Two-Day Seminar on State Formation, Citizenship and Gender

In collaboration with Indian Council of Social Science Research

(Eastern Regional Centre)

13-14 March 2008

The first day’s inaugural address by the President of Mahanirban Calcutta Research Group, Prof. Subhas Ranjan Chakaborty was followed by an explanation of the programme by the Director, Prof. Ranabir Samaddar. Dr. Paula Banerjee (Calcutta University, MCRG) and Prof. Sonia Dayan-Herzbrun (University of Paris VII) gave remarks on the ongoing Indo-French-Algerian dialogue that is going on regarding the issue of women’s citizenship. 

The first session was chaired by Prof.Koyeli Chakraborty(University of Burdwan). Prof. Dayan spoke on “Gender and French Conflictual citizenship” where she spoke on multidimensional character of French citizenship. Citizens ought to be treated as equals irrespective of their gender. Unfortunately, women were often discriminated based on sex. They were the symbols of oppression. Gender division was socially codified and it reflected on the dress code of the sexes. French nationality was masculine and ambiguous. Citizenship rights, however, underwent a radical change after the French Revolution. The struggle for emancipation resulted in a struggle for equal status. Women did not participate in common decisions. They were called ‘mourning mothers’ in the context of a popular myth. Ironically, the French iconised their nation as a woman. By the 20th century women were granted a number of social rights and the state sought to ensure their security.  For instance, women were prevented from working at night. But these measures were more of the nature of protecting an   inferior category. She emphasized on the over-arching role of Catholicism on the lives of French citizens and colonies. The patriarchy within the Catholic Church subjugated women and imposed a hierarchic rule over them. Women were not permitted access to the Church premises. Violent protests in the form of civil wars were the fate to such irrational practices. She concluded by saying that gender inequality was conditioned through brutal imperial policies. The bliss of equal rights to citizens became a mere illusion in France and else where in Europe.

Prof. Fougeyrollas (University of Paris VII) spoke on ‘Representation of Violence: Gender and Citizenship’ with a different perspective in the understanding of gender subordination. Women were a prey to domestic violence due to lack of self control by men and inability of the women to protect themselves against men’s onslaught. Various organizations working on ‘conjugal violence’ sought to protect women against such violence and atrocities committed by men. Women participated in movements to fight social discrimination. By the end of ‘60s, women attained economic self-sufficiency. By ‘90s women were represented in politics. The jurisprudence imposed severe penalties on those who committed conjugal violence. Feminist groups also came out strongly towards prevention of domestic violence. The issue of violence was discussed in public debates and several acts were enacted to bring about social equality. Statistical surveys and research were made on violence and corruption in reputed institutes. 

The second session “Citizenship and Experiences of Muslim Women in India: Historical and Contemporary perspectives” again had two speakers. Prof. Uttara Chakraborty (Bethune College, Presidency College) spoke on “Muslim Women in Confrontation:Colonial Times” where she traced the history of the Muslim women’s empowerment and their struggles against the Purdah, Burqah and a society that was ready to keep its women completely unlettered and in the dark for fear of loosing its much-cherished religious orthodoxy. The Muslim women occupied a very important role in the post 1857-revolt period. They were of prime importance in the political discussions and in the minds of the reformists. The basic question then was the question of identity and by 19th century they formed a new distinct identity of their own. Their collective identity was the most important for them and they were ready to sacrifice their individual identity for the cause of community. The colonial rule also brought a serious change to the primordial structure of muslim community, demarcating the public and private sphere. The prime concern of the Muslim community was to protect their own culture, religion and tradition from British hands. Women were burdened with the duty of protecting their religion. In an attempt to educate the Indian people in English, the British set up centres of English education. The Hindu community was fast in grabbing this opportunity to uplift themselves to posts of administrative officers. Muslims, being orthodox, could not make use of the situation and retracted themselves to private sphere. Women went behind the Purdah, carrying the mantle, or rather burden of honour of the community. Moreover, the male dominance of the Muslim community, specially among the elites (Ashraf), made the situation worser. Sayyd Ahmed’;s role in encouraging disempowerment of women needs special mention.  The dramatic change in mid 19th Century that came with progressive women like Faizana Chowdhuri, Rokeya Begum formed the turning point. With schools, hospitals for women being set up, the male fragment was up in protest. Anti-Purdah and anti-Burqah movements became the weapon for acquiring political rights for women. But with the Partition of 1947, things changed. Women became subjects in need of protection resulting in women being pushed behind the ‘Purdah’ once more.

Ms.Sanam Roohi’s (MCRG) paper “Citizens, Subjects, Population and the Metropolis: Experiences of Muslim Women of Calcutta” was another brilliant presentation of the contemporary aspects of women’s citizenship from the perspective of minority politics. The rights of Muslim women in the society show a bleak picture. The male-dominated Muslim society in Kolkata provides space only for the masculine gender. The role of women is paradoxical. On one hand they are treated as subjects to be protected from the outer world and on the other they are burdened with the honor of the family in the society. According to Koran, women should be protected from the public space and should be kept isolated. The hizab  and purdah  have added to this isolation. The most striking feature is that the Muslim women do not even know about their rights. In Urdu (used in Kolkata), the word for citizenship is sheheriat, and sheheri is the word for citizen. The basic terminology of these words indicates the membership of the elite and urban men in the society excluding the large part of the population (the poor and women). In Kolkata, the majority of the Muslim population does not speak original Urdu, rather they use their own ethnic language known as Gulabi  Urdu  which recognizes the citizens as members of the biradari. The members of the biradari again are the elite male population. The colonial period saw a unity and solidarity in terms of resistance against a common enemy, the British. Independence changed the scenario giving birth to a so called secular, democratic, independent state where everyone if free to enjoy his\her individual rights. However in a Hindu majority state it became difficult for the Muslim to enjoy their religious freedom. Muslim women were the worst hit by this strategic deprivation of the community. Statistics clearly show the poor state of sanitation and education among the Muslim community. However, more than 60% of the educated Muslim mass is women. Development activities of the city hit the Muslim poor the most. This insecurity manifests itself in increasing domestic violence in poor Muslim households. The mean age of marriage of the Muslim girl is 14 years. They have least power in decision making at home. Religion is basically for men. The only religious right that a woman can enjoy is to question the “three talaq”. Thus they are completely cut-off from the outer world. However, an increasing need for better income has, of recent, forced the male members of some Muslim households to send their female members to work, resulting in the exposure of Muslim women to public sphere. In her conclusion, Ms. Roohi conceded that government should be playing a more positive and constructive role in making the still-bleak scenario, better. 

The third session, chaired by Dr. Paula Banerjee dealt with “Other experiences of women’s citizenship” Dr. Anupama Roy’s(Centre for Women’s Development Studies) paper, ‘Unraveling the Aleph: Mapping the Topology of Citizenship in India’ tackled the changing nature of citizenship in India by analyzing it within the context of the ‘Aleph’. According to Roberto Alejandro, the aleph (the concept of which is borrowed from a short story by Jorge Luis Borges) is a “fluid juncture where past present and future coalesce into a collective identity”. It is an unfixed image. The alephian moment of Indian citizenship, according to Dr. Roy, was the amendment of the Citizenship Act in 2005. It encompassed within its purview all Indians residing abroad who were of Indian parentage. But as Alejandro mentions, the aleph is deceptive. It is a moment of time and not of history. And so when one looks at the history of citizenship in India, it is rife with exclusionary clauses both in 1955 and its amendment in 1986.

Ishita Dey’s(MCRG) paper “On the margins of cititzenship--women’s camp in Nadia dist” was again an engaging work on the plights of women in the refugee camps of Nadia. In her paper, she dealt with how the women in those camps felt towards the governing authorities as well as towards those belonging to “this side” of Bengal. She talked about the changing nature of practices of refugee asylum and care in India through the stories of two women refugees from East Bengal, Vimala Das and Kamala Das (names changed).

The Round Table talk on 14 March on “Are Experiences of State Formation in South Asia Gender-just?” was a two-hour session, moderated by Dr. Ishita Mukhopadhyay, Director, Women’s studies Research Centre, Calcutta University. The session had Dr. Anupama Roy (Centre for Women’s Development Studies), Rukmini Sen and Saptarshi Mndal (National University of Juridical Sciences), Prof. Sonia Dayan-Herzbrun (University of Paris VII) and Dr. Paula Banerjee (Calcutta University, MCRG) as key speakers. 

The hallmark of citizenship is the right to political participation in the affairs of the state. Historically, as pointed out by Dr. Anupama Roy, in the state formation process, women have either been excluded from the priviledges of citizenship or have been relegated as ‘consorts of citizens’. Thought of as passive and backward, they did not have the right to take part in the political life of the state as men did and was confined to a private space. 

In India, in the 18th and 19th centuries, the colonial administration conceded to grant women greater socio-political and gender rights under the pressure of social reform movements. But, in the opinion of Saptarshi Mondol, the ambiguity of colonial modernity lay in the fact that the beneficiaries of these reforms were women of the upper castes and ignored the demands of the women of depressed classes, especially Dalit women. Even the debate on consent did not take into account the access and exploitation of Dalit women by upper caste men. The women’s movement itself has been perceived as representing an upper caste movement. These reasons have led to the virtual invisibility of the Dalit woman in the process of state formation in India.

According to Rukmini Sen, the constitutions of the countries of post-colonial South Asia ensure a formal guarantee of equality between all men and women. At the same time however, the language of the law perpetuates the age-old dichotomy of public versus private. For instance, the constitutions of Pakistan, Bangladesh and India all mention that women and men shall have equal rights in accessing public spaces. At the same time, the law making process in India has indulged itself in creating a concept of women where a “bad woman”, personified in the prostitute, is one with “loose morals” and a “good woman” is one who is completely dependent, selfless, puts marital compulsions before her own needs and is thus worthy of “protection”. However the Protection of Women Against Domestic Violence Act, 2005 (PWDVA) has gone a long way in breaking traditional moulds. This Act has not only broadened the definition of violence against women but has attempted the creation of personhood of a woman.

Unfortunately for every PWDVA there is an Armed Forces Special Powers Act (AFSPA), which is a challenge to citizenship itself. According to Dr. Paula Banerjee, the feminist movement in India is comprised of autonomous women’s groups like the Meira Paibis of Manipur and the Naga Mother’s Association (NMA). The NMA initially came together for social reforms and eventually began agitating for political reforms.It is interesting that the secondary identity accorded to women in the state formation process is the very identity with which these women have chosen to make a difference in the political arena. But, the movement that these women have initiated run the constant risk of being subjugated by the dual patriarchies of the Indian state and the Naga underground movement.

In conclusion it can be said that the concept of citizenship is deeply paradoxical: It promises opportunities of equality and membership while imposing elements of closure through exclusionary state practices. In response to this, countervailing practices and struggles in disturbed zones of citizenship lead to more liberatory notions of citizenship. In South Asia achieving gender equality in citizenship is an ongoing pursuit and the women’s experiences themselves are disparate. All these struggles need to be wound into a discourse for gender equality in citizenship.

Reported by: Srimoyi Dam, Rachita Roy and Rhishita Chakraborty, Department of South and Southeast Asian Studies, University of Calcutta

Compiled by: Debdatta Chowdhury, Research Associate, MCRG

Tentative schedule- subject to change:

13 March 2008

Venue: Hotel Akashdeep
(48, Circus Avenue, Kolkata-17)

10.00-10.10am
Welcome address by Subhas Ranjan Chakraborty, President, Calcutta Research Group

10.10-10.30am
Explaining the programme by Ranabir Samaddar, Director, Calcutta Research Group

10.30-11.00am
Remarks by Sonia Dayan-Herzbrun and Paula Banerjee

11.00-11.30 am
Tea Break
11.30-1.00pm
“Gender and French Conflictual Citizenship”


Speakers: Sonia Dayan-Herzbrun and Dominique Fougeyrollas, University of Paris VII


Chair: Koyeli Chakraborty, Burdwan University

1.00-2.00pm
Lunch Break
2.00-3.30pm
“Citizenship and Experiences of Muslim Women in India: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives”


Speaker 1: Uttara Chakraborty, Retired Lecturer, Bethune College, Kolkata; Presently part-time lecturer at Presidency College, Kolkata


Speaker 2: Sanam Roohi, CRG


Chair: Ruchira Goswami, NUJS

3.30-4.00 pm
Tea Break

4.00-5.30pm
“Other Experiences of Women’s Citizenship”


Speaker 1: Anupama Roy, CWDS


“Unraveling the Aleph: Mapping the Topology of Citizenship in India”


Speaker 2: Ishita Dey, CRG


Chair: Paula Banerjee, Calcutta University and CRG

5.30pm
Vote of Thanks by Debdatta Chowdhury, CRG

14 March 2008

Venue: Calcutta University, Alipur Campus
10.30-1.00pm
Round Table: “Are Experiemces of State Formation in South Asia Gender-just?”

Moderator: Ishita Mukhopadhyay, Director WSRC


Speakers: Anupama Roy, CWDS


Asha Hans, Sansrishti


Rukmini Sen, NUJS


Sonia Dayan-Herzbrun, University of Paris VII


Paula Banerjee, Calcutta University and CRG

1.00-2.00pm
Lunch Break
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