urban based middle/upper class women s groups have
brought a  great deal of attention to  issues
primarily affecting them, their higher visibility and
status effectively marginalize/silence the experiences

of poor women in their day-to—day struggle for subsistence.

40

Although sex-selection technology is not accessible
to poor women because of the high cost and the location of
these centres, (most of them are located in the
cities and primarily cater to middle/upper class
women), some studiles have found that this
Jucrative induetry is elowly moving into rural areas
as well (Mies, 1986). Patel (1984) has found that a survey
taken in the slums of Bombay revealed that many poor women
are also aborting female foetuses after taking e
sex-selection test (Cited in Mies, 1986: 152). Many of
these poor women argued that it is better for them to spend
some money now rather than pay a larger sum for a
dowry (Ibid). Many of these sex—selection and abortion
clinics located in the cities are decreasing the
cost of thelr services, as more clinics are
established, in order to take advantage of this
burgeoning market.
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(Butalia, 1885). The immediate needs and coancerns of
poor women (for example, lack of access to resources such
as land and water, inadequate wages, work and health
care services) have been excluded from the general
definition of violence asaj;st women .

Mainstream women's groupe that emerged during the
independence period have also done very little, if aﬁthins

at all, to politicize the voices of poor women. Many

41

Support for the development of women’'s groups in the
pre—independence period came from religious organizations
such as the Arya Samaj, wvarious political bodies
seeking social reform and/or independence, as well as the
colonial State (Desai, 1889: 185). Some of the activities
supported by the State ranged from providing classes
in education (especially in Hindi and English), organizing
bandicraft workers in order to market their producte
efficiently and establishing shelters for abused women
(Ibid: 187). Desal states that many of these activities
were aimed at improving the status of middle/
upper class women through education and
legal reform in order to "... improve [their] efficiency as
wives and mothers and strengthen the hold of
traditional values™ (1989: 184). The AIWC, for example,
emphasized the role of motherhood and encouraged women
to adhere to certain “feminine” qualities (selflessness,
non-violence and love) in their development towards the
ideals of womanhood. This organization also played a
significant role in pressuring for legislation such
as the Sarda  Act (prohibiting child marriage) and
the dissolution of the Muslim Marriage Act (Desai, 1889:
186). Other women 8 organizations that were also directly
involved with the independence movement pressured for
reform in various areas. The Desh Sevika Sangh (National
Women's Volunteer Organization), for example, concentrated
their activities specifically for the purpose of self-rule
(Ibid: 187). Some of their activities included a ban
on foreign made goods being imported into India (especially
cloth) and the sale of liquor (Ibid).
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of these women's groups (for example, the Women s Indian
Association (WIA) and the All-India Women s Conference
(AIWC)) remain embedded in elitism and continue to have a
significant voice because they are aligned with male and/or
elite dominated ©political ©parties or institutions
which offer support in order to fulfill <their own
agendas (Butalia, 1985; Everett, 1983). Bald (1983) argues
that women’s organizations that are affiliated with
political parties are primarily used to recruit
women s votes. A amall number of  upper class
urban women that were at the forefront of the
independence movement and addressed issues that mainly
affected their own class (for example, purdah and
inheritance 1laws) a&abandoned their reformist platform
after independence, and instead became the vanguards
of elite/bourgeole interests (Bald, 1983; Everett, 1883;
Liddle and Joshi, 1885). In the post-independence period
Gandhjan ideoclogy of women's 1roles in family and
society significantly influenced +the interests of
women involved 1in the independence movement (Mies,
1975). Women s groups that emerged in the post-independence
reriod not only espoused the traditional notions of
the “ideal” Indjan femnle, but they also protected
the privileges of their own class. Indira Gandhi is
Just one example of a handful of women who emerged
in leadership positions in the post-independence period and
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became the vanguards of the interests of the ruling elite,
instead of raising concerns of poor women.

Some of the upper class women involved in the politics
of the independence period were rewarded with
political portfolios that were essentially along the
lines of what the male dominated State characterized
as ‘“women's work’, (for example, “health and welfare~)
while other members essentially returned to the traditional

roles of Hindu wife, daughter, and mother (Jayawardena,
a2

1886). Jayawardena argues that although these upper
class women drew attention to certain issues, their

--- movement gave the illusion of change while
women were kept within the structural confines of
family and society. Revolutionary alternatives or
radical changes affecting women s lives did not become
an easential part of the demsnds of the
nationalist movement at any stage of the long struggle
for independence, and a revolutionary feminist
consclousness did not ariee within the movement
for national liberation. Women in the nationalist
struggle did not use the occasion to raise issues that
affected them as women (1986: 107-108).

422

Many of the achievements of the women”s movement in
the nationalist period (for example, the vote and the right
to education) were gained on the basis that 1t would make
women better mothers and wives (Bald, 1983). Mohandas
Gandhi's significant role 3in the independence movement
further stressed the traditional Hindu role of
*mother”, “wife”, and “helpmate” (Ibid). Gandhi belleved
that women  have an infinite capacity for self
sacrifice, love, and patience and that these so—called
inherent qualities of intuition, self sacrifice, and
self preservation made women the ideal homemakers. As
Sharma points out, "... 1in no case were women supposed to
neglect their primary duty of managing the home and teking
care of the children. Primacy of home and family
life was of fundamental importanc> in Gandhian
philosophy ..." (1982: 60-61).
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In comparing some of the women's groupe and
Brass movements that have emerged over the past few
years with the earlier upper class bourgeois women’s
organizations, Everett (1883) has found that although there
has been an increasing awareness of the issues of
sexiasm, class, and imperialiem, the linkages between
these kinds of issues continue to be
subvertad by the heterogeneous interests of liberal
feminist groups whose experiences differ from
that of poor women.

The socio—economic benefits of the nationalist period
for some women, as well as the consolidation of
these gains, becomes apparent when one examines the
family Thistories of the women involved in the
political sphere at the national level. However, a
significant number of the women holding political
portfolios and giving the impression of leadership
in the area of women"s issues, are, in fact,
unable to exercise any power on their own. Hale
suggests that the apparent lack of concern for
women s  issues, especially for the voices of poor
women, by this group of elite women can perhaps
be explained by the fact that “... they have to
placate  the opposition of male politicians, and
petition them to try to obtain influential [support]
in order to accomplish anything™ (1987: 7). Some of
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the women politicians working on women™s issues are
relegated to an area that is far removed
from the centre of major policy decisions and
“_..remain largely ignored as politically unimportant”™
(Hale, 1987: 16).

The immense gap between the reality of middle/
upper class women and the daily struggles of
the vast majority of ©poor women is reflected in
the nature of the issues that are being addressed
by the various women's groups that have emerged in
the past two decades. Many of these organizations
have developed around specific issues and those
groups that have survived are broadening their
feminist platforms to include & broad range of
concerns (Everett, 1983). The activities of these
organizations range from organizing women for
demonstrations, providing legal and medical assistance,
seeking employment and housing, as well as discussions
and counselling on various issues (Kishwar and Vanita,
1984). For example, Saheli (sister), a woman’s  group
based in a middle-class residential area of Delhi
provides various services that includes counselling
on issues that range from dowries, employment, family
planning, as well as discussing feelings regarding
motherhood with new mothers (Ibid). However, although many
of these wurban based middle/upper class women's
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groups are tackling more than Just one or
two issues, the immediate concerms of poor women are
not at the forefront of their agenda. Support for
the concerns of poor women by many of these
organjizations fluctuates according to the politics of
the day. Desai (1989) states that the conservative or more
traditional women s groups have hindered the new
Indian women"s movement because they are concerned to
reinforce traditional/bourgeois notions of the “ideal”
Indian female. Many of these groupse, including the
AIWC, "... try to attract more members by vying
with each other in organizing cultural and
recreational activities. They provide classes in hair
styling, dancing. and fancy cooking...” (Desal, 1889: 198),
and also hold discussions on topics such as the
“~advantages of Joint family~, ‘“curse of old age
homes”, “should women go out to work?”, [and] “problems of
adolescence™™ (Ibid).

The hierarchical nature of many of these
women"s groups also indicates that there is a
patronizing “top down” approach to the voices of

43
poor women, and the concern with legal issues by

43

Many middle/upper class wonen 8 organizations
(for example, the All India Women s Conference) are
(continued ...)
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BoOmE of the organizations reflects the pattern of
the nationalist period (Everett, 18983). As Everett
states, “"legal reforms may ald middle-class women, but
law™ (1883: 24). The vast majority of poor women
have gained very little from legal reforms, chenges in the
Judicial system, and the so—called equality and
welfare provisions under  the Indian Constitution
(Hale, 1987; Mukhopadhyay, 1984). Many of the equalities
and Jlegal reforms achieved by women's groupe in
recent  history are impressive on paper, but have
alded 1ittle in alleviating the impoverished 1living
and working conditions of poor females, as well as
other forms of violence against them.

Women™s organizations attempting to ameliorate the
increasing violence against Indian women  through
legal channels fall to see that lawse are not

43 (... continued)

bureaucratic, hierarchical, and centralized structures
(Mies, 1975: 57). Mies (Ibid) has found that those women
who have emerged in leadership positions in politice,
business, and education appear to have adopted a
bureaucratic style of leadership. These women not only deal
with womens issues with a “top down~ approach, but
the fact that “... women cannot define their owmn interests
in these organizations and institutions, nor evolve an
adequate concept of leadership with regard to these
interests, has put them Iinto the straight Jacket of
an authoritarian bureaucratic structure [in which] many of
them have become as sterile, dull, unimaginative and
legalistic as any male functionary” (Mies, 1975: 57).



123

effective unless they are enforced. The anti-—dowry
law, for example, was implemented in 1961 (Ahuja, 1987).
However, it is rarely enforced and females, primarily
from the middle and poor classes, continue to be
burned when their families falil to provide a large
dowry (Mies, 1986: 150; See also Kishwar and Vanita, 1984;
Eumari, 1989). These dowry—-deaths are often diemissed &s
“suspicious” suicides by the State and the vast
majority are never investigated (Mies, 1986). Various
women 8 groups have been campaligning for stringent enforce-
ment of the anti-dowry law over the past few years because
many females continue +to be harassed and burned by
their spouses and/or in-laws. In 1883, the Supreme Court of
India imposed &a death penalty on the husband, mother—
in-law, and brother-in-law of a pregnant female who was
burned to death because sghe did not provide her in-law’s
with an adeguate dowry (Ibid: 150). However, such
penalties have accomplished very 1little; this wviolence
continues to appear daily in local Indian newspapers
disguised as: “woman commits sulclide™ or “woman burnt
to death in cooking accident™ (Ibid).

The State’s failure to enforce laws which 1in
theory protect all Indian females, regardless of class
or ethnicity can be seen in the experience of
Rameeza Bee. In 1978, in the state of Andhra
Pradesh, Rameeza Bee and her spouse were taken into



124

police custody under false accusations (Chatterji,1888: 70;
See also Kishwar and Vanita, 1984). Rameeza Bee was raped
by &at lecast three police officers who also forced
her spouse to pay them four hundred rupees (Muktedar
Commission Report, 1978; Cited in Mies, 1986: 153). When
Rameeza Bee’s spouse attempted to protest against
police brutality, he was beaten to death by the
three police officers. Mass protests against police
brutality by various women’s organizations led to a
Judicial inguiry that was primarily aimed at
appeasing tensions that emerged as a result of the
ongoing exploitation and violence against the poor. The men
involved in 1raping Rameeza Bee and murdering her
husband were eventually acquitted. Chatterji states that
the judge argued that, in his judgement, the “.._rape story
wags a myth Dbecause of the evidence ([that]l Rameeza
Bee was polluted and therefore did not command any
indulgence” (1988: 70).

The case that brought nationwide attention to violence
ageinst women and enabled various womens groups to
Join forces regardless of caste, class, age, ethnicity, and
geographical boundaries was that of Mathura, a poor
adolescent labourer, who was raped by a group policemen in
the state of Maharashtra (Mies, 1986: 154). These
men were also acquitted of rape and attempts by a
small group of women in Bombay to appeal the decision were
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unsuccessful (this =small groupr of women eventually
established the Forum Against Rape (FAR)) (Ibid). The
issue of rape is one area  where various women’'s
groupes are trying to bridge the gap between poor
and middle/upper class women, as well as Dbring
together heterogeneous women’'s organizations plagued
with factionalism (Everett, 1983).

Explanations for the 1lack of cohesiveness in
the Indian women s movement can perhaps be found in
the diversity of caste and class, regional cultures and
languages, age, position within the patrilocal famlly,
educational and occupational levels, as well as the uneven
impact of capltalist development and wunderdevelopment
on the 1lives of Indian females. This diversity
is a significant obstacle preventing the autonomous women” s
groups from establishing a ... national wumbrella
organization to co-ordinate the activities and concerns of
... women s groupe that have mushroomed in India in
the last ten to twelve years™ (Bald, 1883: 13). A
coalition of this kEind can perhaps be  more
fruitful in politicizing the <voices of poor women
than the factionalized and hierarchical organizations,
which have a tendency of fading away as quickly as
they emerge.

One group of feministe who are making great

strides to politicize the concerns of poor women,
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within the broad sphere of the Indian women’s movement, is
Manushi (woman). This magazine/collectlve was established
subsequent to the “emergency” period by a small
group of university-educated middle class women influenced
by the emergence of +the women™s movement in
the West in the sixties and seventies (Kishwar and
Vanita, 1984). Everett (1983) states that there are
several factors that led to +the ewergence of
various women s groups during this time which gave a
new momentum to the Indian women s movement.

During this period many Indian studente were
influenced by the worldwide student activiam as well
as the emergence of peasant movements in various
rural areas throughout India (Ibid). Everett argues
that “a small number of women students were
radicalized, too, but they were not particularly sensitive
to women 8 oppression or to women ' s capacity to
struggle for liberation™ (1883: 19). Many of these well-
educated wurban women, as they were influenced by
various political ideologies, became involved with
grass roots movements as  sporadic reports began to
emerge about poor women organizing in various rural areas.
Kishwar and Vanita state that until the “emergency” period
the struggles of poor rural women were generally dismissed
by the media &as the lack of “law and order” and
the State usually concealed the “... instances where
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rural women organized to challenge the power of the
rural elite” (1984: 302).

It was during this period that some middle and
upper class women, influenced by the social and
political thought of the sixties and seventies,
began to organize around the issues raised by poor
women in rural regions of India. Everett states that “the
women organized against wife-beating and rape as
well as against the economic exploitation of their
communities by the upper castes/classes” (1983: 19).
However, various middle/upper class women's groups
and many political ©parties quickly utilized the
"militancy” of poor women to fulfill  their
own political agendas (Omvedt, 1980a; 1978). For example,
women involved in Socialist and Communist perties
organized the Women's Anti-Price Rise Front in
Bombay in 1873 (Everett, 1983: 20). About twenty thousand
poor women were organized to protest against high
prices of essential food itemse with the aid of
songs and slogane (Ibid). In this grass root movement poor
women organized around their collective experiences by
addreesing the overwhelming gep between the rich and
impoverished; calling for a sisterhood that cuts
across caste, class, and religious boundaries in
order to alleviate their impoverished conditions,
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which can be seen in the following song:

All our life is on fire, all the prices rising, give
us an answer, O rulers of the country!

A handful of American wheat, & kilo of milo mixed with
chaff, doesn"t our country grow crops or do we have
only mud-mixed grains? Give us an answer ...

We have forgotten the colour of milk, coconuts
and fruit have gone underground, our children have
only Jjaggery tea to feed on, Give us an answer ...

Sweet o0il for cooking 1s the price of gold,
coconut oil for our hair cannot be found, without rock oil
for lamps we have grown familiar with darkness, Give us an
answer ...

We burn in the summer, we are drenched in the
rains, we bear the rigor of winter without any
clothes, why don"t we have any shelter? Give us an
answer ...

We toil night and day and sleep half-starved while the
parasites fill their bellies with butter—why does
the thief get food while the owner is cheated? Give us an
answer ...

There are pastures for the cattle of the rich,
for forest development land is preserved, why is
there no land to support living men? Give us an answer ...

Tall buildings rise before our eyes, the roads cannot
contain their motorcycles and cars, on whose labour
has such development been bullt? Give us an answer ...

We filled the Jails for independence, we hurled
bombs into the carsg of white men, did we do it to
fatten the sacred cow? Give us an answer ...

When we ask for a rise in wages, for work Ifor
the unemployed, when we demand land for cultivation why are
we met with Jjail, beatings and bullets? Give us an
answer ...

Now you have taken a new disguise  and appear
in the colours of socialism, but we no longer want
for today the promises of tomorrow! Give us an answer ...

o
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Now we will stand on our own feet, we will throw caste
and religious differences to the winds, we call for
the brotherhood and sisterhood of all tollers!? We
vow today to fight with our lives, we will bury capitalism
in the grave and sound the drums of our own state!

All our life is on fire, all the prices rising, Give
us an answer, O rulers of the country! (Bhaskar Jadhav and
Lal Nishan; Quoted in Omvedt, 1980a: 7-8). (a song written
to organize poor peasant women in the state of Maharashtra
in the early 19708 by left-wing organizers).

The use of BONLS has become a prevalent
strategy in organizing poor women around their
collective experiences. Since the 18708 there has been an
increasing awareness of the deteriorating situation of many
poor women and women s oppression in general. Omvedt states
that there has been a "significant spread of consciousness
about the oppression of women ... a fair amount of activity
continuing in the form of marches, demonstrations, sit-ins,
new magazines, conferences, programmes” (1980a: 163).
However, there is not a great deal of concern
with issues confronting poor women by mainstream political
parties, including those leaning %to the left, except
when they are needed for marches (Ibid).

The question of whether middle/upper class
women s groups can aid in the empowerment
of poor women cannot be fully tackled without an
examination of the nature of the 1issues being railsed
by poor women in various regions throughout India. This is

examined in the following sectlon.



With the waving of subsistence—oriented
production, increase in deforestation, shortages of arable
land and water and the payment of poor wages, a
number of grass roots movements have emerged in
India out of the struggle for immediate needs. These grass
roots movements not only show the nature of the
polarization between the rural rich and the rural poor, but
also draw attention to the daily needs and concerns of poor
women. The issues being addressed by women at the
grass roots level are widening the boundaries of the Indian
women” s movement and making it more inclusive.
Everett states thet the experiences of poor women
“have widened the scope of issues raised to include
physical and verbal assault on women, alcohol, and
to a more limited extent housework and health” (1986:
17). Poor women have also undertaken inmovative
methods of ©protest against the various faces of
violence against them under the impact of
modernization. A brief exploration of some of the
grass roots movements that have emerged in various areas of
India will be undertaken in order to determine the
potential for women’s empowerment at this level.

The Chipko movement is perhaps one of the most famous

grass roots movements to have emerged out of the immediate
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concerns of a small group of women dependent on
gelf-sufficient  production. This movement emerged in
the late nineteenth century in the Himalayan area in
an attempt to prevent massive deforestation by the
State and resurfaced again in the early seventies
(Basu, 1987). Women involved in this movement not
only devised the term Chipko (meaning embrace), but
were at the forefront of the movement to save
their means of subsistence from destruction (Ibid). Since
females are responsible for gathering fodder, water,
and fuel on a daily basis in regions such as the
Uttarkhand, the increasing commercialization of this
area 18 depleting the basic necessities of 1life 1in
subsistence production. The Chipko movement is not only an
innovative response to capitalist destruction, but
women s slogans such as—-"Soll, water and vegetation are the
gifts of the forest; soll, water and vegetation are
the basis of life” (Bahuguna, 1980;Quoted in Everett, 1886:
20) also clearly show that the movement ls based on
a strong linkage of immediate survival needs and the
concerns of poor men and women.

Although poor women have been central to this
movement, Sharma haes found that they are often used
and then ignored when male dominated groups organize
them (Cited in Bardhan, 1886). Sharma points out that the
activiem of the women involved in the Chipko
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movement has been specifically channelled so that existing
structures of power in the wvillages are challenged,
but not threatened (Ibid). Women s activiem has been
directed against outside interests (for example, non-
local loggers) rather than the local hierarchy of power and
exploitation (Bardhan, 1986). Although many poor and urban
educated women have been involved in the Chipko
movement, only a handful of the older and/or single women
have been able to sustain it actively in some areas (Ibid).
Bardhan (1986) states that <these women are often
less constrained by family responsibilities and authority
figures. In the Reni village, for example, Sharme found
that “when the men returned and bheard of the
heroic struggle of women, some of them who bad
hoped ‘that the [loggingl contract would bring them
jobe. . .disapproved of the women”s actions. Their wrath fell
on Gaura Devi who had led the direct action. Only a
small number of women [came forth and] supported her”
(Cited in Bardhan, 1986: 15).

Kishwar (1984) states that in addition to the
issue of deforestation, women also challenged local
authorities of the State +to examine development
policies which directly or indirectly had deleterious
consequences for their communities. Women  chanted
slogans such as “planning without fuel, fodder and water is
blind planning” in front of government buildings (Eishwar,
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1984: 119). In the village of Khurat,the villagers made the
State aware of their intention to destroy a water pumping
station that was diverting water from their area (Ibid).

Poor women in the Uttarkhand region have also
organized on the issue of aleoholism and the
availability of liquor in their communities (Kishwar,
1984). In this region  the sale of ligquor is
regulated by the State. However, it 1is the illegal market
that concerned these women (Ibid). In the Pundasa village,
for example, women picketed stores selling liguor illegally
and undertook innovative actions. As Kishwar explains,
“ ... women surrounded the house of a distiller, tied him to
the buffalo pole, and then walked ten miles to the town to
cell the police™ (1984: 119). Women involved in these
protests often confronted physical and verbal abuse
from men selling the 1liquor as well as from
members from their own communities (Ibid). Ian 18971,
well over ten thousand females  from various
communities orgenized to protest against alcoholism and at
leagt fifty women were Jailed for picketing in front
of liquor stores (Ibid).

Various other movements have also emerged in the past
few years in rural areas and urban slume (for example, the

4.4
Dalit movement). It appears that at the foundation

A4

Omvedt (1973) has found that in the past few years
there has been a great deal of “student unrest” in the non-
(continued ...)
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of these movements is a resistance to the violent
destruction of capitalist development and underdevelcopment
on the lives of the poor. Since poor women
often bear the brunt of poverty and cammot escape
the reality of having to provide for their families,
Mies has found that “they have no easy escape into
drinking, as men have, when their children are
starving™ (1975: 65). The voices of poor women
and their attempts at collective action against the
brutality of capitalist develooment have been far
more effective in highlighting the issues of caste,
class and gender oppression than many of the
middle/upper class women s  groups. As Mies  has
found in her study of ©peasant  uprisings in the
state of Maharashtra:

[thesel women do not subordinate their own

specific interests and grievances to some abstract

grester cause. Their mobilization, on the contrary,
started from their own explolitation as women and

44 (__. continued)

elite rural and urban colleges. These students are from
peasant families and have organized unions, committees, and
movements (for example,the Dalit Panthers) in various rural
and urban areas (Hiro,1982). These movements have developed
in 1light of the increasing problems facing middle class
peasants, especially unemployment, and are oriented towards
a range of leftist ldeologies (Omvedt, 1973). While some of
these movements (such as the Naxalites) ere more directly
involved with an armed struggle, 1in spite of the State’s
increasing resources, for other groups “armed struggle is
no longer a serious insurrectionary gtrategy ..., but
arms are maintained, movements protected, and violent
gun battles still occasionally break ocut” (Omvedt, 1973:
173; See also Omvedt, 1978).
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as labeorers, but they do not stop at thelr
specific female oppression, as it 1is concretely
interwoven with the oppression of their class. Class
struggle and struggle for their liberation as
women are one and the same process for peasant
women. One cannot be separated from the other

(1975: 65).

The Self - Employed Women™s Assoclation (SEWA) is
another grass root movement that is making great strides in
empowering poor women struggling to meet their daily
subsistence needs. This organization was established in
1872 by various grass root workers in the state of Gujarat
in order to improve the working and 1living conditions
of the poor labouring in the  “hidden/informal”
economy (Bhatt, 1989: 10539).

Bhatt,a founding member of this grass root collective,
states that SEWA is unigque because it 1is
not restricted to just one or two issues. An examination of
the activities of this organization indicates that it
takes a liberal-feminist approach aimed at integrating
poor women into the capitalist development framework
by improving their access to valuable resources.
SEWA hae attempted to organize beedi rollers, petty
vendors, agricultural and landless  labourers, and
housekeepers in six states (Bhatt, 1889: 1061). Bhatt
states that in addition to improving the working and living
conditions of labourers in wurban areas, SEWA has
also sttempted to create alternative forms of employment in

both rural and urban areas (Ibid). A co-operative bank for
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the poor is one example where self-sufficiency and
working capital are provided so that poor households
can improve their chances of survival (Ibid). In
politicizing the immediate needs and concerns of the poor,
Bhatt argues that SEWA has faced an unrelenting battle with
the State’s bureaucracy, employers, and mainstream
political parties (Ibid).

Although many of these grass roots movements have been
successful in mobilizing poor men and women across caste
and class, religious, and geographical boundaries, Basu
(1987) states that the very conditions that have
given birth to such grass roots movements are also
undermining them. For example, in trying to meet the
day-to-day subsistence needs of their femilies poor
women often do not have the time to attend to
other matters. Everett (1886) argues that men often
also prevent their spouses, as well as other females in the
household, from attending women's4§roups through the use of

verbal and rphysical violence. Poor women have also

45

Omvedt (1980a) has found that there is a pattern to
the grass roots movements in rural areas. Most of
the active organizers of pOOYT women are women
without husbands, wives of politicians, young urban female
students “... who are perceived as external to the
community and not mach of a threat as female role
models [since they] are more readily accepted as mobilizers
than young married women from the same commnity

(continued __..)
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faced violence from landlords, employers, and the
police who have, in many instances, used wviolence to
prevent them from mobilizing. The divide and
rale tacticse of the State, as well as middle/
upper classes, has resulted 1in an increase in the
atrocities against the poor under the impact of
modernization.For example, in & district in Andhra Pradesh:
ew~ 500 caste Hindus, mostly landlords belonging to
the Reddy Caste, attacked a Hariljan village with axes,
swords and guns. They wounded 30 Harijans, including
old people and pregnant women, and burnt 118 huts
to ashes with all the belongings of the Harijans. ...
these atrocities were the landlords™ answer to
the Harijan labourers”™ demands for higher wages.
The Harijans also demanded the »right to cultivate
a plot of fallow land which the government had
allotted them for distribution. Yet, when they tried
to occupy the land, they were driven away by
the landlords. ... (Mies et al., 1988: 135).
Concern for the safety of poor women mobilizing to
challenge the rural and urban elite has also been raised by
some women” ™ s groups. Since many of the urban
women” s groups are comprised of women from well-
connected families, their actions are not treated in
the same manner that poor women are treated. Kishwar and

Vanita state that the publicity given to the actions

45 (_.. continued)

---" (Bardhan, 1986: 12). Some poor women who have
emerged in leadership positions in grass roots
movements also tend to be older women who have
fulfilled their duties as daughters, mothers, and wives and
also continue to “.. uphold the patriarchal order and
its control™ (Feldman and McCarthy, 1986; Cited in
Bardhan, 1986: 12).
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of urban based women s organizations acts as a
deterrent to the ©police and that “despite  the
consistent anti-police protest actions by the urban middle-
class women’ s organizations and groups in the course
of anti-dowry and anti—rape actions, [upper class women] in
the big cities have seldom had to face government
repression or police brutality as a result” (1S84: 34).

This brutality has become a significant obstacle
preventing women s organizations at the grass roots
level from organizing poor women. Yet there 1s a
great deal of |©potential for the empowerment of
women at the grass roots level, particularly for
poor  women, who confront the various faces of
oppression, exploitation, and wvinlence in their day-to-
day struggles. Mies states that the grass root
struggles of poor women shows more potential
for revolutionary change than middle/upper class
women™s groups or the "... wighful thinking of a
few Western radical feminists™” (1975: 65). The non-
hierarchical nature of many of these grass roots movements
also indicates that there is a different picture of leader-
ship when compared with the urben based middle/
upper class women s organizations. Poor women often
mobilize on a ccllective basis and their actions emerge out
of their immediate survival needs, transcending
gender, caste, class and regional boundaries that have
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factionalized middle/upper class women 8 groups.

4

In comparing the concept of leadership of middle/
upper class women with grass roots movements and
organizations, Everett (1986) and Mies et al., (1988) have
found that since women s subsistence work in rural areas is
often based on collectivity amongst females of the peasant
household, as well as with neighborse and otheras in the
village/community, females in rural areas are not isolated
from each other as they are in urban areas. Mies, in her
study of peasants in the Bhongir area of Andhra Pradesh,
found that the poor women worked as a team, which
were comprised of neighbours, friends and relatives and
“that these teams developed a spirit of solidarity and
mutual help which transcended the egolsm of the individual
family” (Mies et al., 1988: 129).

This collective effort can also be seen in
women s movements and groups at the grass roots level. Poor
women are organizing around the experiences they share with
other poor women. It is their collective experiences
that creates a sense of cOommon leadership,
enabling women to "... discover and develop their
own ideas and strategies...”"{Mies, 1883; Quoted in Everett,
1886:20)},without being told what to think and do from “top—
down” middle/upper class women' s groups. Many of these
“top—-down~ women's groups often approach poor women
with the 1idea that they need to make thum aware of
their exploitation and oppression. However, Mies has found
that poor women are gquite aware of thelr oppression
as females and as poor labourers and that once these women
are able %o organize themselves there 1s a great deal
of potential for their empowerment (Mies et al., 1988).
Mies (1975) argues that since the great majority of
poor women are unlikely to achieve the image of the “ideal”
Indian female and he co—opted by the promises of happiness,
self worth, and upward mobility because of the
reality of their impoverishment, thelr participation in
some grass roote movements suggests that poor women
are more likely to get  involved in class struggle.
However, since there are poor women who are being
integrated into the dominant culture,as seen in the case of
poor females who have been withdrawn from labouring in male
spheres, Mies”™ argument does not hold true for all
poor women in India.



In this inquiry the experiences of poor Indian
women who face the day-to-~day brutality of
capitalist development and underdevelopment pose some
fundamental questions for future discussions o©n
development. As  the globalization of production
and reproduction integrates the world’s markets into
an interdependent political-economy, perspectives on Women
and Development cannot afford to overlook the fact
that so—called development/modernization cannot exist
without underdevelopment, domination without subjugation,
or wealth without poverty (Mies et al., 1988; Mies, 1986).

The irony of bpresent day overaccumlaticn is that
while those in the industrialized world, as well as
the middle and wupper classes 3in the developing
world, are being bombarded with images of false
needs, the vast majority of people in the developing
end underdeveloped peripheries of the Third World aﬁg
being denied the most basic necessities of life.

a7

By false needs I am referring to the nature of con-
sumption in the industrialized world as well as throughout
the Third World. We are constantly bombarded with
images that seek to persuade us that we will find
true happiness, self worth, and the meaning of life
by engaging in mass consumption. O Neill (1885) states that

(continued ...)
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As the industrialized world struggles to restructure
capitalism, the concerns of poor Third World women no
longer remain their own. This is especially true with the
issue of hunger. Given the decreasing standard of
living for the majority of the world’s population,
and in 1light of the economic crises confronting the
West, we  cannot continue to see the world in
isolation. Nor can we afford to view it from narrow
economic growth perspectives that are dependent on
the destruction of human beings and the environment.

From their ‘“privileged” positions in the global
economic hierarchy, 1liberal-feminists ignore how poor
females in the peripheries of the Third World are
being integrated into the 1local and international
markets of labour and capital accumulation, and <the
exploitative conditions under which they are
labouring. Liberal feminists have also overlooked the fact

that the ideology of mass production and consumption

47 (... continued)
this constant bombardment of images is molding human beings
in such a dehumanizing manner that we are no longer
able to distinguish between “subsistence” and “prestige”
economics. Mies makes a similar statement by arguing that
this illusion of happiness and self-fulfillment—the ideal”
life—1is based on mases consumption of dead commodities that
are destroying the consumer as well as the producer because
"e.. they are based on exploitation and contain in
themselves the murdered, destroyed, robbed, degraded
life of other people and the destruction of nature
ee-" (Mies, 1987a: 37).
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is increasingly becoming dependent on the marginalized
and impoverished masses in the so-called “cheap
labour” peripheries of the Third World and, as Mies
adamantly points out, we must open our eyes to the
fact that the standard of 1living for all women in
the industrialized world, and for middle and upper
class women in the Third World, is “... based on the
ongoing exploitation of poor women and men in the
underdeveloped regions and classers” (Mies, 1986: 1).

In many of the reripheral areas of the
Third World poor women are not only barely surviving on the
labour—intensive wage and Tnon-wage work for local
and international markets of capital accumulation, but they
also remain alienated from the work they are doing.
Explanations for this alienation can be found in the
production ©process itself, in poor women’s inability
to purchase the goods they are producing themselves,
especlally food, as well as in the futility of
poor women producing items for the West in order to
meet their family’s most Tbasic subsisteace needs
(See Mies et =i., 1988; Mies, 1986; Singh and Viitanen-
Kelles, 1887).

In assessing the debates on women’s gains and
losses in the 1local and international markets
of labour and cap’tal accumulation, liberal-feminists have

become too preoccupied with integrating poor women into the
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development process (or market—-oriented schemes),
without questioning the very nature of thelr integration---
the social fragmentation of women s bodies and the decline
of their health. In contrast, the urgent call by socialist-
feminist groups (for example, Development Alternatives for
a New Era (DAWN)) for alternative approaches to development
and women s issues attempts to go beyond the examination of
some external enemy such as the State, ‘“patriarchy’,
the market economy and males (Mies, 1987a).

However, perhaps the inability in practice of
both liberal and socialist—feminiats to go beyond
the external enemy that they often blame lies not so much
in the powerlessness that women feel when confronting male
dominated structures of power, but rather in the increasing
inability to examine their own position within the
global economic hierarchy. Middle and  upper class
liberal and socialist-feminists are seldom cognizant
of their “privileged”  positions in the global
hierarchy of exploitation, oppresaion, and vilolence,
and therefore fail to recognize their own
disembodiment. However, not until feminists begin with an
examination of their own disembodiment, can
alternative forms of 1living, -=reating, and ©being be
successfully developed. As Mies suggests, "... we must
begin right now with our inner detachment. We must

reject our participation in this system, we [must]
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no longer allow it to define what a human
being is, what a woman is, what work is, what
life is" (Mies, 1S87a: 45).

Liberal and socialist-feminists have failed to look at
these crucial questions. They have failed to consider the
iasue of how work or labouring <could be an
activity that can allow women to satisfy their subsistence
needs, without endangering +their health, others, or
nature. They have also failed to reconceptualize work and
human relationships in a way that would enable women
to control their own bodies and define their own
place in society. If, for example, we could allow
ourselves to define work as life affirming, as that
which enables us to fulfill our basic subsistence needs in
a non-exploitative and non-violent mapner, we find that it
is possible to imagine & kind of labouring that
is not beneficial to the needs of capital accumulation. It
also becomes an activity that is more than just the current
feminlist objectives of a symmetric division of
labour or ensuring women s control over their own bodies.

The concept of empowerment for 1liberal and
and many socialist-feminists is confined +to the needs
of the market economy and suggests thal 1issues such
as racism, poverty, and sexism can be alleviated by
implementing equality, peace and justice. The distribution

of women s access to resources within the household
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and in the market economy, or the alleviation of
their work-burden, does not address the nature
of women’s labour under capital accumulation.

What I am suggesting here is the possibility
of a broader definition of empowerment. In this inguiry the
experiences of poor Indian women has revealed the
need to think differently about this term. Whether
this new concept of empowerment is labelled as
“holistic”™, “embodied”, or “feminist®, future development
discussions must make an attempt to go Dbeyond
capitalist-oriented approaches by emphasizing that there
is an urgent need to create and/or  recover
alternative means of production and
reproduction. While I am nrot taking issue with
the attempts by liberal and socilialist-feminists to
reveal and politicize the specific nature of women s
exploitation and oppression, this study has shown the
importance of emphasizing a concept of labour that is based
on co-operation and Treciprocity TDbetween women, men
and nature and that which is oriented towards
fulfilling subsistence needs, rather than on, as Mies
suggests, the endless ©production and consumption of
dead commodivies. Creating such alternative frameworks for
development “... is the only way 1in which women
[can] restore their bodily integrity and wholeness,
their dignity and their sovereignty over 1life
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processes” (Mies, cited in Salleh, 1888: 135).

The possibilities for this kind of labouring cannot be
realized unless we comprehend how  the present
structures of ©production and reproduction continue
to disembody ourselves, our relationships with other
human beings, as well as with nature. In order to
create non-alienating, non-exploitative, and non-violent
forms of production and reproduction, we must first examine
what exploitative, alienating, oppressive and violent
labouring is and then determine what the ~ideal” or “good~”
life should consist of. This study is Jjust one small
step in this direction. Future studies must entail,
for example, a more specific analysis of how technology is
increasingly being used to dominate men, women, and
nature and whether there ije any room for such
tools in a self-sufficient, unalienated, exploitation—
free, and embodying concept of labour.

The experiences of poor Indian women, as examined
in this thesis, show that the endless need for
growth inherent in capital accumulation is, in fact,
dependent on the destruction of the very core of
their Dbeing. It 3is dependent on the remolding of
women's bodies and health--of their embodied selves—-
by antihumenist means of production and reproduction
in order to satiefy the demands of the State and
economy. (Mies et al., 1888; O7Neill, 1885). Women“s
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movements around the world cannot afford to ignore
the deterioration in the 1lives of fewmaleas. If there
iz any Tbasis for a “global” sisterhood that does
not reduce race, gender, and culture to identity and
inegquality, it will depend on the ability of
feminist movements to recognize and explore the
nature of women” s disembodiment. This is an
essential step towards empowerment feor  feminists
in order to overcome the sense of ©powerlessness
and the illusion that nothing can be done as long

as capitaliem continues to exist. As Heyzer puts it:

emancipation eventually will depend on the ability of
women to create sufficient consciousness and strength
at the international, national and local levels
to introduce, sustain and reproduce new concepts and
values of human relationships, work and alternative
structures in society s0 that exploitative social
formations, systems and institutions of subordination
can no longer exist because the social climate
or culture refuses to allow their maintenance
and because there are more attractive
alternatives for living (1986: 133).
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