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Opver the last several decades, women’s issues have
become part of the public agenda on something of a global scale. As
Francis Ramirez notes: Not a single country in 1870 had granted women
suffrage. By the mid-1970s, less than one-half of one percent of the
world female population was still denied the right to vote. By 1970, over
one half of all nations came to extend formal guarantees of equality to
women within their national constitutions (Ramirez 1987). During the
last thirty years, not only the resource-rich countries of the 'North' but
also many of the poorer countries of Asia, Africa and Latin America
have made gender issues part of their policy agenda.

The formal recognition of women’s rights within the constitutions
and laws of nations around the globe has been driven, at least in part,
by state expansion. As world system theorists have argued, the growth
of the state has caused state actors to engage in strategies of political
incorporation. Francis Ramirez and Jane Weiss contend that there are
four reasons why women, like other peripheral groups, are the target of
political incorporation by expanding state authority:

(1) The greater the power of the State, the greater its organizational

* This is a much reworked version of materials included in “Organizing Against Violence:
Strategies of the Indian Women’s Movement”, Pacific Affairs Vol. 62, No. 1, Spring, 1989
in which I describe the women’s movement in India at greater length. This article contains
references to the extensive literature on feminism and the women’s movement in India.
I am grateful to Jayati Lal for her generous loan of recent articles and published government
reports.
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capacity for initiating contacts with the periphery and satisfying its
demands.

(2) The greater the authority of the State, the more it can afford
to challenge threats from special interests groups, successfully
competing with these other power centres, from extended kin
networks to multinational corporations, for the loyalties of
peripheral groups...

(3) At higher levels of institutionalization, the State is more likely
to transmit unifying myths about the national collective order to
peripheral status groups: for instance, myths such as the
indivisibility of the national interest, the rise of a new society, the
imperative of national development and so on.

(4) Higher levels of institutionalized state organization should
result in less tolerance for local or subgroup ideologies.!

The argument about the universal legitimation process by which state
expansion motivates the political incorporation of women offers a useful
account of global trends at the macro-level. The recognition of women
as citizens (gauged by their growing participation in educational and
occupational systems and their inclusion through enfranchisement in
the formal sphere of politics) does accompany, as world systems theorists
document, the expansion of state authority.

This linking of expanded state authority to women’s incorporation in-
vites interesting questions about contemporary events: can the (at least
temporary) de-institutionalization of state authority in Eastern Europe
in the last year, for example, help to account for the way in which
women’s issues seem to have been dropped from the political agenda?
Does the transition to democratic institutions in Latin America require
a long period of institution-building before women’s issues will receive
systematic governmental attention? Can the more advanced incorporation
of women in the States of South India (as distinct from the Northern
States of Rajasthan, U.P. or Punjab) be explained in part by the more
highly institutionalized and expansive role of the State in South India?

Provocative as such world-systems’ inspired questioning may be, this
kind of broad-sweep generalizations cannot tap a whole realm of
questions about why certain gender issues get addressed and not others.
Why are welfare concerns foremost on the agenda of some countries
and sexual politics more prominent in other nations? Why, for instance,
are welfare issues such as employment, job-training, child care rather
than body politics issues (rape, pornography, harassment) so much more
a central part of the political agenda of Scandinavian countries with the
reverse case in the U.S.?

Why, in Michelle Molyneux’s terminology, do practical interests gain
legitimation at some points in time and strategic interests at others?’
Why, for instance, are strategic gender interests more a part of the
political agenda in Brazil than in Argentina? (Jaquette 1989).

To cite still another variation of this same question, why does women'’s
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enfranchisement sometimes precede and sometimes follow women'’s
access in significant numbers to educational institutions or to the paid
labour force? Perhaps the most dramatic reminder that sexual and
economic issues are differentially legitimized as subjects of political
concern was the recent report from Kenya. In Kenya, women have
achieved significant advances in the sphere of education.? Yet, the mass
rape of 71 school girls and deaths of 19 others at a rural boarding school
in Kenya, and the school principal’s remark that the raping of girls by
boy students had come to be regarded as a normal occurrence, seems
to indicate that sexual issues had effectively been kept off the public
agenda (Perlez 1991).

The aim of this paper, then, is to consider why certain issues about
women'’s lives are excluded from the political agenda while others become
recognized as legitimate matters for public concern. But first a caveat:
in focussing on how issues are made a part of the public agenda, I do
not mean to say that formal or even popular recognition of a problem
is necessarily an opening up — or a progressive move towards equality.
It may be, as Foucault describes, a closing down, domestication or
confinement of the problem (Foucault 1980). But if there is to be social
change, some political legitimation must be given to issues previously
silenced or unconfronted. Becoming part of the public agenda is no
guarantee. It is a sine qua non.

Specifically, I seek to explain why in India questions about body
politics (rape, dowry deaths, the burning of widows known in India as
sati) gained public attention when initially, in the 1970s, the politicization
of gender issues in India seemed likely to admit onto the public agenda
only economic concerns having to do with family, women’s and children’s
welfare.

Two Routes to Agenda-Building

In their discussion of models of agenda building, Cobb, Ross and
Ross distinguish between two routes to policy formation — those that
are initiated outside and those initiated inside governments.* Such a
distinction is an important one to make in describing the way women’s
issues have become part of the public agenda in India because the two
routes transport different kinds of issues into the realm of public concern.
My argument, drawing on this distinction, is that the government-
initiated route is far more likely to be the vehicle of economic agenda-
building than it is likely to be the channel for the politicization of an
egalitarian body politics. When body politics reaches the public agenda,
the prerequisite appears to be the activities of autonomous women'’s
organizations as the initiators of public debate. In this section of the
paper, I describe the two separate (state-driven and movement-driven)
routes by which economic welfare and body politics issues reached the
public agenda in India.
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* Economic Welfare

It was primarily state-initiated actions that put women'’s issues —
those concerning women’s economic welfare — onto the agenda in
India in 1974-75. In anticipation of 1975, declared to be International
Women'’s Year (IWY), the U.N. requested member nations to submit
reports and plans of action indicating what efforts were underway to
redress the inequality that women faced (Pietila and Vickers 1990). The
Indian government complied by requisitioning a report published in
1974 entitled Towards Equality (1974). The team appointed to produce
the report included academics, social workers, and non-government
personnel who were members of the ruling (Congress) Party, and two
members of Parliament (Mazumdar 1983; 1985:80). The study group’s
report proved to be a critical catalyst in securing further attention in
policy circles. The report documented information about stark inequalities
between men and women summarized by the chilling statistics of
imbalanced child and adult sex ratios that indicated significant
differentials in male-female mortality. The subordination of women was
now part of the official record, there to be cited by anyone wishing to
address women’s issues.

The report of the Committee on the Status of Women in India (CSWI),
Towards Equality, animated further action.? Up to this point, the approach
of the Government of India towards women'’s issues had been to promote
women’s welfare in association with family well-being. The report and.
the parliamentary debate that ensued began a reconceptualization in
governmental discourse that portrayed women, instead, as a 'critical
input’ in the process of development rather than as identified by their
family roles. In addition, according to one government source, there
was ‘the recognition of women as a group adversely affected by the
processes of economic transformation.” ‘It was realised’, the National
Plan for Women insisted, ‘that constitutional guarantees of equality
would be meaningless and unrealistic unless women’s right to economic
independence is acknowledged and their training in skills as contributors
to the family and the national economy is improved’ (National Perspective
Plan 1988).

Towards Equality led to the government’s National Plan of Action (1976)
that called for governmental intervention in the areas of health, family
planning, nutrition, education and employment to improve conditions
for women. The National Plan of Action, prepared by the Department of
Social Welfare, in turn led to the establishment of the Women’s Welfare
and Development Bureau in 1976 under the Ministry of Social Welfare
that was to act ‘as a nodal point within the Government of India to
coordinate policies and programmes and initiate measures for women'’s
development” (National Perspective Plan 1988: xiii).

That same year the Indian Council of Social Science Research (ICSSR),
a social science organization supported by government funds, also
submitted a report to the government. The ICSSR committee, designated



GETTING WOMEN'S ISSUES ONTO THE PUBLIC AGENDA 5

as the Advisory Committee on Women’s Studies, was composed of
social scientists, a judge of the Supreme Court, and a senior officer of
the Government of India. The Report made numerous recommendations
about women'’s employment needs (Mazumdar 1983: 19-20).

In 1977-78, the Government Planning Commission appointed a
Working Group on Employment of Women and the next year the Govern-
ment convened the National Conference on Women and Development
that included women legislators from various political parties as well as
civil servants, social workers, social scientists and activists.

It was clear that the economic conditions of women’s lives, by 1980,
had become a legitimate focus for discussion in the highest government
circles. In that year, the Government took the significant step of including
for the first time in its national economic blueprint, the Sixth Five Year
Plan, a full chapter devoted to women’s concerns. (Sixth Five Year Plan
1980). Although feminist criticism was levelled at the Plan’s failure to
integrate women fully into all aspects of development planning, there
was recognition that the Plan, as Devaki Jain observed, offered a ‘strong,
supportive analysis of the situation of women, their neglect, their
importance for nation building’ and that it represented a significant
increase in commitment of resources to women. As Jain noted, the
budget for social welfare expenditures (which is where many of the
programmes for women and children originate) increased almost three-
fold from 63 crores in the Fifth Five Year Plan to 150 crores in the Sixth
Plan.® The Sixth and subsequent Five Year Plans also called for the
special targetting and empowerment of women (the Sixth and Seventh
Five Year Plans required that women be at least thirty percent of the
beneficiary class of anti- -poverty programmes). 4

The route by which women’s economic welfare became part of the
political agenda in the 1970s was, thus, largely state-driven, initiated by
the exhortations of United Nations International Women’s Year and the
Indian government - sponsored reports and study groups. Individual
feminists were part of this process. Analogous to what in Scandinavia
has been described as state feminism, individual women (and men) in
the ministries and on the government-appointed committees and working
groups who were either feminists or who became so in the course of
their deliberations exerted an important influence in the agenda-building
process.®

But pressure from organized groups played in this period only an
indirect role in the agenda-building process. By the middle of the decade,
attention-levels to women'’s issues had been heightened with the political
stirrings created by international discussions of feminism and, in India,
by the democratic rights struggles against India’s Emergency in 1975.
These protests had helped to change the political climate. If before, a
report like Towards Equality would have been more likely consigned to
obscurity, the political ambience of the mid-1970s provided support for
its visibility and politicization.
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There had been groups organizing specifically around women'’s
demands as well, but their influence, too, was only indirect. Between
1972 and 1974, led by women leaders of leftist political parties, thousands
of women marched to protest the rise in prices of foodstuffs and
household necessities’. Two conferences, also organized by leftist parties,
were held in 1974. One was held in Pune (in October) and the second
in Trivandrum (in December). As Gail Omvedt recounts in her excellent
analyses of the origins of feminism in India, these conferences helped to
give expression to a new consciousness and militancy among young
women. But, as she notes, there were limitations to their effectiveness:

Some of it (the limitations) was due to the mood of the time, when
‘feminism” was still not even mentioned and ‘women’s lib" was
taken as a joke. An example would be seen in the reaction of the
Times of India to the Pune conference which headlined its brief
article “Men told to share in domestic drudgery” picking out and
pouncing on one brief mention of sharing housework from over a
dozen resolutions. Three days of mocking journalistic comment
followed, and when the Pune organizers objected, the Times replied
that their male reporters had been excluded from the conference,
perhaps women reporters were not then available (Omvedt n.d: 4).

As Omvedt also observes, the conference discussions were limited by'
the "economistic’ form of Marxism that 'dominated the thinking of the
Marxist organizers'."

Left women (and some men) at the time were deeply aware of the
various forms of oppression of working women, were ready to
admit that women were 'specially oppressed' beyond their
exploitation simply as workers, and were ready to accept the idea
that 'male chauvinism' was an obstacle inside their own party. But
they were not ready to go much farther and in particular they
refrained from attacking such basic institutions as the family and
marriage practices or to raise issues that touched raw nerves inside
the working class itself — such as drunkenness and wife-beating
(Omvedt n.d: 5).

Body politics was not part of the public agenda in the mid-1970s.
Sexual violence was given little attention by the State or by leftist and
women'’s groups. There were some exceptions: there was discussion of
dowry issues, ! the sexual exploitation of women in advertising and
‘atrocities perpetrated against women’ largely as part of upper class
exploitation of untouchables and the poor, but sexual violence (per se)
was not yet a serious issue (Farooqi 1978). In fact, the women who
toured the country as part of the Towards Equality working group
remarked retrospectively on their own inattention to sexual violence.
One member comments:

... I realize now that there were other things which we should have
investigated. We did not include rape in our enquiry. We took
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some note of suicides when they were brought to our notice, but
no one mentioned a single case of dowry murder. Harassment,
even torture was reported but never a murder. Today I realize that
the issue of violence of crimes against women did not feature in
our report as we have not investigated it. Even the practice of
dowry was not in our initial questionnaire — it was forced on us
by the women we met.

Another commission participant noted:

More than dowry, when I look back I am shocked that we have not
taken up the issue of rape at all. As far as I can recollect, nowhere
in our discussions on women, the problem of rape was ever brought
up. Rape was brought up from time to time only in the context of
prostitution. I cannot say that I was not aware of rape as an
instrument in subjugating the lower classes and lower castes, but
what has come to light since the publication of the report, I was
not aware of.'?

It is perhaps not surprising that to the extent that women’s issues became
part of the public agenda, the focus was largely economic. Poverty,
unemployment, jobs, were already very much part of a legitimate public
discourse in India. Discussions of rape and other forms of violence
against women, by contrast, had little public standing. Indeed, as feminist
activists in India were to discover, attempts to call attention to the
prevalence of rape, harassment, and battering were often swiftly
condemned (by upper-class, highly educated, urbane, professional men
and sometimes women) as anti-family, bourgeois and as an artifact of
Western influence (Bhasin and Khan 1986:3).

Body Politics

In contrast to the agenda-building history of women'’s welfare issues,
it was women'’s groups together with the media -- outside the government
— that politicized issues about body politics (rape, dowry deaths, wife-
beating, sati). This shift in the politics of agenda-building around women'’s
issues began in the late 1970s and was catalyzed by the political
mobilization around the Mathura case. Mathura was a tribal girl of
between 14-16 years old when she was called to a police station in a
small town of Maharashtra where she was raped in police custody by
two constables. The lower (sessions) court held that she was 'of loose
morals' and found the policemen innocent, a judgment overturned by
the High Court. However, on appeal, the Supreme Court of India
concluded that in the absence of convincing evidence of resistance,
Mathura must have consented to sexual intercourse.

This verdict was protested by four Delhi University law professors
who in 1979 wrote an open letter to the Chief Justice of India calling
(ultimately unsuccessfully) for a re-opening of the case. The four included
one of the very same women, Lotika Sarkar, who had served on the
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CSWI earlier in the decade. It is interesting that as a member of the
earlier government committee she and the others had not been asked to
investigate nor had they, on their own initiative, reported on issues of
violence against women. Looking back, Lotika Sarkar commented, ‘I feel
very ashamed now that even from the academic angle we did not
examine the issue of rape’.”® Later, after she had served on the CSWI,
‘together with three colleagues in the legal profession, she 'made up for
this omission'. The letter read in part:

Your Lordship, this is an extraordinary decision sacrificing human
rights of women under the law and the Constitution... Your
Lordship, does the Indian Supreme Court expect a young girl, 14-
16 years old, when trapped by two policemen inside the police
station to successfully raise alarm for help? Does it seriously expect
the girl, a labourer, to put up such stiff resistance against well-built
policemen so as to have substantial marks of physical injury? Does
the Court believe that Mathura was so flirtatious that even when
her brother, her employer and her lover were waiting outside the
police station that she could not let go the opportunity of having
fun with two policemen and that too in the area adjoining a police
station latrine? . . . . Consent involves submission; but the converse
is not necessarlly true. Nor is absence of resistance necessarily
indicative of consent.’

The letter helped to set off marches and protests in urban areas
across the country. Groups were formed on an ad hoc basis that in the
course of 1979 and 1980 came together to work against rape. Mathura’s
name became, grimly, a commonly recognized name in educated
households in cities and towns. Other cases of rape in police custody
soon came to light. In addition to the Mathura case, demonstrations
were taken out to protest the plight of other women. Newspapers carried
the accounts of Rameeza Bee in Hyderabad and Maya Tyagi in Delhi,
both allegedly raped in police custody and their husbands, who protested
their treatment, killed. Women’s groups began efforts to amend the
criminal assault laws and to investigate police reports and judicial records
on rape cases. Feminist lawyers offered their support to rape victims
seeking legal remedy. Civil liberties groups and feminists issued
pamphlets explaining in accessible prose women'’s rights under the old
and amended laws of rape (Mathew 1985, Haksar and Singh 1986). As
one observer noted, 'Political parties, which initially did not take this
problem seriously started issuing statements and started calling for public
meetings and rallies . . ." (Patel 1988: 240-256).

The anti-rape protests were followed by anti-dowry campaigns that
accelerated in the early 1980s. The anti-dowry discussions and protests
exposed the largely unacknowledged violence directed against young,
newly-married women. Manushi, a journal that was started to address
women'’s issues in 1979, ran personal accounts of women who had been
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victimized. Issue upon issue of Manushi recounted the tragic stories of
daughters and sisters who had been ill-treated, assaulted, or burned to
death.’® These grim narratives, accounts of what the women’s movement
came to term ‘bride-burning’ or ‘dowry deaths,” told stories of in-laws,
dissatisfied with the young wife and/or with the dowry she had brought,
setting fire to her clothes after dousing them in kerosene. Because the
incidents were made to look like accidents from the explosion of the
small kerosene stoves many households use for cooking, it took the
collective effort of women activists to force the reality of this horror
onto the public mindset. Due to the insistence of women’s groups,
police and hospital personnel began to make efforts to discern possibly
suspicious circumstances when severely burned young women were
brought for emergency treatment.”” The government in Delhi and in
several states began collecting data on dowry deaths that by official
count now number several thousand deaths per year.'®

Women's organizations in Delhi, Bombay and other urban centres
pursued litigation against those accused of dowry murders and battering.
They sought legal reforms in dowry and rape law and in the laws of
evidence. They held demonstrations outside the houses of families in
which women had been allegedly mistreated. They set up homes and
shelters to which women who needed to leave their families might
retreat. They contacted government officials to pressure for the rights of
women claimants. They published their own newsletters and contacted
acquaintances who worked for the media in order to disseminate
awareness of the violence against women.

Women activists in groups associated with the major left-leaning
parties had begun already in the late 1970s to mount petitions for reforms
and to organize demonstrations.’ If Manushi and some of the newly--
formed autonomous organizations were particularly skilled at drawing
the attention of the media and clarifying the issues for debate, the mass-
based party organizations were able to mobilize crowds of people when
appropriate. March 8, International Women’s Day, in 1981 brought
together various women’s groups to protest rape, dowry deaths and
atrocities against women. In the course of the next few months a coalition
was formed of different women’s groups, the Dahej Virodhi Chetna
Manch, to unite organizational efforts against dowry (Palriwala 1985).

Organization continued around issues of ‘body politics” throughout
the first half of the 1980s. By this time autonomous women’s groups
played a crucial role in keeping the issues of body politics on the agenda.
Manushi, the journal, and Stree Sangharsh (a group staging street plays)
were formed in 1979. The Forum Against Oppression of Women,
organized in 1981 in Bombay, Saheli, founded in 1982 in Delhi,
Mediastorm and many other small organizations with regular staff and
volunteers that rarely exceed 30 people, were successful to a degree that
belied their small numbers in causing the public’s attention to turn to
issues of violence against women.
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The autonomous women'’s groups were both products of as well as
producers of the media’s attention to body politics. By the late 1970s,
when women’s organizations had begun to ‘name’ violence against
women, the media’s coverage of rape, beatings, dowry deaths and other
violence surged dramatically.?’ Non-political police-blotter reporting was
now recognized by the media as ‘crimes against women’ and given a
name like ‘rape’, dowry murder or wife-beating. The coverage of violence
against women and of all women-related events and protests rose
precipitously in 1979 and remained high.”!

But if women’s organizing caused the media to take on issues about
body politics, the media’s attention also stimulated women’s groups to
form. Media coverage was already much increased by the early 1980s
helping to activate young women who were crucial to groups such as
Saheli and the Women’s Forum that emerged soon thereafter. En route
to the making of a public agenda around body politics, the media and
women’s groups stood in symbiotic relationship to each other.

Certainly, the combined activities of the autonomous women’s
organizations and the media created a public agenda. But the distinction
made by Roger Cobb and Charles Elder between the public agenda and
the formal political agenda needs be kept in mind.(Cobb and Elder 1975)
To gain public attention is not the same as to secure a place on the
‘calendar’ of decision-makers. There was no question but that issues of
violence against women had gained a place in the public mind given the
attention in the press and on television.?

But it was also the case that the pressure from feminist groups had
forced policy-makers to take action to address issues of violence against
women. The issues of rape, dowry deaths and wife-beating were taken
up by the Parliament and the courts:

-1983 The Criminal Law (Second Amendment Act) was passed
revising existing law pertaining to cruelty by a woman’s in-laws leading
to death or suicide. :

-1983 The Goel conviction is handed down by an Additional Sessions
judge in Delhi who for the first time handed down a death sentence
conviction in a dowry murder case. The judgement was overturned on
appeal and in 1985 the Supreme Court handed down a life sentence for
two of the three defendants. '

-1984 The Delhi Prohibition of Eve-Teasing Act making sexual
harassment a cognizable offence.

-1985 The Dowry Prohibition Amendment Act attempts to strengthen
the earlier act of 1961.

In addition, Government ministries expended substantial additional
sums of money on activities by voluntary organizations that were working
against violence and on government-run shelters.”

This is not the place to assess the effectiveness of legislative reforms,
court actions or governmental expenditure, although it needs to be said,
that full enforcement of dowry, anti-rape, and anti-cruelty laws would



