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NEW SOCIAL MOVEMENTS IN INDIA

The recent movements particularly in and after the 1960s in Europe such as peace
movement, ecological movement, women’s movement etc. are called ‘new’ social
movement. In India the movements around the issue of identity – dalit, adivasi,
women, human rights, environment etc. are also labeled as the ‘new’ social
movement. In one sense they are called ‘new’ social movements because they have
raised the issues related to identity and autonomy which are non-class issues and do
not confront with the state. They are the new forms of social movements.
This Block consists of five Units. Unit 1 presents the meaning, emergence and trend
of women’s movement in India. Unit 2 provides an insight about the environmental
movement in India. Unit 3 highlights the features of farmers’ movement in India.
Unit 4 attempts to present the social movement related to civil society and academia.
Unit 5 explains the emergence and development of LGBT movement.
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INTRODUCTION

This Unit has conceived the multifaceted history of the women’s movement in India
through three conceptual phases: the first, the second and the third and an in-between
stage connecting the first and the second. The classification of phases, serving
analytical purposes, remains grounded on certain contextual-chronological and
thematic principles. The classification of phases, one must remember, do not
necessarily invoke a unilinear evolutionary trail, based on the logic of a gradual
proliferation of feminist consciousness (where each phase is always an
‘improvement’ over the previous one). The feat of a specific phase, in India, cannot
be gauged in reference to a generic index of ‘feminist movement’ across the world.
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The questions raised in the course of the movement can neither be pigeonholed into
the dominant/Western mode of categorizing women’s movement into liberal, radical
or socialist categories nor be seen to follow the same developmental paths.
Movement remains marked by the specific political and discursive contexts traversed
by the multiple performative possibilities of individual/group of women.

1.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this Unit, you will be able to:
 Discuss the three major phases of women’s movement in India;
 Explain the basic issues raised and the key organizations involved in the three
phases;
 Learn how women’s movement in India poses challenge to the dominant
social, cultural and political trends of the country.

1.3

THE FIRST PHASE

1.3.1 The Early Years
The broader nationalist programme of nation-building largely informed the early
phase of women’s movement in India. The nationalists seemed to think that a
colony, which ‘required’ the ‘civilizing mission’ of the colonizer to ‘emancipate’ the
native women (subjugated and oppressed, uneducated and ignorant) from the
barbaric tradition, could not build a sovereign nation without addressing the question
of the ‘woman’. The point was to incorporate women within the men’s discourse of
nation building which involved self-determination, statehood, democracy, progress
and modernity.
In the first wave of the feminist movement, Sen writes, “…women’s organizations
were able to draw both on the benefits of modernity (from colonial rulers and male
Indian reformers) and from the idiom of “Indianness” constructed in the nationalist
discourse” (Sen 2000: 57). Both the colonial rulers and nationalist reformers were
enthused by the ‘ideals’ of modernity – to uproot the social evil of sati, sanction
widow remarriage, prohibit child marriage, diminish illiteracy, standardize the age of
consent to marriage and guarantee property rights through legal interventions. The
involvement of women in the reform movements demanding their civil and political
rights, largely under the leadership of the nationalists, produced a ‘unique blend of
feminism and nationalism’ (Forbes 1998 and 2005, Sen 2000, Chaudhuri 2010).
Throughout the country, a few women associations were also established. Under the
leadership of Keshab Chandra Sen (Brahmo Samaj) in Kolkata, Narayan Ganesh
Chandavarkar, Madhav Govind Ranade and R.G. Bhandarkar in Pune and
Mahipatram Rupram Nilkanth and his associates in Ahmedabad organizations were
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formed to demand prohibition of child marriage, widow remarriage and women’s
education (Sen 2000, Kumar 1993, Mazumdar 2001). By the end of the nineteenth
century a group of women, from the reformed elite families, come to establish a
number of women’s organizations. Swarnakumari Devi, the daughter of
Devendranath Tagore, institutes the Ladies Society (1882 Kolkata) for empowering
the deprived women. Ramabai Saraswati establishes the Arya Mahila Samaj (also in
1882) in Pune and Sharda Sadan in Bombay. Sarala Debi Chaudhurani (daughter of
Swarnakumari Devi), the archetype of the first phase of women’s movement in India
(Sen Chaudhuri 2014) – being critical of the women’s meetings held in conjunction
with the National Social Conference – calls attention to the necessity of a distinct
association for the women. In 1910 she establishes Bharat Stree Mahamandal and
developed its branches in Lahore, Karachi, Allahabad, Delhi, Amritsar, Hyderabad,
Kanpur, Bankura, Hazaribagh, Midnapur and Calcutta to unify women from all race,
creed, class and party on the grounds of moral and material progress (Bagal 1964,
Sen 2000, Ray 2002).

1.3.2 The Inter-War Years
The first phase of women’s movement in India, during the inter-war years of 1917
and 1945, successfully addresses two significant issues: i) voting rights (1917-1926),
and ii) reform of personal law (1927-29). Edwin Montague, the Secretary of State for
India, proclaims (in 1917) the British government’s intention to include more Indians
in the governing process. Sarojini Naidu (with an allIndia delegation of women) and
Sarala Devi Chaudhurani (with the representatives of Bharat Stree Mahamandal)
meet Montague and Chelmsford and appeal for women’s suffrage. They also secure
the support of Congress for women’s franchise (Forbes 1998). Alongside, Annie
Besant, Margaret Cousins and Dorothy Jinarajadasa (Irish Theosophists) jointly
establish the Women’s Indian Association (1917): the first all India women’s
association for obtaining voting rights. A delegation sent to England pursues the
Joint Parliamentary Committee to finally remove the sex disqualification.
Travancore-Cochin, a princely state, is the first to offer voting rights to women in
1920, followed by Madras and Bombay in 1921. In 1926, propertied women in
Bengal get the right to vote.
The All India Women’s Conference was set up in 1927 at the initiative of Margaret
Cousins to attend the issue of women’s education (Basu and Ray 2003). It was soon
comprehended that the issue of education remains tagged to the general social
problems including purdah, child marriage, and other social customs. AIWC thus
conducted a campaign to rise the age of marriage. This resulted in the passing of the
Sarda Act in 1929. AIWC also began to campaign for the reformation of the personal
law. Facing resistance to a common civil law, it called for the reform of Hindu laws
forbidding polygamy, offering women the right to divorce and to inherit property.
An unrelenting campaign for these reforms eventually saw the passing of the Hindu
Code Bills in the 1950s (several laws passed to reform Hindu Personal Law). Samita
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Sen (2000) has identified this phase of the movement, tagged to the wider nationalist
movement, represented by the upper caste/class women as ‘social feminism’. The
nationalist discourse authorized the Hindu elite women to speak on behalf of ‘Indian
women’ from a common stand.

1.3.3 The Call for Swaraj
The “petition politics” of the 1920s had outlived its efficacy by the 1930s. The
intensity of the movement petered out by the 1940s when the weight of the
nationalist struggle trampled feminist issues, and their diverse range of activities
broke the purported unity of “Indian women”. There was a visible departure from the
radical probes of an earlier period to a time when the Hindu Code Bill was being
opposed not just by conservatives but by many within the Indian National Congress
(Sen 2010). During this decade, the fight against colonial rule gained height and
women’s participation in nationalist movement assumed a new shape. Women had
joined Congress sessions, took part in the Swadeshi (1905-11) and the Home Rule
Movement earlier. Yet their mass participation never happened before the Gandhian
call for the non-co-operation movement, rural satyagrahas, salt satyagraha, civil
disobedience movement, and quit India movement. Women organized meetings,
rallies, picketed foreign cloth and liquor shops, and were jailed in numbers (Kumar
1993). During the whole period, the rapidly growing women’s organisations such as
Desh Sevika Sangh, Nari Satyagraha Samiti, Mahila Rashtriya Sangh, Ladies
Picketing Board, Stri Swarajya Sangh and Swayam Sevika Sangh organised the mass
boycott of foreign cloth and liquor (Kumar 1993). Now non-violence became a
dominant mode of protest. While thousands of women joined the freedom movement
in response to Gandhi’s call, there were others who could not accept his creed of
nonviolence and joined revolutionary or terrorist groups. Subhash Chandra Bose also
claimed for the participation of women in the women’s regiment of the Azad Hind
Fauj.
Now a large section of women came out of their home to join the mass movements.
This exposed the nationalists to a host of perturbing questions about the
contradictory role of women in the ‘contradictory’ realms of the public and the
private. The nationalists had to review the question of woman’s participation, now
directly in the realm of public, in terms of the sustenance of the age-old feminine
virtues based on sexual purity (that could only be retained by remaining at home).
The political practices of both Mahatma Gandhi and Subhash Chandra Bose, though
oppositional in nature, tried to retain the iconic role of the ‘Indian woman’ based on
‘sexual purity’. Gandhi resorted to a clear cut distinction between two sets of
woman; one is the married woman who is both a mother and wife involved in the
nationalist activities from within the home, while the other is the sexually inactive
unmarried woman or widow who has sacrificed her familial ties in the name of the
nation (Patel 1985). Bose, who particularly supported female activism, adhered to
the Gandhian stance of classifying women on the ground of sexuality. Emphasizing
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the active participation of mother rendering support and sister rendering direct
assistance, he did not accommodate the sexually active “wives” in his scheme
(Forbes 1984).
Nevertheless, the reform ideals and nationalist commitments had brought a number
of women out of their domestic confinements. There is no account of the magnitude
and severity of oppositions these women had to endure in the society in general and
their families in particular (Gandhi and Shah 1992). Many scholars have rightly
pointed at the subservient nature of the first phase. “[T]he independence of the
country and of women had become so intertwined”, observes Vina Mazumdar, “as to
be identical” (2001: 135). Yet, the first phase of feminist movement in India cannot
fully be circumscribed within the scope of nationalism. The history of the Indian
national movement and the women’s movement have overlapped at many points yet
opposed in many others. One can ponder on the feminist possibilities of the first
wave keeping in mind the overall context of colonization and discourses of nationbuilding (Sen Chaudhuri 2010).

1.3.4 Post-Independence
The ‘cause’ of women remained a national concern in the post independent India.
The principle of gender equality adopted in the Fundamental Rights Resolution of
1931, was later secured as a constitutional measure guaranteeing “Equality between
the sexes” (Articles 14 and 16). Various administrative bodies were also set up for
the creation of opportunities for women. The question remains: who were these
women the government of India were aiming at? Now, there had been a subtle shift
of attention of the nationalist elites: from the upper and middle class women in the
early 19th century – to the women at large in the Gandhian politics – culminating in
marking the poor woman as the icon of independent India. Women’s Role in a
Planned Economy (WRPE) happened to be the first Plan on women, by the National
Planning Committee (NPC) 1938. Though it drew attention to the poor women
(urban and rural workers), oriented in a ‘developmental model’ it remained incapable
to identify their problems. Similarly the issue of women in the Ford Foundation
community development programmes 1950s and 60s was a welfare mission rather an
effort to empower them (John 1996). When the aspiration for the new governmental
policies gradually dissipated, by 1960s, India witnessed a chain of revolt and unrest
(peasant movements, anti-price-rise agitation in Kolkata, Bombay and Gujarat).
During this time, the Nehru government had also to negotiate with the Tebhaga and
Telengana Peasant Movement and a war against China (1962). Postindependence,
1950s and 60s, observed a relative lull in the course of women’s movement (Lateef
1977, Mazumdar 1985). The feminists were now more splintered than ever before.
No longer was there a common enemy to fight against. Discrimination of gender was
still not an independent issue clearly distinguishable from other socio-political
problems. While many women still sought the membership of the congress
government, there were various other groups increasingly seeking their autonomy.
5

All the way through women’ movement continued in fragments till the culmination
of the new women’s liberation movement in the late seventies. This has its roots in
the late sixties radicalization of the student, farmer, trade union and dalit politics
(Patel 2002). Since the early seventies, quite a few movements on the radical left
(Naxalbari movement in West Bengal, Kerala, Andhra Pradesh, Bihar and Punjab)
and the socialist fronts had interesting implications for women’s movement
including the growth of the various women’s organizations (Kumar 1993). Shramik
Sangathana (followed by the Shahada agitation 1970s), The Self-Employed
Women’s Association (SEWA by Ela Bhatt followed by trade union movement in
1972, Ahmedabad) and many other organizations were formed. The anti-price-rise
movement, organized by the students in Gujarat, was joined by thousands of middle
class women taking the shape of the Nav Nirman movement of 1974 (Kumar 1993).
This was stimulated in Bihar, in the name of Sampoorna Kranti Movement, under
the leadership of the Gandhian leader, Jay Prakash Narayan. In Delhi, a significant
group of women leadership evolved in the radical students’ movement and the
democratic rights movement. Women in different political parties, all over India,
were gradually questioning the patriarchal predispositions of their organisations. In
1973 Mrinal Gore from the Socialist Party along with other women from the
Communist Party of India (Marxist) came to form the United Women’s Anti-Price
Rise Front (which turned into a women’s mass movement seeking consumer
protection). In 1973-74 the Maoist women established the Progressive Organisation
of Women, instigating a feminist critique of the radical leftist politics (Kumar 1995,
Sen 2000). On the other corner of the country, the Chipko movement, initiated in
1973 and joined by women in 1974, laid a milestone for the women’s movement in
India. The Chipko (embrace the tree) movement, a non-violent environmental protest
against commercial logging in the Himalayas, holds a deeper meaning for the ecofeminists (Shiva 1986, Mellor 2008, Kumar 1995). It is considered as the first
political-environmental movement led by the women representing their ‘deep
connection’ with nature (shaped by their gendered role of nurturing).
Series of such responses, covertly or overtly anti-patriarchal, gradually paved the
way for the autonomous women’s movement surfacing by the late seventies. These
independent women’s groups could come out only after the emergency rule got over
by 1977 (Patel 2002). Yet neither the gravity of these movements nor the plight of
women throughout the country could formally be conceded before the publication of
the Towards Equality Report (1974): a signpost for the women’s movement in India.
Check Your progress Exercise 1.1
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
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Q.1 Do you think that the nationalist agenda of nation-building fundamentally
shaped the early phase of women’s movement in India?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.2 What are the two basic issues taken up by the women during the inter-war
years of 1917 and 45?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………….
Q.3 What do you know about Chipko (embrace the tree) movement?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………….

1.4

THE SECOND PHASE

1.4.1 The Towards Equality Report
The United Nations organized the World Conference on Women in Mexico (1975)
and acknowledged 1975–1985 as the International Decade of the Woman. As a part
of the ‘World Plan of Action’ the National Committee on the Status of Women was
set up in India to look at the ‘status of women’ in the country. The Committee
published and presented the Towards Equality Report (1974) in the parliament. The
report, prepared by the scholars with an interdisciplinary outlook, exposed the
abysmal state of women in contemporary India manifested in: the declining sex ratio,
the increasing rate of female mortality and morbidity, economic marginalization of
women and the evils of discriminatory personal laws. It made several
recommendations vindicating the role of the government in achieving ‘gender
equality’ in the demographic legal, economic, educational, political, and media
spheres (through the: eradication of dowry, polygamy, bigamy, child marriage –
provisions for crèches, better working conditions, equal pay for equal work - legal
reforms on divorce, maintenance, inheritance, adoption, guardianship, maternity
benefits - establishment of the Uniform Civil Code - universalization of education
and so on). But the report did not comment on violence against women in the civil
society and by the custodians of law and order (Patel 1985). However it got a
remarkable response from the state and media. Research bodies like the Indian
Council of Social Science Research (ICSSR) came up with financial support for
women related research. Yet even after a quarter century, as per the report of the
National Commission for Women entitled Towards Equality: The Unfinished
Agenda, the Status of Women in India 2001, much of these recommendations remain
unfulfilled. The publication of the Towards Equality Report (1974) and The
Convention on the Abolition of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women (1979
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CEDAW) offered the moral and rational basis of a new wave of autonomous
women’s movement manifested both in the activist and the academic spheres. This
almost overlapped with the declaration of the ‘emergency rule’, (1975-77) by the
then prime minister Ms. Indira Gandhi, suspending the civil liberties of the citizens.
By the time the ‘emergency’ was withdrawn in 1977, a number of women’s groups
grew up – paving the way for the autonomous women’s movement. Breaking the
forced inaction, of the emergency years, Indian media now came to report the
violence committed against women during all this time (Patel 1985).
The whole process was taken to its heights when the feminists all over the country,
belonging primarily to the upper/middle caste/class, could carry the cause of the
women across the streets railway stations-universities-parliament achieving a
platform-identity-language they never had before. The autonomous women’s
movement emphasizes – in contrast to the women’s organizations affiliated to the
political parties, government or NGOs – the ‘women’s only’ issues. The affiliated
organizations render women’s issues subservient to the wider programmes of the
parental body. Though the leaders of autonomous women’s movements did not
forget the multiple axes of Discriminations (class, caste, race) affecting women, by
no means did they conceptually subordinate women’s concerns to other causes. The
autonomous women’s movements, largely spearheaded by the educated middle class,
took up several women’s issues committed to the cause of ‘shared sisterhood’:
‘facilitating’ the ‘other’ woman and often speaking on their behalf. This has far
reaching consequences for the course of feminist politics in India. The hegemonic
impulses of the ‘Indian’ feminism both in the first and the second phase, as rightly
been marked out in the dalit feminist movements of the 1990s, to represent the
‘Indian’ women have made it parochial. Gail Omvedt (1980), while talking about the
role of middle-class feminist organizations, observed that though they were not grass
root mass organizations, they had a momentous role to play.

1.4.2 Affiliated Women’s Organizations
While some women’s movements in India have purposively refrained from allying
with political parties, others have worked closely with them. Some have feared that a
close relationship with political parties might lead to their cooptation and deradicalization, while others have seen parties as vital for advancing women’s
political interests. Earlier on the All-India Women’s Conference, in a “harmonious
alliance” with the male National Congress leadership, approved the independent
Indian state as an ally (Sen 2000). Later, the National Federation of Indian Women
(NFIW 1954) affiliated to the CPI (after the split), came to play a significant role. It
was as late in 1981 that the CPI (M) formed the All India Democratic Women’s
Association (AIDWA). Throughout the 1970s, the CPI (M) did not have an
organized women’s wing. Although officially formed in 1981, AIDWA considers its
existence from the formation of the Mahila Atmaraksha Samity (MARS) in 1943
(dominated by women from the still underground Communist Party) and celebrated
8

its fiftieth anniversary in 1993. Unlike its predecessors, AIDWA accepted members
who were not affiliated to the CPI (M). Initiated with the slogan of “Equality,
Democracy, and Women’s Liberation”, it collaborated actively with the autonomous
women’s groups and took up the question of violence against women. The Regional
affiliates of All India Democratic Women’s Association include Paschimbangla
Ganatantrik Mahila Samiti (PBGMS West Bengal), Ganatantrik Nari Samiti
(Tripura), Janwadi Mahila Sanghatan (Maharashtra), etc. However these
organizational movements did not coalesce into any significant mass mobilization of
women on gender issues. Agitation over women’s issues remained limited to the
urban elite women, while poor women were mobilized for class or nationalist causes.
The questioning (though within limits) of gender roles that persisted in early
communist groups later dissipated. In its “mass face”, the Communist Party thus
began to be questioned on account of its “patriarchal leanings” (Sen 2000).
‘Feminism’ often remained a controversial word in the women’s movement in India,
as well as in the party allied organizations. Avowedly, AIDWA was not a feminist
organisation though an instrument forged to struggle for the emancipation of women.
The question remains how successful have women’s movements been in
strengthening the parties’ commitments to gender equality when they have tried to
do so? The biggest obstacle that confronts any serious attempt to challenge gender
inequality through the party system is that parties draw on women’s participation as
individuals, not as members of a group that has suffered discrimination. If women’s
participation in party based politics undermines women’s sense of collective identity
(Basu 2005), how would the autonomous organizations strive against this trend (Sen
Chaudhuri 2007)?

1.4.3 The Autonomous Women’s Movement
Contrary to the formal structural mandate of the affiliated organizations – the
autonomous groups, representing women across classes-castes-communities, were
coupled together through ‘informal networking’ and a rising ‘feminist press’. Their
mode of communication and commitment had a leftist charge. Oriented towards panIndian protests, throughout the 1970-80s, the autonomous groups primarily
addressed: violence against women (Sen 2000) and the overtly patriarchal nature of
the society. They addressed the questions of sexual oppression and violence against
women in the form of dowry killings/deaths, bride burning, rape, sati, honour killing
and so on. It is interesting to note that, in the 1980s, almost all campaigns against
violence on women resulted in pro-women legislations (Agnes 1992). The second
phase of women’s movement is significant for its ‘real’ achievements both in the
form of consciousness raising and legal enactments. In the next section, we would
discuss about some of the protest movements resulting in the major legal enactments
of the 1980s (following Agnes 1992, Desai and Patel 1985, Patel 1985, 2002,
Sharma 1989, Lerner 1981, Forbes 1998).
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1.4.4 1980s: the Decade of Pro-Woman Enactments
The country wide anti-rape movement was inflicted by the Supreme Court judgment
acquitting two policemen accused of raping a minor tribal girl, Mathura, despite the
fact that the High Court had indicted them. Four eminent lawyers addressed an open
letter to the Chief Justice of India protesting the unjust decision. This flared-up a
series of country-wide demonstrations by the autonomous women’s organisations
like Nari Niryatana Pratirodh Mancha (Kolkata), Progressive Organization of
Women (Hyderabad), Forum Against Oppression of Women (Mumbai), Stree
Sangharsh, Samata and Saheli (Delhi), Stree Shakti Sangathana (Hyderabad),
Vimochana (Banglore). Several other rape cases became parts of this campaign
where redefining ‘consent’ in a rape trial was one of the key issues. After long
discussions with women’s groups, the rape law was amended in 1983 by the
government of India. The late 1970s saw the growth of a movement against dowry
and the violence against women in the marital home. POW, Stree Sangharsh, Mahila
Dakshita Samiti, Dahej Virodhi Chetna Mandal organized public protests against
dowry deaths which received wide media coverage. In the Dowry Prohibition Act of
1961, the definition of ‘dowry’ was too narrow and vague. Continued movement of
the women’s organizations succeeded in getting the dowry law amended in 1984 and
then again in 1986. Madhushree Dutta, a women’s movement activist was assaulted
by few men, late in the night, in a railway station. Without supporting her, the police
labelled her as a ‘prostitute’ soliciting in a public place. This was followed by a
series of demonstrations against the Suppression of Immoral Traffic in Women and
Girls (SIT) Act, 1956 which penalises the victim on the grounds of her immoral
nature. Eventually the act was amended and given a new name: The Immoral Traffic
(Prevention) Act, 1988.
Responding to the protests of the women’s movement against deprecating portrayal
of women in the media, the Act against Indecent Representation of Women came
into effect in 1987. An extensive protest against the public murder of Roop Kanwar,
an 18-year old Rajasthani girl, was followed by the1988 Sati (Prevention) Act. The
1971 Medical Termination of Pregnancy (MTP) Act provided women the right to
safe, scientific and legal abortions. However, this right got associated to female
foeticide. Campaigns against this resulted in a central legislation banning pre-natal
sex selection techniques facilitating female foeticide. While addressing the problems
pertaining to marriage, divorce, maintenance, alimony, property rights, custody and
guardianship rights, the misogynist nature of the existing personal and customary
laws came into open. All personal laws help persisting patriarchy, patriliny and
patrilocality. This culminated to a nation-wide, still on-going, debate on the Uniform
Civil Code. For years together the women’s organizations fought to see the Muslim
Women (Protection of Rights on Divorce) Act getting passed in 1986 overriding the
Supreme Court decision in the Shah Bano case. Flavia Agnes (1992: WS 19)) has
rightly observed: “[i]f oppression could be tackled by passing laws, then this decade
would be adjudged a golden period for Indian women, when protective laws were
10

offered on a platter”. The enactment or amendments of laws, always retaining the
basic patriarchal structure, fail to address the problems of the women. The onus of
this failure rests largely on the flawed laws: emerging as a ‘token’ rather as a ‘true’
concern for women. The activists, often without considering the causes and
consequences of these enactments, had to accept them as a way in to ‘empowerment’
(Agnes 1992).

1.4.5 The rise of Women’s Studies as an Academic Discipline
Over the years, it gradually came to be realised that mere enactments of laws,
without proper consciousness and education among women, does not make much
sense. On the one hand, this showed women’s movement the way to take up a more
resolute stance towards legal literacy and education, gender sensitization of
textbooks and media. While on the other, perhaps the significance of academic
interventions was also felt. This along with the governmental support for women
related research paved the way for the discipline of women’s studies to flourish.
Following the ‘Towards Equality’ report, several micro-studies were carried out all
over the country which led to the growth of this new area of study. The United
Nation Mid-Decade Conference in Copenhagen in 1980 also vindicated the need for
the discipline of women’s studies. The first National Conference of the Association
of Women’s Studies, an institution of women academics and activists involved in
research and teaching, was held in 1981 underscoring the necessity of offering of
Women’s Studies courses at the universities. At that time, there were only a few
Women’s Studies centres at universities like the Research Centre for Women’s
Studies at the SNDT Women’s University, Mumbai and the Tata Institute of Social
Sciences, also in Mumbai. Gradually quite a few universities and colleges opened up
women’s study centres. During the last four decades a substantive number of women
related research projects, conferences, seminars were organized and books, journals,
teaching materials were published. Unlike other social sciences women’s studies is
an avowedly value loaded discipline committed to the cause of women (Sharma
1989, Basu 2003). Vina Mazumdar considered women’s studies, the academic arms
of the women’s movement, as a tool to transform the women’s perceptions about
themselves and people’s perception about women (1985).
By the end of 1980s there has been a wider recognition of the issue of women’s
rights and equality among genders. The women’s movements comprising of
autonomous women’s organisations, affiliated women’s groups and women’s studies
centres have played no small role in bringing about this change. The second phase,
marked by the autonomous women’s movement, primarily had an urban middle/
upper class/caste leadership- appeal. Yet, it had invoked a strong sense of ‘shared
sisterhood’ (although burdened with its own problems). Conceivably this underlying
concord, among disparate groups, emanated from the issue of ‘violence against
women’: an experience shared by the women across stratifications. Post 1990s – in
the face of the dalit feminist and LGBT movements, rise of the right wing women’s
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associations and NGOs, and continued debates around Uniform Civil Code and
Reservations – witnessed a collapse of this ‘unity’. Yet women’s movement
continued – addressing wide ranging issues and representing disparate groups – it
marked out a new phase.
Check Your progress Exercise 1.2
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.4 What is the significance of the Towards Equality Report in the women’s
movement in India?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.5 What do you know about the decade of pro-woman enactments?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.6 What do you know about the growth of Women’s Studies as an academic
discipline in India?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………….

1.5

THE THIRD PHASE

The 1990s happen to be a breaking point in the politico-economy of India: the
decade of economic liberalisation, the anti-Mandal agitation, the rise to power of the
Bharatiya Janata Party, emergence of the caste based parties like the Bahujan Samaj
Party and the Samajwadi Party, demolition of the Babri Masjid and communal riots.
Mary John (2000: 3829) observes that “[t]he growing economic and social
disparities that are a hallmark of liberalisation” points at “... the reality that
patriarchy in contemporary society is neither a single monolith nor a set of discrete
unconnected enclaves, but rather, a complex articulation of unequal patriarchies”.
Amidst this, the women in India, although no longer tied together by a purported
unity, have made persistent protests against specific issues affecting their lives.
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1.5.1 The Continued Legal Battle
The issues raised by the women’s movement in the 1970s and 1980s could not still
be resolved. They remain, even confounded by the trends of globalization and
communalism, as some of the major concerns of the 1990s. Pro-woman legislations
still remain a major concern for the activists throughout the country. Since the All
India Women’s Conference in 1937, there have been disparate responses of the
women’s movement to the Uniform Civil Code for all religious communities. This
demand is sustained by the women’s movement in the late 1980s until the 1990s
when it acquired a different shape. Conceding the existence of the homosexual
couples, the heterosexual couples outside marriage and multiple other modes of
living, the expression ‘uniform’ has been rejected from the debate in the 1990s.
Saheli, People’s Union for Democratic Rights (Delhi), Forum against Oppression of
Women (Bombay), Working Group on Women’s Rights (Delhi) now demand for a
negotiable/common/gender-just/egalitarian code rather than ‘uniform’ code (Menon
1998). On the other hand, a long thirty years of movement demanding Protection of
Women from Domestic Violence resulted in an Act in 2005. Continued protests
against female foeticide resulted in the Pre Conception and Pre Natal Diagnostic
Technique Act (2002). The Public Interest Litigations to address sexual harassment
at work place registered by the NGOs resulted to the 1997 Supreme Court directives
for the Prevention of Sexual Harassment at Workplace. The Vishakha guideline, as it
was popularly known, later took the shape of a law: The Sexual Harassment of
Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act 2013.
The 73rd and the 74th amendments to the Constitution (assuring local selfgovernance) provided a 33 per cent reservation of seats for women in the Panchayat
and Nagarpalika bodies. Women at the ‘grass roots’ of the society were provided
with the opportunity to be a part of formal decision making and governance. Yet,
Women’s Reservation Bill or the 81st Constitutional Amendment Bill 1996, seeking
to reserve one-third seats for women in Parliament, has been resisted from various
sections of the society. The matter was soon caught up within the caste politics
demanding special quotas for the women of the other backward classes and
minorities. Once again, it came into open that the homogenous category “Indian
women” does not carry any meaning. Different women with oppositional interests,
representing
different
caste-community-class-religion-party,
inhabit
the
subcontinent. For the women’s movement, as Mary John observes (2000: 3829)
“[t]his is nothing less than an opportunity to link – rather than oppose – women’s
rights to rights based on caste, class or minority status in the broader context of a
common democratic struggle”.

1.5.2 The Dalit Feminist Movement
This realization could be conceived as a consequence of the rise of the dalit feminists
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calling attention to the caste-blind, dominant Hindu predispositions of the women’s
movement in India. The agenda of the women’s movement at the national level has
always been framed by the upper-caste, middle/upper class women’s perspectives
effacing the identity of the dalit women and identifying the lower caste as the
‘rapacious’ male who becomes the legitimate object of feminist rage (Tharu and
Niranjana 1996). The National Federation of Dalit Women (NFDW), established in
1995, has compelled the activists to attend to the question of caste. Dalit feminists
articulated the three-fold nature oppression of Dalit women by: 1) upper castes, 2)
upper class, and 3) men of their own castes. Dalit Mahila Samiti (DMS) organizes a
movement of the Dalit women of Uttar Pradesh. It is supported by Vanangana, a
feminist NGO that has its roots in the Mahila Samakhya (MS) programme, which
was launched by the Government of India in the late 1980’s to empower women
through the popular education (Chaudhury 2004). Reprimanding the elitist accent of
the contemporary feminists’ eminent social scientists like Gopal Guru (1995) and
Sharmila Rege (1998) offered significant insights for a dalit standpoint approach.
Representing the voice of the ‘differently talking’ dalit women, the dalit standpoint
articulates against the hegemonic middle caste-class women and the patriarchal
upper caste/dalit men.

1.5.3 Rightist Women’s Organizations
Since the decade of the 1990s there has been a significant rise of a kind of militant
‘feminism’ steered by the women’s wings of some Hindu fundamentalist groups
(Rashtrasevika Samity of RSS, Durga Vahini of Vishwa Hindu Parishad and Mohila
Aghadi of Shiv Sena). Based on the religious fundamentalist claims, these women’s
groups have deeply strained the women’s movement of the country. They call for an
inversion of the time-honoured ‘self-abnegation’ of the upper caste Hindu women.
Assuming a new authority to awaken ‘Hindutva’ and salvage the birth place of
Rama, they step out of their conventional image as the ‘victimized Hindu woman’
(Roy 2001). The acclamation of the self is grounded on the revival of the Hindu
nationalist icon of Bharatmata – the reincarnation of the devi: (the abode of shakti)
strong, courageous, and conscientious. Their assertions, in strange ways, cart off the
prospects of problematizing gender-based inequalities and limit the scope of
women’s movement (Kumar 1994, Setalvad, 1996, Tharu and Niranjana 1996,
Ghosal Guha 2005). According to Tanika Sarkar (2002: 193), the thrust of these
rightist women’s organizations “... is to obliterate the notion of selfhood, to erase
concern with social and gender justice and to situate the public, political, extradomestic identity on authoritarian community commands and a totalitarian model of
individual existence, every particle of which is derived from an all-male organization
which not only teaches her about politics but also about religion, human
relationships and child rearing”.
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1.5.4 Protesting Globalization
The women’s movement countered the open economic policy 1990s with widespread
agitation focusing largely on the withdrawal of the state from the social sector,
erosion of food security and the adverse effects of globalization and Structural
Adjustment Policies (SAP) on the women in India. In March 2000, through the
initiatives of the six national level women’s organisations including the CWDS,
some ninety women’s groups and organisations were signatory to a document
prepared for the Global March 2000. Again the 2004 Forum provided a meeting
ground for peasant, workers, women’s, dalit and environmental movements to come
together against the “capitalist led globalization”. During 1970s and 1980s the
women’s movement highlighted the economic marginalization of the women. In the
1990, the women’s movement started demanding its legitimate place within the
mainstream with its own agenda of empowerment. Since the 1990s several women’s
organisations in the form of foreign aided Non-Government Organizations (NGO)
came up. The funding agencies by and large come to determine their course of
actions. The earlier generation of activists abhor ‘NGOisation’, largely regulated by
the foreign capital, for dissipating the force of women’s movement (Mehrotra 2002).

1.5.5 The LGBT Movement
Increasing AIDS consciousness in the late 1980s necessitates the widening of the
discourse on sexuality beyond violence against women and population control.
Internationally funded HIV/AIDS projects were taken up by many NGOs. In
Kolkata, the Durbar Mahila Samanwaya Committee (DMSC), emanated from a
Government of India STD-HIV intervention project, now works as a women sex
workers’ union demanding the right to sex work. In the 1990s, the LGBT (Lesbiangay bisexual-transsexual) movement was gradually put in order, providing spaces for
the political expression of the ‘non-normative sexualities’: around the rights of samesex people, the hijras and the kothis. The movement has induced the “counterheteronormative” arguments claiming to revoke the Section 377 of the Indian Penal
Code, which penalizes homosexual sexual acts (Menon 2009: 98). In 2009, the Delhi
High Court had decriminalized homosexuality between two consenting adults in
private. In December 2013, however, setting aside the 2009 judgment, the Supreme
Court endorses the constitutional validity of the penal provision against same-sex
practices.
Questioning heteronormativity is now an inalienable part of the agenda of the
different strands of women’s movement in the country. Underlying this broad
agreement there are internal strains and discrepancies. The interfaces of the women’s
movement with the struggles of queer and the LGBT are often fraught with tension.
If the issue of sexuality is not denigrated as an ‘elitist concern’, the impulse of
integrating diverse sexual proclivities and practices tend to efface their specific
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identities and politics.
Check Your progress Exercise 1.3
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.7 Can you think of a characteristic feature of the third phase of women’s
movement?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
Q.8 What do you know about the dalit feminism?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
Q.9 Write a critical note on the relationship of the LGBT movement with the mainstream women’s movement?
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………

1.6

LET US SUM UP

Parallel to the practices of exclusion and violence against women, India evokes an
animated history of movements and protest. Women’s resistance, assimilating formal
and informal mechanisms, acquires manifold forms: writing, public march, noncooperation, prolonged political and legal battles, hugging trees, excessive salting of
meals, singing songs of celebration or remembering injustices (Jeffrey & Basu
1998). They defy the ostensibly resolute structures and norms concerning women’s
work, education, sexuality, family roles, and motherhood. Multiple contexts and
issues, across caste-class-region-language-sexual orientation, have raised multiple
and contending voices. The gradual weakening of the supposed unity, which used to
be the hallmark of the first and to some extent the second phase of women’s
movement in India, is not always a matter of apprehension. The fading of the
purported solidarity could be considered as a mark of increasing consciousness at
multiple levels. For a nuanced politics of women’s movement internal differences
are often constitutive.
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1.7

GLOSSARY

Gender:

refers to the roles, behaviours, activities, attributes and
opportunities that any society considers appropriate for
girls and boys, and women and men.

Swaraj:

means generally self-governance or "self-rule", and
was used synonymously with "home-rule" by
Maharishi Dayanand Saraswati and later on by
Mohandas Gandhi, but the word usually refers to
Gandhi's concept for Indian independence from
foreign domination.

Women’s Movement:

refers to a series of political campaigns for reforms on
issues such as reproductive rights, domestic violence,
maternity leave, equal pay, women's suffrage, sexual
harassment, and sexual violence, all of which fall
under the label of feminism and the feminist
movement.

1.8

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: THE ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q.1:

The nationalist programme of nation-building largely shaped
the early phase of the women’s movement in India. The
nationalists conceded that to build up a sovereign nation, the
women and the traditions (concerning the women) of the
colony need to be reformed (prohibition of child marriage,
increase literacy, standardize the age of consent to marriage
guarantee property rights and so on).

Answer to Q.2:

During the first phase of women’s movement in India, during
the inter-war years of 1917 and 1945, two significant issues
were taken up: i) voting rights (1917-1926), and ii) reform of
personal law (1927-29).

Answer to Q.3:

The Chipko (literally “hugging” in Hindi) environmental
conservation movement in India in 1973- 74 witnessed a
group of women in the Mandal village, located in the
Himalayan region of Uttarkhand, “hugging” trees in order to
prevent them from being felled.

Answer to Q.4:

The publication of Towards Equality: the Report of the
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Committee on the Status of Women in 1974 generated a new
interest in and debate on women’s issues. The data collected
by the Report, after a comprehensive countrywide
investigation, exposed that the de jure equality granted by the
Indian Constitution had not been transformed into reality and
large masses of women had remained untouched by the rights
provided to them more than 25 years earlier. This offered the
rationale for a new phase of women’s movement articulated
both in activism and the academia.
Answer to Q.5:

The 1970s and 1980s witnessed the growth of numerous
women’s groups that took up issues such as dowry deaths,
bride burning, rape, sati and focused on violence against
women. There were several campaigns in the eighties
relating to women’s rights. Almost all campaigns against
violence on women resulted in pro-women legislations
including: the amendment of the rape law in 1983, the
amendment of the dowry law in 1984, the Immoral Traffic
(Prevention) Act 1988, the Sati (Prevention) Act 1988 and a
host of others.

Answer to Q.6:

Following the UN Mid-Decade Conference in Copenhagen in
1980, the discipline of Women’s studies expanded rapidly In
India. The Indian Association of Women’s Studies was
established in 1981 as an institution of academics and
activists involved in research and teaching of women related
issues. Efforts are being made to prepare reading and
teaching material with a feminist perspective. A number of
universities and colleges have women’s study centres.
Women’s studies, the academic wing of the women’s
movement, tend to alter the women’s view about themselves
and people’s view about women.

Answer to Q.7:

The first phase and to some extent the second phase of
women’s movement in India is marked by a supposed unity
grounded on a preconceived notion called ‘Indian women’.
The appellation ‘Indian’ tends to homogenize women as an
ahistorical category ‘uninterrupted’ by the stratificatory
processes of class, race, region, ethnicity, religion and caste.
The third phase of women’s movement, in certain senses,
problematizes this presumption of ‘unity’ as it comes to
address multiple issues raised by disparate group of women
across the country.

18

Answer to Q.8:

Dalit women have been active throughout history, though
often this has not been recorded. They are actively involved
in the anti-caste and anti-untouchability movements in the
1920s. Though they work as the pillars of the Dalit
movements across the country they remain incapable to put
an end to the structural discrimination, exclusion and
violence against them.

Answer toQ.9:

The Indian lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT)
movement is a prism of many fascinating colors. This
movement, uncovering the diversity of genders and
sexualities in our societies, grapples to bring to an end to the
discrimination against them. As an organized political
movement the Indian LGBT movement is still quite young,
having taken its first few steps in the early 1990s. However,
it did not happen overnight. It has rather been an upshot of
some wider developments, both manifest and latent, across
India and the world at large.

1.9
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INTRODUCTION

Environmental movements in India have emerged from 1970s onwards as critiques
of state sponsored forms of development. Natural resource based conflicts over the
access and use of natural resources in different parts of the country lie at the centre
of these environmental movements. These movements have resisted ‘increasing
commodification and monopolization of natural resources like land, water, forests,
their unsustainable use and unequal distribution, exploitative power relations, the
centralization of decision making and disempowerment of communities caused by
the development process. They asserted people’s rights over natural rights and
decision making processes (Sangvai 2007: 111). However we cannot speak of a
singular trajectory of the environmental movement in India, as the environmental
discourse is constituted of multi-sited events, a range of practices, political and
institutional contexts, a diversity of actors and frameworks of thinking and
intervention (Brara 2005). The situation gets additionally complicated when ‘actions
deemed as environmental cross cut parallel forms of collective actions in the field of
ethnicity, gender, regional autonomy, labour and human rights’ (Dwivedi 2001).
Environmental movements in the West have been emphasizing ideas of
conservation, deep ecology, quality of life and past-materialistic values. Therefore,
they have been understood more as new social movements which are believed to
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gather support along lines of ‘personal and moral conviction’ and not relate to class
per se. But ecological movements in India show continuities with the classical social
movements while exhibiting some features of new social movements. Although they
appeal to certain universal values, ecological struggles have been found to affect
certain classes of people more, giving importance to the question ‘who should
sacrifice and for whose benefit?’ In fact, the ecological struggles have acted as a
medium through which the tribals, peasants, backward castes, fisherman or people
displaced from their means of livelihood due to large projects, along with organized
and unorganized workers, small entrepreneurs and manufacturers and all those who
are surviving on land, forests, rivers, ponds and sea and other local resources stake
their claim to these natural resources. In short, in the words of Ranjit Dwivedi,
‘environment movement is best understood as an ‘envelope’ as it encompasses a
variety of socially and discursively constructed ideologies and actions, theories and
practices’ (2008: 12).

2.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this Unit, you will be able to:
 discuss the emergence of various forms of environmental conflicts in
independent India;
 explain the nature of such conflicts since the colonial period up to the present
and shows how they also reflect a shift in the policies of the state towards
development and governance; and
 highlight the strategies adopted by the environmental movements, shifting
frameworks of interpretation and the sociological significance of
environmental movements.

2.3

EMERGENCE OF ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENTS IN
INDIA: A SHORT HISTORY

The emergence of environmental movements in India can be traced back to the
British period, though they were not known as ‘environmental movements’ then.
People’s bitter resistance to the taking over of large areas by the colonial state to put
it to intensive forms of resource use like commercial forestry are quite well known.
This led to prolonged fights and social conflicts between the colonial state and its
subjects. The British tried to restrict access to forests, common lands, forest produce
which came to be construed as an infringement of customary rights of forest
dwellers, hunter gatherers, nomadic and pastoral communities, farmers etc,
jeopardized their survival and resulted in peasant rebellions. These uprisings were
not understood as environmental movements as such, but they contained elements
for which they could be considered as precursors of latter day ecological struggles.
For example, in the years following the World War I, people resisted acquisition of
land by the Tatas for building a dam at Mulshi, near Pune, which would supply
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power to the city of Bombay. It has come to be known as one of the earliest
environmental movements in India. Senapati Bapat, a Congress man, led the local
people and succeeded in halting the construction of the dam for nearly a year till the
Bombay government promulgated an ordinance that the Tatas could acquire land on
payment of compensation.
This caused a split in the movement, whereby one section, namely the Brahmin
landlords of Pune, who owned lands in the Mulshi valley, were willing to part with
their land for the project in return for compensation whereas the cultivators and their
leaders were totally opposed to the idea. Peasants had to give in being opposed by
the power company, the British government and the landlords; but the movement
succeeded in securing reasonable compensation from the Tatas in exchange of land.
They did not proceed with dam building in other sites subsequently.
The emergence of the environmental movements in post independent India during
the 1970s was a response to the nature of policies of development and governance
followed by the nation state. The process of economic development led to more
intensive resource use. According to Gadgil and Guha (1994), earlier the conflicts
had emerged out of competing claims over the forests, now a distinct ecological
dimension was added to these socio-political conflicts as they took place in the
context of a dwindling resource base affecting the poor peasants and tribals. In
independent India another kind of conflict which has evoked huge popular response
pertained to the social consequences of the river valley projects. According to an
estimate, given by Gadgil and Guha (1994: 8), till about mid 90s around 11.5 million
people have been displaced due to building of dams without any thought of
compensation or rehabilitation. Therefore, movements representing dam displaced
people have gained in importance over the past 30 years. Although the displacement
caused by dams is said to be for greater good, the Indian villager today is reluctant to
make way without resistance.
In the contemporary period characterized by globalization, what marks the attitude
towards nature and its resources is the profit motive of the private multinational
companies. The gradual withdrawal of the state making way for private extractive
capital has meant an increase in assault on nature and natural resources and a near
total disregard for the ecosystem people who live close to it. Hence we see violent
conflicts leading to even deaths of the people who are willing to lay down their lives
protecting their land, culture, identities and ways of life.

2.4

FORMS OF ENVIRONMENTAL CONFLICTS

In the Indian context environmental movements have arisen in a number of sectors
as a result of the nature of development followed by the Indian state. We may
discuss the following major sectors:
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2.4.1 Conflicts over Forests
This issue dominated the early years of the environmental movements’ discourse.
For the first 20 years, the question of ‘forests for whom and for what?’ animated a
series of protests which swept the Himalayan region in the early 1970s. The Chipko
movement ‘reflected the widespread resentment among the hill peasantry directed at
State forest policies which had consistently favored outside commercial interests at
the expense of their own subsistence needs for fuel, firewood and timber’ (Gadgil
and Guha 1994: 104). It brought into focus wide ranging issues which had
environmental implications.
It also inspired a series of conflicts in the tribal dominated Central Indian regions
like Madhya Pradesh, Bihar, Orissa, Maharashtra where the dependence on the
forests was much more direct. This period also saw the growth of commercial
forestry in the form of monocultures of eucalyptus.
Popular movements which defended customary rights of the forest dwellers (over
forests) aimed at two things: a) they claimed that the forests which had been acquired
by the State in the name of forest management be returned to the people so that they
can manage it without the intervention of the forest department, and b) they opposed
the commercialization of forests, emphasizing the subsistence orientation of the
communities who were dependent on it. Thus, the period after independence, though
marked by greater talk of people’s participation and ecological security, also saw an
increase in competing sets of demands over the forests and its produce.
In the context of globalization, India’s environmental resources are under siege. This
period has seen an increase in the rapacious intent of the state and private capital to
use India’s natural resources without bothering to be accountable in any way. In fact,
in February 2013, the Ministry of Environment and Forests issued a circular that it
would not be mandatory for the Grama Sabhas to give permission for diversion of
forest land to be used for linear infrastructural development projects such as roads,
canals, power transmission lines etc. This circular violated an important clause of the
Forest Rights Act 2006. In another instance, the Minister of Environment and Forests
was pushed out to make way for a new minister who by her own admission granted
‘forest clearance’ to 754 out of 828 projects after 2011 within a period of just 18
months (EPW 2013). For example, there is a lot of resentment among people in
Sambalpur district of Orissa as the government has granted permission to build roads
for laying a water pipeline through a one hundred year old community managed
forest. ‘Development at all costs’ with the help of private capital, is the new slogan
in support of globalization induced industrialization, which will make India one of
the fastest growing economies in the world. Significantly, enhanced mining,
exploitation of marine resources, commercialization of agriculture and other
processes have been the direct results of trying to rapidly increase export earnings.
The logic of the current phase of globalization dominated by profit interest is based
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on externalization of environmental and social costs of development (Wani and
Kothari 2008). Therefore, once again, we have a renewed spate of environmental
movements in different parts of the country.

2.4.2 Movements in Mining Sector
Exploitation of mineral resources especially open cast mining in the sensitive
watersheds of Himalayas, Western Ghats and Central India has caused a lot of
environmental damage. People’s protests in these regions opposing the reckless
effect of mining leading to their physical and economic survival have been
documented by many scholars (Shiva and Bandyopadhyay 1988, Gadgil and Guha
1995). Notable among these was the successful resistance against limestone
quarrying in the Doon Valley which led the Supreme Court to pass a judgement
circumscribing the area of mining. All but 6 mines were closed. But movements
against mining everywhere not managed to garner the same kind of attention either
from the media or from the judiciary. For example, mining of soapstone and
magnesium in other interior places like Almora and Pithoragarh districts of Kumaon
leading to degradation of common forest and pasture land, a reduction in the local
access to fuel, fodder and water continued apace. Social activists and villagers in the
area have struggled hard to raise the consciousness of the villagers and the state
authorities which eventually led to the closure of several mines in the area.
Subsequently villagers have turned their energies towards land reclamation through
afforestation.
In the more recent years, mining in Orissa has been at the heart of many people’s
struggles. Orissa is one of the most mineral rich states and contains more than half of
the bauxite reserves and about one-third of the iron ore reserves of our country.
Quite like its neighbours like Jharkhand and Chattisgarh, Orissa is expecting large
revenues from its mineral resources and is also inviting steel, aluminium and power
companies to the state with promises of land, cheap power and easy access to the raw
materials. Expectedly so, the state is witnessing a lot of resistance from its people at
Kashipur, Niyamgiri, Kalinganagar, Jagatsinghpur who stand to lose their land,
livelihood, social, religious and cultural rights to foreign multinational companies
like Vedanta and Posco.
In the era immediately after independence, it was the state who led this process of
displacement and dispossession due to the building of dams, military establishments,
and iron and steel plants and other such public sector industries. Two almost yearlong people’s struggles at Gandhamardan Hills in Sambalpur district against bauxite
mining by BALCO and at Baliapal in the mid-1980s were successful in stalling large
projects and continue to inspire people’s mobilizations thereafter. During the post
1990s, ‘private capital has begun replacing state projects as the major driver of
enclosures, displacement and environmental damage’ (Kumar 2014: 67).
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2.4.3 Movements over Water Resources
Water too has emerged as a major source of social conflict in different parts of India.
According to Gadgil and Guha (1995), ‘inequitable control leading to
mismanagement of water resources underlies many aspects of India’s environmental
crisis.’ Large river valley projects which have come up at a fast pace since
independence has been the mainstay of the India’s development. In the name of
harnessing the water resources, these large river valley projects have led to
submersion of forests and agricultural lands on a large scale. Ecology movements
have emerged emphasizing the issue of exploitation of forests and agricultural lands
as these have been the material basis for the survival of a large number of people in
India, especially the tribals (Bandyopadhyay and Shiva 1988/2013). Most notable
among people’s movements against dams on this issue of submersion are Bedthi,
Inchampalli, Bhopalpatnam, Narmada, KoelKaro etc. People’s movements against
widespread water logging, salinization and resulting desertification in the command
areas of many dams like Tawa, Kosi, Gandak, Tungabhadra, Malaprabha etc., have
been registered. While excess water led to ecological destruction in these cases,
improper and unsustainable use of water in the arid and semi-arid regions also gave
rise to people’s protests. The anti-drought and desertification movements have
become very strong in the dry areas of Maharashtra, Karnataka, Rajasthan and
Orissa. Water based movements like Pani Chetana, Pani Panchayats, Mukti
Sangharsh etc., have been advocating ecological water use.
In the decade of the 80s, the Narmada Bachao Andolan provided ‘an archetype of
environmental representation and action’ (Brara 2004: 113). Following this agitation,
mobilization and resistance against big dams elsewhere in the country became more
frequent and are also widely reported in the media. The movement has questioned
the resettlement of the people displaced by the dam and eventually the model of
development pursued by the state.
In the recent years, the Krishak Mukti Sangram Samiti in Assam under the
leadership of Akhil Gogoi has been fighting against big dams on Brahmaputra and
attracting the ire of the government. Ecological groups have been joining hands to
oppose the projects and say that they do not support the building of big dams in a
highly sensitive seismic zone. Thousands of people including farmers, school
teachers, students, daily wage earners have come together to oppose the Lower
Subansiri Hydroelectric Project as its impact on a host of aspects like fisheries,
agriculture, earthquake etc is not yet clear. Despite these protests, the State
government and the NHPC are hell bent on going ahead with the project.
According to a report in Down to Earth magazine published by Centre for Science
and Environment, Arunachal Pradesh has been planning about 168 hydroelectric
projects both big and small. It has signed numerous memoranda with various private
and public sector companies to develop hydel power in the state, so much so that
25

protests against dams are gradually snowballing into political movements in the
region. (Dutta: 2010). It is believed that together they will endanger the lives of
people both upstream as well as downstream. There is a persistent clamor from the
environmentalists for decommissioning the dams as they have limited potential for
irrigation, development and flood control.
Check Your progress Exercise 2.1
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.1 How are environmental conflicts related to policies of development?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………
Q.2 What are some of the movements which have garnered attention since
globalization?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

2.5

TYPOLOGIES AND FRAMEWORKS

Creating typologies that structure empirical social reality in order to provide a clear
and precise understanding has been attempted in sociology in its efforts to develop as
a scientific discipline. Typologies create order out of the chaos presented by diverse
empirical phenomena. Though there are limits that typologizing imposes on our
understanding of social reality, social scientists have nevertheless constructed a
variety of typologies of social movements.
Social movements have been classified on the basis of issues around which
participants get mobilized. Accordingly some of the movements are known as
forests, civil rights, anti-untouchability, linguistic, nationalist movements and so on.
Social scientists have also classified movements on the basis of the participants such
as peasants, tribals, students, women, dalits etc. In many cases, the participants and
the issues go together. Some movements have participants who belong to different
strata of society. For example, if ecological issues like the preservation of forests are
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raised by the tribals, should that movement be treated as a tribal movement or an
ecological movement? After all, sustenance of forests is important for the livelihood
of the tribals. At the same time the tribals are also raising larger ecological issues.
Therefore, according to Ghanshyam Shah (2002), ‘issues like ecology and civil
liberties are not merely class issues or social group based issues, though in the given
system they affect certain classes more than the others’. For example, Ramachandra
Guha’s path breaking work on the Chipko movement (1988) drew from two different
kinds of traditions, i.e. the trajectory of peasant movements in the region and an
ecologically oriented history on the other to understand peasant resistance against
commercial forestry in the Himalayas. Similarly Sujata Patel’s work (1989) on the
Baliapal agitation mapped the people’s mobilisation against the State’s decision to
acquire land to create an Intermediate Missile Testing Range as it would not only
lead to displacement, but also to a destruction of the flourishing local agricultural
paan economy, loss of bheetamati (home and the hearth) ‘sonar mati’ (of land in
general). Therefore, economic, environmental, and questions of community identity
came together to reveal the complex and hybrid nature of the social movement.
Again, a social movement may come to be understood as an environmental
movement later as fresh data is unearthed or as the framework of interpretation
undergoes change. In such situations typologies too change. For example, Sourish
Jha’s work (2012) on the historic forest dwellers movement in North Bengal in the
decade of the 1950s and 60s, was directed against the ecologically exploitative,
forest management practice of taungya, which was sustained through the
collaboration and co-option of the forest dwellers themselves since the colonial
period and even after independence. The study questioned the idea of ‘the
environmentalism of the poor’ which restricted the understanding of the struggle
merely around the issues of livelihood and subsistence. The movement had not only
demanded ‘a fair distribution of ecological goods, recognition of rights of the
ecosystem people but also a fair system of harnessing natural resources free from
corruption, a fair opportunity of employment of those people who were involved in
the process of regeneration, felling and maintenance of forests. It was also a
movement for restoration of their own dignity’ (Jha 2012: 117).
Therefore, environmental movements defy easy classification, they are never
exclusively ecological, they are always aligned with a host of other issues like
freedom, justice, human rights, questions of identity etc., which reminds us of the
complexities of the situation as well as the limitation of typologies. The same is true
about many other types of new social movements as well. It is worth arguing here
that as compared to old social movements, new social movements are difficult to
classify.
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2.6

STRATEGIES
MOVEMENTS

USED

IN

THE

ENVIRONMENTAL

Environmental movements over the years have used several innovative strategies of
protest which have largely been of a non-violent nature. The environmental
movements have adopted non-violence ‘not only as a matter of strategy but almost as
a matter of principle’ (Sangvai 2007: 116), as they have been opposing the violence
of injustice, inequality and exploitation perpetrated by processes of development. In
fact, such an orientation has led them to ‘explore ways of making non-violent
satyagraha more effective, intensive and wider.
The forms of protest range from a contravening of statutory laws to spontaneous
outbursts like the act of hugging of trees by women in the Chipko movement as an
attempt to safeguard them from being felled. Mass actions like demonstrations,
dharnas, indefinite hunger strikes, village level actions have been a part of
environmental protests. The Narmada struggle has also evolved the satyagrahas
against submergence. In the early years of the struggle against the Sardar Sarovar
Dam, padayatras through villages which would be affected, were a means used by
its leaders for conscientization and mobilization. Sri Sunderlal Bahuguna’s hunger
strike as a mark of protest, and also intended to pressurize the government to stop
construction of the Tehri Dam during the decade of the 80s is quite well known.
The use of litigation to stop ecologically degrading activities has also been a step
which has been taken up from time to time along with other forms of social protests,
by social activists and the affected people in an area. This was seen during the course
of the construction of the Tehri Dam in the Uttarakhand region in the 1970s-80s
when the Tehri Dam opposition committee appealed to the Supreme Court against
the proposed dam by identifying it as a threat to the survival of people living near the
river Ganga upto West Bengal. The ecological movement against the Silent Valley
project in Kerala during the late 70s-early 80s, along with attempts at people’s
mobilization also appealed to the Prime Minister for intervention as the building of
the dam would be a threat ‘not to the survival of the people directly, but to the gene
pool of the tropical rainforests threatened by submersion’ (Bandyopadhyay and
Shiva 2013: 326).
In the more recent years, protests against the Polavaram Dam on Godavari river in
Andhra Pradesh also used different methods like rallies and dharnas, silent protests
and submission of memorandums to government officials, organizing discussion
forums and seminars on the issue, keeping the debate alive on the issue, mass
demonstrations involving eminent social activists, environmentalists, long marches
on foot and cycle yatras to build solidarity and sensitize communities and relay
hunger strikes. As many as 2000 tribal women organized and participated in a
mahilagarjana expressing their anguish and protest over the building of the
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Polavaram dam. All these protests took place quite spontaneously in different parts
of the tribal belt under the local leadership. A unique method of protest adopted by
oustees of the Omkareshwar Dam on the Narmada River in Madhya Pradesh was
jalsatyagraha protesting the proposed increase in height of the dam and a complete
disregard of the promised rehabilitation policy by the authorities. The oustees of the
dam were being forced to resettle in stony sites and in forest villages where no
employment was available, neither construction of houses was possible.
Non-violent mass action has been an effective political instrument in the hands of the
poor, the weak and the dispossessed. There is also a progressive realization within
such people’s movements that non-violent mass actions would be effective if
accompanied by simultaneous action on other fronts like support from the media and
other environmental groups, political lobbying, international campaigning and
coordination along with other movements which would create both publicity and
pressure on the governments to act.
Check Your progress Exercise 2.2
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.3 Do you think Gandhian ideas have influenced environmental movements?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………….
Q.4 What is meant by environmentalism of the poor?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

2.7

SOCIOLOGICAL
TRENDS

SIGNIFICANCE

AND

EMERGING

The sociological significance of environmental movements lies in the fact that they
lay bare the contradiction at the heart of the capitalistic enterprise. Capitalism looks
at nature as a resource to be exploited for profit; it regards the human relationship
with and dependence on nature as secondary and generates conflicts between
competing worldviews and orientations. Environmental movements foreground these
conflicts and contradictions.
Secondly, as Gadgil and Guha (1994: 101) articulate, ‘the environmental movement
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has added a new dimension to the meaning of democracy and civil society’.
Environmental movements have been accommodative of a wide plethora of actors
and voices namely tribals, farmers, lower caste groups, middle class academics and
social activists, women, scientists and experts, traders, political workers, nongovernmental organizations and so on. These constituencies have actively forged
alliances, and attempted to influence the state’s actions from time to time giving
meaning to the idea of a democracy. We find that in the course of their challenge to
the State, even a section of the Maoists are also stressing upon these issues.
Thirdly, it posed an ideological challenge to the meaning, content and patterns of
development. As Sangvai (2007) has articulated, these environmental movements
have established that along with issues like protection against unjust displacement,
employment oriented decentralized small units, food security, housing rights,
environmental sustainability, agricultural-industrial policy are all interlinked in the
quest for equality in a democracy. A few other values which these movements
espoused pertained to a non-hierarchical mode of functioning and organizing, a focus
on forging alternatives and an increasing emphasis on the small and the local.

2.8

LET US SUM UP

In modern society the relation between nature and society has become increasingly
central and complex with wide ranging implications which are not necessarily
restricted to a society or a class per se. According to Gunnar Olofsson (2014) among
the new social movements it is the environmental movement which manages to bring
together issues which are at stake personally along with social issues which affect
the reproductive capacity of a society and economy at large.
These movements since their inception have challenged the State in its shifting
avatars and its changing modes of governance through resource extraction,
increasing use of violence and surveillance over the people and through
accumulation by dispossession. Though they came to be known as environmental
movements only in the mid-70s or so, there have been protests around access to and
the use of natural resources even during the colonial period. Peasants, tribals and
forest dwellers rose up in rebellion at different times against the colonial state over
the acquisition of their land and the subsequent curtailment of their customary rights.
In the post-independence period too there have been many conflicts over dams,
forests, pollution, mining, tourism, which have highlighted the fact that in most of
the cases development has not really benefitted those who have had to give up their
resources in the name of development, in fact such people continue to remain
marginal as before as their customary rights over resources are taken away, the basis
of their livelihood is gradually lost, their knowledge and skills gradually made
redundant in a modernizing society. In the neo-liberal era, the state has made way for
the private capital to mount an assault on the resource rich regions of our country in
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a much more aggressive and rapacious manner. This has given rise to a renewed
spate of environmental movements in these regions, which have seen even the use of
physical violence over the protestors. This indicates that though marginalized by
mainstream politics, in the near future environmental movements are going to grab
centre stage as they highlight some of the basic conflicts of our time over natural as
well as cultural resources, over voices, forms of expression and identities. Therefore,
we need to pay attention to what they have come to reflect and symbolize.

2.9

GLOSSARY

Capitalism:

an economic and political system in which a
country's trade and industry are controlled by
private owners for profit, rather than by the
state.

Chipko movement:

a forest conservation movement in India. It
began in 1970s in Uttarakhand, then a part of
Uttar Pradesh and went on to become a rallying
point for many future environmental
movements all over the world.

Environment:

All the external factors and conditions with
which an organism interacts during its lifetime
and which affect the organism throughout its
life.

Environmental sustainability:

the rates of renewable resource harvest,
pollution creation, and non-renewable resource
depletion that can be continued indefinitely.

2.10 CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: THE ANSWER KEYS
Answer to Q.1:

Environmental movements have mirrored the shifts in form of
the development policies as will be evident from a perusal of
the colonial policies as well as policies of development in
independent India and subsequently the policies that favor
globalization. While the British started the process of
acquiring land and forests, putting it to commercial use and
creating enclosures to keep out people who had earlier
enjoyed customary rights over these resources, the Indian
nation state adopted and took the policy further by sanctioning
dams for development. This caused large amount of
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displacement and deprivation. There was no policy of
compensation or rehabilitation. Since globalization, the
resource extraction has increased leading to an exacerbation of
environmental conflicts and movements in different parts of
the country.
Answer to Q.2:

Since globalization, some of the ecological movements in
India have occurred in the resource regions like Orissa, which
has opened itself up for resource extraction by private capital.
Therefore, there have been environmental movements in
Niyamgiri Hills against bauxite mining, against land
acquisition for the steel plant by Tatas at Kalinganagar, AniPosco movement, and land alienation of tribal land by nontribals at Narayapatna and so on. Similarly there have been
movements in the North Eastern regions against the lower
Subansiri project, Loktak project in Manipur, Tipaimukh
project on Barak and Tuivai rivers adjoining Bangladesh and
Pagladia project on the Brahmaputra

Answer to Q.3:

The Gandhian influence on the environmental movement can
be felt in two ways. Firstly, environmental movements have
been of a non-violent in nature. In fact, non-violent mass
action has been a political instrument in the hands of the
masses. Secondly, Gandhian influence can also be seen in the
forms of protests adopted in these movements ranging from
adayatras, hunger strikes, satyagraha and so on.

Answer to Q.4:

The term ‘environmentalism of the poor’ has been used by
Guha and Martinez-Allier to depict the environmental
movements in India especially in so far as they have combined
green ecological concerns with the red of class politics. But
according to social scientists like Amita Baviskar such a
typology ‘environmentalism of the poor’ has little analytical
utility because she says that environmentalism in India has
drawn upon a range of sensibilities, ideologies and
negotiations between various groups and interests.
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INTRODUCTION

Emerging in 1970s and gaining farther momentum in 1980s, the farmers’ movement
in India has exposed some newer contradictions of Indian agrarian society.
Participated mostly by the middle and rich farmers of different Indian states, the
farmers’ movement represents a distinct phase in the history and tradition of agrarian
unrest in India. Unlike the earlier mobilizations of the small and marginal peasants
along with the landless agricultural labourers against the zaminders and landlords,
the farmers’ movement, concerned mostly with the demands of the upper stratum of
the rural society, poses certain interesting questions about the relatively long
tradition of mobilization of the peasantry. Questions arise whether the farmers’
movement is an aftermath or more developed stage of the peasant movements in
India or whether it can be considered as the denial or rejection of the fundamental
dynamics characterizing the peasant mobilization against the landed gentry of the
rural society.
Here a note on the difference between the two terms peasants and farmers seems
necessary for conceptual clarity. This is more so to understand the range of debates
concerning the difference or similarities between the peasant movement and the
farmers’ movement in India. Ghanshyam Shah (1990: 32) argues that the term
‘peasant’ is ambiguous though it is used for those agriculturalists who are
homogeneous, with small holdings operated by family labour and who produce
mainly for his family purpose. There are however some scholars who would prefer to
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use the term broadly to refer to all classes of people engaged in agriculture. But
going by recent trends in classifying different classes of agriculturalists, we would
use the term ‘farmer’ to refer to a person ‘who owns or manages a farm’ and
produces for the market. In other words, the term farmer would be used to refer to
propertied and well-established agrarian strata of the rural society.

3.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this Unit, you will be able to:
 understand the rise and issue of farmers’ movement in the overall context of
agrarian struggle in India;
 Discuss the character and pattern of conflict-core of the farmers’ movement;
 Explain the counterclaims of Farmers’ Movement as New Social Movements.

3.3

ORGANIZATION AND LEADERSHIP OF FARMERS’
MOVEMENT

Since its emergence in the 1970s, farmers’ movement has operated under the aegis of
different organizations and leadership in different states of India. The most important
ones being the ‘Shetkari Sanghatana in Maharashtra, led by Sharad Joshi; the
Bharatiya Kisan Union (BKU), led by M.S. Tikait in Uttar Pradesh (UP), and by
Ajmer Singh Lakhowal, Balbir Singh Rajwal and Bhupinder Singh Mann in the
Punjab; the Bharatiya Kisan Sangh in Gujarat; the Tamil Nadu Agriculturalists'
Association {Tamilaga Vyavasavavigal Sangham or (TVS)} in Tamil Nadu, led by
Narayanaswamy Naidu; and the Karnataka State Farmers' Association (Karnataka
Rajya Ryota Sangha or KRRS) in Karnataka, led by M.D. Nanjundaswamy’ (Brass
1994: 3).

3.3.1 Major demands of the Farmers’ Movement in India
In spite of having subtle differences in ideological and strategic aspects, these
organizations have stressed on the following demands of farmers in their respective
territories
i) Lower prices on inputs like seeds, fertilisers, pesticides.
ii) Lower tariffs on electricity and water.
iii) Abolition of land revenue and imposition of tax based on output alone.
iv) Waiving of loans owed by farmers to the government, banks and cooperative
societies, which are the offshoots of the unjustified levy system and low
prices imposed by the government.
v) Reduction of rate of interest on fresh loans.
vi) Removal of tax along with other restrictions on the use of agricultural
implements like tractors and tractor-trailers.
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vii) Fixation of agricultural prices realistically keeping into consideration the
input prices and man-hours spent for production.
viii) Higher output prices with respect to products of grains, cash-crops,
vegetables, milk and so on.
ix) Introduction of crop insurance.
x) The removal of discrepancy in the terms of trade between industry and
agriculture which has been largely in favour of the former at the cost of the
latter.
A close scrutiny of the demands mentioned above, however, reveals a central
tendency toward an increase in output prices of agricultural products and lowering of
the input costs which are the demands of a typical farmer. Certainly this would
benefit the farmers by enhancing agricultural profitability, which the Green
Revolution, in spite of its resultant increase in agricultural productivity, failed to
ensure to them (Dhanagare 2013). Although provision for social security schemes
like old age pensions to every farmer and extension of reservation benefits in
educational institutions and employment for the farmers’ children have featured in
their charter of demands (Nadkarni 1973), but, interestingly, the age-old issues of
peasant movements like implementation of land reform laws, distribution of surplus
land, protection of small peasants or tenants, cause of the agricultural labourers, or
for that matter, the demand to raise the minimum wages of the farm labourers have
not been taken up by these farmers’ organization very seriously. Gupta (2005: 754)
also maintains that, ‘Except for certain pockets in Bihar and Andhra Pradesh, the
concerns of the agricultural worker do not get political expression anywhere else.’
This is quite obvious since in these mobilizations, he continues, ‘…it was clearly
stated that anyone who did not own land was not really a farmer’ (ibid: 754). Against
the background of the tradition of earlier peasant movements in India, which had
espoused primarily the causes of the landless labourers and other marginal section of
the peasantry, this, perhaps, can be considered as a pointer to the bias of the farmers’
movement towards the classes of rich and middle farmers

3.3.2 Features of Farmers’ Movement
Dhanagare (2013) in his analysis of farmers’ movement in Maharashtra has pointed
out the followings as some of its notable features:
i) Pan Indian scope: In contrast to the pre- 1950 peasant movements, which
were largely region or district specific or at best had one or two states as their
field of operation, the farmers’ movement of the 1970s and 80s has drawn
their support, though not well coordinated always, from the farmers all over
India except few states like Kerala, West Bengal and the North- East. Hence,
farmers’ movement has an almost universal presence throughout the length
and breadth of the country.
ii) Uniformity of demands: Farmers’ movements in different states have
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uniform demand for ‘cost based agricultural prices for the farm produce and
other related economic demands of farmers’ (ibid: 173). As is evident from
the list of important demands of the movements mentioned earlier, it can be
easily discerned that everywhere protection of the interest of the farmers by
increasing agricultural profitability has been the central concern of the
movement.
iii) Common strategies of agitation: Farmers’ movements in different states
have exhibited similarities in their strategies or methods of agitation. There
have been massive demonstrations (dharnas, gheraos) involving lakhs of
farmers. Blocking of road including highways and railways (rasta roko) has
also been there. Often the entry of the politicians and government officials
into the villages has been barred (gavband). Their strategy also includes
boycott of mandis (local agro-business hub) either in the form of refusal to
sell farm produce especially onion, cotton and tobacco in market or in the
form of refusal to sell farm produce at low prices. Such refusal to sell farm
produce in the market has resulted in sharp price rises (Lindberg 1994).
Farmers of different states have often organized protest marches in the form
of rallies (morchas) to make their demands felt. They often have also refused
to pay tax arrears and electricity bills along with the refusal to pay the interest
of the loans taken from banks and credit cooperatives. In a much similar vein
to Dhanagare’s (2013) characterization of the movement as nonviolent,
Lindberg (1994) also believes that the strategies of the farmers’ movement in
different states have exhibited close resemblance with the civil disobedience
movement. But since the dying phase of the 1980s, farmers’ movement has
deviated from such a path of non-violence. Sharad Joshi, one of the
prominent leaders of this movement, put the onus on the growing influence
and strength of the communal forces. Joshi thus said, “We were prepared to
die one by one for our cause, but they are sending thousands to death.
Violence dominates the political scene today, and there is less room for our
type of confrontation with the state” (cited by Lindberg 1994: 96).
iv) Intellectual and charismatic leadership: The farmers’ movements of
different states in most cases have found their leaders from among the
farmers themselves. Besides being farmers themselves, some of these leaders
are truly intellectuals having the necessary theoretical and analytical
capability to articulate the demands of the farmers with all sorts of
ideological justifications. Perhaps, such intellectual ability has been
responsible to elevate some of the leaders of the farmers’ movement to the
stature of charismatic leadership (Lindberg 1994). This is especially true for
Sharad Joshi, a retired UN official, and Mahendra Singh Tikait, a Jat peasant
and clan leader who have the analytical skill to theoretically situate the
demands of the farmers along with leading the agitations from the front. Such
a quality of leadership is indeed very rare and Dhanagare (2013: 174) rightly
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points out its impact when he says, “For the first time in the history of protest
movements in post-colonial India, the new farmers’ movements were
advancing not only new agendas but also presenting new ideas in theoretical
and ideological discourses.” This is reflected in the leaders’ analysis of the
penetration of global capitalism into the farm sector of India and the response
of the state towards it, the imbalances and crisis induced by the Green
Revolution in farm sector etc. What is noticeable is their capability to
formulate and articulate the demands of the farmers in a language which is
well within the range of perception of the latter.
Check Your progress Exercise 3.1
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.1 What are the different organisations and who are the leaders of the Farmers’
Movement in India?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………….
.
Q.2 What are the central demands of the Farmers’ Movement in India?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.3 Is there any bias of the Farmers’ Movement towards the classes of rich and
middle farmers?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………….
.
Q.4 What are the features of the Farmers’ Movement in India?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………….

3.4

NEW SOCIAL MOVEMENT THEORY

New social movement theory attempts to analyze contemporary forms of collective
action in the western societies which many scholars believe to have entered into the
post-industrial phase. This approach has emerged in large part as a response to the
inadequacies of classical Marxism in grasping the nature of collective action in such
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type of societies. Keeping aside the debate with classical Marxism which is,
however, beyond the scope of the present exercise, an attempt is made here to note
the cornerstones of the new social movement approach.
One of the foremost attempts to characterize the new social movements is made by
Cohen (1985), who has outlined four important features of new social movements.
According to him (p.669), the first feature pertains to the aim of the participants
who, ‘… do not seek to return to an undifferentiated community free of all power
and all forms of inequality.’ In more concrete terms, they want to protect and,
‘extend the spaces for social autonomy (ibid: 669).’ Second, the participants,
‘…struggle in the name of autonomy, plurality, and difference, without, however,
renouncing the formal egalitarian principles of modern civil society or the
universalistic principles of the formally democratic state (ibid.: 669)’. Hence, their
striving for autonomy does not violate the principles of egalitarianism and
universalism of the civil society and the state respectively. Third, the actors to a
certain extent are willing to, ‘…relativize their own values with respect to one
another… (ibid: 669-70)’ implying their readiness to accept value differences by
denouncing absolutism. Fourth, ‘Many contemporary activists accept the existence
of the formally democratic state and the market economy (ibid.: 670)’. Hence they
do not find any contradiction between the operations of the free market in a
democratic state.
Buechler (1995:442) has mentioned some of the common themes running through
the various theories of new social movements, which are as under:
‘First, most strands of new social movement theory underscore symbolic
action in civil society or the cultural sphere as a major arena for collective
action alongside instrumental action in the state or political sphere (Cohen
1985; Melucci 1989). Second, new social movement theorists stress on the
importance of processes that promote autonomy and self-determination
instead of strategies for maximizing influence and power (Habermas 19841987; Rucht 1988). Third, some new social movement theorists emphasize
the role of post materialist values in much contemporary collective action, as
opposed to conflicts over material resources (Inglehart 1990; Dalton,
Kuechler, and Burklin 1990). Fourth, new social movement theorists tend to
problematize the often fragile process of constructing collective identities and
identifying group interests, instead of assuming that conflict groups and their
interests are structurally determined (Hunt, Benford, and Snow 1994;
Johnston, Larana, and Gusfield 1994; Klandermans 1994; Melucci 1989;
Stoecker 1995). Fifth, new social movement theory also stresses the socially
constructed nature of grievances and ideology, rather than assuming that they
can be deduced from a group's structural location (Johnston, Larana, and
Gusfield 1994; Klandermans 1992). Finally, new social movement theory
recognizes a variety of submerged, latent, and temporary networks that often
undergird collective action, rather than assuming that centralized
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organizational forms are prerequisites for successful mobilization (Melucci
1989; Gusfield 1994; Mueller 1994)’.
What is evident from the foregoing is a shift in focus of the ‘old’ and ‘new’ social
movements. This is primarily revealed first, through the greater emphasis placed on
the cultural sphere as the locus of collective action by the new social movement
approach instead of the economy or ‘productivism’ of the ‘old’ ones. Second, new
social movement theory highlights the importance of grass-root, non-institutional
and non-conventional action of everyday life moving beyond the limits of
conventionalities of the ‘old’ social movements. Third, the new social movement
approach is anchored in the process of identity construction and contestation thereof
in and through the movement itself. To this orientation, identities of the participants
are constructed gradually with gradual unfolding of the movement. Hence,
construction of identity in and through the conflictual social process becomes the
central theme of the new social movement instead of the emphasis of the
conventional social movements on class or related structural determination of the
participants. Finally, considered from the specific standpoint of the institutional
political discourses of the old movements, new social movements are seemingly
apolitical. It is true that there has been considerable uncertainty regarding the
political status of new social movements which can be most prominently found in
Touraine’s insistence on direct political counter offensive to achieve the appeals to
identity. Habermas (1981: 33), perhaps, has come with a possible answer when he
argues that the new social movements are associated with a new politics which is
concerned with ‘…problems of quality of life, equality, individual self-realization,
participation, and human rights.’ As the new conflicts ‘arise in the areas of cultural
reproduction’ rather than ‘material reproduction’ so ‘they are no longer channeled
through parties and organizations (ibid. 33)’. Moreover, Habermas (ibid.) maintains
that compared to old politics, new politics finds is support base more among the
middle class and younger generations and those with higher levels of formal
education. Obviously, such a different connotation and nature of politics takes it
away from the scope of conventional institutional political parties.

3.4.1 Farmers’ Movement as New Social Movement
Now the question is can the farmers’ movement in India also be classified as an
example of new social movement? The answer of the question is indeed complex. As
a matter of fact, the act of typifying social movements is very difficult since by
nature social movements are of the kaleidoscopic variety. As an expression of the
internal dynamics of any given society, social movements are ever changing since no
society is stable along the dimension of time. Often a single social movement
through the course of its gradual unfolding can acquire infinite range of variable
properties which makes the task of classification problematic, if not impossible. This
is equally true of the farmers’ movement in India. Perhaps, due to this there has been
range of opinions regarding the newness of the farmers’ movement. Let us reviews
40

some of these arguments.
Byres (1995: 1-2) have found four senses in which the farmers’ movement in India
can be thought of as a new social movement. In his words these are,
‘…agency had passed from ‘peasants’ to ‘farmers’; the central focus of rural
agitation had shifted from land to prices; the essential agitational form was a
non-party one; and distinctive, novel methods of agitation were employed…
During the 1980s there was a fifth, limited, sense in which these movements
might be seen as ‘new’: with a broadening of agenda and ideology to include
the environment and women’s issues. .. part of worldwide ‘new social
movements’ which embrace a new set of post material values…’
Considering the farmers’ movement as a response to the interaction of the Indian
state with western capitalism, imperialism, neo-colonialism and later globalization
during the last two decades of the twentieth century, Assadi (2002) also finds several
grounds for which the farmers’ movement can be thought of a new social movement.
In his words, the reasons for this are:
‘…first, unlike the earlier struggles, which were about land, market and
prices became the most important issues. Second, the struggle was directed
against external agencies such as the state, and industrial capital/international
capital. Third, unlike the earlier farmers’ movements the ‘new’ movements
bring together entire rural populations, past and present, irrespective of the
economic, ethnic, caste, religious, and political differences. Fourth, they
believed in discoursing on a large number of issues. Thereby, they placed
emphasis on creating a rational farmer within the larger framework. Finally,
they believed in retrieving the communitarian life in the context of
capitalism, both western and indigenous, threatening the identities,
communitarian life and cultural practices.’ (p. 43)
Dipankar Gupta (2005) also in his discussion about the farmers’ movement in India
has put emphasis on its non-class nature. This is apparent when he argues that,
‘Rural agitations today are no longer between agricultural labourer and landlord as
used to be the case as late as the 1970s’ (ibid. 754). With this shift in the nature of
contradiction the chief adversary also has changed which in his words, is ‘…no
longer local, but supra-local, even the government of India’ (ibid. 755).
Agreeing with that the basic contradiction in the farmers’ movement is between the
state and the ‘peasantry’ instead of the peasantry and the local landlords
characteristic of the traditional peasant movements, Lindberg (1994), however,
mentions about the organizational aspects of the farmers’ movement, which also
brings it close to the new social movements of the contemporary period. Citing the
example of the Shetkari Sanghatana in Maharashtra, he argues that the organizational
form of the farmers’ movement is,
‘…anarchic or 'post-modern' in the sense that, much like new social
movements in the West, it builds structures around actions rather than routine
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organisation. There is no fixed membership, no fixed rules of organisation, or
strict tiers between local, intermediate and top levels in the organisation.
Anybody who wears the badge, who participates in agitation… is a member’
(p. 112).
Along with the newness of the farmers’ movement traced in its non-political form
characterized by the anti-urban/ anti-state/anti-capitalist ideological content, Omvedt
(1994), like Lindberg, also finds its similarities with the new social movements as far
as the informal organizational pattern is concerned. She points out that the
organizational structure of the farmers’ movement, ‘…is informal, with a good deal
of adhocism and flexibility. There is no formal membership but a badge with the
name of the organisation written in white on red…” (ibid.: 137).
Hence, in all these assertions about the nature of farmers’ movement in India we can
find the echo of the new politics occupying the ‘non-institutional’ space which
Habermas (1981) and Offe (1985) have attributed to the basic character of the new
social movements. To substantiate it further all these scholars have also stressed on
the non-class or post-class orientation of the farmers’ movement which has largely
been a quest for the farmers’ identity within the larger structural binaries of rural
versus urban, agriculture versus industry, colonized versus colonialist, indigenous
versus non-indigenous or more broadly east versus the west. This has been clearly
epitomized by Sharad Joshi’s powerful slogan of ‘Bharat against India!’ Joshi (1981)
also clarifies the duality when he says,
‘India corresponds to that notional entity that has inherited from the British
the mantle of economic, social, cultural and educational exploitation while
Bharath is that notional entity which is subject to exploitation for the second
time ever since the termination of the external colonial regime. In brief, the
Black Britishers have replaced the white ones to the benefit of Bombay rather
than that of Manchester’ (Joshi 1981 quoted in Assadi, 2002: 44).
Here Joshi appears to be invoking the internal colonialism thesis in a quite
vociferous manner, which is the substance of identity formation in many instances of
ethnic conflict situation and oppression of the Dalits and minorities especially in
Indian context. It is clear from his message that the indigenous rural ‘Bharat’ has
become the colony of the urban ‘India’. The power of such a process of identity
construction over that of class is clear from Joshi when in another occasion he
comments, 'The real contradiction is not in the village, not between big peasants and
small, not between landowners and landless, but between the agrarian population as
a whole and the rest of the society’ (Interview, March 1989, mentioned by Lindberg
1994: 96).
Identity assertion of the farmers has also found expression in M.S. Tikait of the
Bharatiya Kisan Union (B.K.U.) who claims that he has been fighting ‘…to
safeguard the honour, dignity and self-respect of the kisans…’ as says, Zoya Hasan
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(1989: 2663). In a much similar vein to Sharad Joshi in Maharashtra and M.D.
Nanjundaswamy of the Karnataka Rajya Ryota Sangha or KRRS, in Karnataka, he
has strongly articulated the widespread feeling of discrimination of the kisans in
countryside by the urban based politicians, bureaucracy and the government. Tikait,
after some of his visits to Delhi, has expressed explicitly his feeling of such
discrimination when he argues, 'Let's talk about land reforms when there is a ceiling
on urban property - look at those skyscrapers!' (Quoted by Lindberg 1994: 97).
Moreover, alike the trend of new social movements like peace, human rights or
environmental movements, the BKU under Tikait has consciously maintained
distance from institutional politics marked by the competition of political parties. In
the words of Hasan (1989: 2665),
‘Neutrality was perceived as crucial to establish the credibility of the BKU in
the eyes of the government. Besides, any political choice would have
detracted from the organic appeal of the BKU. Political action initiated by a
non-party organisation and inspired by a populist kisan ideology, was likely
to draw into its framework the full range of identities of caste, clan,
community and class.’
From these it is apparent that the farmers’ movement unlike the earlier tradition of
peasant movements in India has largely adopted the non-class and non-institutional
political path by sticking resolutely to the identity of the ‘farmer’ composed
ontologically by the owner cultivators, counter posed ideologically and practically to
the industrial/urban working class.
Applying the postcolonial theory to analyze the nature of farmers’ politics and
mobilization in India, Akhil Gupta (1998) perceives this process of identity
construction as an offshoot of the development discourse which re-inscribes
inequalities after the formal end of colonial domination in the postcolonial world. In
this discourse, ‘underdeveloped’ or ‘developing’ simply means ‘backward, deficient,
inadequate, behind’ (ibid: 11), while, the ‘developed,’ signifies the opposite
adjectives. It is needless to mention that, the ‘Bharat vs. India’ contradiction
embodies the ‘underdeveloped vs. the developed’ notion constructed by the
development discourse, being pursued in postcolonial India, which signifies the rural
as backward or lagging behind the more advanced urban sector. In fact, the whole
gamut of identity politics expressed by the farmers’ mobilization is rooted in a kind
of populism that characterizes the state as the chief opponent since it has been
catering to the interest of the industrial / urban sector, neglecting the rural. Certainly,
this feeling of discrimination against the rural has its genesis in the Nehruvian model
of development which accorded highest priority to the growth of the industrial sector
as the chief marker of development of independent India. Instead of increase in
investment, agricultural development was seen in this model as a factor of
institutional reform pertaining to land reform and collective or cooperative farming.
Some leaders of the Congress Party, who were opposed to the idea of institutional
reform in agriculture, quit the party and formed a new outfit - the Swatantra Party
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under the influence and direction of C. Rajagopalachari in 1959. Their opposition to
the reform strategy in agriculture had a particular focus on the imposition of the land
ceiling measures, which, to them, was an onslaught to the interest of the landed
farmers and was also against the guaranteed ownership of private property, accorded
by the Constitution of India.
However, the first organized political party to articulate a counter-populism to that of
the Nehruvian and later, Indira Gandhi led state’s developmental populism focusing
on industrialization and collectivization, was, the Bharatiya Kranti Dal (BKD),
founded by Chaudhary Charan Singh. Earlier a veteran Congress leader, he was
instrumental in the passing of the UP Zamindari Abolition Act (1952), which scaled
down the power of the large landlords considerably, and consolidated the interest of
the small landlords and the well-to-do occupancy tenants. In fact, these groups,
composed of the owner cultivators, have been the backbone of the future farmers’
movement in Uttar Pradesh and elsewhere. Charan Singh’s ‘owner cultivator’ centric
politics and ideology got the necessary support of the discourse, through which, he
characterized the urban industrial model of national development as antithetical to
the interest of the rural population, in general. The later unfolding of the farmers’
movement in UP under the leadership of Tikait, although in a non-institutional
political sphere, has banked on and pursued the same ‘urban’ vs. ‘rural’
developmental populism against the state through the slogan, ‘Bharat vs. India.’
In all his movements in UP and Delhi, Tikait has criticized the Indian state for its
‘step daughterly’ attitude towards the farmers. The rush towards urbanization and
industrialization by the successive postcolonial regimes in India, in his opinion, has
deprived the farmers of the due share of the agricultural surplus, they deserve.
Tikait’s anti-state populism in this fashion has aimed at developing a larger farmer
identity who, in his view, are ‘underdeveloped’ and ‘oppressed.’ The overarching
identity of ‘farmers’ has been perceived to have the necessary leverage to transcend
the structural limits of caste, class, religion and gender or any other form of
inequality. But critiques argue that it is far from that. Akhil Gupta (1998) argues that,
considerable tension has been there between the Jat farmers and the Harijan
labourers and between the owner cultivators and the landless labourers in general,
which proved to be detrimental to the broader unity of the farmers. In many
instances, he argues, the farmers, by virtue of their relatively superior caste and class
position in the rural social hierarchy, forced the labourers to work much below the
current market wage rate. Apart from the contradiction between the owner
cultivators and landless labourers, there has been differences between the large
farmers and small and medium ones since lowering of input prices and increase in
output prices for agricultural products benefit the large cultivators more than their
small and medium level counterparts (Kohli, 2001; Hasan 1989; Hasan and Pattanaik
1992). Hasan (1994) is also of the opinion that these class divisions along with the
growing communalization of UP politics in the 1990s have prevented the
maintenance of rural unity, which ultimately has been responsible for the declining
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tone of the movement in the contemporary period. The BKU’s patriarchal stand has
also become clear when Tikait questions the legitimacy of Rajiv Gandhi, the then
Prime Minister of India, for not having a clear and dominant patriarchal lineage
(Gupta 1998). Thus, the unity of the farmers, symbolized by ‘Bharat’ has remained a
‘contradictory unity’ (ibid. 97) with the articulation of different interests and
positions and particular exclusions.
The convergence of the farmers’ movement with that of the new social movement
can also be found in the presence of multiple traditions within its fold. These have
been reflected in the differential strategies of interaction adopted by different state
based organizations with globalization. While the Shetkari Sanghatana of
Maharashtra under the leadership of Sharad Joshi has widely welcomed the drive
towards liberalization and privatization, the hallmarks of globalization, the KRSS of
Karnataka under Nanjundaswamy in particular and to some extent the BKU in
Punjub and U.P. under Tikait, have tried to resist these. For Joshi trade liberalization
under globalization would result in the lessoning of state control over agriculture and
thereby increasing the freedom of the farmers. The same has been opposed strongly
by Nanjundaswamy, and to some extent by Tikait too, as antithetical to the interest
of the farmers since such policies adopted by the World Bank is of full potential to
impoverish the developing countries. In Karnataka, the KRSS has organized huge
rallies and satyagrahas named as ‘Bij or Seed Satyagraha’ to counter the perceived ill
impact of the multinational corporations (MNCs) (especially Kentucky Fried
Chicken (KFC), Cargil India, and Monsanto) on Indian economy, culture and
biodiversity. The existence of different traditions is also apparent in the response of
the farmers’ movement of different regions towards other independent mobilization
like those of the women’s, the Dalits’ and the environmentalists’. While the Shetkari
Sanghatana has been quite sensitive to the cause of the women and dalits by
recognizing and allowing space to their mobilizations within its network and to the
cause of the environmentalists albeit in a lesser degree, to KRSS the cause of the
protection of environment and biodiversity have been of pivotal importance.
The conflict and contradiction of the farmers’ movement with external agencies like
the MNCs, operating under the aegis of World Bank within the framework of
globalization, has also been instrumental in bringing it into broader alliance with
other social movements nationally as well as internationally. The farmers’ movement
of India now is in alliance, as says Assadi (2002: 51), with the,
‘National Fishermen’s Movement, Navadanya, Mukti Sangharsh, Timbuktu
Collectives, Indian People’s Front, Rajasthan Kisan Sanghatana, Alternative
Communication Mukti Sangarsh, etc. Meanwhile, their strategies and
struggles have gone beyond national boundaries. They have become part of
the larger collectives at the global level; these collectives are Via Campensia
and People’s Global Action.’
While Via Campensia is a collective which voices the various demands of the
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farmers, small and medium peasants, agricultural labourers, rural women, and the
indigenous community of Asia, Africa, America and Europe, the Peoples’ Global
Action (PGA) is a global platform of the different human rights organizations,
farmers’ organizations, indigenous peoples, students, environmentalists,
unemployed, fisher-folk, anti-racists, peace mobilisers, animal rights activists etc.
Such an alliance with global organizations combating the ill-effects of global capital
has been, perhaps, made possible by the presence of a distinct intellectual leadership
and local level activists who often happen to be the farmers' sons studied at colleges
and universities, but have returned to take up farming because of the growing
unemployment in the urban economy. This is yet another dimension of the
movement which brings it close to the new social movements.
Check Your progress Exercise 3.2
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.5 How does Byres draw the similarity of Farmers’ Movement in India with the
New Social Movements?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.6 What, in Lindberg’s view, brings the farmers’ movement close to the New
Social Movements?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.7 How does Joshi differentiate between Bharath and India?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

3.4.2 Counterclaims of Farmers’ Movement as New Social Movements
The stated similarities of the farmers’ movement with the new social movement
approach, however, are not without contestations. Ramchandra Guha in a special
issue of the monthly Seminar in 1989 has dismissed such a claim by terming the
farmers mobilization as ‘old’ kulak-rich peasant mobilization which essentially is a
class based movement. Dhanagare (2013) and Lennenberg (1988), however, have
criticized the position Guha adopts by stressing on the important role played by the
middle peasantry in the whole process of mobilization of the farmers’ movement.
Arora (2001) also believes that the farmers’ movement cannot be regarded as a new
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social movement. She has categorically questioned some of the claims of the
farmers’ movement to be a new social movement.
First, it has been stated that instead of the land issue, farmers’ movement veers
around the issue of remunerative price of the agricultural commodities produced.
Arora (ibid.) argues that, although in a different form, land has been an agendum of
the movement. Lindberg (1994) is also of the same opinion about the issue of land
which he believes is a live political issue in the farmers’ movement.
Second, Arora (2001) and Lindberg (1994) also question the employment of novel
and distinctive agitational methods in the farmers’ movement. To them these are, in
fact, old tactics used by the farmers of Maharashtra and the women in the antifamine agitations.
Third, by drawing similarity between the ideology of the farmers’ movement and
that of the politics and ideology of agrarian populism, Arora (2001) has dismissed
the claim of ideological newness of the movement.
Fourth, the claim of the movement being apolitical or non-political in nature is also
questionable to her. Although, she argues that, until 1989 the movement had no
intention to capture political power, but within this period too, as a part of electoral
strategy, it had extended support to different political parties irrespective of their
ideological standpoints. She even mentions about the contestation of elections by the
farmers’ movement in Karnataka and Maharashtra and formation of the Swatantrya
Bharat Party, a political party by Sharad Joshi in 1994, which, however, has not
tested much electoral success.
Fifth, Arora (2001) also is not convinced about the anti-state ideology of the farmers’
movement. Instead of doing away with the state, she believes, this movement
engaged only in ‘partial’ and ‘class specific’ antagonism with the state. Moreover,
the movement’s collaboration with the state has become apparent in 1991, when
Sharad Joshi became the Chairman of the Standing Advisory Committee on
Agriculture with the status of a cabinet minister.
Finally, Arora finds little ‘new’ in the movement’s extension of support to the
women, dalits and the environmentalists since there had been a number of old
movements like the Tebhaga, Telangana and Chipko movement where these sections
or their various issues featured quite prominently.

3.5

LET US SUM UP

The farmers’ movement in India is, perhaps, a signal of the growing crisis in Indian
agriculture emanating primarily from two major sources of transformation, viz.
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adoption of the Green Revolution technology during the mid-1960s and later more
decisively the forces of liberalization, privatization and globalization unleashed by
the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF) that dictated
implementation of the policies of structural adjustment programme in the 1990s.The
demand for remunerative price, a typical farmers’ demand should be viewed in the
background of falling income and profit from agriculture, paradoxically, in a post
green revolution scenario. The promise of green revolution pertaining to increase in
productivity and profitability has remained a factor of sizeable investment in
improved agricultural technology which, save a tiny section of rich farmers, was,
perhaps, beyond the capacity of the large section of middle farmers. Coupled with
this, the liberalization of Indian economy resulting in the withdrawal of state
subsidies to agriculture leading to its integration with the market, has dealt a severe
blow to the future prospect of a profitable agriculture. The increasing rate of farmers’
suicide in the green revolution belt of India is, perhaps, a pointer to this. The point to
be noted here is that a certain sections of farmers are also not able to compete and
sustain under volatile market condition. Farmers’ movement, whether, new or not,
certainly is a desperate attempt on the part of the farmers, especially those at the
middle and upper rung having considerable dependence on the market and its
vagaries, to safeguard them and for that matter, agriculture and food security of the
nation. Such desperations are also perceived in the quick transformation of class
based agrarian movement to communal, ethnic or regional movements. The future of
farmer’s movement in India depends largely on the possibility of forming wider
network of different stakeholders against both the state and global market forces.
The extent to which the present leaders of farmers’ movement will be able to cope
with such a strategy and sustain their movement is a million dollar question.

3.6

GLOSSARY

New Social Movement:

a theory of social movements that attempts to explain
the plethora of new movements that have come up in
various western societies roughly since the mid-1960s
which are claimed to depart significantly from the
conventional social movement paradigm.

Peasantry:

smallholders and agricultural labourers of low social
status (chiefly in historical use or with reference to
subsistence farming in poorer countries)

3.7

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: THE ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q.1:

The most important organizations are the ‘Shetkari
Sanghatana in Maharashtra, led by Sharad Joshi; the
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Bharatiya Kisan Union (BKU), led by M.S. Tikait in
Uttar Pradesh, and by Ajmer Singh Lakhowal, Balbir
Singh Rajwal and Bhupinder Singh Mann in the
Punjab; the Bharatiya Kisan Sangh in Gujarat; the
Tamil Nadu Agriculturalists' Association {Tamilaga
Vyavasavavigal Sangham or (TVS)} in Tamil Nadu,
led by Narayanaswamy Naidu; and the Karnataka State
Farmers' Association (Karnataka Rajya Ryota Sangha
or KRRS)
in Karnataka,
led by M.D.
Nanjundaswamy’.
Answer to Q.2:

Increase in output prices of agricultural products and
lowering of the input costs for agricultural production.

Answer to Q.3:

Yes, their demands have a focus towards the benefit of
rich and middle farmers, while the cause of the
agricultural labourers, or for that matter, the demand to
raise the minimum wages of the farm labourers has not
been reflected in the demands very seriously.

Answer to Q.4:

The features are: i. Pan Indian scope, ii. Uniformity of
demands, iii. Common strategies of agitation, and iv.
Intellectual and charismatic leadership

Answer to Q.5:

According to Byres the agency of the farmers’
movement had passed from ‘peasants’ to ‘farmers’; the
central focus of rural agitation had shifted from land to
prices; the essential agitational form was a non-party
one; and distinctive, novel methods of agitation were
employed. Moreover, by broadening the agenda and
ideology to include the environment and women’s
issues it became part of worldwide new social
movements which embrace a new set of post material
values.

Answer to Q.6:

It is the basic contradiction of the farmers’ movement
which is between the state and the ‘peasantry’ instead
of the peasantry and the local landlords, a
characteristic of the traditional peasant movement,
which brings it close to the New Social Movements.

Answer to Q.7:

To Joshi, India corresponds to that notional entity that
has inherited from the British the mantle of economic,
social, cultural and educational exploitation while
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Bharath is that notional entity which is subject to
exploitation for the second time ever since the
termination of the external colonial regime.
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INTRODUCTION

Civil Society is one of the most controversial phrases in contemporary knowledge
discourses. Academia also is an important part of the civil society. Intellectuals and
the participants of academia always think for this society; when any kind of problem
or injustice occur in the arena of civil society, these people oppose such activity
through their writings and speeches and try to mobilize public opinion for a just
society. The role of intellectuals therefore becomes crucial in any social movements.

4.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this unit, you should be able to:
 Describe the very idea, concept and interrelationship of civil society,
academia and social movement;
 Discuss about the role of academia for framing civil society;
 Highlight the participatory involvement of the academic institutions in the
field of social movement.

4.3

CIVIL SOCIETY AND ACADEMIA: CONCEPTUAL AND
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In contemporary social science discourses, the concept of civil society is widely
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used. From about 1990, debates surrounding ‘democratization’ have often been
influenced by a hegemonic idea of civil society. In its original conceptualization in
political philosophy, civil society was not a thing to be studied but a theoretical
construct used to understand observed phenomena. With its recent revival, civil
society has become more the object of research and less an analytical category. This
is more so in the field of social movement where members of civil society containing
a large section of academia play a proactive role. The issues that crop up in this
context are: (1) how to conceptualize civil society; (2) linking civil society with the
academia, and (3) finding the relation among civil society, academia and social
movement. While a full explanation of the different levels of the debate and various
strands of arguments would consume the whole discussions, the amount of academic
disagreement revealed in these works over the viability of civil society as a concept
in all its guises can be summed up as follows: Civil society is indeed an elusive
concept and a more fugitive reality.
But the remarkable energies devoted to its definition and pursuit strike us as the most
powerful force on the scene. The quest for a civil society that can reinvent the state
in its own admittedly idealized image is a drama of redemption whose potential
nobility commands our admiration.
The concept of civil society draws heavily on the liberal intellectual tradition to
stress on ‘civility’ as its core. Yet, the concept has become a notoriously slippery
concept, used to justify radically different ideological agendas, supported by deeply
ambiguous evidence, and suffused with many questionable assumptions (Edwards
2004: vi). Civil Society is a space that exists over against the state and partially
independent from it. It includes those dimensions of social life which cannot be
confounded with or swallowed up in the state.
The concept of civil society is now accepted in modern social science as an
intermediary between the private sector and the state. Thus, civil society is
distinguished from the state and economic society, which includes profit-making
enterprises. Nor is it the same as family-life society. Civil society, as Larry Diamond
(1995: 9) defines it, is:
‘the realm of organized social life that is voluntary, self-generating, selfsupporting, autonomous from the state, and bound by the legal order or set of
shared rules… it involves citizens acting collectively in a public sphere to
express their interests, passions and ideas, exchange ideas, exchange
information, achieve mutual goals, make demands on the state, and hold state
officials accountable. It is an intermediary entity, standing between the
private sphere and the state’.
Civil society involves voluntary associations and participation of individuals acting
in their capacity under the framework of private contractual relationships. These
include academic institutions, NGOs, trade unions, advocacy groups, market
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associations, human rights groups, religious associations, farmers’ cooperative and
movements and women thrift societies. Civil society can also be defined as an entity
which is not a part of the state, it is a vast ensemble of constantly changing groups
and individuals whose only common ground is their being outside the state and who
have assimilated some consciousness of their being outside the state. While the civil
society attempts to resist the encroachment of the state on what is private, its various
organizations also seek to influence the state in the exercise of public policy and the
allocation of valued resources. With this in mind, civil society may encompass a
wide range of organizations concerned with public matters. They include civic,
issue-oriented, religious, and educational interest groups and associations. Some are
known as nongovernmental organizations, or NGOs; some are informal and loosely
structured. This is further explained by Carothers (2000: 19-20):
‘Properly understood, civil society is a broader concept, encompassing all the
organizations and associations that exist outside of the state (including
political parties) and the market. It includes the gamut of organizations that
political scientists traditionally label interest groups- -not just advocacy
NGOs but also labour unions, professional associations (such as those of
doctors and lawyers), chambers of commerce, ethnic associations, and others.
It also incorporates the many other associations that exist for purposes other
than advancing specific social or political agendas, such as religious
organizations, student groups, cultural organizations (from choral societies to
bird-watching clubs), sports clubs, and informal community groups’.
Civil society is defined here as a sphere of social interaction between the household
and the state which is manifest in norms of community cooperation, structures of
voluntary association, and networks of public communication. One must
acknowledge that civil society -- like the state and political society - is a theoretical
concept rather than an empirical one. It is a synthetic conceptual construct that is
“not necessarily embodied in a single, identifiable structure” (Bayart 1986: 112). To
make it serviceable for purposes of development assistance, we must identify the
observable parts of the composite concept. Drawing on the definition presented
above, we distinguish the institutions of civil society as:
a) The norms of civic community: The most important values for the
construction of civil society are trust, reciprocity, tolerance, and inclusion.
Trust is a precondition for individuals to associate voluntarily; reciprocity is a
resource for reducing the transaction costs of collective action; political
tolerance assists the emergence of diverse and plural forms of association.
These values are promoted by citizens who actively seek to participate in
public affairs. The presence of civic norms can be measured by sample
surveys and public opinion polls and observed in voting, ‘joining,’ and
varieties of collective behaviour. These norms of civic community are taught
not only in the family but also by civic organizations such as schools,
53

churches, and community groups.
b) The structures of associational life: In order for civic life to become
institutionalized, it must be expressed in organizational form. The most
common organizational structure in civil society is the voluntary association,
an alliance of citizens who come together by reason of identity or interest to
pursue a shared objective. There are various types of voluntary associations
ranging from the localized, informal, and apolitical on the one hand to
national, legally-registered, policy advocacy organizations on the other.
While policy advocacy groups may have the largest and most direct impact
on national political life, they do not consume the relevant organizations in
civil society. Whether or not they are clearly oriented to civic or political
functions, all types of voluntary association help to populate and pluralize
civil society.
c) The networks of public communication: In order to be politically active,
citizens require means to link with one another and to debate the type of
government they wish for themselves. Civic sermon can take place in various
scenes, the most important of which are the public communications media,
both print and electronic, State or private monopolies. Also in the field of
academia, civic norms are communicated and the process of norms creation
has been held.
The past few decades has witnessed a robust development of civil societies across
the globe, not only at the local and national levels, but also at transnational level.
This process, nevertheless, is far from homogenous, as civil society’s expansion is
inescapably intertwined with local factors as the socio-economic status quo, history,
tradition and ideology. For this very reason, the growth of civil societies across the
globe is not only uneven, but also multifaceted and diverse. Academia plays a vital
role for making civil society consciousness and also for creating civil society
process. Hall very correctly argued that,
‘The concept of civil society that gained public attention in the 1980s even as
an attempt to establish civility in society was seen as the opposite of
despotism. Civil society in time came to be seen as a 'space' in which groups
can exist and interact with each other, so that they could ensure better and
more tolerable conditions of existence. However, civil society is more
complicated than we are led to think at first glance, since it is both a ‘social
value and a set of social institutions’ (Hall 1995: 1).
By now we are familiar with Hegelian, Marxian and Gramscian theories of civil
society. All these theories, however, share one thing in common. They refer to the
sphere of social life that falls outside the state, though they do not see it as
necessarily free from state interference. Civil society, therefore, is normally seen as
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the site at which most interactions between the state and society (Mohan 2002). For
our discussion, it is required to understand the background of civil society by which
it can play a vital role in civic life as well as community life. Academia, one of the
most important instruments for making civil society vibrant, helps it in two ways.
First, it strengthens the forces of civil society by enlisting the enlightened sections of
human society. Second, academic institutions through their intellectual, political and
social activities sharpen our understanding about issues highlighted by civil society.
As for example we may recall Plato’s ‘Academy’ by which social progress and
intellectual movement had happened in ancient Greece.
The conceptual framework presented above contextualizes the non-entity ‘civil
society’ into civil society as idea and civil society as process. Civil society as idea
focuses on the use of ‘civil society’ in the literature, as well as how individuals,
organizations, the government and international actors in different countries
conceive of civil society and perceive of themselves in relation to it. Civil society as
process embodies a historical approach, placing the current dynamics of political
activism and social organizations within the context of a longer view of changing
state-society relations.
The idea of civil society embodies a set of assumptions about the unity of civil
society, the civility of civil society, the ‘separateness’ of civil society and the state,
and the intrinsic relationship between civil society and democracy. These
assumptions and the normative principles underlying them obfuscate reality.
Presuppositions about ‘civil society’ can be deconstructed by examining what is
actually happening, denoted in this proposition as civil society as process. Civil
society as process takes on country specific characteristics resulting from the
following determinants: (1) historically generated issues which affect particular
groups in society or society as a whole; (2) structures and forms that organized social
forces adopt to address these issues; (3) personal networks revealing who is involved
in particular issues and why; (4) external influences and international linkages; and
(5) material incentives underlying production politics and the distribution of state
resources. Civil society as process is shaped by changes in these determinants and
the historical memory within social groups regarding past mobilization and its
effects.
However, the idea of civil society has strongly influenced the perceptions and
actions of multiple sets of actors. Through these influences, the idea affects reality.
These effects are most pronounced now, as the junction between civil society as
process and civil society as idea occurs largely in last two decades.
Commenting on the nature of civil society in India, André Béteille (2012) argues that
civil society as an institution has a lasting character which is the hallmark of
institutions whereas most voluntary organizations do not pass this test. He also
reminds us that despite the “current popularity of the term in different parts of the
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world, civil society is a historical category and not a universal category of human
existence”. To speak of civil society is to speak with reference to the legal
framework and to the emergence of it in a historical era with reference to the
material conditions extant. The question that emerges in India is that is the civil
society a universal institution in a country that is marked by caste and ethnic
relations primarily? In the context of academic institutions in India, this kind of
controversy occurred. Very few Indians in public life are institution builders, be it
ministers in government or academics in universities. Most of those persons who
could be builders of lasting institutions are overwhelmed by populism, bias of caste,
creed and inferior.
The term Academia refers to the group of persons who engage in intellectual and
academic activities like research, teaching, popular lecture or talk, writing and
community services. This group is mostly found in the universities, colleges,
institutes and other research institutions. Academia history often follows a pathdependent pattern, and many university systems are idiosyncratic and are influenced
by local conditions.
Andre Béteille (2012) uses the empirical example of the state of Indian universities
to explicates the matter of balance between rights and trust and points out how an
over emphasis on rights has created a situation of mistrust, misunderstanding and
suspicion to the detriment of the academic institutions. One cannot but be in
agreement with Béteille about the abysmal conditions that most of our institutes of
higher education are in but to lay the blame at the door of rights per se would be
perhaps a little unjust. Education was for a very long time the bastion of a few and
their hold over the institutes of higher learning was nearly absolute. It is through the
language of rights that a great number of students from disadvantaged backgrounds
have entered the portals of higher education. Democratization of education is a long
and arduous process and the last has not been heard on the matter (Mukhopadhyay
2012). But in very recent times, some incidences in academic campus prove that our
academic institutions are also influenced largely by politics.
In this context, we may also refer to the views of Gramsci (1971) on organic
intellectuals. For Gramsci, intellectuals are a broader group of social agents than the
term would seem to include in its definition. Gramsci’s category of “intellectuals”
includes not only scholars and artists or, in his own terms, the “organizers of
culture,” but also functionaries who exercise “technical” or “directive” capacities in
society. Among these executives we find administrators and bureaucrats, industrial
managers, politicians, and the already mentioned “organizers of culture.” Moreover,
Gramsci classifies these intellectuals in two dimensions: the horizontal and the
vertical dimensions. On the vertical dimension we find the “specialists,” those who
organize industry in particular for the capitalists (including the industrial managers
and foremen). On that dimension we find also the “directors”–the organizers of
society in general. On the horizontal dimension, Gramsci classifies intellectuals
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either as traditional intellectuals or as organic intellectuals. Traditional intellectuals
are those intellectuals linked to tradition and to past intellectuals; those who are not
so directly linked to the economic structure of their particular society and, in fact,
conceive of themselves as having no basis in any social class and adhering to no
particular class discourse or political discourse. Organic intellectuals, on the other
hand, are more directly related to the economic structure of their society simply
because of the fact that “every social group that originates in the fulfillment of an
essential task of economic production” creates its own organic intellectual (Cammet
1997: 202). Thus, the organic intellectual “gives his class homogeneity and
awareness of its own function, in the economic field and on the social and political
levels” (Cammet 1997: 202). In addition, their interests are “more nearly identical
with those of the dominant classes [they identify with] . . . than the traditional
intellectuals” (Cammet 1997: 202). But what was the basis of Gramsci’s
classification of intellectuals on “vertical” and “horizontal” dimensions?
The basis of this classification is Gramsci’s distinction between two different but
interconnected areas in the social superstructure: “political society” and “civil
society.” We could assume that the “specialists” (vertical dimension) would be
situated most likely within “civil society,” and more precisely at the links between
civil society and the economic infrastructure or level of production. The agents who
constitute this group operate mainly at the level of industry. On the other hand, also
on the vertical dimension, the “directors” would seem to be situated most likely
within “civil society” but outside the realm of industrial specialization. This, of
course, is rather tentative and at the most an exercise in impression since the
categories of civil society and political society, and the category of infrastructure, are
concepts from an “organic totality” that operates dialectically and includes all levels
in that operation (Ramos 1982).
Nevertheless, Gramsci is stronger as to the positionality of the intellectual types of
the horizontal dimension in the super-structural level of society. Hence, organic
intellectuals, part of the dominant class, provide personnel for the coercive organs of
political society. Traditional intellectuals, important in civil society, are more likely
to reason with the masses and try to obtain ‘spontaneous’ consent to a social order
(Cammet 1997: 204). Yet, in the struggle of a class aspiring for hegemony the
organic intellectuals created by that class operate on the level of pursuit for direct
consensus and as such hold no position in the coercive political structures to operate
on a coercive basis. Hence, it would seem that in the struggle for social hegemony
these organic intellectuals must reason with the masses and engage in a decisive ‘war
of position’ to consolidate the hegemonic status of the class the interests of which
they share (Ramos 1982).
According to Gramsci the intellectuals are the “deputies” of the dominant group–the
functionaries, exercising the subaltern but important functions of political
government and social hegemony. In particular, the organic intellectuals are most
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important since they are the ones who actually elaborate and spread organic
ideology. The political importance of these intellectuals rests also in the fact that,
normally, the organic intellectuals of a historically and realistically progressive class
will be able to establish their “domination” over the intellectuals of other classes, and
hence will be able to create a “system of solidarity” maintained so long as the
progressive class remains “progressive” (Ramos 1982).
Finally, organic intellectuals are very instrumental in a class struggle for hegemony.
“One of the most important characteristics of any group that is developing towards
dominance is its struggle to assimilate and conquer ‘ideologically’ the traditional
intellectuals, but their assimilation and conquest is made quicker and more
efficacious, the more the group in question succeeds in simultaneously elaborating
its own organic intellectuals” (Gramsci 1971). Again, remember that the traditional
intellectuals can be supportive agents in the quest for “spontaneous” consent to the
social order. Thus, it would also seem that the struggle for assimilating the
traditional intellectuals is yet another important requisite for overall struggle to attain
hegemony of a class. Specifically, this struggle for assimilation of the traditional
intellectuals would be part of the ’war of position’ (Ramos 1982).
A major historical problem posed by Gramsci and of great practical relevance to the
proletariat in advanced capitalist countries is the fact that “although every social
group develops its own organic intellectuals, the industrial proletariat has relied
mostly on ‘assimilated’ traditional intellectuals for leadership” (Cammet 1997: 203).
Of course, Gramsci prescribed a solution to this problem, a solution that, in fact,
became one of the principal aims of the “Ordine Nuovo” in Italy. Gramsci wrote in
the Prison Notebooks that the solution was to provide workers, directly in the shops,
technical and industrial education as well as education in the humanities so that
“from technical work [the select worker] arrives at technical science and historical
humanistic views, without which he would remain ‘a specialist’ and would not
become a ’director’ ” (that is, a specialist and a politician). Clearly, only then could
the working class develop a higher consciousness of itself and other social classes. In
the context of Indian academia, organic intellectuals have done well for the vested
interests and their class as well as community interests.
The interaction between academia and civil society is very unique in nature. If we
concentrate on the very idea of academia or academic organisations we may locate
various institutes which are funded by state and some time by private patrons. There
are also registered societies like All India Sociological Society (ISS) and NGOs like
Institute of Social Sciences (New Delhi) which pick up issues faced by their
members or stakeholders. The ISS, for instance, has raised the issue of intellectual
freedom of their members in the context of an environment of intolerance leading to
physical attack on eminent Sociologists like Nandini Sundar, M. N. Panini, Vivek
Kumar, Rajesh Mishra and many others. The ISS organizers seminars and
conferences on issues related to public life, for instance, in the 42 nd Conference of
58

the ISS held at Tezpur University in between 27-30th December 2016, the issue of
‘Higher Education and its present crisis’ was discussed by eminent sociologists.
Similarly, the Institute of Social Sciences has been championing the cause of
decentralization through Panchayats and is bit critical of the policies of central
government and its failure to empower rural people in real sense. These academic
institutions/societies, by engaging themselves in activities for sectoral benefits,
create awareness for other members’ civil society and people at large. Interestingly
through such ‘social outreach’ activities intellectuals also keep burnishing your
reputation. Quite obviously, intellectuals are a divided lot everywhere and there as
many numbers of anti-government intellectuals as there are pro-government. Hence,
the process of academic discourses endeavoring to influence public opinion often
becomes a pure political exercise. Academics constantly form alliances; help one
another glide into more rarefied circles; back-stab their rivals, etc. But in this
process, they create literature based on evidences and impressions that are helpful to
take a stand and strengthen our knowledge base about an issue. For instance, the
issue poverty reduction in India has been a matter of intense scrutiny and
sociologists have been able to demonstrate how the economists have failed to
measure poverty qualitatively. Again, the idea and nuances of NREGA was
suggested by intellectuals reviewing the failures of earlier rural development
programmes. But when the BJP government tried to reduce budgetary support under
the scheme in 2014, many intellectuals wrote open protest letters to the government
and argued for its continuation. Similarly, sociologists like Nandini Sundar won the
legal battle through writ petition to declare Salwa Judum (private army to oppose the
Maoist) in Chhattisgarh illegal by the Supreme Court in 2011. Hence,
notwithstanding certain critical aspect of the role of academicians, these ultimately
strengthen the civil society.
It appears that academia is both a knowledge hub and a pressure group which
conceptually can be accommodated within the structural framework of the civil
society. Academic institutions as the part of the civil society and civil society as
makers of the academic institutions shape the contours of social movements deeply.
In our next sections we focus on this.
Check Your progress Exercise 4.1
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.1 What are the basic assumptions of civil society?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

59

Q.2 What do you mean by academia?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………...

4.4

CIVIL
SOCIETY,
SOCIAL
ACADEMIA: INDIAN SCENARIO

MOVEMENT

AND

The most distinctive characteristic of the civil Society initiatives in India is that the
discourses and actions belonging to this realm are not directed towards the
installation of democracy or a normatively appropriate form of government; they are
in fact directed towards making the democratic system live up to its ideals. India has
a formal democracy with constitutional laws, codified rights and freedom, periodic
elections, multiparty system and representative parliamentary form of government. It
is also a democracy that aims to promote socio-economic transformation of a society
marked by hierarchies of various kinds, through right to equality, equal
opportunities, and principles of positive discrimination. But after fifty years of
democratic welfare system, inequalities still persist. Not only this, new forms of
inequities and divisions are on the rise since economic liberalization. Neither socially
nor economically, did the benefits of development not reach the majority of the
population. This is mainly due to their disadvantaged position in the social and
economic setting. The inefficiency and irresponsiveness of the state vis-à-vis the
citizens has ensued a crisis for legitimacy of the state institutions. This gulf between
what is enshrined in the constitution and provided through legislation and policy
provisions, and their actualization forms the backdrop against which civil society and
governance interface needs to be addressed in India (Tandon and Mohanty 2001:19).
A profile of the civil society initiatives vis-a-vis the state in India is discussed here.
Thematically, issues like equality, rights, freedom, citizenship, social cohesion etc.,
have remained the dominant themes characterizing the public sphere and collective
action in India. But the context in which they are addressed keeps changing. Before
India attained independence the colonial state was the backdrop against which these
ideas and ideals derived their meaning. After independence a modern democratic
state framed after the liberal ideals and committed to development became the
backdrop against which the contextualization took place in the public sphere. Civil
society initiatives in contemporary India are concerned with the gap between what is
constitutionally provided and its frequent violation, the way the poor and subaltern
relate to the state and to the society, and collective action in the public sphere against
the dominant interests and an unresponsive state (Tandon and Mohanty 2001:19-20).
According to some scholars, civil Society in India consists of very fluid social
groupings which are founded on primary identities of caste, ethnicity, kinship
lineages and religions, although most political theories would write these groupings
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of an unworthy candidates for voluntary social associations whom they regard as
prime component of civil society.
Chandhoke (1995: 28-29 and 241-45) trusts that the particularistic loyalties have
been eroding the sphere of individual freedom which must remain unquestionable in
any society to qualify to be called a civil society. She is critical of the way the
fundamentalist exclusivist ideology of the Hindutva (that is, redefining ‘nation’ as
the Hindu-state) has been gathered by the Hindu majoritarian Bharatiya Janata Party
and how such an ideology would remove any scope for contestations and dialogues.
Hence, religious fundamentalism, according to her, poses the greatest challenge to
civil society.
A different conceptualization of civil society is offered by activists and radicals for
whom new social movements—mobilizations of protest against the Indian state
constitute the glimmer of hope of civil society (Omvedt 1993: 257-319). Locating
civil society in a non-state, or even an anti-state, domain of protest against, and
challenge to, the establishment escapes the basic question as to how such protest
movements create a public sphere for dialogue and consensus which are the
hallmarks of civil society. Some political analysts think that the real task facing
leaders of diverse social and cultural associations is to establish a community of
shared interests and democratic institutions for decision making through consensus
(Kothari 1991). Chandhoke (1995: 251) argues that a common democratic discourse
of language and practices requires a stable civil society, although the converse is
equally true. Earlier in this unit it was argued that institutionalized democratic
practices are a precondition for the civil society also. Attempts at internal subversion
of democratic institutions, as happened during the national emergency (1975-77) in
India, constitute as much a threat to civil society as antidemocratic, totalitarian
ideology and politics of Hindu fundamentalism do. The growing concern in the third
world for civil society, has been attributed by Kaviraj (2002) to three factors: First,
postcolonial ideas on governance brought the role of the state and its institutions to
the centre-stage, because they were viewed as indispensable for reconstruction at a
faster rate. Secondly, an unconscious assumption about functionalism led ruling
classes to believe that changes in different aspects of social life are symmetrical and
were organically linked to one another. Thirdly, yet another assumption was that
Western capitalist societies or those in the communist world showed to postcolonial
societies the path to modernity and development. Kaviraj has highlighted the gross
fallibility of these assumptions about democracy and civil society in a post-colonial
society. India itself as a post-colonial state is located in third world and faces a lot of
challenges for nation building process. One of the most important aspects of its civil
society and state formation process is the role of academia and its ideological
involvement. Academia is some time influenced by some political ideology and
concerning over social movements. If we look over the evolution of Indian academic
scenario, we may find out a lot of incidents for this kind of arguments.
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Though the Indian higher education structure can be traced back to Nalanda and
Takshashila Institutions, still “The foundation for modern education was laid by the
Britishers. They set up network of schools to impart western education in English
medium. The first college to impart western education was founded in 1818 at
Serampore near Calcutta. Over the next forty years, many such colleges were
established in different parts of the country at Agra, Bombay, Madras, Nagpur,
Patna, Calcutta, and Nagapattinam. Its historical landmarks are McCauley’s Policy
of 1835 to promote European learning through English, Sir Charls Woods’ Dispatch
of 1854 which for the first time recognized the need for mass education with private
and missionary help and gave up the policy of selective education known as the
‘filtration theory’ and finally the first Indian Education Commission of 1882 which
recommended the initiative of private agencies in the expansion of education”. After
independence, India slowly developed its higher education system. India’s higher
education system is the world’s third largest in terms of students, next to China and
the United States. Unlike China, however, India has the advantage of English being
the primary language of higher education and research. India educates approximately
11 per cent of its youth in higher education as compared to 20 per cent in China
(Singh 2007). The main governing body at the tertiary level is the University Grants
Commission (India), which enforces its standards, advises the government, and helps
coordinate between the centre and the state. Universities and its constituent colleges
are the main institutes of higher education in India. The academics institutions of
India do not only provide degrees but also make good and enlightened citizens and in
this process enhances the volume of civil society membership and awareness. There
are however unattached intellectuals like Arundhuri Roy, Chetan Bhagat, or Amitava
Ghosh who have become icons of creative endeavours at international level. The
opinions of these intellectuals on issues like democracy or protest movement do get
prominence in public discourse. There are also instances movements emerging in the
arena of academic institutions. These movements do raise certain issues of
marginalization, victimization or rights and mobilize large sections of masses.
Interestingly, competitive media houses today provide solid platform to these
intellectuals to express their grievances and target either the government or the other
stakeholders. Obviously, the party in power always have to monitor activities of
‘organic intellectuals’ and develop counter arguments to sustain its rule and
influence. It is due to such media projections and publicity that civil society activism
today in many cases is controlled by intellectuals. Political parties of any brand just
cannot ignore this. Increasing importance of intellectuals in Indian polity has forced
our political parties to penetrate into academic institutions and create their own brand
of supporters. The teachers and students of Jawaharlal Nehru University, for
instance, have protested against the high-handedness and partisan approach of their
Vice Chancellor. As a corollary, the whole profess of civil society activism through
the involvement of intellectuals is often seen with suspicion.
We would discuss here three cases of university students and teachers raising certain
issues of wider implications to reflect upon the role of academia in civil society
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activism.

4.4.1 Rohith Vemula Case in Hyderabad University
Rohith Chakravarti Vemula was an Indian PhD student at the University of
Hyderabad who committed suicide on 17 January 2016. His death occurred after a
controversy which extended over several months starting in July 2015. In July 2015,
the University reportedly stopped paying him a fellowship of ₹25,000 per month
after he was found ‘raising issues under the banner of Ambedkar Students
Association (ASA) as part of institute's disciplinary inquiry. On 3rd August 2015
Rohith Vemula and four other ASA-activists demonstrated against the death penalty
for Yakub Memon, a convicted terrorist involved in the 1993 Bombay bombing and
condemned the Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Prishad’s (ABVP) attack on the screening
of the documentary Muzaffarnagar Baaqi Hai (a documentary on the riots at
Muzaffarnagar, Uttar Pradesh) in Delhi University. In response ABVP’s local leader
Nandanam Susheel Kumar called them "goons," where-after Kumar was confronted
in his hostel room. The next day Kumar was taken to hospital and operated for an
acute appendicitis. He stated that he was ‘roughed up by around 40 ASA members
who barged into my room.’ The ABVP wrote a letter to Union Minister Dattatreya,
alleging that the ASA members were indulging in ‘casteist’ and ‘anti-national’
activities. The letter was forwarded to Union Human Resource Minister Smriti Irani,
and then to the university’s Vice-chancellor professor P. Appa Rao, where after
Rohith Vemula and four other ASA-members were suspended and barred from their
hostel. After the confirmation of the suspension in January 2016, Rohith Vemula
committed suicide. His suicide sparked protests and outrage from across India and
gained widespread media attention as an alleged case of discrimination against Dalit
and low status caste in India, in which elite educational institutions have been
purportedly seen as hotbeds of caste based discrimination against students belonging
to lower caste.
After that, political parties involved started taking advantages of the incidence. It
was alleged that Rohith was actually not a Dalit and he had arranged a SC certificate
to take admission at Hyderabad University. The Dalit leaders were accused for
forcing Rohith to commit suicide. On the other side, anti BJP politicians accused the
Hindu nationalists for ignoring the rights of the SCs. It was argued that the death of
Vemula is a continuation of the long history of discrimination against Dalits which
continues today, including at institutions of higher learning. Ashok Vajpeyi, a poet,
returned his D. Lit degree awarded to him by the University of Hyderabad in protest
against the circumstances which led to the death of Vemula. Dalit activists all over
the world started demanding justice for Rohith. Demand of justice for Rohith was
also raised at UN on 31st session of Human Rights Council. Subsequent incidences
of Dalit oppression at places like Una case or Dadri, became a rallying point for
larger unity for the rights of the marginalized.
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4.4.2 Kanhaia Kumar Case in Jawaharlal Nehru University
On 12 February 2016, Kanhaiya Kumar was arrested by the Delhi police. A case was
registered against him on 13 Feb, under Indian Penal Code Sections 124-A (sedition)
and 120-B (criminal conspiracy). He was charged over an event organised by some
students at the Jawaharlal Nehru University campus against the hanging of
Parliament attack convict Afzal Guru, following complaints by Bharatiya Janata
Party Member of Parliament Maheish Girri and the ABVP. Kanhaiya Kumar denied
the charges and said that he was neither shouting any slogan nor saying anything
against integrity of the country. He said in an interview that “I dissociate myself
from the slogans which were shouted in the event. I have full faith in the
Constitution of the country and I always say that Kashmir is an integral part of
India” (Iyenger 2016). During his interrogation Kanhaiya insisted that he did not say
anything that was seditious. Kanhaiya Kumar’s arrest soon snowballed into a major
political controversy and has drawn sharp reactions from opposition parties, teachers,
students and academics. Students at Jawaharlal Nehru University went on strike over
Kanhaiya Kumar’s arrest, effectively paralyzing the University.
Kanhaiya Kumar’s parents have stated that their son was being victimized for his
opposition to Hindutva politics. When Kumar was brought to the Patiala House court
on 15 February 2016, JNU students and professors, as well as journalists, were
attacked by a group of lawyers. BJP MLA O.P. Sharma was also involved in the
assault, although he later denied the charge. On 17 February, Kumar was once again
assaulted by some lawyers inside the Patiala House court. On 22 February 2016,
India Today broadcast a video in which three lawyers of the Patiala House court
claimed that they had beaten Kanhaiya Kumar while the latter was in police custody.
A six-member Supreme Court appointed panel later confirmed that the policemen
present at the Court were responsible for the security lapses, and further stating that
police allowed 2 persons to enter the court room, and continued to let the assault take
place, in direct violation of the SC direction on Kanhaiya's safety.
On 2 March 2016, Kumar was granted conditional interim bail for 6 months by the
Delhi High Court. Justice Pratibha Rani noted that there were no recordings of
Kumar participating in antinational slogans. A separate magisterial investigation
appointed by the Delhi Government also did not find any evidence of Kanhaiya
Kumar participating in anti-national slogans. Interestingly, the CBI forensic lab
initially found the raw video footage of the controversial event genuine. But later on,
forensic experts found that these videos were doctored and hence the sedition charge
could be probed in the court.
On 3 March 2016, Kanhaiya Kumar gave a speech to a packed auditorium in the
JNU campus, during which he said he was seeking, not freedom from India, but
freedom within India. He appealed to his fellow students to free the nation from the
clutches of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, which, he stated, was trying to divide
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the nation. Referring to the ABVP (right wing student organization attached to BJP),
whose members were instrumental in bringing about his arrest, he called them his
‘opposition’, not his enemy. He urged his supporters to keep raising the slogans of
azadi (freedom). The speech won accolades from the leaders of non-BJP parties as
well as independent commentators. Shashi Tharoor commented that it turned Kumar
into a ‘nationwide political star,’ and congratulated BJP for creating his
phenomenon. Some people also expressed concern that his speech did not address
‘the graveness of alleged anti-national slogans’ shouted at JNU and what he did to
stop them.
Following his release from jail, Kumar has faced bounties and death threats. Kuldeep
Varshnay, a leader of the youth wing of BJP was expelled from the organisation for
offering Rs 5 lakh as a reward to anyone who cut off Kumar’s tongue. Posters were
put up in New Delhi offering Rs 11 lakh as a reward to anyone who shoots Kumar.
Adarsh Sharma who allegedly put up these posters was arrested on 7 March 2016. A
high-level inquiry committee of Jawaharlal Nehru University found out that
provocative slogans at the controversial 9 February event inside the campus were
raised by a group of outsiders, wearing masks. Obviously a simple case blown out of
proportion to create euphoria about a kind of ‘nationalism’ that would go in favour
of the BJP and its sister organizations. Kanhaiya Kumar’s case explores the exact
scenario of the civil society engagement in academic institutions in India and the
way intellectuals (including media houses) affiliated to different political parties
behave in partisan way.

4.4.3 ‘Hok Kalarob’ Case in Jadavpur University
The Hok Kolorob Movement or the 2014 Jadavpur University student protest, is an
ongoing series of protests by the students of Jadavpur University in Kolkata, India
that began on September 3, 2014. The term ‘Hok Kolorob’ (literally, ‘let there be
cacophony’, was originally the title of a song by Bangladeshi singer Arnob and
began to be used as a hashtag on Facebook). On 16 September 2014, peaceful
demonstrations by students took place in front of the administrative building of the
University, demanding an investigation into the molestation of a female student in
campus. Following several unsuccessful attempts at dialogue with the authorities, the
students’ gheraoed some personnel of the University authority, including the Vicechancellor (VC), Abhijit Chakrabarti. The Vice-Chancellor called the police. The
subsequent police brutality unleashed upon the students in the early hours of
September 17 triggered a wave of protests by students and teachers. Criticisms of the
police brutality included that police used baton charge on a peaceful demonstration,
that female students were manhandled and molested by male police officers, and that
several men not in uniform attacked the students. The police maintain that there were
plain clothes men among their ranks while the students insist that these were
Trinamool Congress (the ruling party of the state of West Bengal) cadres. The
official position of the Calcutta Police is that ‘minimum lawful force’ was applied to
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escort the Vice-Chancellor and other members of the committee out of the
University. Demonstrations showing solidarity with the students started in Kolkata
and across India, including in Delhi, Mumbai, Hyderabad and Bangaluru. Protest
marches in Kolkata had progressively increasing turnout, culminating in a rally on
September 20, at the end of which a delegation of students met the Governor of West
Bengal, Keshari Nath Tripathi. Estimates of participants in the rally fluctuate
between 30,000 and over 1,00,000 people. The protests have been marked with a
strong cultural flavour: students have been singing, dancing and arranging diverse
cultural manifestations throughout the days while the protests ensue. The protests
have a large oeuvre of posters, graffiti, poems, songs, slogans, street plays and
performances dotting the University campus and the streets of Kolkata. It is one of
the first movements in India to significantly employ social media and internet
activism for coordination and dissemination. This has led the Trinamool Congress
(TMC) to link this protest to the Naxalite student movements of the 1970s. It is true
that the students were receiving lot of support from external forces. But this is
equally true about the TMC who engaged the local youth to control the rise of socalled radicals at Jadavpur (and Presidency) University. In the context of impending
Assembly election in the state in May 2016, TMC government took such antiincumbency movement seriously. The Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee then asked
the VC to resign and the new VC took no time to withdraw certain old orders passed
by the old VC and took a pro-student stand to diffuse the situation.
These three cases clearly show that there is very strong interrelationship between
civil society, academia and social movement. The role of political party and media
houses equally becomes important in any such controversy. For the party in power,
activism of university students and teachers pose certain serious threats to its
legitimacy and hence the government tries to control such movement overtly and
clandestinely. It should however be noted that not all sections of academia take part
in protest movement. More importantly, these movements, being sporadic, do not
continue for long and have no impact in the overall structure of the society. Hence,
despite their significance, the role of academia to lead civil society movement or
sustain them is limited and contextual. One important reason for this is the poor
strength of civil society activism in a country like India. The space between the state
and the family in India is in most cases is controlled by political parties, religious
organizations and nativistic organizations. Under such a situation, organic
intellectuals who are needed to develop alternative hegemonic discourses, are either
marginalized or been incorporated within the given structure of power.
Check Your progress Exercise 4.2
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
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Q.3 Write lesson you can draw from the Rohith Vemula case?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.4 What are the prime components of civil Society in India?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

4.5

LET US SUM UP

It appears that the role of academia in civil society activism is prominent. There are
various instance of academia opposing repressive measures taken by state as well as
governments. In other words, the role of academia in leading social movements in
the civil society cannot be easily dismissed. But at the same time, it is to be
recognized that our intellectuals are fragmented, divided on political lines. The
ruling party very often try in infiltrate into the group to create divisions. Moreover,
the free space required for a perfect civil society activism is absent in India. Social
group in our civil society are not free from the influence of political party, religion,
caste or kinship. Yet, due to increasing coverage of media projections in India today,
the role of intellectuals in providing directions to social movement has increased
many fold. Interestingly, social movements involving academia and civil society are
mostly short lived and can do little to change the social or economic structure.

4.6

GLOSSARY

Academia:

The environment or community concerned with the
pursuit of research, education, and scholarship.

Civil society:

civil society is used in the sense of 1) the aggregate of
non-governmental organizations and institutions that
manifest interests and will of citizens or 2) individuals
and organizations in a society which are independent
of the government.
Social movements are any broad social alliances of
people who are connected through their shared interest
in blocking or affecting social change.

Social Movements:
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4.7

CHECK YOUR PROFRESS: THE ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q.1:

The idea of civil society embodies a set of assumptions
about the unity of civil society, the civility of civil
society, the ‘separateness’ of civil society and the state,
and the intrinsic relationship between civil society and
democracy. These assumptions and the normative
principles underlying them obfuscate reality.
Presuppositions about ‘civil society’ can be
deconstructed by examining what is actually
happening, denoted in this proposition of civil society
as process. Civil society as process takes on country
specific characteristics resulting from the following
determinants: (1) historically generated issues which
affect particular groups in society or society as a
whole; (2) structures and forms that organized social
forces adopt to address these issues; (3) personal
networks revealing who is involved in particular issues
and why; (4) external influences and international
linkages; and (5) material incentives underlying
production politics and the distribution of state
resources. Civil society as process is shaped by
changes in these determinants and the historical
memory within social groups regarding past
mobilization and its effects.

Answer to Q.2:

The term academia refers to the group of persons who
engage in intellectual and literary activities like
conducting research, teaching in academic institutions,
delivering lectures or public talks, writing
books/article and providing community services. This
group is mostly found in the universities, colleges and
other research institutes.

Answer to Q.3:

Rohith Vemula case implies that even though people
belonging to lower caste are able to get entry into
institutions of higher learning, they face caste
prejudice and victimization in continuing their studies.
The political accusation and attempt to pass over the
responsibility that followed the painful incidence speak
about absence of civility and commitment in our public
and political life.
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Answer to Q.4:

4.8

Civil Society in India consists of very fluid social
groupings which are founded on primary identities of
caste, ethnicity, kinship lineages and religions,
although most political theories would write these
groupings of an unworthy candidates for voluntary
social associations whom they regard as prime
component of civil society.
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INTRODUCTION

The LGBT movement has in the last decade gained a visibility to reckon with,
reflected in Pride marches in both metropolis and suburban towns, advertisements
(Anouk clothing apparel, Fast Track watches), growing body of
literature/films/television serial (Kari- a graphic novel, Dostana, My Brother Nikhil,
Chitrangada, Memories in March, Ek Boond Ishq) celebrating the queer and an
increasingly assertive, hyper-articulate, men and women challenging hetero-sexist
assumptions and ‘outing’ themselves. Does this spell the death of ‘hetero-sexism’
and a celebration of different sexualities, an acceptance of human sexuality as a
spectrum rather than water-tight, static identity, practice and behaviour? What does
queer politics mean and what has queer theory done for the academia? Has it
‘queered’ lives and destabilized mainstream theories? Or are we seeing a cooption of
what was traditionally at the margins? Is the ‘out’ now ‘in’? This unit will trace the
emergence of LGBT movement as both an oppositional force to state, law and
medical establishments that try to establish homosexuality as unnatural and deviant
as well as an affirmative politics in demanding human rights.

5.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this unit, you will be able to:
 trace and analyse the LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender) movement;
 discuss the challenges to patriarchy and inherent hetero-sexism in society;
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5.3

highlight the queer theory during pre-colonial and post-colonial period in
India.

WHAT AND/OR WHO IS THE ‘QUEER’?

The social structures of society give primacy to only one kind of sexual and/or
romantic desire: that between man and woman which ideally should be within the
institution of marriage. This is further compounded by what is called
‘heteronormativity’, that is, strict understanding and conformity to gender norms and
institutions of patriarchy. Judith Butler (1990) argues that a norm is neither a law nor
a rule but a standard of normalization. In their operation as social practices, they are
implicit and discernible mostly in their effects. The norm legitimizes and bestows
recognition on actions and practices within the social field and to be outside it is also
means to be defined in relation to it, as a lack— non-normative. The binary of
masculine and feminine is also a norm that is produced by gender, and to see
masculinity and femininity as expressions of gender is consolidating the norm.
Gender then is a mechanism by which such binaries are created and it can operate
otherwise to denaturalize the same. Gender by the very understanding of transgender
(for one instance) shows a way to break out of the naturalized binary of masculinity
and femininity.
The ‘queer’ is somebody who displaces gendered norms and practices. In fact the
word ‘queer’ has been hotly debated and contested. It is now understood as both an
epistemological and ontological category. Historically the term, ‘queer’ has meant
the strange, odd, peculiar, eccentric, of questionable character, suspicious, dubious,
contemptible, worthless, untrustworthy, disreputable, amongst others. To use the
word as a political tool for identity politics is to reclaim the word from its pejorative,
discriminatory, derogatory usages in the English language. It is both a personal
identity and political defiance; the act of naming oneself ‘queer’ is to reject the logic
of inclusion within the centre and a celebration of the margin. Therefore, at one level
it is used for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender subjects and collectives, and at
another level, the “queer” is enlarged and made heterogeneous enough to include not
just the “non-heterosexual,” but also the “non-normative” in terms of gender and
sexuality. Teresa de Lauretis (1991) first proposed “queer” as a theoretical
intervention to magnify the resistive potential of outlaw sexualities, and push back
against the desire for normalcy that she saw as dominating gay and lesbian politics.
The ‘queer’ is, thus, someone who does not fit into the rigidly defined
masculine/feminise subject. Gayle Rubin (1984) in her essay ‘Thinking Sex: Notes
on a Political Economy’ argues that modern western societies maintain strict
hierarchies when it comes to sexual behaviour, practices and attitudes. “Marital,
reproductive heterosexuals are alone at the top erotic pyramid. Clamouring below are
unmarried monogamous heterosexuals in couples, followed by most other
heterosexuals. Solitary sex floats ambiguously. The powerful nineteenth-century
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stigma on masturbation lingers in less potent, modified forms […] Stable, long-term
lesbian and gay male couples are verging on respectability, but bar dykes and
promiscuous gay men are hovering just above the groups at the very bottom of the
pyramid. The most despised sexual castes currently include transsexuals,
transvestites, fetishists, sadomasochists, sex workers such as prostitutes and porn
models, and the lowliest of all, those whose eroticism transgresses generational
boundaries” (ibid.:151). She goes on to argue that institutions such religion and
medico-psychiatric establishments reward individuals whose sexual practices
conform to those at the top of the hierarchy and punish and ostracize those who are
located at the bottom. The sexual economy legitimizes reproductive, monogamous,
conjugal relationships and extreme stigma is associated with all others forms of
desires. At one end of the spectrum, there is zero tolerance, ridicule, mockery,
discrimination and on the other end, there are hate crimes such as murder, rape and
mutilation towards those who refuse to conform to social norms and behaviour.
Feminist scholars like Elizabeth Grosz, amongst others, have used the term ‘queer’
to signify the oppositional politics towards what Gayatri Spivak calls ‘reproductive
heteronormativity’ (Spivak 2007). ‘The heterosexual can, I believe, remain a
heterosexual but still undertake subversive or transgressive sexual relations outside
the copulative, penetrative, active/passive, stereotyped norm (but does so only
rarely); and lesbians and gays can of course produce sexual relations that duplicate
as closely as they can structures, habits, and patterns of the straightest and most
suburban heterosexuals (but succeed only rarely) [...]it depends on how one lives
one’s queerness, or renders one’s straightness, one’s heterosexuality as queer’ (Grosz
2012: 200). Treading the path laid out by Teresa De Lauretis (2007), recent
scholarship on LGBT politics have raised the efficacy of using the term ‘queer’ as
oppositional politics, particularly in the context of the rise of the gay marriage
movement in North America and Europe, where we witness the playing out of
normativity within the margins, an attempt to enter the mainstream by embracing
dominant values and aspirations, and thus gaining social, economic and political
equality; a move coined as ‘homo-nationalism’ (Puar 2007). In the context of the
modern binary between the homo and the heterosexual which defines what they are
and freezes meaning, there are other inter-sectionalities particularly between gender
and sexualities that needs to be explored. Radical feminists, such as the lesbian
author Adrienne Rich in On Lies, Secrets, and Silence (1980) and the African
American lesbian author Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (1984)
used poetry, speeches, and writing to link heterosexuality and women’s oppression.
Adrienne Rich in her landmark essay, Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian
Existence argues how lesbian existences are either completely ignored (even in
feminist scholarship) or violent, coercive means are used to crush it out of existence.
“[...] it becomes an inescapable question whether the issue we have to address as
feminists is, not simple ‘gender inequality’, nor the domination of culture by males,
nor mere ‘taboo against homosexuality’, but the enforcement of heterosexuality for
women as a means of assuring male right of physical, economical and emotional
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access” (ibid.: 647). Instead, she suggests using the term ‘lesbian continuum’ to
include all kinds of emotional and sexual connection between women; for her a
lesbian existence is not just women loving women but a resistance to patriarchy, that
is men’s rights over women. She is also clear that homosexuality is not a coherent,
consistent term, and that lesbian women have to be distinguished from homosexual
men, because for the former the experience of being a female in an androcentric
world, makes her relatively less privileged than gay men vis-a-vis heterosexual men
(ibid.).
The term ‘queer’, however, has had a different political charge in India. It signifies
an opposition to the procreative, conjugal, monogamous, sexual economy and
reclaims other expressions of sexuality as marginal, abhorrent and abject.
Contemporary Indian sexualities are not just about lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgender
but span the heterosexual-homosexual-transsexual divide. In a country where the
only legitimate sexuality is that which is expressed in monogamous, conjugal
relations, it is only a narrow hetero-norm within heterosexuality that has gained
widespread acceptance. Even today, particularly with the rise of a vocal Right wing
moral brigade, adults engaging in consensual sex, outside conjugal relations, whether
in public or private or non-heterosexual people fighting for rights and recognition is
seen as condemnable (Bose and Bhattacharyaa, 2007). The term ‘queer’ thus is a
rejection of this sexual economy which has as its hegemonic paradigm – the
heteronormative. As Nivedita Menon (2005) has eloquently argued that in India, the
women’s movement(s) has not addressed the question of sexuality. On the contrary,
most of its activism has focused on the oppressive structures and violence faced by
women and children within the family— dowry, domestic violence etc. It is held as
axiomatic that if violence is eliminated within the marriage, then the institution of
family gets strengthened: ‘[...] the target of our critique is not the heterosexual,
monogamous, patriarchal institution of marriage— we attack only the practices that
surround that institution: polygamy, dowry, domestic violence’ (ibid. 36). Thus
‘queer’ is used globally at two levels: a celebration of sexual identities, a battle for
rights and legitimacy; secondly, ‘queer’ is also used to signify a challenge— a
challenge to normative institutions like marriage, monogamy and reproductive
sexual economy; it also articulates various expressions of love, desire and pleasure
experienced outside the heteronormative. In India, the word ‘queer’ took a longer
time to gain currency, as culturally and socially there has always been a presence of
non-normative sexualities in the public sphere. Narrain and Bhan (2005: 4-5) argue
that ‘[...] gender identities, sexual practices, sexual identities, culturally sanctioned
forms of erotic behaviour— which contest the embedded nature of heterosexism in
our society have traditionally existed and continues to exist in the contemporary
context’. They include hijras, kothis, LGBT and other non-normative identities that
are region specific and contest sex/gender norms.
The hijras are a community which includes men who have undergone sex changes,
inter sexed bodies, men who reject their masculine identity to identify either as
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women, or in-between man and woman, or neither man nor woman and live within
the traditions of Hijra Gharanas. Each Gharana has formal reets (rituals) to admit a
new member. The term Hijra is used in North India, Kinnar in Delhi, Kojja in
Andhra Pradesh, Chakka in Karnataka and Aravani and Thirunangai are used in
Tamil Nadu. Often men who cannot fit into the ideal masculine roles prefer to leave
home or are sometimes turned out and take refuge in hijra community. Many of
them continue to remain biologically male or may go for voluntary castration. Kothis
are biological men who identify with the feminine and thus their identity is marked
by gender non-conformity. They take on feminine mannerisms, attitudes and attire
and couple with masculine men (Nanda 1999; Reddy 2007). Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual
and Transgender (LGBT) are men and women who do not conform to
heteronormative sexual and romantic desires. There are also other genders and
sexuality based identities that are region specific and enjoy social, ritual, and cultural
sanction.
Check Your progress Exercise 5.1
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.1. What does heteronormativity mean?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.2. Can a heterosexual be a queer or is it only LGBT people who are queer?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.3. How does gender and sexuality intersect?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………….

5.4

PRE-COLONIAL INDIA: QUEERING ANCIENT TEXTS

Ruth Vanita and Saleem Kidwai’s book, ‘Same-sex love in India’ has taken on the
task of unearthing same sex relations and queer practices in both past and present
India. It reads texts such as Mahabharata to demonstrate how same-sex friendship
and companionship was celebrated as against cross-sex relationships. They read
against the grain to demonstrate that the highest form of love and companionship
was not the patrilineal, conjugal husband-wife coupling, but that of same sex
friendships, most evident in Krishna and Arjuna’s relationship. ‘The Gita only
reiterates what Krishna says in his many declarations to and about Arjuna— that he
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and Arjuna are not two but one.’ They also demonstrate how in the Rig Veda, deity
pairs are celebrated always in terms of same-sex pairs rather than conjugal couples.
The earliest records of sex-change in ancient texts and the most famous one is that of
Amba practicing austerities to be reborn as a man. She, however, was born as
Shikhandini, a female and was later changed into a male. Similarly, both Kamasutra
and Tamil epics have references of men changing forms to become a woman to
engage in love play with other women. However, in ancient texts the conversion of
male body to female body is not seen as either conducive or celebratory, whereas
women being reborn as men were almost impossible. Even in Jataka (Buddhist
texts) one notices a celebration of intimacy and friendship between male bodhisattas.
These homo-erotic tones in both Buddhist and Hindu texts also question the category
‘gender’ as a fixed, natural, static identity. The very understanding of gender as not
two mutually exclusive categories, but easily permeable and socially constructed to
uphold institutions of marriage and patriliny, questions the primacy and absoluteness
of heterosexual relations (Vanita and Kidwai, 2000).

5.5

POST-COLONIAL INDIA: DEFIANT DESIRES – THE
MAKING OF A QUEER CONSCIOUSNESS

"I am the love that dare not speak its name" was a sentence in the poem "Two
Loves" by Lord Alfred Douglas, published in 1894 in England, where homosexuality
was illegal. In 1895 Oscar Wilde was brought to court charged with indecency and
sodomy and Charles Gill, a schoolmate of Wilde's and the prosecutor in the case
asked him "What is the love that dare not speak its name?” It was interpreted as a
euphemism for homosexuality, though Wilde denied it. It was this Victorian regime
of morality that was transported to a country, such as India, with very different
cultural and sexual practices that led to the drafting of Section 377 of the Indian
Penal Code by Lord Macaulay and enacted in 1860. This section reads:
Whoever voluntarily has carnal intercourse against the order of nature with
any man, woman or animal, shall be punished with imprisonment for life or
with imprisonment of either description for a term which may extend to ten
years, and shall also be liable to fine.
Explanation— Penetration is sufficient to constitute the carnal intercourse
necessary to the offence described in this section.
Nowhere does the law distinguish between consensual and non-consensual sex and
can bring in its ambit all sexual acts that are non-procreative. Through the colonial
period, as well as post-independence, the law has been invoked to blackmail male
homosexuals and transgender persons (Narrain Gupta, 2011). Some have argued that
this law does not address lesbians as technically the legal definition of intercourse
required penetration. However as Ashwinin Sukthankar argues ‘But the invisibility
conferred on us by the law— our special share of the country’s colonial legacy—
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does not necessarily result in lesbians being ‘legal’, and therefore having legal
recourse to fighting discrimination and harassment. On the contrary, invisibility
means that the fact of our existence is still more shocking when it is revealed, and
the very law that seems to ignore the reality of lesbian existence is employed to
crush it out. Section 377 is used by families to coerce daughters out of lesbian
relationships, it is used by employers to justify firing lesbian employees, it is used by
mere acquaintances to blackmail and persecute’ (Sukthankar 1999: xiv-xv).
Since the 1990s, the LGBT movement has been focusing on Section 377 to bring
about decriminalization of queer individuals. The HIV/AIDS epidemic with its close
association with homosexuality has also garnered a lot of support and became the
centre of queer activism. The first queer collective was Aids Bhedbhav Virodhi
Andolan (ABVA) and it organized the first gay protest in 1992 in Delhi. In 1993, the
first AIDS conference was organized that brought the question of homosexuality
straight into the public sphere. Deepa Mehta’s film ‘Fire’ (1998) which depicted two
married women getting sexually and romantically involved brought homosexuality
into the drawing rooms of the Indian middle class. Suddenly homosexuality,
particularly lesbianism, an otherwise taboo word, became common parlance. It also
brought on the ire of Right wing moral brigades (Shiv Sena, Hindu Mahasabha) who
went on a rampage preventing the screening of the film and damaging cinema
theatres that did so. As Sibaji Bandopadhyay (2007) argues that shortly after Fire,
another film dealing with male homosexuality— Bombay Boys— was released;
however, it did not incite the kind of protest, arguments, debates or garner the
support that Fire did. ‘[...] it is not homoeroticism per se but a distinct form of sexual
deviancy, namely, “lesbianism” which was the root of all problems. The argument
could be: the reason behind all that rage and tumult was the disturbance produced in
the male psyche at the sight of females locked in each other’s gaze absorbing enough
to be detrimental to the interests of the patriarchal family’ (ibid.: 25 ). The furore
over the names of the protagonists (Radha and N/Sita) which Right wing brigades
demanded be changed into names of the Muslim actress who played the character of
Radha (Shabana Azmi) and the Muslim actress who headed the censure board (Saira
Banu). The conflating of homosexuality with a minority religious identity brought to
focus the debates of ‘nationalism’, ‘Indianness’, ‘Hindu’ straight into the heart of
queer activism and politics. The framework which worked as a context for queer
academics and politics became the ‘Indianness’ of homosexuality viz-a-viz it’s
alleged ‘westernness’; soon a plethora of scholarship challenging homosexuality as a
modern invention, a ‘western import’ started emerging.
As Vanita and Kidwai (2000: xxiv) argue that ‘the myth that same-sex love is a
disease imported into India contributes to an atmosphere of ignorance that proves
dangerous for many Indians. In such an atmosphere, homoerotically inclined people
often hate themselves, live in shamed secrecy, and try to “cure” themselves by
resorting to quacks or forcing themselves into marriages, and even attempt suicide,
individually or jointly’.
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The LGBT movement has charted its struggle against mainstream discrimination
within a human rights framework and identity politics. There have been attempts to
non-pathologize sexual preference, and recognize gay and lesbian people as
deserving human rights. This has been reflected in the liberal agenda of all kinds of
sexuality within the mainstream. However, a disjuncture has developed between
male homosexual community which has joined cause with the anti-AIDS
discrimination movement and the lesbian community which has established linkages
with the women’s movement(s). However, the women’s movement(s) has always
been divided in opinion when it has come to the question of sexuality. The focus of
Indian women’s movement(s) has been on rape, dowry, domestic violence and
questions of poverty and unemployment. Lesbian activists and queer collectives have
often been faced with the indifference of majority of feminists who question the
primacy of sexuality (particularly counter-heteronormative sexuality) and peg it as
trivial and secondary. As Chayanika Shah (2005: 151) has eloquently argued ‘So far
as women’s movement has been concerned, we have by and large, concentrated on
the rights of those who live by the norms laid down by society. Women who have
relationships outside of marriage— monogamous or multiple, with whomever they
want to; women who choose to acknowledge, express and act on their desire […]
women who challenge the very basic norms and structures of how society thinks that
women should behave— talking of rights for all these women is a difficult task.
Acknowledging their existence could be interpreted as endangering the movements
of and for the ‘good’ women. But feminism is not about maintaining status quo. It is
about challenging all oppressive structures of society’.
An important phenomenon that has been affecting the trajectory of the LGBT
movement is the rapid growth of the HIV/AID pandemic. In fact, scholars have been
pointing out that AIDS is an epidemic of globalization and the international
mobilization that has responded to it, is also a sign of globalization. The discourse
surrounding the epidemic has had as its target group, ‘men who have sex with men’
and sex workers. This has also resulted in questions of sexuality becoming part of
human rights (Dennis Altman 2007).

Check Your progress Exercise 5.2
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.3. Is homosexuality a western ‘import’, a modern ‘invention’?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
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Q.4. What is Section 377 of the IPC? Do lesbian and bi-sexual women fall under
its purview?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

5.6

SECTION 377: A LEGAL PROJECT

Section 377 of the IPC has been the centre piece of much of the queer activism.
ABVA was the first to challenge it in the Delhi High Court in 1994. Ever since this
law has become a locus of queer activism, such movement has begun with the basic
premise of a demand for non-criminalization of counter heteronormative desires and
practices. While many argue that the number of convictions under this law has been
insignificant, it is also widely recorded that it has been used as a tool to manipulate,
blackmail and intimidate queer people. One could argue that the queer community
has been politicized around this law in its bid to be counted as legitimate subjects.
The two pronged strategy – of opposition (to the law) and recognition (of human
rights) has formed the basis for much of queer collectives that have formed across
the country in the last two decades. ABVA was the first queer body to come up with
a report called ‘Less than Gay’ where it put on record violence faced by lesbian and
gay people. India had its first comprehensive document on queer rights and violence
against homosexuals as early as 1991. It was followed by ‘Campaign for Lesbian
Rights’ (CALERI Report 1997), ‘Humjinsi’ (1999) and People’s Union for Civil
Rights- Karnataka’s reports on violation of human rights on lesbian and gay people
(2001) and transgender (2003). In 1992 ABVA held its first open gay meeting
protesting against police harassment and is considered as the first recorded gay
protest meeting. The next two decades saw many more such protests, meetings and
activism which caught the attention of both national and international media, funding
agencies and policy bodies.
Homosexuality suddenly hit the public spotlight in January 1988 with the highprofile marriage of Leela and Urmila, two policewomen from small-town rural
Madhya Pradesh who were subsequently dismissed from the force. However, what
started queer activism against Section 377 of IPC was the arrest of four staff
members of an organization working on HIV/AIDs in Lucknow in 2002 on charges
of promoting homosexuality. Known as the “Lucknow four’, the case drew major
attention to the potential of Section 377 in intimidating, harassing and violating
human rights. It also became the catalyst for the forging of solidarities amongst
various queer collectives and organizations, despite ideological differences. It
resulted in the formation of People for the Rights of Indian Sexual minorities
(PRISM), which focused on queer rights and was instrumental in the formation of a
people’s group called ‘Voices against 377’. As Narrain and Bhan (2005: 10) have
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noted that ‘Voices members come from different fields of work, and they take issues
of same-sex desires back into movements on health, women’s rights, child rights and
human rights. Increasingly the LGBT movement saw collaborations with health
movements, women’s movements, mental health movements etc. It was thus a
‘queering’ of supposedly ‘straight’ movements.
Narrain and Gupta have argued that the turning point in mass mobilization against
Section 377 was an open letter by Vikram Seth and Amartya Sen where they argued
love could not be criminalized. Amartya Sen wrote ‘Gay behaviour is, of course,
much more widespread than the cases that are brought to trial. It is sometimes argued
that this indicates that Section 377 does not do as much harm as we, the protestors
tend to think. What has to be borne in mind is that whenever any behaviour is
identified as penalizable crime, it gives the police and other law enforcement officers
huge power to harass and victimize some people’ (cited in Narrain and Gupta 2011:
xxvi-xxvii). The letter by Seth was co-signed by Swami Agnivesh, Captain Lakshmi
Sehgal, Veena Das, Arundhati Roy, Upendra Baxi, Shyam Benegal and a host of
other famous people. Both these letters were covered extensively by news channels
and dailies and created conversation on what it meant to be a truly ‘democratic and
plural’ nation (Khanna 2011).
One of the significant protests that the queer community engages in are the Pride
marches, which celebrated the queer way of life. The first Pride march was held in
Kolkata in 2003 and subsequently spread to other major cities. The slogans
demonstrated an assertive, articulate and increasingly visible community of lesbian,
gay, hijras and kothi; the latter widening the class basis of the movement. The state,
the legal system and the medical system were questioned and held responsible for
the discrimination and the denigration heaped on to queer people. It was not just
queer-identified people but a large number of heterosexual men and women who
came in to stand by and for the demands and rights of the LGBT community. The
visibility that these Pride marches and other events have had, reflected on
judgements regarding Section 377. As in the documentary ‘Many People, Many
Desires’ (2004) it has been noted that ‘Judges hearing the Section 377 petition
referred to the Kolkata Pride and asked the advocate for the Government of India
how we could hold on to such archaic laws, when the culture even within India is
changing’ (Narrain and Bhan 2005: 10) .
In 2001 the Lawyers Collective, HIV/AIDS unit on behalf of Naz Foundation filed a
case challenging the constitutional validity of Section 377, in the Delhi High Court,
on grounds of equality, privacy and freedom of expression. By 2004 it was
dismissed. The petitioners filed a review petition in the Supreme Court and it was
referred back to the Delhi High Court. The final arguments began in September 2008
and as Narrain (2011) has argued much of the opposition to a reading down of the
section was based on destruction of ‘morality’. In 2009, the 105 paged judgement
overturned the archaic law and held that consensual sex between adults in private
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cannot be criminalized and that doing so is a violation of Article 21, 14 and 15 which
said guaranteed dignity, equality and freedom regardless of sexual orientation. This
reading down of Section 377 could be seen as a direct outcome of the LGBT
movement and the struggles of the queer community. As Narrain and Gupta (2011:
xxix) have noted that the judgement came at a ‘fortuitous moment of convergence
between legal and political thinking and social attitudes’. The visibility of
homosexuals had reached a peak by 2009 and more queer people were ‘coming out’
and this growing visibility affected legal thinking and social attitudes. There were
plethoras of movies, literature, plays and performances that used the word ‘gay’ and
celebrated queerness and inserted the gay and lesbian body straight into drawing
rooms of the Indian citizen. All this coupled with the growing sense of entitlement
within queer community led to a new form of assertiveness.
However, as the battle against Section 377 became protracted and as this struggle
started gaining more and more visibility in the mainstream media, there was
backlash as well. There were newspaper reports that argued that decriminalization of
homosexuality would mean male street children would be more vulnerable to sexual
abuse by older boys and men. So it became imperative for queer activists to come
forward and contest such claims. The judgment of the Delhi High Court in Naz
Foundation v. Union of India, delivered on 2nd July, 2009, triggered a euphoric
response from the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) community as
well as from the wider activist community. The judgment was, however, not so much
about giving LGBT people majoritarian rights as much as it was about the country
and its democratic and plural spirit. What the Naz judgment also triggered was a
wide conversation on LGBT rights in living rooms, offices and tea shops across the
country. LGBT persons were out of the closet and literally onto the front pages of
Indian papers and news channels.
Individuals and faith-based group appealed against the High Court verdict. The
Supreme Court of India, on 11thDecember 2013, upheld Section 377 and overturned
the judgment of the Delhi High Court that had decriminalized adult consensual
same-sex conduct. It stated that the Naz petition did not have any “factual
foundation” because “the High Court overlooked that a miniscule fraction of the
country’s population constitute lesbians, gays, bisexuals or transgender and in last
more than 150 years, less than 200 persons have been prosecuted for committing
offence under Section 377.” And in the face of all the evidence of torture, rape and
violations due to Section 377, the Court stated that “harassment, blackmail and
torture” of LGBT persons is “neither mandated nor condoned” by the Section. The
judgement said: “We hold that Section 377 IPC does not suffer from the vice of
unconstitutionality and the declaration made by the Division Bench of the High court
is legally unsustainable.” The judgment raises serious questions of the constitutional
rights of citizens. It acts against the spirit of the Supreme Court which is to protect
and promote fundamental rights and freedoms of all people, especially those who
face marginalization in society. The need to seek an interim stay on the judgment
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takes on a graver tone as those members from the LGBT community who had
become open about their sexual identity since the High Court judgment and are now
at risk of prosecution under criminal law.
Following this judgment, a review petition was filed with the Supreme Court which
too was rejected and then a curative petition was filed which awaits hearing. Post the
verdict there have been some reported incidents of arrests under the Section as well.
In a newspaper report (Livemint dated December 12 2013) gay rights activist Ashok
Row Kavi described the ruling as an “earth shattering verdict”. Anjali Gopalan, of
Naz Foundation, said “We have been set back by a hundred years. The ruling tells us
what we are as a people. The whole process is reflective of the mindsets of those
who have passed the judgment. It is bizarre, pathetic and sad” (Ibid). Anand Grover,
lawyer for Naz in the matter, however, sounded defiant. “I am extremely
disappointed with the judgment. The Supreme Court has taken 21 months to tell the
lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender persons that they are criminals in the eyes of
the law. The movement for LGBT equality is unstoppable, rooted as it is in the
dignity and resilience of the LGBT persons. We will be filing a review of the present
decision as soon as it is available” (Ibid).
Experts say any legal recourse will be very difficult. A review of the decision, if
sought, is unlikely to reverse it as the matter will then be considered by the same
bench—except that another judge will be selected to head the bench. A lawyer who
represented some of the original petitioners said that even if the matter is heard
afresh, the Supreme Court ruling will operate as a precedent, which will weaken the
matter from the start. The re-criminalization of Section 377 may be counted as a
setback for the LGBT movement but it would be an exaggeration to say that they are
driven back into the closet. The struggle for legal change, the celebration of
queerness, the demand for human rights by LGBT persons have opened floodgates
that will not be shut easily.

5.7

SOME SUCCESSES

The LGBT movement has seen some success. In 2012, a petition was filed by
Lawyers Collective on behalf of Ms. Laxmi Narayan Tripathy, transgender activist,
seeking recognition for those individuals who identify themselves either as
male/female/third gender, and not on the gender assigned to them at birth. The writ
petition, which functioned within a human rights framework sought granting of equal
rights and protection to transgender persons, inclusion of a third category in
recording one’s sex/gender in identity documents like the election card, passport,
driving license and ration card and for admission in educational institutions,
hospitals, amongst others. In 2012 the judgment was pronounced in National Legal
Services Authority v. Union of India & Ors. [Writ Petition (Civil) No. 400 of 2012
(‘NALSA’)] where legal status was accorded to third gender persons. The Court
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issued a series of directions to the Central and the State governments which included
legal personhood, treating transgender persons as socially and educationally
backward classes of citizens and extending reservations in public education and
employment etc (Lawyers Collective,). There has also been an upsurge in claiming
public spaces by the transgender community. In Kolkata in 2015, a Durga Puja was
organized by members of Koti, Hijda and other transgender women community in
collaboration with Pratyay Gender Trust in another attempt to re-claim social space
in the face of social ostracization marked by gender, class and caste. The transgender
community has mostly been from working class, lower caste community unlike the
LGB who are mostly middle class, upper caste and belonging to an English speaking
community.
Check Your progress Exercise 5.3
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.6. What has been the main strategy of the LGBT movement in India?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………….
Q.7. By what logic did the Supreme Court recriminalize Section 377 in 2013?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………….

5.8

LET US SUM UP

The LGBT movement in India has had as its departure point the questioning of love
and desire between men and women as natural, necessary and compulsory and any
other form of love/desire as abject, pathological and aberrant. The term ‘queer’
increasingly has become synonymous with LGBT individuals, collective and
communities. Originally meant as derogatory word for homosexuals, it has now been
reclaimed as both a political and a personal identity. Queer is, however, not
synonymous to being homosexual. Queer, as proposed by queer feminists, is a
challenge to hetero-normative behaviour, practices and attitudes— one can be
heterosexual and be queer and one can be homosexual and not be queer. It is
particularly pertinent in our country, where any form of sexual relationship outside
the procreative, conjugal space is frowned upon. The term ‘queer’ thus is a rejection
of this sexual economy which has as its hegemonic paradigm – the heteronormative.
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The LGBT movement has used a two-pronged strategy to fight mainstream
discrimination – the discourse on human rights and identity politics. At one level,
they have fought to be recognized as citizens of the nation and ‘normal’ human
beings. At another level, they have celebrated their queer lifestyles, practices and
beliefs. The field of LGBT movement has been further complicated with the global
epidemic of HIV/AIDS and the male homosexual community has aligned itself with
it. Lesbian and bisexual women have established links with the women’s
movement(s) with an agenda of questioning heterosexism within feminist theory and
praxis.
The centre piece of much of the queer activism in India in the last few decades has
been Section 377 of the IPC, which criminalizes all sexual practices except penisvaginal penetration. Apart from that the queer community has put together reports
documenting the violence and marginalization that gays, lesbians and transgender
have been facing. One of the important strategies of being counted as a citizen and a
human has been the PRIDE marches organized in metropolitan cities which have had
a spinning effect even in the legal system. In 2001, the Lawyers Collective,
HIV/AIDS unit on behalf of Naz Foundation filed a case challenging the
constitutional validity of Section 377, in the Delhi High Court, on grounds of
equality, privacy and freedom of expression. In 2009, a judgment was passed that
held that consensual sex between adults in private cannot be criminalized and that
doing so is a violation of Article 21, 14 and 15 which said guaranteed dignity,
equality and freedom regardless of sexual orientation. However, the euphoria was
short lived and there was an appeal against the High Court verdict. The Supreme
Court of India, on 11thDecember 2013, upheld Section 377 and overturned the
judgment of the Delhi High Court that had decriminalized adult consensual same-sex
conduct.
These conversations, legal campaigns, PRIDE marches have been most effective in
stirring up the civil society. Suddenly homosexuality became a drawing room
conversation for the Indian middle class. This was also reflected in movies, serials
and advertisements which depicted homosexuality, without ridicule or abjection.
There has been an increasing assertion of human rights of the queer community and
laying claim to public spaces. Gay bars, websites for dating, helplines and
transgender being recognized as a backward community needing reservations etc,
amongst others. However, one also needs to note that as much as public spaces are
being opened the marginalized body is being absorbed into the body politic there are
still hate crimes, rape, correctives marriages unemployment and other violence that
are inflicted on the queer body.

5.9

GLOSSARY

Heteronormativity: It means a strict conformism to gender norms which define
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masculinity and femininity.
LGBT:

It is an initialism that stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender.

Queer:

Queer is an umbrella term for sexual and gender minorities
who are not heterosexual or are not cisgender.

Sexuality:

the way people experience and express themselves sexually.

5.10 CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: THE ANSWER KEYS
Answer to Q.1:

Heteronormativity means a strict conformism to gender norms
which define masculinity and femininity. It also means to
abide by the institutions of patriarchy, i.e. marriage, family,
religion etc which set a certain role for men and a certain role
for women. The gender norm dictates that men and women are
meant to be together and it is the only natural and legitimate
and sexual expression of love and desire. It also defines
gender norms in a manner where masculinity and femininity
are oppositional with the former being valued and the latter
denigrated.

Answer to Q.2:

The term queer is used for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender people but it also includes heterosexual people
who do not conform to the heteronormative in terms of gender
and sexuality. In our country where the only legitimate
sexuality is that which is expressed in monogamous, conjugal
relations, and adults engaging in consensual sex outside
conjugal relations, whether in public or private or nonheterosexual people fighting for rights and recognition is seen
as condemnable. Queer can include the heterosexual who
undertake subversive or transgressive sexual relations outside
the copulative, penetrative, active/passive, stereotyped norm.

Answer to Q.3:

Lesbians face double marginalization: as women and as
lesbians. To be a lesbian means to resist male rights over
female bodies and lives, therefore, compulsory heterosexuality
for women is a means of assuring male right of physical,
economic and emotional access. Lesbian women have to be
distinguished from homosexual men, because for the former
the experience of being a female in an androcentric world,
makes her relatively less privileged than gay men vis-a-vis
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heterosexual men.
Answer to Q.4:

Scholars have demonstrated that same sex erotic, love and
desire have always existed in India as cited in our literature,
sculptor and paintings. In our written traditions, particularly
we have seen that from ancient to modern texts, there are
references to same-sex love. In pre-nineteenth century India,
even if men loving men and women loving women were not
approved, they were never actively persecuted or harshly
punished.

Answer to Q.5:

Section 377 of the IPC criminalizes carnal intercourse against
the order of nature with any man, woman or animal. As
intercourse legally means penetration, women having sexual
relations with women are excluded. However, it has been seen
that the threat of Section 377 has been used against women to
intimidate, harass and manipulate them to give in to sexual
and social norms and punish those who transgress them.

Answer to Q.6:

The LGBT movement has used a two-pronged strategy to gain
recognition and legitimacy. It has fought within the
framework of human rights to decriminalize counterheteronormative sexuality and it has also challenged and acted
as oppositional force to hetero-patriarchy. The queer prides
that celebrate queer way of living can be seen as one of the
strategies used to question patriarchal norms.

Answer to Q.7:

The Supreme Court stated that a miniscule fraction of the
country’s population constitutes lesbians, gays, bisexuals or
transgender and that there has been hardly any conviction
under this section and that the section did not condone
intimidation and harassment of LGBT people. Thus Section
377 did not violate the spirit of the constitution.
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