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Our Story:
Twenty Years of IAWS

Introduction

The last decade was marked by women's struggles around issues thrown up by
the politics of Mandal-Masjid-and the World Bank. The gendered character of
communalism and globalisation became evident in this decade that saw growing
communal, caste atrocities against women. The new technologies of globalisation
combined with cuts in welfare have unleashed new miseries in the spheres of
labour, sexuality and everyday lived cultures.Th decade was also marked by the
struggles of women in the informal sector and Dalit women's autonomous
assertions. The formation of broad Left-Dalit and feminist platforms and voices
of women in Durban further confirm our belief in collective struggles.

The apparent collapses and the inadequacy of registers of our languages and
methodologies have led to a 'crisis of confidence' in the social sciences. While
micro-histories and concerns are welcome, the apologetic attitude to collective
hope and action is a matter of concern. This is a critical juncture for all of us
practicing women studies- as there seem to be no ready made paradigms and
we must patiently 'listen' rather than 'resolve'.

In the late 1990s, many women's studies scholars and practitioners have
turned their attention to graduate and post graduate programmes in the
discipline. Old questions are being asked in new ways for new times. Once
again questions about the interdisciplinarity of Women's Studies are being
asked. The possibilities and limitations of transforming and being transformed
by traditional disciplines are being debated. What seemed like abstract debates
in the 1980s are concrete quandaries for many of the Centres and departments
where Women's Studies has been practiced for more than a decade. This is a
critical juncture, for the events of the 1990s have made the work of feminist
scholars, at once more crucial and vulnerable to challenges from within and
without the university. Any discussion on the dilemmas and opportunities
facing women's studies in the academy has to be located in the context of
interdisciplinarity. The structural, institutional, epistemological and political
issues involved in interdisciplinarity have to be untangled. We recognize that
interdisciplinarity will not naturally emerge, that considerable reflection, creativity
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combined with strategic planning and alliance
building is called for. If interdisciplinarity is to be
more than a mission statement, we have to continue
to grapple with the nuts and bolts of fostering
interdisciplinarity, the different models of practicing
interdisciplinarity in the university and their
implications for Women's Studies.

This collection was planned in the tradition of
feminist reflexivity to bring together reflections on
the last decade and organisational strategies for the
future. In the first section, the 'midwives, nurturers,
daughters -of women's studies whether obedient or
rebellious have reflected on the intellectual,
organizational and institutional issues in women's
studies. The second section puts together critical
reflections on the relationship between the women's
movement and women's studies in India. The third
section is crucial for planning more inclusive and
intensive strategies for regional networking of the
IAWS. Contributions from the Western and Eastern
India reflect on the experiences and significance of
sustaining regional networks. The fourth section is
an attempt to document the ways in which the
IAWS conferences and meetings have 'recast'
conference cultures. Songs, dramatizing of histories
and struggles have emerged as an integral part of
the conferences. As we began to connect with friends
to plan this collection and put together documents
for this issue, we realised that the IAWS has a rich
history of its own which needs to be documented.
An archive should be next on our agenda- we'll
have to store and save our histories in these times
of hijacking of histories and agendas. The fifth section
is a step in this direction towards building an archive

of the IAWS. The visuals in the collection reinstate
the commitment of IAWS to secular democracy
and have been borrowed from Bhasin et al edited
volume entitled 'Against All Odds' published by Kali
for women, New Delhi.

In putting this collection together, we have incurred
several debts .Members of the Editorial Board of
the IAWS Newsletter have been actively involved
in the planning of this collection. Special thanks to
Zarina Appa, and Pushpatai for the guidance;
Rameshwari and Lakshmi for their sustained support
and all the members who sent us their comments.
The office staff of the Krantijyoti Savitribai Phule
Women's Studies Centre has often worked extra
hours for this collection to get through on time- a
big thanks to them. Special thanks to our young
colleagues - Swati and Anagha for their active
participation from the planning to production phases
of this collection Thanks to friends at Alochana,
Kamala Bhasin, Juhi Jain, Kalpana Kannabiran,
Chayya Datar, Lakshmi Lingam and Vibhuti Patel
for sharing their collection of reports and
photographs. We are grateful to all the contributors
who sent in their articles in record time. We regret
the regional unevenness in the contributions, which
in part is a consequence of the uneven responses to
our requests for articles and reports. This effort to
document our history — is by its very definition a
collective effort and we are grateful to all involved
in the effort. The usual disclaimer of course applies.

Vidyut Bhagwat Sharmila Rege
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Indian Association For Women's Studies, Its objectives and Growth

Zarina Bhatty

Indian Association for Women's Studies (I.A.W.S.)
will celebrate its 22nd birthday later this year. It has
reached adult hood, and adult hood is associated
with maturity, responsibility and growth. Can IAWS
claim to have acquired these qualities? Taking into
account both qualitative and quantitative parameters,
the answer will be yes but not an unqualified yes,
as it has been suffering from growing pains too.

IAWS was born as a result of the deep concern for
women s continuing subordination in Indian society
despite the Indian Constitution granting gender
equality. This persisting subordination of women
was vociferously brought out by the report of the
Committee on the Status of Women in India
(C.S.WI.) published in 1975 The report broke the
complacncy towards women s plight which prevailed
during the post-Independence decades of the 50s
and the 60s. Although, earlier, there had been
sporadic women s movements in different parts of
the country in addition to Social reform movements
of the 20s and the 30s, which were initiated by
enlightened men, the feminist movement as it is
understood to-day may be traced back to the post
1975, the year when Mexico hosted the first
International, UN. Conference on women.

C.S.WI. report and the Mexico Conference provided
a suitable environment to highlight gender issues. A
number of N.G.O.s emerged focussing on women
s backwardness and launching programmes for
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women s development. About the same time the
I.C.S.S.R., responding to the Report s findings, also
initiated programmes for research on women, it
commissioned a number of studies and motivated
social scientists to put gender on their research
agenda. A Centre for Women s Studies, was set up,
as Dr.Veena Mazumadar as its director. The S.N.D.T.
Women's studies already had Research Unit on
women headed by Dr. Neeraben Desai. Indian
Institute of Social Science Trust (ISST) was also
established, by Dr. Devaki Jain, in Delhi, to conduct
research on women, later on a number of other
women's research centres also came into existence.

These developments led to the holding of the first
National Women s Conference in Mumbai under
the joint auspices of the S.N.D.T Women's University,
The Centre for Women s Development Studies,
Delhi, and the University Grants Commission, which
then was chaired by Madhuriben Shah, an ardent
supporter ofWomen's development. The Conference
indicated an enthusiastic and widespread interest in
women s studies and the idea was collectively
mooted by the stalwarts of women's movement,
present at the Conference to set up an Association
for Women s studies. This idea was whole heartedly
supported by Dr. Madhuriben Shah, as a Chairperson
of the University Grants Commission. Thus the
I.A.W.S. was set up as a Registered body in 1980
to provide linkages between institutions and
individuals engaged in research and teaching on
women and to collaborate with the activists who
were advocating the cause for women s development.
The founders of the Association envisaged women's
studies to be a transformative agency by promoting
research and teaching in the higher education system.
This was considered necessary to create awareness
of women's issues across disciplines, to enrich
knowledge itself and to create awareness among


