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Proponents of democracy believe that it offers the best hope for justice in any given society.  Yet there is very little discussion on how that state of justice can be achieved.  Democracy is a concept that gained popularity in the late 19th and the early 20th centuries.  As an ideology its rise was closely linked to the rise of the nation-state in Western Europe.  In a democracy sovereignty supposedly rests with “the people.”  In a nation state it is nationalism that constitute a legitimate definition of who belongs to the category of people.  In a pluralistic society such as in India, it often leads to a reinforcement of traditional cleavages based on religion, language, ethnicity caste and gender and transforms them into newer inequalities.  This is because central to the processes of democratic (and in this case post-colonial) nation-state formation is the question of identity.  The state machinery seeks to create a homogenized identity of the Nation and it citizenry that accepts the central role of the existing elite.  This is done through privileging majoritarian, male and monolithic cultural values that deny the space for difference.  As has been pointed by Etienne Balibar (1990) and Nira Yuval-Davis (1991), the denial is legitimized through liberal and social democratic discourses of state formation that camouflages the political will that consciously decides who belong and who does not.

Feminist scholarship and women’s struggles alike have drawn attention to the incomplete nature of certain political projects such as democracy.  For Carol Paterman (1988) “the social contract presupposed the sexual contract, and civil freedom presupposed patriarchal right.”  Women were long excluded from the collective “we” of the body politic in Western Europe even after democracy was considered achieved.  For example, in France the “Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen,” negated the rights of women and all those Dam was built were liable to being punished by death if they so much as demanded suffrage.  Not until the 20th century.  The second wave of feminism in the second half of the 20th century portrayed that even if in the West women acquired civil and political right but social and sexual rights still eluded them that had serious ramifications for democratic processes.

In Africa and Asia the project of national independence gave certain political space to women.  According to feminist writers such as Jawardena (1986) in the post-colonial developing world for a time feminism and nationalism were compatible and allied, sharing similar objectives.  Suring the period of decolonisation, political rights including the right to vote were given to men and women alike.  Yet during the process of state formation male-female differences were reinforced.  The new states formulated rights and obligations in ways “that strengthened the masculinity of the public sphere and the femininity of the private sphere.”  According to Moghadam (2000) in so doing their policies and discourses ironically recall the early Western model of exclusivity and male privilege.  The paper will discuss the gendered nature of the Indian state building processes from the time of the Constituent Assembly debates and how in one instance women have been able to subvert such marginalisations.

Before beginning a discussion on the gendered nature of state formation it is essential to clarify what we mean by gender.  Lorber (1994) defines gender as “an institution that establishes patterns of expectations for individuals, orders the social processes of everyday life, is built into major social organizations of society, such as economy, ideology, the family, and politics, and is also an entity in and of itself.”  For our purposes gender refers to a structural relationship of inequality between women and men based on perceived sex difference, which is manifested in society, politics, economy, ideology and in culture.  Even in the West, modern state formation was a gendered process.  The British Nationality and the Status of Aliens Act of 1914 portrayed that rights in nationality could be transferred only through the male like.  Women were considered as subjects or aliens primarily vs. Attorney-General in 1922 showed that a female British subject could contract a marriage in good faith during war and lose her British nationality.
  Thus women were neither full subjects nor foreigners.  Even when they were subjects they could lose their nationality through marriage to an alien.

The post-colonial states of South Asia inherited many of its legal practices from Britain.  The first Indian Passport Act was formulated in 1920.  This Act did not define who an Indian citizen is.  But it made it mandatory for any foreigner entering India to carry a passport.  In it the male pronounce “he” described the foreigner.
  In subsequent Acts dealing with immigration and emigration the same practice was continued.  The Foreigners Act of 1946 stated that wives of foreigners were also to be considered as foreigners.  The Act prohibited Foreigners to change their names while in India.  Exception was made if a marriage occurred between the foreigner and a woman (“native” or foreign) who was then permitted to take her husbands name, which presumed that a women’s legal status depended on that of her husbands status.
  Thus women as independent legal identity did not emerge in the colonial period even though women got the right to vote.  Even in the Constituent Assembly debates it was presumed by many members that the “masculine, as it is well known, embraces the feminine.”
  This made the passage of the Abducted Person’s Recovery Act possible.

The Abducted Persons (Recovery and Restoration) Act, 1949 was an Act provided in pursuance of an agreement with Pakistan for the recovery and restoration of abducted persons.  It defined an abducted person as “a male child under the age of sixteen years or a female of whatever age who is, or immediately before the 1st day of March, 1947, was, a Muslim and who, on or after that day and before the 1st day of January, 1949, has become separated from his or her family and is found to be living with or under the control of any other individual or family.”
  There are some outstanding features of this Act.  During partition some 50,000 Muslim women in India and 33,000 non-Muslim women in Pakistan were abducted, abandoned or separated from their families.
  The two states of India and Pakistan embarked on a massive Central Recovery Project during which some 30,000 women were recovered by their respective states.  Some incidents relating to these abducted women exemplify the politics of gender during partition.  Even when the two countries could decide on little else they decided that the abducted women must be restored to their families.  Problems arose over the process and progress of recovery.  An Abducted Persons bill was brought in the Indian Parliament.  The bill gave unlimited power to police officers regarding abducted persons.  If a police officer detained any women under this bill they could not be questioned in any court of law.  Although numerous amendments were proposed in the House the bill passed unchanged on 19 December 1949.

According to Rameshwari Nehru, adviser to GOI, Ministry of Rehabilitation, many abducted women showed extreme unwillingness to leave their “captors.”
  Ritu Menon and Kamla Bhasin in their recent book on partition observes that women were:

abducted as Hindus, converted and married as Muslims, recovered as Hindus but required to relinquish their children because they were born of Muslim fathers, and disowned as ‘unpure’ and ineligible for marriage within their erstwhile family and community, their identities were in a continuous state of construction and reconstruction, making of them … ‘permanent refugees’.

These women were forcibly repatriated though refused rehabilitation by their families.  How did India and Pakistan achieve such commonality of interest regarding abducted women?

Many explanations are given for this forcible repatriation of women.  Menon and Bhasin point out how national honour was bound to women’s bodies.  According to Jan Jindy Pettman repatriation was made a nationalist project because women’s bodies became markers of male honour.  As usual women’s bodies became “part of other people’s agendas.”
  Both countries made claims of moral superiority over the other based on their ability to protect/control female bodies.  This control was essential for the self-definition of the male identity that was in a state of crisis.

Abducted women were not considered as legal entities with political and constitutional rights.  All choices were denied to them and while the state patronized them verbally by portraying their “need” for protection it also infantilised them by giving decision making power to their guardians who were defined by the male pronoun “he”.  By insisting that the abducted women could not represent themselves and had to be represented, the State marginalized them from the decision making process and made them non-participants.  For the abducted it was their sexuality that threatened their security and the honour of the nation.  Thus, their vulnerability was focused on their body.  This made all women susceptible to such threats and so had to be protected/controlled. By denying agency to the abducted women the State made it conceivable to deny agency to all women.  Even after fifty three years, state politics in South Asia regarding women remain essentially similar to the partition days.

The male centrism of Indian project of state formation continued with the Citizenship Act of 1955.  As its title suggests the Act dealt with modes of acquiring, renunciation, termination and deprivation of citizenship.  Although the Act was meant to give rise to the category of universal citizen in actuality it did not.  It continued the gender dichotomy evolved by the colonial state.  The section of citizenship by registration stated that “women who are, or have been, married to citizens of India;” were to given citizenship if they applied for it.  No such stipulations were made for men marrying women who were Indian citizens.  Thus citizenship by registration was largely transferred through the male line.  In the section on the termination of citizenship it was stated that where a male person “ceases to be a citizen of India under sub-section (1), every minor child of that person shall thereupon cease to be a citizen of India.”
  This portrayed once again that citizenship was transferable largely through the male line giving women a second class citizenship.  Although in later Acts women could transfer citizenship rights to their spouses and to their children it did not alter the maleness of Indian State as conceived in the formative years.  Adequate testimony to this male centrism of the Indian State is provided by the debates over the Shah Bano case and in present day by State attitude towards the riot in Gujrat.
  Thus the male character of the state ensured that women would have hardly any space in formal politics.  But what about space in the informal sector?  To understand the informal space that women acquire within the public sector one can study women’s role in conflict resolution in Nagaland.

To understand women’s role in conflict resolution in Nagaland one has to keep in mind that Nagaland has witnessed protracted conflict over last 52 years.  It has also to be remembered that during state verses community conflict men withdraw from civic life for compulsions of war and self-defense.  In such a situation the public sphere retreats into the private and women form the civil societies.  They assume roles that are completely new to them and confront and negotiate with the massive power of the state machinery in their everyday lives.  Further, as transmitters of cultural value women construct differences that shape the future of the conflict.  We will explore some moments of conflict in the life and times of Indian democracy and analyse how women negotiate during these conflicts.  This is an analysis of how by their engagements these women transform the traditional definitions of democracy, nationalism and resistance.

In most of Northeast, as well as in Nagaland women are marginalized in institutional politics.  The Naga women have one of the worst sex ratios even in Northeast Indian standards but the second best literacy rate.  The sex ratio is 890 and the literacy rate is about 55.72%.  The sex ratio for women in rural areas in 912 and in urban areas 789.
  This shows greater out migration of men from villages and the on-going conflict is the main cause for that.  Naga women are extremely independent and there are more women cultivators in Nagaland than men.  Yet in electoral politics the record of Naga women are hardly any better than the women from the other regions of the Northeast.  Although Nagaland had some extraordinary women parliamentarians such as Rano Shaiza, the present day record is much worse.  There are no women in either the Assembly or in the parliament.

Electoral politics in the Nagaland is thus completely dominated by men.  They dominate the seats of power.  Sometimes women are given token representations but very often they become invisible.  According to one observer this exclusion of women from electoral politics is a “deliberate exclusion” imposed on them by the men.
  Thus electoral politics have in no way empowered women in the Nagaland rather it has led to their further marginalisation.  However, there are other areas in the public sphere where women have made spaces for negotiations.  It is in the politics for peace that they are able to negotiate some spaces of action.  The peace movements if not led by women, are overwhelmingly supported by them.  Women dominate the peace movements in sheer numbers.

Women in the peace movements negotiate with both the army and the insurgents and yet are able to carve out an independent space for their actions.  The best known among these organizations for peace is the Naga Mother’s Association (NMA).  The head office of the NMA is in the largely Angami city of Kohima.  It came into existence on February 14, 1984, with a preamble that stated, “Naga mothers of Nagaland shall express the need of conscientizing citizens toward more responsible living and human development through the voluntary organization of the Naga Mother’s Association.”
  Membership of NMA is open to any adult Naga women irrespective of whether she is married or single.
  Members can join through the women’s organizations of their own tribes.  The organization encourages human development through education and it efforts to eradicate social evils and economic exploitations and work towards peace and progress.

The NMA has rendered valuable service for the cause of peace.  It mediated between the Government of Nagaland and the Naga Student’s Federation over age limit for jobs and came to an equitable settlement.  An achievement of NMA is the formation of the Peace Team in October 1994 to confront the deteriorating political situation.  Their theme was “Shed No More Blood.”  The NMA spoke against killings not only by the army but also by the militants.  In a pamphlet released on 25th May 1995 the representatives of NMA wrote that “the way in which our society is being run whether by the overground government or the underground government, have become simply intolerable.”  The NMA celebrates the 12th of May each year as the Mother’s Day and renew their appeal for peace.

Apart from peace initiatives the NMA has worked for social regeneration.  In Nagaland there is rampant abuse of alcohol and drug.  The NMA provides facilities for de-addiction.  The collaborate with the Kripa foundation of Mumbai for rehabilitation of drug doers.  The NMA has also started anonymous HIV testing.  They are probably the first women’s organization in the Northeast to test pregnant women for HIV virus.  The NMA is providing pioneering service for care of patients afflicted with Aids.  An important issue that is preoccupying the doctors of NMA is the increase in HIV positive cases among pregnant women.  An NMA spokesperson is of the opinion that conflict in Nagaland is a result of chronic underdevelopment.  Therefore the NMA believes that without addressing developmental issues there cannot be any peace in Nagaland.

NMA’s greatest achievement is that most Naga women’s organizations are its collaborators.  The members of NMA also collaborate with the Naga Women’s Union of Manipur.  The rallies organized by NMA are always well attended by other Naga women’s organizations.  The NMA work very closely with the Naga Hohos.  That the NMA has assumed enormous influence in Naga politics is borne out by the fact that they are the only women’s group in South Asia who has participated in a cease-fire negotiation.  In 1997 they mediated between the GOI and the NSCN (IM) faction and facilitated a cease-fire.

The NMA however is not the only women’s group.  There are a number of others of which an important organization is the Watsu Mongdung.  And extraordinary case catapulted the Watsu Mongdung to fame.  The incident took place on 27th December 1994 in Mokokchung town.  Ten members of the Assam Rifles entered the town and carried on indiscriminate rape and arson.  Innumerable women were raped.  The Naga Human Rights Commission entrusted Watsu Mongdung to investigate and identify the victims.  The Watsu Mongdung formed a special committee and investigated the matter.  They identified eight victims and reconstructed the incident after a thorough discussion with them.  None of the other social organization wanted to take this up.  So members of the Watsu Mongdung decided to litigate on behalf of the rape victims.  The case is still pending.  Although the Watsu Mongdung is largely an Ao organization they have participated in protest marches organized by the Lothas and such other tribes.
  However, they are one of the few omen’s organizations that do not collaborate with the NMA.  This may be because of traditional Ao and Angami antagonism.

The Watsu Mongdung carries out relief work during calamities, man-made or otherwise.  They have led protests against any kind of oppression and violence.  Once during a combing operation in Mokokchung when the army wanted to separate the men and women, they refused to be separated since they feared that the army would kill the men.  Ultimately the army had to interrogate both men and women together and then released most of them.

The Watsu Mongdung is not the only group that provides such services.  There are other women’s groups such as the Tangkhul Shanao Long (TSL) which operate both in Nagaland and Manipur.  The TSL worked in Ukhrul district.  It has its branches in all the Tangkhul Naga villages.  In July 1997 after an ambush by the NSCN-IM the Assam Rifles went on a rampage in Ukhrul town beating up the men including schoolteachers.  People were so traumatized that life came to a standstill in Ukhrul town.  The TSL not only spoke to the army and convinced them to release over forty civilians but also tried to instill confidence among the people of the town and its adjoining villages.  They helped the people of the area to return to normal life by requesting the shopkeepers to open their shops.  They appealed to the stranded people to go back home which brought back some semblance of normalcy in the town.

In recent years groups such as the NMA, the Watsu Mongdung or the TSL have gained recognition as serious actors in the peace process.  Their organized campaigns and rallies have facilitated the cease-fire.  They continue working with other Naga organizations to reduce the violence and brutalisation of the Naga society.  They actively participate in discussions on peace and human rights.  Through their negotiations for peace they have created a niche for themselves in the public sphere.

There are a number of Naga women activists in Manipur whose activities fall within this genre of peace movement.  The Naga Women’s Union in Manipur has fifteen constituent units and one of the more exceptional ones is Moyon Sanuw Ruwrkheh (MSR).  The Moyon tribe inhabits the Chandel district that is in the southeastern part of Manipur.  The Moyon women’s organization included a number of political demands in their annual resolutions.  They called for equal right of women to inherit property.  They also began an agitation for women to be in decision making bodies.  These resolutions were brought up for discussions in the Moyon Naga Council and the President of the MSR was given the right to vote.  She was the first woman to vote in the elections of the council.  In 1997 for the first time a Moyon woman became the speaker of the Assembly of the Naga Moyon Council.  No other Naga tribe in Manipur has given their women the right to vote in their Legislative Councils.

The Moyon women are extraordinary in another way as well.  These women tried to initiate dialogue with Kuki women living in proximity.  Initially they had some success but later the Kuki women activists told them that their men are unwilling to let such a dialogue continue.  Notwithstanding the pressures from the men the Kuki women and the representative4s of the MSR organized a formal dialogue between the women activists of the two groups.  But on the day of the dialogue they were informed through an emissary that it will not take place as the Kukis were unwilling to continue it.  The Moyon women are of the opinion that although the Kuki women were willing to dialogue on peace their men felt threatened by such a dialogue.  Thus, they stopped their women from attending such dialogues.  Even after this set back the MSR have continued their activities towards peace.  They established networks with other Naga groups and are trying to organize a women’s dialogue between the Isaac – Muvah and the Khaplang factions of the NSCN.  They crossed international borders to speak to the leaders of the Khaplang faction.  In the process the Border Security Force arrested them.  But as a result of interventions by the Chief Ministers of Nagaland and Manipur all charges were dropped.  Apart from these sensational endeavours the representatives of MSR organize peace campaigns through awareness raising programmes, seminars and workshops on peace and harmonious co-existence in different localities.  They collaborate with other human rights organizations on fact-finding investigations.

Apart from peace activities the Naga Women’s Union in Manipur also undertake developmental activities.  They campaign for women candidates in Lok Sabha elections.  They have begun campaigning for the inclusion of women in Naga village councils.  None of the Naga village councils include women as office bearers.  This is a source of great disappointment among the Naga women.  Hence campaign on this issue is a priority for the Naga Women’s Union.  They also work towards income generation programmes for the women.  Their other priority area is to work towards equal wages for women.  There is a disparity in wages between male and female workers in Naga society which the Union seeks to correct.
  However, their greatest achievement has been over property rights.  Traditionally Naga women do not inherit immovable parental property such as land.  But due to the campaigning of these women the Naga tribes in Manipur are slowly trying to correct this discrimination against women.  This is possible because the Naga Hohos (tribal council) view this issue favourably and they have also included it in their agenda.

The numerous Naga women’s peace groups successfully maintained their independent stand.  They have convinced all the parties in the politics of peace that they are not to be dictated by any specific faction.  Most of these women retain their belief in their Cause.  But their actions show that they are on the side of peace.  They want to achieve their goals through political actions and not through brutalisation of society.  Women’s peace groups in Nagaland have achieved enormous success.  They have become an important and necessary component of the Naga Hohos.  Yet even the state machinery is not averse to using them for purposes of peace.  There are a number of reasons for the success achieved by the Naga women.  The Naga women have been able to situate their political maneuverings within their traditional roles.  Peace to them is not just a political phenomenon it is also economic and social.  They believe that without development there cannot be peace and here they differ from the majoritarian result in equity and they equate it with progress.

The Naga women also successfully mix social work with their political actions.  Whenever they face political opposition they shift their focus and work on issues of health, de-addiction and rights of women.  Their involvement in developmental activities has increased their effectiveness and their acceptance in Naga society.  The experiences of women’s peace activism in Nagaland portray that if women are successful in defining peace making as a woman’s job then they are not severely challenged.  The experiences of Nagaland show that through peacemaking women are able to negotiate spaces in the public sphere.  This recognition then helps them in their other negotiations such as the reworking of property rights.  Women’s negotiations for peace have the potential to change the situation of women even in traditional societies.  It also leads to a democratization of society in as much as democracy can be equated with social justice.  Therefore women not only redefine peace but their own situation is also redefined by the politics of peace.
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