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Gender, Resistance and Land: Interlinked
Struggles Over Resources and Meanings in

South Asia

BINA AGARWAL

This article examines the nature of women's resistance to gender
inequities in resource distribution and ideological representation.
It argues that to understand how women perceive these inequities
we need to take into account not only their overt protests but also
the many covert forms their resistance might take. At the same
time, to significantly alter gendered structures of property and
power it appears necessary to move beyond 'individual-covert' to
'group-overt' (organised collective) resistance. These issues are
examined here especially in the context of women's struggles for
land rights and gender equality in South Asia. Although histori-
cally South Asian women have been important participants in
peasant movements, these movements have not been typified by
women demanding independent land rights or contesting ini-
quitous gender relations within the movements and within their
families. Some recent challenges in this direction indicate that
attaining gender equality in the distribution of productive
resources will require a simultaneous struggle against constraining
ideological constructions of gender, including (in many regions)
associated social practices such as purdah. And in both types of
struggle (namely concerning resources and gender ideologies),
group-overt resistance is likely to be of critical importance.

INTRODUCTION

Within the spectrum of social science views on how the poor and
subjugated respond to oppression, two contrasting ones dominate. A
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82 THE JOURNAL OF PEASANT STUDIES

long-standing view which continues to hold sway is that the oppressed
have a false perception of their real economic interests, buy into the
ideology of the oppressor, and so become complicit in their own oppres-
sion. Raising people's consciousness about their oppression and reveal-
ing where their true economic interests lie thus becomes a necessary
condition for change.' An alternative, more recent, view is that the
oppressed are not passive victims who uncritically accept the ideological
justifications promulgated by the privileged, but that they resist oppres-
sion in many covert and subtle ways. Variants of both views, albeit in less
polarized forms, may be found in current social science discussions on
Asia. By way of illustration, consider the approaches of two influential
writers: Amartya Sen [1990a; 1990b] and James Scott [1985]. Sen, in
explaining observed gender biases in intra-family resource distribution,
especially in South Asia, emphasises the need to distinguish between
women's perceptions of their self-interest and 'some more objective
notion of their . . . well-being' [Sen, 1990a: 133]. He suggests that,
especially in 'traditional societies', women may suffer from a form of false
consciousness in that they may not have a clear perception of their
individual self-interest, and may attach less value to their own well-being
than to the family's well-being, in effect making them complicit in the
perpetuation of their own oppression:

[IJnsofar as intrafamily divisions involve significant inequalities in
the allotment of food, medical attention, health care, and the like
(often unfavorable to the well-being - even survival - of women),
the lack of perception of personal interest combined with a great
concern for family welfare is, of course, just the kind of attitude that
helps to sustain the traditional inequalities. There is much evidence
in history that acute inequalities often survive precisely by making
allies out of the deprived. The underdog conies to accept the
legitimacy of the unequal order and becomes an implicit accomplice
... [Sen, 1990a: 126, emphasis added].

In contrast, Scott [1985], in his book Weapons of the Weak, based upon
his fieldwork in a Malaysian village, seeks to demonstrate that even under
the most oppressive conditions, the disadvantaged resist. This resistance
can take a variety of forms, including passive non-compliance, subtle
sabotage, evasion, and deception:

Most of the forms of [peasant resistance] .. . stop well short of
collective outright defiance. Here I have in mind the ordinary
weapons of relatively powerless groups: foot dragging, dissimula-
tion, false compliance, pilfering, feigned ignorance, slander, arson,
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GENDER, RESISTANCE AND LAND: SOUTH ASIA 83

sabotage, and so forth. These Brechtian forms of class struggle have
certain features in common. They require little or no coordination
or planning; they often represent a form of individual self-help; and
they typically avoid any direct symbolic confrontation with
authority or with elite norms. To understand these commonplace
forms of resistance is to understand what much of the peasantry
does 'between revolts' to defend its interests as best it can [Scott,
1985: 29].

Scott argues that these are conscious acts by individuals who are capable
of penetrating the ideological fabric woven by the privileged and that
these acts give their resistance symbolic meaning; that is, the poor are not
victims of false consciousness. The 'everyday forms of peasant resistance'
thus have both material and symbolic manifestations: we might say they
are part of a struggle over both resources and meanings.

Scott does not 'gender' his analysis, however, nor does he probe into
the family. He focuses on the class nature of resistance, particularly on
the encounters between poor peasants and landlords, and fails to ask how
gender might interact with class (or other forms of social hierarchy) both
to structure that hierarchy in specific ways, and to determine the forms
that resistance to it might take. In particular, women's resistance could
have a dual dimension: against the class (or caste/race) character of
economic and social oppression and against its specific gender aspects,
both within the household and outside it. In addition, women's forms of
resistance might be different from those of men, because neither the
nature of oppression nor the weapons available for resistance are identi-
cal for women and men.2 Nevertheless, the basic thrust of Scott's argu-
ment has relevance for analysing gender responses, and contrasts with
Sen's characterisation.

How we characterise women's consciousness and perceptions is of
considerable importance, since it impinges critically on how we assess the
prospects for change in women's situation and identify what the most
effective forms of action would be. The contrasting views that exist on this
raise several questions which are worthy of in-depth empirical investiga-
tion, such as: what are women's perceptions about themselves and their
economic and social situations within and outside the family? To what
extent have women absorbed the ideologies favouring male interest?
Does this acceptance differ by women's positions in the social hierarchy
(such as by class, caste and so on)? What covert forms does women's
resistance take in speech and action? What are the material constraints on
women's overt resistance? And so on.

This article examines the nature of women's resistance, especially in
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84 THE JOURNAL OF PEASANT STUDIES

the context of their struggle for land rights and gender equality in South
Asia. It argues that women's perceptions about gender inequities cannot
be understood merely by looking for overt acts of resistance, but by
taking account of the many covert ways in which women express their dis-
affection. At the same time, covert acts alone (whether undertaken in-
dividually or in groups) are unlikely to significantly alter the unequal
structures of property and power which underlie oppressive gender
relations. To alter these is likely to require overt resistance and struggle,
and not only by individual women but by women organised and acting as a
group. Although peasant women in South Asia have had a long history of
participation in agrarian struggles, until recently they have not asserted
their independent claims to the land being struggled for; nor have they
organised as a group to challenge the gender inequities embedded both in
the organisational set-ups of these movements and in the intra-family
relations of the movements' members. What explains recent cases of
change in this direction? This issue is addressed here by examining
women's involvement in some major peasant struggles for gaining rights
over arable land - the most critical form of property in rural South Asia.
These case studies also illustrate how the factors obstructing the transfor-
mation of gender relations are simultaneously material and ideological,
interacting with and reinforcing each other. Change will therefore neces-
sitate both a struggle over resources and a struggle over meanings,
conducted in several different arenas - the family, the community and the
State.

Women's resistance and forms of contestation are defined here in the
broadest possible way, ranging from individual acts of covert non-
compliance to overt confrontation by women's organisations, with vary-
ing degrees of covert group action and overt individual action in between.
Indeed, the situation of disaffection reflected in women's everyday forms
of individual resistance provides a necessary (if not sufficient) ground for
mobilization on a mass scale, that is, for progression from a situation of
individual-covert to group-overt forms of contestation and resistance (as
elaborated later in the article).

Section I of this article will examine the diverse, typically covert, ways
in which rural women in South Asia are observed to resist especially
existing intra-family gender inequities, and what this reveals regarding
women's perceptions about those inequities. Section II will focus on more
overt and collective forms of resistance embodied in some major
struggles over land in the late 1940s and the late 1970s and early 1980s in
which large numbers of women peasants participated; these struggles
differed in notable ways from one another in the attention given to
women's lack of independent land rights and to other gender inequities.
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GENDER, RESISTANCE AND LAND: SOUTH ASIA 85

These examples of struggles over land demonstrate the critical impor-
tance of group-overt articulation by women of their gender-specific
interests, as well as the necessity of contesting gender inequities simul-
taneously on the economic and the ideological fronts. Section III
develops these points further, and focuses on the importance of group
strength in enabling rural women to challenge gendered norms and
representations; this is revealed especially in the beginnings of attempts
by poor rural women (as members of grassroots groups) to question the
strictures of purdah (female seclusion) in pockets of South Asia.

I. ON WOMEN'S CONSCIOUSNESS AND COVERT RESISTANCE

Existing evidence suggests that an emphasis on women's false percep-
tions (as in Sen's [1990a] analysis) is problematic on several counts as a
characterisation of women's understanding of and responses to gender
inequalities. At the same time, 'gendering' resistance reveals a variety of
complexities which are not obvious when the only basis of inequality
examined is class, as in Scott's [1985] analysis. Consider first the argu-
ment that women may tend to accept the legitimacy of the unequal order
within the family, indeed that they may become accomplices to its
continuance. Empirical work which probes beyond women's overt
behaviour into their covert responses reveals many diverse examples of
women's 'everyday' resistance, although the focus on this phenomenon is
recent and largely unsystematic. The examples given below are illustra-
tive and relate primarily to intra-family gender relations, although some
instances of resistance in extra-family contexts are also recounted.

Within the family, women's resistance is seen to be directed on the one
hand against inequalities in resource distribution and control, and on the
other hand against the authority exercised by family members such as
husbands and parents-in-law. There are numerous examples of village
women covertly seeking to gain access to some cash which they can
independently control, by undertaking income-earning activities in secret
or selling small amounts of household grain clandestinely to safeguard
their earnings from their husbands and in-laws.3

Abdullah and Zeidenstein [1982: 47], for instance, in their many
interviews in Bangladeshi villages, observe:

Women told us usually what other women have done. For example,
one woman stocked rice in another woman's house so her husband
would not know she had it. Another woman had a neighbour raise a
goat for her so her husband would not know about i t . . . Yet another
woman has opened a pan business with her young son and has told

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

17
4.

21
.9

7.
23

4]
 a

t 1
5:

02
 2

2 
A

pr
il 

20
14

 



86 THE JOURNAL OF PEASANT STUDIES

him to keep their earnings a secret from the husband. Most women
say that they hide their savings in holes in the bamboo, in the roof,
or under piles of cloth.

Similarly, Nath [1984] finds that Bangladeshi village women often use the
cash they earn from trading, or cash and jewellery they have received as
marriage gifts, to invest in goats and cows which they keep in their
parental homes. This is especially typical of women living with their in-
laws, where any benefits from the earnings have to be shared with the rest
of the extended household.

In India and Pakistan also, several scholars describe cases of village
women secretly selling grain to get some autonomous access to cash so
that they would not need to ask their husbands for money every time a
curd vendor or a cloth seller appeared [Luschinsky, 1962; Lindholm,
1982; Asuri, 1975]. In the North-West Frontier Province (NWFP) of
Pakistan, Lindholm [1982: 201] notes: 'The husband considers this theft,
but the wife considers it her just dues for her work.' And women coir
workers in Sri Lanka are found to 'usually hide their money in different
parts of the house, so that, after a beating, [the woman] can disclose one
place, thereby giving [the husband] the illusion she has handed all her
savings to him' [Risseeuw, 1988: 278].

Women use the money they so control in different ways. Although
most spend it on the family's subsistence needs, some also spend it on
their own needs. One woman told her husband the money she had earned
came from her family and bought a house in her own name, because if it
were in his name he would sell it and 'eat' the proceeds [Abdullah and
Zeidensttin, 1982]. Some others bought gifts for family members to win
their support and affection [Luschinsky, 1962].

Unequal food-sharing in a joint family household may also be circum-
vented in ingenious ways. Two women in Enslin's study village in Nepal
had a clandestine picnic, which one of them describes as follows [Enslin,
1990: 167-8]:

One day when we lived in the hills, Thultidee came to me and said
she wanted to have a good afternoon snack (kaza) because she
never got to eat good food in her house. For us the best snack is lots
of rice and ghee (clarified butter). She asked me to bring some of the
ghee which I could claim as my own since I had just brought it from
my maternal home. Thultidee said she would bring rice.

Bui we could not cook in our own house because we did not want
anyone to know. We thought we could go to the forest but we
needed an excuse. We couldn't just disappear. We decided to do
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GENDER, RESISTANCE AND LAND: SOUTH ASIA 87

parma (cooperative labour) on each other's family fields. We could
do some work and then cook our meal.

We worked all morning in our field and then began to cook. I was
afraid... [my husband] might come and then see me even though he
was sick. He did come after we had finished our meal. We felt guilty
and worked hard to show him we had done nothing wrong. But we
enjoyed our meal and freedom that day.

Resistance to intra-family authority structures similarly takes diverse
forms. White [1992: 138] recounts how a village woman in Bangladesh
made tea with milk for herself and her woman visitor but served tea
without milk to her husband and his friends, so that the men would 'not
think she has nothing better to do than make tea for them all day, and
should be discouraged from returning'.

In addition to such spontaneous acts, covert resistance may also take
more structured forms. One such is spirit possession. This is a common
form of covert resistance among men in disadvantaged groups in India
and elsewhere (see, for example, Gough [1958], and Lewis [1989]).
Gough [1958], for instance, observed that low-caste men in Kerala used
the cults of spirit possession, sorcery, witchcraft and so on, to express
aggression against their Nayar employers and to highlight injustices
which could not readily be brought before a secular authority. In ritual
contexts, low-caste men possessed by 'alien ghosts' had to be treated with
great respect by the Nayar employer and be given whatever gifts they
demanded. The workers also used this opportunity to voice the
grievances of their community against their employers.

Spirit possession as resistance has yet to be systematically examined in
relation to women. In Rajasthan a number of village women, including
some from my grandmother's village, told me that women sometimes
claimed to be possessed by a spirit which demanded appeasement, in
order to extract food items otherwise denied to them. They would be
given what they asked for, with the blame for their greed being put on the
spirit rather than on them. Similar cases may be found elsewhere. For
instance, Khan [1983] recounts how in the tribal belt of Pakistan's NWFP,
a woman became possessed every time she saw meat, and in that state
demanded and ate large quantities. Khan [1983: 92], on enquiring from a
relative of the woman whether she showed any after effects from exces-
sive eating, was told: 'It is not she who eats so much, it's her peryan [the
spirit], so why should she show after effects of excessive eating?'4 One
poor peasant woman in Rajasthan told me she had used the method of
spirit possession successfully to pressure her husband into giving up
alcohol!5
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88 THE JOURNAL OF PEASANT STUDIES

Both silence and words can be a means of resistance and protest. Tamang
women in Nepal sometimes use the language of silence to register their
disapproval of family decisions or social interactions. March [1988] notes:

Silence is expected in subordinate and respectful relations. But it
can be called upon to (threaten to) break off peer relations. The
special difficulty in interpreting silence, then revolves around the
uncertainty as to whether a woman is acting out of deferential
respect for and duty toward . . . [a relation], or whether she is,
silently of course, making a declaration of her independence from
that very relation [1988: 21].

Hence:

When [women]... who are not constrained to be silent, don't talk,
they seem to be testing the limits of their rights (to speak among
other things) in those relations. Their threat is precisely that they
will cease to speak, that they will break off relations; and the
ultimate right they hold in the relationship is to sever it [1988: 20].

More commonly it is in the words of women's songs, with their pointed
irreverence toward the authority of in-laws, that protest is discernable,
especially among Hindus and Muslims of northwest India and Pakistan
Punjab and among Nepali Hindus. Parts of two songs from Rampur
village in Uttar Pradesh (India) are reproduced below:

O my friend! My in-laws' house is a wretched place.
My mother-in-law is a very bad woman.
She always struts about full of anger.

O my friendl My in-laws' house is a wretched place.
My husband's elder brother is a very bad man.
He always slips off to the threshing at his hayrack . . .

[Leww, 1958: 188]
0 mother-in-law! Why do you strut about
And pretend that you love me so much?
1 will not get down from my palanquin
Unless you give me a separate fireplace.
0 Father-in-law! Why do you jingle your moneybag?
1 will not get down from my palanquin
Unless you build a separate big house for me.

[Lewis, 1958: 186]

As Enslin [1990:82] insightfully observes: 'The joking presentation belies
the critical substance of [many] songs [that women sing]. Women express
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GENDER, RESISTANCE AND LAND: SOUTH ASIA 89

their dissatisfaction with their married life, criticize their in-laws' cruelty
and even express their desire to commit suicide or to return to their natal
home.' In an oral tradition, especially given the prevailing high levels of
illiteracy, songs have effectively provided the basis of a 'subculture' of
protest, not only but especially for women.6

Similarly, during Hindu weddings in many regions, an irreverence
towards men and marital relations in general is ritually enacted by women
after the wedding party has departed from the groom's house. An integral
part of this enactment is male impersonation and the parodying of male
behaviour in various contexts.7 In Muslim weddings too, in parts of north
India and Pakistan, customs similar in intent, although varying in form,
prevail. Drawing on fieldwork in Pakistan Punjab, Merry [1983: 291]
comments on this as follows:

Throughout her life, there is the ever present possibility that a
woman's pursuit of self-interest will foil the plans of her father,
brothers, or husband who pursue other goals... The suppression of
a woman's self-interested action and the potential for frustration of
her desires and goals are the source of the customary disrespect
shown by women to men at weddings. These customs permit
women to vent their frustrations and hostilities while remaining
submissive and obedient.8

Sexual jokes and songs about male impotency similarly seek to under-
mine notions of male superiority and are a well-developed genre in
Bangladesh and north India.9

More generally, persistent complaining, pleading ill-health, playing off
male affines and consanguines against each other, threatening to return
to the natal home, withdrawing into silence, refusing to eat, and with-
holding sex from husbands are all means by which women try to get their
own way within the family.10

All these examples, in different ways, challenge any simple notion that
village women have accepted the legitimacy of their subordinate situa-
tion." They indicate that women's overt behaviour patterns and public
assertions are not the best measures of how they really perceive their
situation. It is, in general, difficult to infer from people's overt behaviour
whether they are conforming because they fully accept the legitimacy of
an unequal order, or partially accept it, or out of fear, or because they
have (or believe they have) no other options.12 To understand women's
perceptions, therefore, it is necessary to penetrate beneath the surface of
behaviour, taking cognisance of covert acts of resistance and probing the
obstacles to overt resistance. The appearance of compliance need not
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mean that women lack a correct perception of their best interests; rather
it can reflect a survival strategy stemming from the constraints on their
ability to act overtly in pursuit of those interests. Hence although I agree
with Sen [1990a: 126] that 'it can be a serious error to take the absence of
protests and questioning of inequality as evidence of the absence of that
inequality ... ' , I would add that it can be equally an error to take the
absence of overt protest as the absence of a questioning of inequality.
Compliance need not imply complicity.

The same argument would hold in relation to women's responses to
receiving less than they deserve of the family's resources. What a person
deserves might be assessed - by women and by others - in relation, say, to
a person's contribution to family welfare, and/or in relation to a person's
individual needs. Women's contributions (as Sen [1990a] also notes) are
often perceived as smaller than they actually are. But here we need to
look at both how women themselves perceive the value of their contribu-
tions, and how other family members perceive that contribution.13 In
relation to women's own perceptions, studies based on interviews with
peasant women in many parts of India and Bangladesh suggest that
women do in fact recognise the importance of their work contribution to
family welfare, while lamenting the little recognition their contribution
receives from other family members. A Jat woman in a middle peasant
household in rural Punjab comments:

We are the slaves of slaves. Agricultural labourer men help Jat men
in the fields, but for Jat women it only means more work. We have
to cook more food and feed the labourers as well... Women should
also have fixed hours of work. We too must have a rest period
[Horowitz and Kishwar, 1982: 17].

Similarly, a poor peasant woman in rural Himachal Pradesh says:

We women stay at home and do back-breaking work even if we are
feeling ill or if we are pregnant. There is no sick leave for us. But we
do not have any money of our own and when the men come home
we have to cast our eyes down and bow our heads (i.e. act
submissively) before them (Sharma [1980: 207]; insertion as in the
original).

We also noted earlier how some women looked upon stealing from the
family's granary as taking their just dues.

Where there does appear to be a clear perception bias in relation to
women's contribution is in the undercounting and undervaluation of
women's work by others (including not just family members but also
policy makers and bureaucrats implementing development programmes:
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GENDER, RESISTANCE AND LAND: SOUTH ASIA 91

see, for example Abdullah and Zeidenstein [1982], and Goetz [1990]).
Systematic undervaluation of women's contribution in a system where
contribution is one of the important principles underlying distribution,
reinforces their deprivation.

Likewise, in many parts of the subcontinent (even if not uniformly),
women's needs are underplayed and assumed to be subordinate to or
even synonymous with the needs of the 'family', while for men the
distinction between family and personal needs is widely accepted and
sanctioned.

However, the fact that society may undervalue women's contributions
and needs does not mean that women themselves accept that valuation as
just. Rather, as noted, they often show in various ways that they object to
the unfair deal they are getting. Establishing the legitimacy of their
personal needs is therefore itself an issue of contestation for women, as is
gaining recognition of the worth of their contribution.

This is not to deny that socialisation shapes attitudes among both men
and women, or that some women may understate their own contributions
and needs. Rather it is to emphasise that we cannot infer from overt
behaviour whether women really accept the ideological justifications of
male privilege and the inequitable distribution of resources and work
burdens within the home, or whether they do perceive the situation as
unjust but feel compelled to adopt compliant behaviour as a survival
strategy, or whether their perceptions are some combination of both.

The observations of researchers and activists who have made it a point
to speak to village women in contexts where they could express them-
selves relatively freely, or who have used the method of participant
observation to penetrate the subculture of resistance, suggest that: (a)
village women are in fact much less accepting of gender inequity in their
perceptions and understanding than their overt behaviour patterns
suggest; (b) on certain issues, many women articulate and appear to
believe in ideologies that benefit men, for instance maintaining that
childcare and housework are women's responsibilities, but on many other
issues there is observable resistance, such as towards family authority
structures, male control over cash, and domestic violence; and (c) there
are often notable differences in the views expressed by middle or rich
peasant women and poor peasant women. In my talks with village women
in Rajasthan, it was the middle and rich peasant women (who benefited
from their husbands' properties and were also socially constrained from
taking up outside employment), rather than women agricultural
labourers, who typically mentioned that it was important to have sons for
continuing the lineage or who had a more adverse attitude toward
daughters.
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Horowitz and Kishwar [1982] similarly found a much more adverse
attitude toward daughters among women of landed households than
among women agricultural labourers. And in the context of Bangladesh,
Gardner [1990: 439] notes: 'It is the poorest women who are the most
outspoken, smoke tobacco, sing the songs of love and passion more
openly, and leave the confines of their BARIS most often . . . [They also]
appear very much less submissive or passive than the women whose men
provide for them.' Added to these complexities is another one distinct to
intra-family gender oppression, namely the fact that marital and kin
relationships have an emotional dimension which makes it more difficult
for women to confront these relationships as oppressive. This issue does
not arise with class oppression.

Taking cognisance of these and related complexities means that
although insights such as those of Scott, based on an observation of class-
related forms of covert resistance, have considerable relevance for
analysing gender resistance, they also need modification for a gender
analysis, especially when probing intra-family relations.

In other words, in the spectrum between approaches that emphasise
false consciousness (as Sen's does) and those that emphasise full con-
sciousness (as Scott's does), the situation in relation to gender appears to
be somewhere in between, closer to Scott's position but not entirely
congruent with it.14

However, if women's actions are not necessarily dictated by false
consciousness, then what would explain why peasant women in north
India usually eat last and least while feeding the best food to their sons
and husbands?15 Or how would we account for the common observation
that women spend the resources they control largely on family needs
rather than on personal needs, that they fulfil the 'family's' choices even
in their 'personal' choices; or that women forfeit their inheritance claims
in land in favour of brothers? A number of writers explain such actions if
not in terms of false consciousness then in terms of women's being
socialised into acting more responsibly or more altruistically than men
(see, for example, White [1992], Sharma [1980], and Papanek [1990]).
There is probably some validity in this explanation, but it is also inade-
quate on several counts. First, it is put forward as a generalisation,
although, there are significant differences in patterns across regions and
communities. It could of course be argued that these reflect differences in
socialisation, but it cannot be denied that there are also clear variations in
women's material conditions which make women in some regions and
communities much more dependent on their marital families than in
other regions and communities. It is a telling point that in India, in
contrast to women in the patrilineal-patrilocal northwest, women among
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the matrilineal-matrilocal Garos of the northeast don't wait for late-
returning husbands before eating their evening meal.16

Second, women's notion of 'family' needs probing. In a documentary
film on women in Indian agriculture made in 1988, a constant refrain of
poor rural women interviewed across the country was that they needed
land and work independent of their husbands to feed their children [Roy
and Dewan, 1988]. The women clearly felt responsible for their children's
welfare, and saw their interests as congruent with those of their children
but antagonistic to those of their husbands. Again in Bankura district
(West Bengal), women agricultural labourers at a camp organised in 1980
by the Government's department of revenue and land reforms said:

Will the sarkar [government] please tell us why when land is offered
for homesteads it is not given to us? What is a home for? We feel
that a home should be mainly to provide some security for children.
Who is responsible for children? Not our men. They are our
responsibility [Mazumdar, 1983: x].

In other words, women's concern with 'family' needs did not necessarily
extend to include the husband. A number of Indian grassroots activists I
have spoken to affirm that this is often the case. I found this too in
conversations with lower-caste women in Rajasthan.17

Third, spending their income on family needs, especially on sons, can
be women's indirect way of securing their own future. For instance, given
prevailing male advantage in labour markets and property rights and
women's need for male mediation in the community, a woman may
expend most care on her sons because she sees them as her best
investment for her future,18 rather than because she does not perceive her
own interests and has bought into the dominant male ideology, or even
out of altruism: after all, would altruism be so obviously sex-selective?
Similarly, if women give up their individual rights in family assets or
resources in favour of their sons, brothers, or the extended family, or
show a considerable concern for family welfare, or give gifts to kin to
secure their affection, this could be interpreted as ways by which women
with a weak resource position seek to strengthen their intra-family and
kinship ties in order to ensure that they will receive economic and social
support when they need it. In other words, women may sacrifice their
immediate welfare for future security; this would be perfectly in keeping
with self-interested behaviour, and need not imply a gap between
women's 'objective' well-being and their perception of their well-being.

Similarly, Bangladeshi village women's increasing assertion (or
proclaimed intention to assert) their land rights today when kin support
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structures are eroding,19 while a generation ago their mothers gave up
those rights in favour of brothers when kin support was more readily
forthcoming, are both actions that can be interpreted as congruent with
self-interest, given the inter-generational changes in their situations,
even though the mothers' behaviour may appear to be altruistic and that
of the daughters self-interested.

Both altruism and self-interest would thus be consistent with women's
observed concern with expending their energies and earnings on the
family's, and especially the children's, needs. I would suggest that
typically both motivations would be operating, but that this mix is not
limited to women, although notions of self-sacrifice, nurturance, and so
on are usually more emphasised for women than men.20 (In addition,
altruism need not imply false consciousness. Altruistic and self-interested
actions can both be self-aware actions.)

The recognition that South Asian rural women, like men, may be
motivated by self-interest as well as altruism, and by concern with
individual as well as family welfare, even if in differing degrees, and even
if their overt actions tend to place men and women on different sides of
the spectrum, also helps focus attention more directly on the material
constraints that affect women's behaviour. It cautions against explana-
tions which are socio-biological in their thrust (for example, 'women are
by "nature" more self-sacrificing'), or which presume deficiencies in
women's self-perception or economic motivation.21 It calls for a
strengthening of women's fall-back position,22 so that they are less
economically and socially dependent on sons, husbands or brothers,
rather than locating solutions primarily in raising women's awareness of
their oppression or changing their perceptions about what constitutes
their well-being. The clarity with which Chinese peasant women 'spoke
their bitterness' against patriarchal intra-family relations and landlord
oppression, when for the first time they were entitled to receive land in
their own names under the Communist Party's Agrarian Reform Law
Programme of 1947 [Hinton, 1972] suggests that what held them back
earlier was not lack of self-interest, but lack of the economic and political
support necessary to speak out without undue risk. Grassroots organising
experience among women in South Asia also suggests that what usually
needs changing is not so much women's perceptions of their own well-
being as their perceptions of the possibilities of improving their situa-
tions.

Whether or not women overtly protest and resist gender inequalities is
likely to depend substantially on their economic, social and political
position, which affects what they risk by doing so. Some women may be
less willing to protest against intra-family inequalities than others: for
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instance, we would expect a woman of a middle peasant household to be
less inclined to protest than a poor peasant woman, since the former has
more to gain from her husband's class position, and therefore more to
gain in cooperating with him, than the latter.23 Again, some women may
be less able to overtly protest than others. A Bangadeshi woman in
purdah with limited employment opportunities who perceives and
covertly resists inequality in intra-household resource distribution is
much less in a position to openly protest than is a tribal woman in the hills
of Nepal who has income from wage work or trading.24

An important aspect of the constraints women face is individual
isolation. Just as it is necessary to recognise that rural women often
possess a significant degree of awareness of gender oppression and resist
it in their everyday lives, so it is critical to recognise the limited effective-
ness of individual acts of resistance in changing the macro-context. It is
easy to romanticise such resistance. What such acts affirm is that women
are not necessarily complicit in their own oppression, and that their
existing levels of consciousness could provide a basis for building more
organised overt resistance. At the same time, in themselves, these are
unlikely to constitute a sufficient condition for effective change.

It is useful to spell out here the analytical distinction I make between
individual-covert and group-overt gender action. The former manifests
women's disaffection with and resistance to existing gender inequalities.
Depending on the constraints women face, resistance could also take the
form of individual-overt action. But as long as it remains individual in
form, its effectiveness is likely to be limited. Similarly, group action could
take a covert form, but its effectiveness too would be limited. A shift to
the group-overt stage in gender resistance appears crucial, since this
implies a combination of things: a recognition by women of their common
gender interests, a willingness to collectively pursue those interests, and
an explicit challenging of the structures of inequality.25 Group-overt
contestation can produce ripple effects both by demonstrating to other
women (who may not have made the leap yet) what is necessary and
possible, and by bringing undiscussed issues into the arena of public
consciousness and debate.

In this context, I would agree with those (including Sen [1990a; 1990b])
who place importance on gainful employment for women outside the
home, not only because this would make women's contributions more
visible and give them greater bargaining power within the household, but
also because it would facilitate group formation and enable women's
resistance to take overt shape. It is noteworthy that during the late 1970s,
women's organised grassroots resistance movements in the rural areas of
India emerged precisely among poor peasant and agricultural labourer
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women whose poverty conditions necessitated their working outside the
home.26

At the same time, outside employment is by no means a sufficient
condition for shaping group resistance in general, and resistance against
gender inequities in particular. The move from individual-covert to
group-overt gender action is likely to involve at least two steps of
importance: (1) a rise in group consciousness among women, based on a
recognition that many of the forms of gender oppression that they
individually face (and may covertly resist) are manifestations of a wider
system of gender inequities, that is that their situation is shared by many
other women with whom they therefore have a common interest in
fighting these inequities; and (2) the articulation of this common interest
through organised overt action as a group. Without these steps, there may
be little change in the gendered structures that constrain women. This is
especially well illustrated if we examine women's participation in
struggles to gain command over arable land which, as noted, is the most
important form of property in rural South Asia. While poor peasant
women were a significant part of most organised peasant struggles in the
subcontinent in the 1940s, they did not usually identify their own gender-
specific interests within the movements, independent of the interests of
the men of their households, although they did feel individual disaffec-
tion with men's treatment of them in the movements. The absence of
group organisation and action based on gender meant that they made few
gains in terms of independent land rights, in contrast to some peasant
struggles since the late 1970s during which more group-overt gender-
specific action by women has led to some important gains in this regard.

The Tebhaga movement in Bengal (east India) and the Telangana
movement in Andhra Pradesh (south India) are illustrative examples
from the 1940s, and are strikingly similar in terms of women's
experiences. Recently collected oral histories of women who were
involved in the Telangana movement show that although women were
active participants in the struggles, indeed many formed the backbone of
the movement, the question of gender relations within the family and
within the organisation received, at best, marginal attention. Women's
involvement in organisational decision-making was minimal, and the
issue of their independent rights in land was not taken up. In other words,
they identified with the movement in class terms and not in gender-
specific terms. A similar conclusion emerges from the Tebhaga struggle.
A significant contrast to both these movements is the more recent
Bodhgaya struggle in Bihar (east India) initiated in the late 1970s, in
which we begin to see women articulating their gender interests in a
group-overt form, in addition to recognising their common interests with
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GENDER, RESISTANCE AND LAND: SOUTH ASIA 97

the men in the movement in class terms. Consider the three movements in
turn.

II. GENDERING GROUP-OVERT RESISTANCE: GRASSROOTS
STRUGGLES OVER LAND

The Tebhaga Struggle27

The Tebhaga movement of sharecroppers was initiated in 1946-47 in
undivided Bengal, following the Great Bengal Famine of 1943 in which
an estimated three million people died.28 Sharecroppers in the region had
no occupancy rights and faced a constant threat of eviction. The landlords
took half the produce while bearing no part of the cost of production,
levied illegal cesses, and sexually exploited the women. The movement
raised the slogan of 'land to the tiller', demanded a reduction of land rents
from one-half to one-third of the crop share, and sought to end other
forms of exploitation as well. The struggle was spearheaded by the
Bengal Provincial Kisan Sabha (BPKS), under the leadership of the
Communist Party of India, with the women's self-defence league or
MARS (Mahila Atma Raksha Samiti) playing a critical mobilising role
among women.29

Within the prevailing agrarian relations, gender oppression was closely
linked to caste and economic oppression. Upper-caste landlords con-
trolled not just the labour and crop shares, but also the women of the
sharecropping households:

Like the mangoes of the [sharecropper's] trees, like the bananas of
his garden, like the gourds of his thatched roof, like the eggplant
from his garden, his daughters and daughters-in-law were the
[landlord's] property . . . If the [landlord] expresses his wish, the
daughter or the wife of the [sharecropper] will be sent to the
[landlord's] house (A woman activist, quoted in Cooper [1988:
102]).

Women of poor peasant households thus faced both economic and sexual
exploitation. Their sexual harassment added to the symbolic subjugation
of their families as well. Moreover, poor rural women were amongst the
worst sufferers in the 1943 Bengal famine [Agarwal, 1990].

Not surprisingly, therefore, both Hindu and Muslim women par-
ticipated in the movement in large numbers. Many people whom Cooper
[1988] interviewed commented that women were often more militant
than the men. She describes some of the ways in which they participated:

Women who remained in the villages during the day tended to
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become responsible for warning people of police arrivals by sound-
ing alarms, blowing conch shells for example. They provided shelter
and food for activists. Women who frequently went to market
became responsible in some areas for communication and carrying
messages between organisers. In some villages there were special
Nari Bahinis or Mohilla Bahinis (women's corps) which guarded
villages. Poor peasant women participated in meetings and demon-
strations, were in delegations to landlords and occasionally
members of tebhaga committees, although not holding particular
positions.

However, women's militancy was remembered mostly because of
their actions to resist arrests, when they displayed incredible
courage, initiative and heroism in rescuing people [Cooper, 1988:
270-71].

Women's weapons of resistance were the commonplace objects of their
daily existence - household implements used for husking and chopping
wood, brooms, knives, etc. - with which they sought (often successfully)
to disarm police parties. Chakravartty [1980: 90] recounts their methods
graphically:

As the police entered the villages, bells and conchshells used to be
blown and the echo could be heard from one end to the other . . . It
was the peasant womenfolk who organized this novel form of
warning. Almost immediately on hearing this, all the womenfolk
would take hold of broomsticks, lathis and their husking pestles .. .
and form a barricade on the village road, so that the police could not
enter.

In disarming police parties, in resisting arrests and in rescuing people,
women's initiatives assumed heroic proportions. On several occasions,
attempts by landlords to appropriate the harvested paddy from the
peasants' fields with police help were also thwarted by the women. For
instance, in Kendemari village:

. . . they least expected that a militant group of [peasant] women ...
would advance with daos, choppers and broomsticks. Tied to their
saree-ends they carried handfuls of dust, mixed with chilli powder.
As they approached the police, they threw this powder in their eyes
and the police ran for their lives [Chakravartty, 1980: 94].

Often, however, the confrontations were violent, and many courageous
women were injured or killed in police firings.

During the course of the campaign, a number of gender concerns also
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came up within the movement, such as wife-beating, women's rights to
income from their sale of poultry and other small products, and their
breaking the norms of purdah. Many women objected to wife-beating
both in the Tebhaga peasant courts and in local branches of MARS. As
one woman graphically put it: '[W]hen the husband and wife together are
dying in the field, in the battle for Tebhaga; when the two together are
fighting against the enemy, how then was it possible for one soldier to
beat the other after returning home?' (cited in Custers [1987: 177]). In
some areas the campaign against domestic violence made a strong
impact, but in others the culprits got off lightly. Again, especially in
Muslim areas when male peasants objected to women attending the kisan
samiti (peasant committee) meetings, some of the women retorted: 'It
does not hurt your sense of propriety when we sow or harvest in the fields
along with you. How does it become objectionable when we want to
attend kisan samiti meetings?' (cited in Custers [1987:172]). Objections
nevertheless continued, and the issue was never settled.

Whatever gains women made in these contexts, however, were ad hoc
and 'not the outcome of conscious policies to eradicate rural poor
women's social oppression on the part of the Communist Party, the
Kishan Sabha or even MARS' [Custers 1987: 180-1]. Despite women's
active participation in the struggle, unequal gender relations persisted
both within and outside the movement. For instance, the issue of
women's rights in land was not discussed, although women's demand that
money from the sale of vegetables and poultry raised by them be
exclusively theirs, was conceded. Most of the women were excluded from
the formal organisation of the BPKS and the Communist Party, and
could thus play little role in decision-making. Women's objections to
domestic violence led to the boycott of some of the male activists
responsible, but the issue was not seen as integral to the larger political
struggle and the social relations that the movement was addressing. And
although during the most intense periods of the agitation, women were
able to emerge out of subordinate and domestic roles, they were forced to
return to largely unchanged gender relations within the family when the
struggle ended.

These features, in one form or another, were strikingly paralleled in
the Telangana struggle being waged around the same time in another part
of the country.

The Telangana Struggle
The Telangana struggle, which was initiated around 1945, intensified
during 1948-51, and called off in 1951, was an armed struggle against
feudal rule in the Andhra Pradesh countryside, organised by the Com-
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munist Party of India. It was a movement to restore land to the peasant
cultivators, raise agricultural wages, and end forced labour and the sexual
exploitation of women. At its height, the struggle is said to have involved
some three million men and women across 3000 villages in several
districts of Telangana [Lalita et al, 1989: 2].

As in undivided Bengal, feudal oppression under the Nizam of
Hyderabad on the eve of independence included both economic exploita-
tion of the tenant and labourer families and the sexual exploitation of
women: 'Everything the men suffered under the system, the women
suffered twice over. If the landlord fancied a woman, she was taken.
When she got married, it was the prerogative of the landlord to sleep with
her on the first night' [Lalita etal., 1989: 3]. The women who participated
in the struggle came from both landless and middle peasant backgrounds.
They joined the movement for diverse reasons: most fought for economic
improvement and land, but some also sought escape from violent mar-
riages or from their restricted lives and came for 'the opportunity of
experiencing something other than producing for the family' [Lalita et al.,
1989: 259]. The struggle was strongly repressed by the police: those
participating were frequently beaten up, many killed, and there were
several incidents of mass rape.

As the repression intensified and many of the men moved to the
forests, the women remained behind, 'holding together what was left in
the village' and forming the backbone of resistance [Lalita et al., 1989:
260]. Like their counterparts in the Tebhaga movement, the Telangana
women used everyday objects to defend themselves: chilli powder, slings
and pestles. They evolved collective forms of resistance which were
spontaneous and untaught. Disguised as boys, women served as couriers
passing secret messages, and women also bore much of the burden of
finding safe shelters in the city.

Yet the attitude of the Communist Party toward the women remained
ambiguous. In a series of graphic interviews with women who had
participated in the struggle, Lalita et al. [1989] paint a picture of how the
Party behaved and how women felt at the collapse of the struggle. The
Party's ambivalence was revealed in a number of ways. First, while
recognising that the women were indispensable to the movement, the
Party was reluctant to see them as more than merely 'supportive'. Few
women were admitted as Party members. Many who came forward to
join the struggle, leaving behind their husbands, 'would feed the com-
rades, giving up their own meals . . . carry letters for us, get beaten up
because of us, and yet there was no question of membership for these
women'.30 Custers' [1987: 196-7] interview with Ravi Narayyan Reddy,
one of the leaders of the Communist Party in Hyderabad state, is

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

17
4.

21
.9

7.
23

4]
 a

t 1
5:

02
 2

2 
A

pr
il 

20
14

 



GENDER, RESISTANCE AND LAND: SOUTH ASIA 101

revealing. When asked why so few women were recruited in the Party
despite his claim that there was 'absolute equality between men and
women' in the Telangana movement, Reddy answered: 'They did not
have the consciousness to fight with rifles and all that.' When Custers
persisted, Reddy admitted that it had really to do with the fact that: 'After
all they are women. We did not like that women should be taken into the
battlefield.' Women's large-scale participation in demonstrations, rallies,
and even in armed struggle in some instances, amply indicates that their
exclusion from the Party had little to do with their 'consciousness' and
much to do with the Party's prejudices.

Second, the women found the Party's attitude towards sexual mores to
be at best ambivalent and typically highly conservative: 'We women are
still being looked upon with the old outlook, that we are inferior. Any slip
or mistake we commit, our leaders come down very heavily on us. It
becomes a subject of open gossip and scandal... If we move a little freely,
we are watched with suspicion.'31 The Party was not sure 'whether it was
the correct thing to take such women away from their husbands. They
were afraid that the Party would lose its reputation.'32

Third, issues concerning gender relations in the home, such as wife
beating, and social problems affecting women, such as dowry demands
and women's unequal access to property, received little serious attention:
'[T]hey never took up women's issues as political or ideological issues to
be discussed and analysed. It was more like a ritual... Some leaders used
to dismiss these issues lightly.'33 'They were not issues that seemed large
enough to break up lives.'34 These attitudes were also reflected on the
land question. The possibility of women having independent titles, or
even titles jointly with their husbands, was not raised. And in the land
distribution programme of the Party, women's land rights were
recognised only if they were widows.

Although the struggle changed women's lives in some significant ways,
it left them untouched in many others. A tenancy law passed as a result of
the struggle abolished the forced labour system, undermining many
elements of economic and sexual exploitation associated with feudalism.
Also, many middle peasant women who had participated in the struggle
did not go back to a secluded existence: '[Earlier] we did not know what
was behind this wall. We could never go out. But now we go out and look
to our agricultural work.'35 However, the impact of women's participation
on intra-family gender relations and the gender division of labour was
marginal. Mallu Swarajyam, who commanded a guerrilla squad and
gained a legendary reputation during the movement, said: 'So when the
struggle was withdrawn [the Party] told us to go and marry . . . We fought
with them. We said that even if the forms of struggle had changed we

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

17
4.

21
.9

7.
23

4]
 a

t 1
5:

02
 2

2 
A

pr
il 

20
14

 



102 THE JOURNAL OF PEASANT STUDIES

should be given some work.'36 And other women added with bitterness:
'They have used us so long and now they say go stay at home. How could
they even understand what the situation was at home? How could one
ever tell them? What mental torture -1 was really upset. That was my first
taste of suffering.'37 And: 'What do you think it means, to wield weapons
in the struggle and sit before sewing machines now?'38

The Tebhaga and Telangana struggles show strong similarities on several
counts and have some common lessons to offer on the question of gender.
First, the overall perspectives of both movements reflected the assump-
tion that in economic terms, the family is a homogeneous unit within
which the benefits of economic gain would be shared equitably. Land
distributed after the Telangana struggle thus went to the male household
heads, the exceptions being widow-headed households.

Second, intra-family gender relations were typically seen as belonging
to the personal sphere, and at best as a social issue and not a political one
needing to be addressed with the same seriousness as class and caste
inequality. The double standards in the sexual mores prescribed for men
and women in the community were replicated rather than challenged
within the movements. There was inadequate recognition that women's
oppression within the family could not be explained solely as an offshoot
of feudal relations. (The limited action against wife-beating did not
translate into a theoretical perspective on gender relations.) This view of
gender relations was not unique to these movements: it broadly reflected
leftist thinking (within and outside the Communist Party context) in
much of the world, and it continues to be widely prevalent even today.

Third, despite women's indispensable role in the struggles, their
relegating domestic work to the background was seen as a temporary
aberration, and life was expected to revert to the familiar pattern after the
struggle. This view also impinged on women's exclusion from major
decision-making processes within the organisations.

Fourth, although women co-operated closely with one another in the
resistance movement, their co-operation on gender-specific issues was
limited. In particular, during the Telangana struggle any show of
solidarity between women on such counts was discouraged by the Party.
This would have weakened women's ability to take up gender issues
forcefully.

It is almost three decades later, in the late 1970s, that we begin to see a
growth of awareness in some mass-based peasant organisations that
gender concerns need to be integral to any struggle for building a more
just and equal society. A spreading women's movement in India and a
growing feminist consciousness have been crucial to this recognition. A
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significant example of this is the Bodhgaya movement in Bihar, during
which some of these issues were explicitly addressed (probably for the
first time in a peasant movement in South Asia). It is important to
examine this case in some depth because it illustrates several things: the
importance many peasant women place on having independent rights in
land, and their emphasis on the links between women's economic depen-
dency and their social oppression; the multiple tiers of resistance that
women must overcome in their struggles; and the need to link local land
struggles with wider legal, institutional and ideological ones.

The Bodhgaya Struggle
The Bodhgaya peasant movement was initiated in 1978 in the Gaya
district of Bihar (one of India's most caste-factionalised states, containing
a substantial proportion of the country's poor).39 It was a struggle by
landless labourers and sharecroppers to gain access to land which they
had cultivated for decades but which was controlled by a Hindu Math (a
monastery-cum-temple complex). The Math held some 9,575 acres
spread over 138 villages, of which 7,480 acres were the personal property
of the Math's head, the Mahant. This land, much of which was illegally
held (in violation of the land ceiling laws), was cultivated through the
labour of lower-caste landless labourers and sharecroppers. Some Math
officials would also sexually exploit the poorer peasant women. The land
struggle emerged under the leadership of the Chatra Yuva Sangharsh
Vahini (henceforth called the Vahini), a Gandhian-socialist youth
organisation founded in January 1975 by Jayaprakash Narayan (a
socialist and contemporary of Mahatama Gandhi) and committed to
improving the lot of the disadvantaged. Membership in the Vahini was
restricted to persons under 30 years of age, and included women at
virtually every tier of the organisation. At the local level, in Bodhgaya,
the Vahini activists in turn were catalysts to the formation of Muzdoor-
Kisan Samitis (worker-peasant committees) constituted of the landless
labourers and peasants who participated in the struggle.

The story of the Bodhgaya struggle unfolds at two levels: one, the
major actions taken by the peasants against the Math, and two, women's
articulation of gender concerns within the struggle. The main events, as
constructed from Manimala's [1983] description, evolved as follows:"0

April 1978: The Vahini organised a joint demonstration of local labourers
and peasants against the Math authorities. Their slogan was Jo zameen ko
boyejote, voh zameen ka malik hai (Those who sow and plough the land
are the owners of the land). Both men and women joined the demonstra-
tion.
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November 1978: The labourer activists of Pesra village decided to reap
the crop and keep it rather than turning it over to the Math. Women
entered the fields and harvested the crop despite attempts at intimidation
by the ruffians and musclemen hired by the Math.

August 1979: The movement called for a strike. The labourers refused to
plough the land and resisted any attempt by the Math authorities to get it
ploughed by others. In this action, the participation of women agricul-
tural labourers was crucial, since many of the men had temporarily
migrated from the village in search of employment. The Math hired
ruffians who, under the protection of a corrupt local police, unleashed
terror on the people. Initially they threatened them with beatings and
rape. Subsequently they attacked demonstrating labourers in one village,
killing two male activists and injuring many others. The demonstrators,
including women and children, eschewed violent retaliation and con-
tinued their non-violent protest. On 15 August there was a massive
demonstration, with women in the forefront, under the slogan: Zameen
kenkar? Jote onkarl (Whose is the land? Theirs who plough it.)

November 1979: Women organised a shivir (camp) to discuss their
concerns within the struggle. The discussion focused on women's ex-
ploitation and their exclusive responsibility for housework, discrimina-
tion against girl children, men's use of abusive language and violence
against women, women's exclusion from much of the discussion about the
struggle, factors restricting solidarity among women, and (most impor-
tantly) women's need for independent rights to land. A number of
resolutions were passed, including one against wife-beating and another
demanding that land be distributed in women's own names. Many such
shivirs were subsequently organised.

June and November 1980: Although co-operation between the landless
labourers and sharecroppers was still uneasy, a decision was taken by the
muzdoor-kisan samitis to seize the land and cultivate it independently of
the Math. About 3,000 acres were captured and ploughed, essentially by
the labourers. Attempts by the peasant activists to plough and sow the
fields led to physical attacks by the police and the arrest of two activists.
Nevertheless the sowing was completed. At harvest time, in November,
the attacks were renewed: since women usually harvested the crops, it
was they who faced the brunt of the attacks.

As the repression intensified, peasant women's involvement increased.
By now they were participating in equal numbers with the men and were
also courting arrest along with the young children who accompanied
them.
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October 1981: The government identified about 1,000 acres of land as
illegally held by the Math and available for redistribution to landless
labourers. The Vahini was not consulted on who should get the land.
Protesting this top-down approach, the Vahini drew up its own list, giving
priority to landless labourers, the disabled, widows and poor peasants.
Women other than widows did not figure in the list, and they protested
their exclusion. They pointed out that these criteria implied that 'for a
man to be without land and for a woman to be without a man, that is, a
widow, was an identical situation' [Manimala, 1983: 15]. While the
Vahini activists conceded the male bias in their approach, there was a
prolonged debate (described further on) on why women should have
independent land rights, before the perspectives of the male peasant
activists underwent a change.

February 1982: At the Vahini's Bihar state conference, attended by some
Bodhgaya women activists (peasants as well as Vahini members), a
decision was taken that women should be given land in their own names in
any future distribution. Subsequently, in two villages, lists were drawn up
to give land only to women and widowers, with the unanimous approval
of the villagers. However, the District Officer in charge of registering the
titles strongly opposed the giving of land in women's names: he argued
that there was no precedent for this and that land could only be given to
heads of households, who in India were usually men. The villagers,
however, adamantly refused to take any land unless it was given in the
names of the women.

After 1982:" It took a while before land was finally allocated in the names
of women in two villages. Of the just over 1,000 acres then distributed,
about ten per cent were given in women's names [Kelkar and Gala, 1990:
103]. Meanwhile the struggle to gain rights in the undistributed land
continued. In time, all the Math's illegal holdings were distributed among
the villagers (along with additional ceiling-surplus and other government
land). In these distributions women received land in a variety of ways: "as
individual title holders, as title holders jointly with their husbands, as
widows, destitutes and disabled persons, and (unprecedentedly) in some
cases as unmarried adult daughters. This last occurred in some villages
where land was relatively plentiful and all adult children (sons and
daughters) were counted as separate units. Although the number of such
women was very small, since most girls in the area are married before
they are 18, the acceptance in principle that unmarried daughters were
eligible was a significant step forward. Each person received about one
acre.
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How did all this come about? In particular, how did women overcome the
opposition they met along the way? They encountered opposition at
three levels: first, within the family, especially from their husbands;
second, from the male activists (especially the villagers, and to a lesser
extent the Vahini members) in the organisation; and third, from the
government officials.

In the family, the obstacles were both implicit and explicit. Implicitly,
women's participation in the organisational meetings was constrained
because of their sole responsibility for housework and childcare and the
social norms which limited their mobility. This also partly underlay
women's exclusion from decision-making within the organisation, at least
in the initial phase of the struggle: full participation in decision-making
processes required attending all-day meetings and also travelling to other
villages. This was usually not possible for women unless male family
members were willing to share the housework and childcare, but this
issue was not initially pressed or given serious consideration within the
organisation. Also there was no tradition of public speaking by women in
the village: older women sometimes spoke out, but the younger ones
usually remained silent.

Village men's opposition to women becoming independent erupted
more explicitly when one of the Vahini activists opened a school in
Piparghati village to promote female literacy in 1980. It was the only such
school for adults in the Bodhgaya region, and the men resented the fact
that none existed for them. Women seeking to attend the school were
abused and harassed, and some were beaten up by their brothers and
husbands because, according to Manimala [1983: 10-11]: 'They thought
the women were getting too smart and were trying to get ahead of the men
.. . ' The school was closed as a result, and remained closed, although the
men were later reprimanded in an organisation meeting.

In the organisation, little attempt was made in the early phases of the
movement to include the peasant women in the decision-making process.
Women complained that the men seldom informed them about develop-
ments within the struggle. Even decisions about demonstrations were
often presented as fait accompli, and although women's participation in
the demonstrations was avidly sought, they were rarely told exactly what
kind of demonstration they were being asked to join. Their low involve-
ment in decision-making was only partly due to the gender division of
labour within the household; equally important was the organisation's
limited appreciation initially of the necessity of including women in that
process. The women described this exclusion graphically: 'We were in the
forefront of the fight, carrying our children in our wombs and in our arms.
We went to jail and faced the lathis [sticks], we also did all the housework.
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But when the land was distributed, we were pushed back, we didn't even
come to know by what rules the land was distributed' [Manimala, 1983:
15].

Clearly underlying this attitude was the assumption that women's
interests were subsumed within those of the household and could be
represented adequately by the men. The same approach also resulted in
women's exclusion from the Vahini's initial list of beneficiaries for land
distribution. I understand that this changed over time and women in the
later phase of the movement became much more active participants in
decision-making processes within the organisation. Nevertheless, certain
gender concerns such as male alcoholism and domestic violence, which
some of the women activists focused on actively, received attention and
sympathy from only a few male activists, and were not initially taken up
by the organisation as problems of central concern.

The third and, according to many Vahini activists, the strongest layer
of resistance was from the government administration. As noted, the
District Officer charged with registering land titles initially refused to
register land in women's names unless they were widowed heads of
households, despite the community's strong endorsement of the decision
that women should receive land in the identified villages. It was only due
to firm refusal by the villagers (both men and women) to take land in male
names, and only after considerable contestation, that the officer agreed
to give titles to women.

The Bodhgaya women's ability to ultimately overcome these multiple
layers of opposition appears to have depended on the interactive effects
of several variables: one, the strength of women's participation in and
their considerable contribution to the struggle, which over time was
recognised by the men as not merely supportive but crucial for the
movement's success; two, the growing solidarity among women and their
articulation of their gender-specific interests as distinct from those of the
men of their class and community; three, the involvement in the Vahini of
some middle-class women activists with a feminist perspective; and four,
the process of discussion in which women insisted on their demands and
persuasively countered opposing arguments.

Manimala's [1983: 15-16] vivid account helps reconstruct this last
process. For instance, when the women protested against their exclusion
(except as widows) from the Vahini's list of recipients of land titles, the
male peasant activists argued: 'What difference does it make in whose
name the land is registered?' The women responded: 'If it doesn't make a
difference, then put it down in the woman's name. Why argue over it?
And, secondly, if it makes no difference who owns the land, then why not
let it continue to be owned by the Mahant?'
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To the suggestion that women's demand would weaken class solidarity
and unity, the women replied: 'Equality can only strengthen, not weaken
an organisation, but if it does weaken our unity, that will mean that our
real commitment is not to equality or justice but to transfer of power,
both economic and social, from the hands of one set of men to the hands
of another set of men.'

To the argument that since women marry and go to their in-laws'
homes, it is not possible for the land to be put in their names, the women
replied: 'If we do not acknowledge the legitimacy of a man-woman
relationship founded on inequality, why should we assume that a woman
must leave her home and go to her husband's home to provide heirs for
his family and continue his line?'

When the men in Persa village asked: 'How can you cultivate the land
on your own? Who will plough it for you?' they replied: 'Well, who will
harvest your crop in that case? We are ready to cultivate the land with
hoes instead of ploughs, but we want it in our names.'

In Piparghati village, women declared that they would not let any
distribution to take place if the land was given only to men. They
considered and then rejected the idea that land should be registered
jointly in the names of both spouses, since that would tie women to their
husbands by tying them to the same plot of land.

These arguments carried weight within the movement because of the
crucial and committed nature of women's participation in the struggle
and the solidarity among them. But equally, the process of debate itself
deserves attention. Indeed the significance of the Bodhgaya struggle
from the women's point of view lies not just in the fact that this was
probably the first land struggle in South Asia in which women's land
interests were explicitly taken into account and carried forward with
some success. It lies also in the process by which this was achieved, which
appears to have had a noteworthy effect in terms of raising gender-
progressive consciousness in the region.

The process was one in which a number of hitherto undiscussed
questions and prejudices concerning gender relations were openly
debated, providing scope for a change in attitudes. It is not unremarkable
that issues such as women's independent rights in economic resources,
domestic violence, women's needs, roles and abilities, female education,
post-marital residence, and so on, were discussed at length in a largely
illiterate peasant community, and were on several counts resolved in
women's favour. Although the debates were often long-drawn out and
arduous, there were significant rewards in the noticeable shifts in percep-
tions; and the question of gender equality began to be seen by many not as
divisive but as integral to the movement's success. For instance, the
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refusal by male peasants to accept land in their own names in the villages
where it had been decided that land should be in women's names, and
despite the resistance of the government administration to alloting land
to women, clearly suggest that these men were convinced of the justness
of women's claims.

The impact of the ideological debates is also apparent in the differences
between the early and late phases of the movement. After the first phase
(I am told) as male biases on a variety of counts began to be challenged by
the women and debated within the organisation, there were perceptible
changes: women's participation in decision-making grew substantially,
the importance of sending girl children to school began to be more widely
accepted, wife-beating and verbal abuse against women were increas-
ingly considered matters of shame, the village male activists began to take
care of the cooking and childcare arrangements in the women's shivirs
while the women participated in discussions, and so on. Although this
does not mean that all families now send girl children to school, or that all
men have stopped beating their wives, it does appear that the social
norms and expectations concerning these issues have changed in
important ways among many villagers. A song on the need to educate
girls, composed in 1992 by an illiterate male peasant from Bodhgaya,
from which two verses are reproduced below, is illustrative:

You send your sons to school father.
Why is making dung cakes the daughter's lot?
Why is lighting the stove the daughter's lot?

Awaken father, send us, your daughters, to school.
We too can be scholars one day.
We too can bring honour to your family name.42

As Manimala, after reciting this song to me, stressed: 'only when dreams
awaken are such songs composed.' The movement's impact on the
ideological front should thus count as of no little importance, even if its
impact on the material front, in enabling women to gain rights in land,
was only partially successful.

The Bodhgaya movement also needs to be set against the favourable
ideological climate created by a growing women's movement and a
spreading feminist consciousness in the country in the late 1970s and early
1980s, when issues concerning women's rights were being raised in an
increasing number of forums: women's organisations, parts of the
bureaucracy, academic gatherings, and international organisations and
conferences.

This contextualisation of the success (even if partial from women's
perspective) of the Bodhgaya struggle helps to highlight some of the
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factors which must have constrained women from raising the question of
their independent rights in land in the peasant struggles of the late 1940s.
These factors would include the absence of: (a) solidarity among the
women peasants on gender questions; (b) women in the struggles who
could articulate a feminist theoretical perspective; (c) an active debate
around gender concerns in the course of the struggles; and (d) a wide-
spread women's movement in the country at that time. During the
Bodhgaya struggle, however, women articulated both their gender and
class interests in a group-overt form.43

This and other recent examples of peasant struggles also highlight the
catalytic role played by middle-class activists with gender-progressive
views in giving shape and direction to peasant women's demands, and in
group mobilisation. But most of all these experiences underscore that a
necessary (although not sufficient) condition for significantly changing
women's situation is likely to be group consciousness and group organisa-
tion. This observation may not be news to those involved in grassroots
activism. Nevertheless, the point needs emphasis in relation to gender
concerns, for at least two reasons. First, while the importance of group
solidarity and consciousness along class lines has long been central in left-
wing discourse and practice, the importance of solidarity along gender
lines continues to be contested: the orthodox left position still holds that
the issue is divisive. Hence questions such as what form should organised
resistance based on gender (as indeed on caste, race, ethnicity and so on)
take, and what should be its relationship with class resistance, are by no
means settled.44 Second, in the context of gender, the multiple and
complex interconnections between the economic and the social extends
the struggle into many new arenas, including gender politics in the home,
the community, and the organisation itself. It also necessitates addressing
issues mostly ignored within such movements, such as domestic violence,
sexuality, and the social construction of gender roles and behaviour.

Indeed, manifest in the experience of the grassroots peasant struggles
described here is the close and dialectical link between women's ability to
claim and control land (and other economic resources) and the social
construction of gender roles and modes of behaviour. Even to participate
in group meetings requires negotiation over the household division of
tasks and a questioning of female seclusion norms and practices
(especially in communities where these are deeply embedded). To speak
out in group meetings, especially in the presence of men but also in the
presence of other women, requires overcoming learned behaviour pat-
terns that emphasise the virtue of women's silence and soft-spokenness.
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Notions about women's capabilities and appropriate roles permeate
male-female interactions and the space women get in decision-making
processes, even in class-homogenous organisations. Struggles over mean-
ings are thus centrally linked with women's struggles over resources, and
the two dimensions of contestation must be pursued simultaneously. In
this context, what may appear to be largely symbolic or ideological
struggles (such as those challenging purdah practices) also have
enormous material consequences. And here again the significance of
group action emerges with sharp clarity, as described below.

III. MORE ON GENDER CONSTRUCTION AND GROUP
CONTESTATION

A good deal of what is socially passed off as natural and indisputable is in
fact a result of ideological struggles between contesting parties. Women's
needs, roles, and modes of behaviour are no exception. To shift what has
long been taken for granted by a community or society into the arena of
contestation and discourse (in Bourdieu's [1977] terms, from 'doxa' to
'heterodoxy')45 therefore itself requires struggle. Gaining acceptance for
the idea that the inequities women suffer are not biologically rooted but
socially constructed is a part of this process. But this is only a first step.
Seeking answers to how gender can be differently constructed is the next
one.

The social and ideological construction of gender is an extremely
complex process involving many types of institutions: the family, schools,
the media, religious bodies and so on. On the one hand, it shapes
women's material circumstances. On the other hand, it is shaped by
women's material context which defines how they are ideologically
represented and expected to behave, and the expected norms of
behaviour can vary by class and social groupings. In fact, a woman's class
position may affect norms in complex and contradictory ways. Upper-
class and upper-caste women, for instance, may on the one hand be
bound more strictly by the dictates of certain representations and cultural
practices, such as stricter purdah, strong disapproval of divorce and
widow remarriage and so on. On the other hand, their class position and/
or higher education may enable them at the individual level to challenge
these dictates, and bypass conventions from which women living under
poverty conditions may have no easy escape. Again deviations by poor
women from conventions accepted and practised by the better-off may
reflect either an alternative cultural tradition (as found, for instance,
among tribal societies), or economic necessity. Typically, however,
ideological representations stemming from the dominant classes/groups
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become the norms governing all classes and groups, or are given a
superior position within a range of representations and practices.

There are two points of particular note here. First, ideological con-
structions of gender can be the result of ongoing processes of negotiation
and struggle between multiple actors. What is seen as 'undisputed
tradition' and 'natural' was not necessarily always so and may again be
subject to challenge and change. Second, although examples of
individual women resisting are by no means rare, to alter significantly
that which they are resisting appears to depend a good deal on women
acting overtly and as a group.

Both these aspects are revealed when we examine the issue of purdah
which has been a major constraining factor in rural women's participation
in economic and political activity, especially among Muslims and upper-
caste Hindus in northern India, Pakistan and Bangladesh. Purdah en-
compasses not just the practice of veiling but a range of social strictures
on women, including on their access to public spaces and on their
behaviour. Effectively, the ideology of purdah restricts women's interac-
tion with men and institutions (economic, judicial and administrative),
their physical and social mobility, their domain of activity and know-
ledge, their access to education, their participation in political life, and
particularly their ability to exercise their rights, including over landed
property. In the 1920s and 1930s, purdah came under attack from many
educated individuals and a number of organisations, including women's
groups in India [Basu and Ray, 1990; Forbes, 1981]. The All India
Women's Conference and the Women's Indian Association, two major
women's organisations founded in the 1920s (which by the mid-1930s
jointly had over 10,000 members), opposed it on the grounds that it
obstructed girls' education and made it difficult to contact women.
Women's participation in India's Independence movement, which
brought them increasingly into the public arena, also made the general
climate favourable to reform.46

Although no attempt was made in India to push for legislation against
the veil (as occurred in Turkey), resolutions were passed condemning the
practice and a propaganda campaign was launched. Anti-purdah days
were planned by women in Bihar and West Bengal. In Calcutta the
observation of an anti-purdah day became an annual event in the 1930s,
organised by women of the Marwari business community (which pre-
scribed strict purdah). An anti-purdah conference in 1940 is said to have
attracted 5,000 women. The woman President of the conference arrived
in a car driven through the city streets by a Marwari woman and followed
by a procession of Marwari women on foot led by girls riding on
horseback! [Forbes, 1981].
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Today, however, the dialectic of contestation over purdah is revealed
with particular starkness in women's attempts to negotiate its constraints
in the predominantly Muslim societies of Bangladesh and Pakistan. In
particular, the process reveals (a) how ideological contestations both
shape and are shaped by women's material circumstances; and (b) the
strength of collective action as opposed to individual resistance. In these
societies, as indeed in many other parts of South Asia, women caught in
the poverty trap face conflicting choices between survival needs and
social status within the community. They resolve this dilemma in
different ways. For instance, Shaheed [1988] describes how in Lahore city
(Pakistan), the conflict between economic necessity and social disap-
proval is resolved by women taking up home-based piecework (through
middlemen who supply the raw materials and purchase the finished
products), in effect rendering the fact of their working invisible to the
outside world. Isolated from one another, and lacking any formal
organisational structures and few possibilities of solidarity, they are
vulnerable to economic exploitation and are not in a position to openly
question the social mores that confine them.

In contrast, Bangladeshi women working in urban factories or as part
of organised groups in the villages are beginning to redefine the norms of
purdah in various ways. Consider the women garment workers from
Kabeer's [1991] study in Dhaka city. Some draw legitimacy from the
Koran itself: 'According to the Koran, one has to keep one's purdah. But
it also says that you are responsible for your own survival. This is afaraz
[duty], a must. If I don't work, I will die and then God will ask me why I
did not take more care of my family and my husband' (Hanufa, in Kabeer
[1991: 16]). Some others reinterpret purdah as of the mind: 'The best
purdah is the burkah within oneself, the burkah of the mind. People only
say that working violates purdah in order to keep women down' (Rahela,
in Kabeer [1991: 18]). Kabeer [1991: 13] argues that the urban setting,
where the local community is less tightly knit than in a village, facilitates
women's ability to redefine purdah.

However, a similar redefinition of purdah is taking place in some
villages, sometimes in more self-conscious and confrontationist terms,
facilitated by group organisation. Indeed women in groups speak 'in a
different voice'. Cases in point are the poor rural women in Bangladesh
who have become members of BRAC (the Bangladesh Rural Advance-
ment Committee), a non-governmental organisation set up by Bangla-
deshis in the early 1970s to improve the economic and social position of
the disadvantaged through group schemes for credit and a variety of
income-generating projects. Here, as vividly illustrated by women's own
voices cited in Chen [1983] and Hunt [1983], women are beginning to
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question the legitimacy of purdah itself. Equally important, they are
beginning to locate the constricting social mores in the arena of political
struggle rather than in the personal sphere.

For instance, some see purdah as an instrument in the hands of the rich
to economically exploit the poor:

It is; the strategy of the village leaders to keep us working at low
wages in their homes. If we work outside, without purdah, then the
rich people will not be able to advance credit to us poor women at
exorbitant rates of interest. If we women work outside, we might be
economically better off (A BRAC woman, in Chen [1983: 59]).

They also explicitly see purdah not as a static social norm that has been
given to society, but as something which is ideologically defined and con-
structed by the elite:

When the women from rich households need to go to the town to
appear in court, even to remain in town for 3-4 days at a time, this is
sanctioned as [within the norms of] purdah. When women from a
BRAC-organized group want to go to town for one night, or even
for a day, to attend a workshop or meeting, they pay a tremendous
social price when they return home. Their action is condemned as
bepurdah. The norms of purdah that may be relaxed for the wives of
the rich can just as easily and quickly, be clamped down on the
women of other households (a BRAC woman, in Chen [1983: 73]).

Further:

The mullahs [Muslim clergy] have some say about religious norms,
but the elders have the final say about them. The mullahs, upon
request from the elders, will start the rumour that such-and-such
action or behaviour is bepurdah . . . In this way, the rich and elders
(through the religious leaders) can determine what work is suitable
or not suitable for women to perform (a BRAC woman, in Chen
[1983: 73]).

Group solidarity within BRAC has clearly served the critical function of
enabling women to deal with these rumours and, more generally, given
them the strength to challenge patriarchal attitudes, as apparent from
their following statements in Chen [1983: 175-6]:

Everybody used to bad-mouth against me. I did not listen to them.
They are the rich. Why should we listen to the rich? They walked on
our bodies. We should not listen to them.

Yes, they say many things. They say that what we do is shameful,
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carries no dignity, no respect or honor, and, above all, it is not good
to talk and work with men. I say: What is wrong in working with
men, in talking with men? We also have brothers, we treat them as
our brothers and fathers. What is the shame? We went to them.
They gave us 1500 taka. We bought cows and we made profit. Those
who say all these things, do they give us any money? If we die of
starvation they will not give us anything. Would it be good to sit
without work and food abiding by what they say?

We do not listen to the mullahs anymore. They did not give us even
a quarter kilo of rice.

This process of contestation appears to have made some headway. Some
BRAC women narrate their experiences as follows (cited in Chen [1983:
177, 165]):

Now nobody talks ill of us. They say: 'They have formed a group
and now they earn money. It is good' . . . Many say: 'You have
formed a group. Please allow us to join you.'

Before the village elders and union-council members abused and
threatened us for joining the group, now they are silent... Before
we did not understand our wages, now we understand profit and
loss .. . Before we did not know our rights to rations or medical
services, now we are conscious and exert pressure to receive our due
.. . Before we did not go outside our homes, but now we work in the
fields and go to the town . . . Before our minds were rusty, now they
shine

The attitudes of husbands appear to be changing as well. Women report
that husbands are less resistant to wives joining the group, especially as
this brings economic benefit. They are also more courteous, less physi-
cally and verbally abusive, more willing to allow wives freedom of
mobility, and more tolerant toward their interaction with male strangers
in work contexts.

In the public arena too, BRAC women, organised into groups, are
better able to assert their rights. For instance, when one woman of a
group was denied the free medical attention to which she was entitled
from a local clinic, ten women marched to the clinic and demanded that
she be given treatment. She was. Now BRAC women are also more
willing to question the judgements delivered by village councils and
better able to negotiate with their husbands for more freedom of move-
ment outside the home [Chen, 1983: 165-8].47
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The connection the BRAC women draw between the dominant
position occupied by the rich and the mullahs in the village and their
ability to define purdah norms is also striking. It links economic power
with the ability of the powerful to bend religious ideologies to their own
purpose, and highlights how material relations of power can get trans-
formed into control over ideological constructions.48

These by-products of solidarity among women's groups initiated for
the better delivery of economic programmes are not unique to BRAC.
The experience of the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, the Self-Employed
Women's Association (SEWA) in west India, and of several other
groups, support this conclusion.49 Indeed, women's voices from many
different organisations across South Asia affirm the significance of group
strength in improving women's bargaining position and empowering
them in a number of ways: in negotiating better treatment within and
outside the family; in more firmly resisting family pressure, especially
from husbands; in pressuring the government for improvements in laws
and their implementation; and in standing up to community censure,
especially in ideological terms, and so bringing about changes in how they
are perceived by others and how they perceive themselves and their
capabilities. As a woman from BRAC put it: 'The most important thing I
learned from the Samity is that we are strong as a group. We can
withstand pressure but alone we are nothing. A house cannot stand on
one post. Put a post in each corner and it is strong! With the Samity
behind me, people think twice before harming me' [Hunt, 1983: 38].

Group organisation empowers women to confront existing sources of
oppression. The struggle over representations is also a power struggle. As
Fraser [1989: 166] notes: '[N]eeds talk appears as a site of struggle where
groups with unequal discursive (and nondiscursive) resources compete to
establish as hegemonic their respective interpretations of legitimate
social needs.' It is a struggle of the dominated groups to question what has
so far been seen as 'natural' and 'traditional', and to bring issues hitherto
seen as 'private' into public debate, or to put it another way, to redefine
the boundaries of 'doxa'. But meanings are created at many different
levels, through a variety of institutions. Feminist critiques of school and
university curriculum and texts, of the images and messages of modern
media (radio, TV, film), of religious myths and mythologies, and so on,
are all part of this struggle to redefine how women's capabilities, needs
and rights are represented.50

In this context, a number of women's groups are today also putting
traditional means of protest such as songs and parody to new uses. Over
the past decade, women activists (including tribal, peasant, and working
class women in India) have written numerous songs, often using familiar
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folk tunes but substituting feminist verses for women's traditional lyrics.51

These songs which earlier took the form of covert protest are being used
in South Asia today, both as expressions of gender resistance and to
mobilise women for protest demonstrations. In Pakistan, members of the
Women's Action Forum created skits to parody the Hudood Ordinance
of 1979, which (among other changes) reduced the weight of a woman's
testimony in a court of law to half that of a male. In India, over the past
two decades, the older left-wing tradition of radical street theatre is being
used increasingly by women's groups, both as an expression of resistance
and as a means of raising public awareness about issues such as persistent
gender injustices in social practices, domestic violence, women's legal
rights, and so on. In Nepal, in 1988, village women in a theater workshop
worked in teams to compose and perform skits which portrayed how men
and women in positions of power (for example, men as fathers and
landlords, and women as mothers-in-law) dominate women in vulnerable
positions. Each skit ended with the woman triumphing over her oppres-
sors. The following enactment described by Enslin [1990: 185-6] is
illustrative:

In a simple, but striking drama, women and a young man
represented three images of domination and resistance. In the first
scene, they showed a man sitting proudly on a chair under an
umbrella (symbols of power), slowly twisting his moustache, while
his women subordinates prostrated before him, folding their hands
in supplication. In the next scene, the women had risen up, grabbed
the man's ears (a symbol of punishment) and threatened him with
pointed fingers and menacing looks. In the final scene, the women
inverted the relations of the first scene. They stood with the man
prostrated before them as they had been in the first scene.

Although the shift from such depictions to examining the underlying
material basis of patriarchal power in the countryside, especially as it is
embedded in control over landed property, will probably take time, some
members of the women's group in Enslin's study have already made this
connection and are questioning exclusive male control over land.

These forms of public expression among women's groups are explicit
protests against experiences to which women had earlier responded
mostly covertly and/or individually. Such group-overt expressions can be
seen both as an essential part of the struggle to establish the legitimacy of
women's demands for equality and justice (including greater rights in
land), and as a necessary first step in the tortuous journey to ensure that
those demands are met.
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NOTES

1. Although this view has been most clearly articulated within Marxist analysis (e.g.
Lukacs [1971]), it is shared within a wide political spectrum and underlies a significant
body of social and political thought.

2. Hart [1991], for instance, shows how poor women's resistance in the region investigated
by Scott is much more radical, confrontationist and organised than that of the men. She
argues that the resistance of poor men gets co-opted and muted by the patron-client
relationships within which they function, the advantages of which they do not entirely
wish to sacrifice. The women, who have never been 'clients' in the same way, are not
similarly entrapped and can resist more openly. Hart does not, however, directly
discuss in this work how women resist gender inequities within the home.

South Asian experience too highlights the greater militancy of women in some
situations, such as in some peasant movements (discussed later in this study).

3. For Pakistan, see Lindholm [1982]. For India, see Asuri [1975] and Luschinsky [1962].
For Bangladesh, see Abdullah and Zeidenstein [1982], Jansen [1983], Nath [1984] and
White [1992].

4. I am by no means suggesting that all those seemingly under spirit possession are
contriving or play-acting for some benefit, but that a closer investigation, with this
possibility in mind, could be revealing.

5. The mode of spirit possession was also used by women workers in the 1970s to resist the
strict discipline in Malaysian electronics factories. One person's seizure would soon be
transmitted to others, leading to mass hysteria. This sometimes forced the closure of an
entire work section or factory floor and compelled the management to give the afflicted
workers a few days of medical leave [Lim, 1978; Ong, 1983].

6. At the same time, songs sung by women occupy a somewhat ambiguous position in our
spectrum between individual-covert and group-overt resistance: while they overtly
express disaffection with intra-household authority structures, they are covert in that
they constitute ritualised expressions of a general situation, rather than direct confron-
tations of particular inequities experienced by women in specific contexts. Also,
although the songs are often sung by a group of women, this does not constitute group-
overt action as defined by me, in which there is an explicit challenging of gender
inequities by women organised as a group (as elaborated further on).

7. For descriptions from Nepal, see Bennett [1983] and Enslin [1990]. I have personally
seen such enactments in Rajasthan (India).

8. It has been argued by some that rituals of status reversal, found in several societies, in
fact help keep hierarchical structures in place by offering, say, a psychological release
(see, for example, Turner [1969]). Be that as it may, our interest here is with the
contents of these rituals, which, in the context described above, reveal women's
scepticism about notions of male superiority rather than their acceptance of those
notions.

9. See V/hite [1992], Gold [1989] and Chowdhry [1994]; also personal observation in
Rajasthan.

10. For Bangladesh, see Arens and Van Beurden [1977: 63]. For India, see Mandelbaum
[1988: 52] and Borthwick [1984: 23], the latter in the context of nineteenth-century
Bengal; also personal observation. For Nepal, see Bennett [1983]. For Pakistan, see
Pastner's [1974: 41] study of the Panjgur oasis in Baluchistan.

11. Although I have focused primarily on women's resistance to intra-family gender
inequalities, examples of women's covert resistance to employers also exist. For
instance, we had noted earlier (note 5) how women workers in Malaysian electronic
factories claimed spirit possession to resist the strict factory discipline. Ong [1983]
describes other forms of covert protests, such as stalling machines to slow down
production. And Gunawardena [1989] found that Sinhalese women workers on the
sugarcane plantations in Sri Lanka, who also had small plots of land, reported frequent
absenteeism, tardiness, and irregular work hours during peak cultivation seasons, in
order to stay back and devote time to their farms. More generally, on the basis of her
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eighteen months of fieldwork in the Kandyan Highlands, she notes: 'rural women .. .
simply did not comply to the dominant forces operating in their lives, but devised means
by which to skirt, side step and bend the system, so to speak, to their advantage
whenever possible'. She calls this strategising for maximising self-advantage.

12. Neither Bourdieu's [1977: 167-70] notion of 'doxa' (the 'undiscussed, unnamed,
admitted without argument or scrutiny'), nor Gramsci's [1971] characterisation of
hegemony, which closely parallels it, explicitly address or resolve this issue, although it
can be inferred from Gramsci's writings that his emphasis was on consent via inter-
nalisation (also see Femia [1987] and Williams [1977] on this). Sen [1990a], again, while
recognising that deprived groups may comply for many different reasons - habit,
hopelessness, resignation and so on - appears to see this as resulting in their willingness
to accept the legitimacy of the established order rather than in their covertly resisting
that order. He writes [1990a: 127]: 'Deprived groups may be habituated to inequality,
may be unaware of possibilities of social change, may be hopeless about upliftment of
objective circumstances of misery, may be resigned to fate, and may well be willing to
accept the legitimacy of the established order.'

13. Although it is the second dimension on which Sen [1990a] explicitly focuses, the first is
implicit in his discussion on self-perception.

14. Indeed, even without gender analysis, it would be difficult to insist that the poor are
always able to penetrate the ideologies of the rich. Religious, caste and ethnic
identities, for instance, are often evoked by the rich to generate support for certain
types of political movements that in economic terms may not benefit the poor who
support such movements. Movements based on religious or ethnic fundamentalism in
South Asia are cases in point.

15. For evidence on a male bias in intra-household distribution of food and especially
health care in northern South Asia, see Agarwal [1986] and Harriss [1990].

16. More generally, women in traditionally matrilineal and bilateral communities enjoyed
more egalitarian gender relations and at times openly challenged their husbands in ways
that women in patrilineal communities usually did not (see Chapter 3 in Agarwal
[forthcoming]).

17. In many African societies, in fact, the mother-child unit has a 'relative autonomy and
separate identity', with 'its own name, space, property and rights' [Guyer and Peters,
1987: 207]. This unit, termed 'hearth-hold' by some Africanists, could, given its
emotive dimension, also be termed 'heart-hold'! Maher's [1984: 115-16] observation in
Moroccan villages is of interest here as well: 'Women look on husbands and fathers as
potential enemies and on sons and brothers as potential allies in the struggle they
engage in to mitigate the power of the former over the conditions of their existence'.

18. See especially Cain's [1988] and Papanek's [1990] discussions on the economic in-
security faced by Indian and Bangladeshi rural women in the absence of a son. Sons
improve a woman's bargaining power in her conjugal home with both the husband and
his kin. Maher [1984: 115] describes a similar situation in Morocco: 'A woman's
minimal guarantee of security lies in her bearing sons, but also in her mother having
done so and thus providing her with a brother.'

19. See, for example, Jansen [1983], Nath [1984], and for additional references Agarwal
[forthcoming].

20. On this last point, see especially Papanek's [1990] discussion.
21. Folbre and Hartmann [1988] provide a sharp critique of the rhetoric of self-interest

found in both neo-classical and Marxist economic theory. They argue (a) that both
approaches assume that individual self-interest motivates men's decisions in the
capitalist marketplace but does not motivate men or women in the private sphere of the
home; and (b) that by virtue of their association with the family and home, women came
to be portrayed as relatively 'non-economic', naturally altruistic creatures who lack
self-interested motivation. The authors point out that this latter portrayal of women has
been used as a rationalisation for women's lower wages and limited job opportunities,
and note: 'Women's commitment to family is not necessarily a function of their
preferences or their productivity. It is often constrained by the reluctance of other
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family members to help with housework and childcare responsibilities' [Folbre and
Hartmann, 1988: 195].

22. A person's fall-back position in this context relates to how well-off s/he would be, if an
existing arrangement for economic and social co-operation or support ceased. For a
detailed discussion on the concept of fall-back, its likely determinants in particular
contexts, and its importance in determining a person's bargaining power within and
outside the household, see Agarwal [forthcoming: Chap. 2].

23. Gillian Hart (personal communication) found a noteworthy difference in the behaviour
patterns of middle and poor peasant women in rural Malaysia in this regard.

24. Also see Kandiyoti [1988], who argues that women's responses to a breakdown of
patriarchal familial security can range from conservative (pressuring men to live up to
their obligations and exchanging submissiveness and propriety for male protection) to
radical (seeking greater independence from men), but both types of responses
represent strategic choices by women based on available alternatives.

25. I had also considered using the terms 'gender-in-itself and 'gender-for-itself, instead of
'individual-covert' and 'group-overt', but decided against doing so for two reasons.
One, the former terms are based on an analogous distinction in Marxist literature
relating to class (namely 'class-in-itself and 'class-for-itself') which carries the implica-
tion that one of the main obstacles to be overcome in a group's progression from 'in
itself' to 'for itself is false consciousness. This implication, as noted, I disagree with.
Two, the terms 'gender-in-itself and 'gender-for-itself do not take account of covert
resistance.

26. Also see Omvedt [1978] for a detailed discussion on this for India.
27. The account below draws especially on Cooper [1988], Custers [1987] and Chakravartty

[1980]. Chakravartty's account, however, while chronicling women's courage in the
movement, is uncritical of the movement's limited and ambiguous response to
questions concerning gender relations.

28. See Sen's [1980] discussion on the mortality estimates and the causes of the famine, and
Agarwal [1990] on its gender dimensions.

29. Chakiavartty [1980] describes how MARS was formed in 1942 on the eve of the Great
Benga1 Famine to mobilise women on a number of issues, including securing the release
of Indian political leaders, participating in the national struggle for India's Indepen-
dence, and defending people from starvation. Its mobilising efforts gained special
momentum in 1943 when 5,000 women from Calcutta and the suburban villages went on
a hunger-march to the Bengal Legislative Assembly to demonstrate against the
exorbitant rise in prices. Similar marches took place in many small towns of Bengal. In
May 1944, MARS had branches in every district and a membership of 43,500 drawn
from women of peasant, working class and urban poor, as well as middle-class,
backgrounds. Also see the discussion by Custers [1987], who points out how most male
historians have ignored the role of MARS in the Tebhaga movement.

30. Dayani Priyamvada's narrative [Lalita et al., 1989: 73].
31. Extract from Narasamma's letter [Lalita et al., 1989: 24].
32. Dayani Priyamvada's narrative [Lalita et al., 1989: 72].
33. S. Supunamma's narrative [Lalita et al., 1989: 93-4].
34. Mallu Swarajyam's narrative [Lalita et al., 1989: 245].
35. Kausalya's narrative [Lalita et al., 1989: 16].
36. Mallu Swarajyam's narrative [Lalita et al., 1989: 271-2].
37. Basavapunniah's narrative [Lalita et al., 1989: 272].
38. Brij Rani's narrative [Lalita et al., 1989: 18].
39. This section is based on Manimala [1983], Alaka and Chetna [1987], my meeting in

Patna in 1988 with some of the peasant women who had participated in the Bodhgaya
struggle, and conversations with several activists of the Chatra Yuva Sangharsh Vahini,
especially with Manimala and Chetna (now Chetna Gala), who were members of the
Vahini when the Bodhgaya movement was initiated, and who played a significant role
in promoting the women's perspective in the struggle.

40. This is an outline version of Manimala's detailed account.
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41. Manimala's [1983] narrative covered events up to early 1982. Discussion on the post-
1982 phase, and on aspects not covered by Manimala in her 1983 piece, is based
primarily on conversations with her in 1993, supplemented by (a) conversations (also in
1993) with Prabhat and Hemant (two male former Vahini activists based in Patna) who
have kept in touch with developments in the region, and (b) by Kelkar and Gala [1990].

42. Recited to me by Manimala in 1993 in the original local Bihari dialect of Hindi;
translated by me into English.

43. For additional recent examples of efforts by women's groups in South Asia to claim
rights in private as well as public land, see Agarwal [forthcoming].

44. Indeed, the cases described of recent land struggles in which the issue of women's rights
in land has been explicitly addressed still remain exceptional. Many other land struggles
and reforms of the 1970s and 1980s remained oblivious to the issue: for instance, it
received no consideration in the Bhoomi Sena (land army) movement of tenants and
landless labourers in Maharashtra, spearheaded by the Praja Socialist Party in 1970
[Silva et al., 1979], or in the Operation Barga programme for registering sharecroppers,
launched by the Communist Party of India Marxist (CPI(M)) in West Bengal, in the late
1970s and early 1980s.

45. As also mentioned in note 12, in Bourdieu's terms 'doxa' represents that which is
accepted as a natural and self-evident part of the social order, which goes without saying
and is not open to questioning or contestation. A good deal of what is justified in the
name of 'tradition' would fall in this category. In contrast to doxa is the 'field of opinion,
of that which is explicitly questioned'. Bourdieu further distinguishes between or-
thodoxy and heterodoxy. He does not fully spell out this distinction, but implies that
orthodoxy would be at one end of the spectrum and heterodoxy at the other, the former
representing one dominant system of beliefs and the latter representing several
alternative systems of beliefs. See also note 12 on some obscurities in the concept of
doxa.

46. Mahatma Gandhi spoke out against purdah on several occasions, calling the custom
'barbarous' and outdated which 'was doing incalculable harm to the country' [Gandhi,
1927: 37]. He also attacked the double standards in the prevailing emphasis on female
purity: 'Why is there all this morbid anxiety about female purity? Have women any say
in the matter of male purity? ... Why should men arrogate to themselves the right to
regulate female purity? It cannot be superimposed from without. It is a matter of
evolution from within and therefore of individual self-effort' [Gandhi, 1926: 415].

47. Whether or not these positive changes can sustain in the face of the forces of
Islamisation that have been gaining strength recently in Bangladesh, remains to be
seen. The point, however, is that it is women organised in groups rather than women
individually who would be in the stronger position to confront such forces.

48. In this context, I feel that writers such as Moore [1991], while recognising that social
norms can be contested, locate the contestation perhaps too much in the realm of
ideology and do not give sufficient weight to the dialectical interlinks between
economic inequalities and gender ideologies, or to economic inequalities as a signi-
ficant (although by no means sole) determinant of relative male-female power within
the household. Moore [1991: 8-9] notes, for instance: '[T]he relations of domination
and subordination which are at the base of gender inequalities within the household
cannot be explained as a simple outcome of economic inequalities', a point with which I
concur. But she goes on to say: 'Bargaining and negotiations between women and men
... are often about definitions and interpretations, and it is for this reason that gender
relations are always involved with power. Power is an aspect of gender relations.' True,
but if power is not to be seen as a thing in itself, we do need to ask: of what is this power
constituted, and what is its source? And the answer, in my view, cannot be provided
without reference to the critical importance of economic inequalities in structuring
power relations between people, both directly and indirectly, by giving some people
greater authority over definitions and interpretations than others.

49. For the Grameen Bank, see Rahman [1986] and for SEWA, see Rose [1992]. Also see
the discussion on this point in Agarwal [1990].
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50. See, for example, Kalia [1979], Bhasin and Agarwal [1983], Chakravarti [1983], and
Krishnan and Dighe [1990].

51. For examples, see Patel [1983] and the songbooks and cassettes produced by Jagori, a
women's documentation and training centre in Delhi.
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