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muslim artisans and small entrepreneurs who had achieved a degree of rela-
tive prosperity and were cutting out the traders who happened to be
hindus.The particular pattern of Indian industrialisation has led to certain)
sections of the population living off rentier and trading profits. Most of
the members of this section come from the ‘intermediate’ or backward castes
which form the hindu majority.(A.Vanaik,1985).It is these sections along
with the newly emerging rural kulaks vho are the bastions of reactiQnary
ideologies. In fact, today, even caste conflicts get converted into compunal
clashes as seen in Maharashtra, Gujarat, U.P. and Haryana.(S.Patel,1985 )

Over the years there has been the consolidation of hindu sentiments
with communal organisations holding conferences and going on all India
pilgrimages carrying holy water from the Ganges. Organisations like the
Hindu Manch, Vishwa Hindu Parishad,Hindu Ekta Manch, along with the older
RSS have emerged to create a sense of a homogeneous hindu identity.These
organisations are highly authoritarian in structure, have para-military
wings and an ideology of hindu expansionism. For instance the Vishwa Hindu
Parishad has openly declared that Hindus are the only people who accept
India as their motherland and that national integration is synonymous with
Hindu consolidation. This includes the recovery of Pakistan, Bangladesh and
Afghanistan as part of Greater India. Like fascist organisations elsewhere,‘
these are male dominated and aggressive about a hindu woman’s place in
society. '

What is significant about this phase of communalism is the direct role
of the state in supporting religious fundamentalism and more specifically
hindu fundamentalist forces. This is in part an attempt to win the hindu
vote for the ruling party but the ‘numbers game ' simply imples playing off
one communalism against another. In a sense this is why, inspite of the
shift in the ruling party’s strategy to woo the ‘hindu vote’ in recent
years, the Muslim Women’s Bill was pushed through in response to muslim fu
ndamentalists given the poor showing in the recent local elections. However
there seem to be deeper factors at work and have to do with the attempt to
forge a ‘national ‘identity after the collapse of anti-colonial nationalism.

"The second attraction of Hindu nationalism is the prospect it

holds for the establishement of a new hegemonizing

ideology.....Hindu chauvinism, disguised as nationalism,

offers more than an expression of the cultural/ideological

yearnings of the newly aggressive intermediate castes."

» (A.Vanaik 1985)

An essential element of this phase of communalism then is state sponsorship
of religious fundamentalism as part of communal politics. This is occurring
ip the context of a growing authoritarian state structure. Over the years,
there has been growing investment in the police, para-military forces and
the army, along with the passing of laws like the National Security
Ordinance etc which give wide powers to the police and the State.

State sponsored religious fundamentalism has very disturbing and
specific implications for women. Feminists in the ‘third world’ have already
shown that general issues are women's issues. The struggle against certain
specific laws has to be linked with the issues of an increasingly
authoritarian state and religious fundamentalism as a state ideology. .

i

Communalism, Religious Fundamentalism and Women

The terms fundamentalism, revivalism, obscurantism,are often 'used
interchangeably and ly.Commenting on the tendency to club together
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seperate customary lavs existed for Nairs, Nambudris, Kulins ,Jats etcy The
Draft Hindu Code was thus based on specifically Brahmanical interpret§tion
of hinduism. Changes were introduced into this as a result of the struggles
“of vomen and men in the early womens movement and hence contained|some
rights for Hindu women. However it is significant that the Hindu Code Bill
was only passed after Independence after a great deal of opposition.

' A1l personal laws, including the reformed hindu lav have
certain common features which reinforce the patriarchal, patrilinea} and
patrilocal family.This is the main family form in India,especially in the
north, central and eastern parts of the country.Even where matrilineal fo
rms have existed as in the taravad of Kerala, economic changes and colonial
policy have invested de-facto rights over property in the hands of men.State
intervention through changes,for example in laws on inheritance have tended
to maintain this patriarchal authority.It is significant that during the
agitation in Punjab over the demands for sharing of water, territory and
Chandigarh as the capital, a demand was put forward for a seperate personal
lav for Sikhs.This customary lav deprives women of the right to property,and
to divorce and contains the provision for a widow to marry her husband’s
brother. All these features relate to the need to maintain and keep control
over property, especially land, by the rich peasant sections within the

_ patriarchal family structure.It 1is also significant that while the other
_secular demands were ignored, the ruling party did begin to consider this
demand. '
The importance of the context and content of religious fundamentalism has to
be stressed precisely because the phenomenon itself has the tendency to
‘contaminate the tools of analysis’. Each outbreak of communal conflict
(hindu/muslim, hindu/sikh, ) raises once again the image of a South Asian
region torn by inherently antagonistic religious communities, with the roots
of this antagonism traced to the medevial past.Two stereotypes emerge from
this conception - the communalist image of Hindus and Muslims as homogeneous
‘tvo nations’ ever since the medevial period and the nationalist image of a
perfect Golden age of harmony shattered by British divide and rule policy.
Both these images assume a homogeneity and national level uniformity which
wvere objectively impossible prior to the developments in communications and
markets in the late 19th century.(S.Sarkar1983, B.Chandra 1984) . Al though
there were instances of clashes betveen hindus and muslims in past cen-
turies, these were sporadic and equal in number to intra-muslim and caste
conflicts, ' ;
Contemprary historians agree that communalism on a general scale is a
modern phenomenon and a product of the process of colonial underdevelope-
ment, most specifically on the middle classes. The absence of modern
industries and education, along with shrinking government expenditure meant
that the educated middle and lower middle classes were faced with increasing
unemployment.The breakdown of existing class identities and status systems,
along with economic stagnation, forced middle class Indians to competegwith
each other for the scarce resources.The ensuing frustration, combined with a
sense of deprivation and fears of the loss of identity, created a volatile
situation in which a religious issue could trigger off immediate violence
and extreme brutality.Given a crisis of identity, the protection of cows, or
music before a mosque became crucial issues, issues of life and death,
because these religious symbols came to represent symbolically, the preser-
vation or destruction of the middle class identity.It is not accidental |that
commun§1 struggles  in this period occurred mostly over government jobs,
educatignal concessions and the political positions in the legislation
councils and muncipal bodies which enabled control over them. |
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indicators such as male/female differentials in malnutrition, morbidity and
mortality(B.Agarwal,1985).Assessment of the food consumed by women shows
that their average consumption of calories is only two - thirds that of
men.A study of agricutural labour households in Kerala notes that on vorking
days, a woman’s calorie intake fell 20% short of the recommended standard,
vhile a man’s fell short by 11% of the recomended standard.During unemploy-
ment the respective short falls were 50% for women and 26% for men. More
careful and detailed measurements undertaken in. a Bangladesh study also
bring out the inequality in  intra-household distribution of
food.(B.Miller,1981,L.Gu1ati,1982,S.Batliwala,1982, B.Agarval 1985, A.Sen &
S.Sengupta, 1983 ) ‘
Strong supportive evidence is provided by other indicators. There is
a higher prevalence of malnutrition and slower growth amongst girls relative
to boys. In Punjab for instance, female children are breast fed for a
shorter time and given less supplementary food.The same pattern of sex
differentials is revealed in women’s access to health care.Women’s illnesses
are usually ignored until they reach chronic proportions, as seen in hospi-
tal admissions, child mortality fiqures etc. This sex bias occurs in most
households although it appears to he sharper under conditions of poverty.
This discrimination occurs in spite of the fact that vomen put in longer
hours of work and contribute to the basic needs for the survival of the
household.Given this pre-existing culture of son-preference, the growth of

religious fundamentalism would intensify discrimination and neglect of women
within the household.

|

State ideology and women’s labour ;

of the capitalist economy and the emergence of ideologies which justify the
exclusion or incorporation of women into the labour force.The best example
is of course pro-natalism in Nazi Germany in the early thirties and its
reversal in 1937 when wvomen were exhorted to contribute to thg var
industry.[ ] These ideologies do¢ not always functionally respond to the
needs of capital in a purely economic sense.Ideologies of domesticity for
women are often articulated in situations where in fact larger sections of
women are being forced to seek work.A similar process seems to be occurring
in South Asia. .

In India, since the 1960’s agricutural development has been based on a
technological package to increase agricultural productivity, marking a éhift
avay from the earlier focus on land reforms.The effects of the Green
Revolution have been ‘extensively documented. Although there are regional
differences depending on prior patterns of landholding and landlessness, as
well as technological constraints imposed by the kind of crop, there 'have
been considerable changes in vomen’s participation in wage labour and their
position relative to men in the rural areas. Capitalist development has )
resulted in many peasants and marginal farmers losing their landholdings at
the same time as there has been the crystalisation of a ney layer of rural
rich farmers (kulaks).There has been a dramatic increase in the nunber of
agricultural workers, within which section the number of women is higher and
increasing faster than the number of men.The 1981 Census showed that half of
all rural female workers (as against a quarter of all rural male worRers)
were wage workers., At the same time, wage work for women is more seasonal
and as a result, mos( women are casual workers. The number of female icyl-
tivators has declined relative to men, highlighting women’s lack of

There has been extensive documentation of the link between the demands“
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