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Ithough we have known the word gendet in
grammat, obviously it is being used differently now.
Can you explain this new meaning ¥

e word gender is now being used sociologically or as a con
Tlt;pmal category, and it has been given a very specific meaning,
In its new incatnation gender refers to the socio~cultural
definition of man and woman, the way societies distinguish
men and women and assign them social roles. It is used as an
analytical tool to understand social realities with regard to women

and men.

The distinction between sex and gender was introduced to deal
with the general tendency to attribute women’s subordination to
their anatomy. For ages it was believed that the different
characteristics, roles and status accorded to women and men in
society, are determined by biology (i.e., sex), that they are natural,
and therefore not changeable.

In a way women, and women’s bodies, were and are held
responsible for their subordinate status in society. Once this is
accepted as natural, there is obviously no need to address the
gender inequalities and injustice which exist in society.



The concept of gender enables us ta state that sex is one thing,
but gender is quite another.

Everyone is born male or female, and our sex can be determined
simply by looking at our genitalia.

But evety culture has its ways of valuing girls and boys and
assigning them different roles, responses and attributes.

All the social and cultural “packaging” that is done for girls and
boys from birth onwards is “gendering”.

Each society slowly transforms a male or female into a man or a
woman, into masculine and feminine, with different qualities,
behaviour pattetns, roles, responsibilities, rights and expectations.
Unlike sex, which is biological, the

gender identities of women and

men are psychologically and \ * /
socially — which means his- R ;_ﬂn\ 7‘
torically and culturally — ' N
determined. . / J \ \

Ann Oakley, who was “\'\‘!:

among the first few feminist
scholars to use this concept,
says the following: “*Gender’ ‘Z /

is a matter of culture, it refers *
to the social classification of

men and women inte ‘masculine’

and ‘feminine’,” That people are male or female can usually be
Judged by referting to biological evidence. That they are masculine
or feminine cannot be judged in the same way: the ctiteria are
cultural, differing with time and place. The constancy of sex
must be admitted, but so alsc must the variability of
gendet.” ' She concludes that gender has no biological origin,
that the connections between sex and gender are not really
‘natural’ at all,

Let us see the main differences between these two terms.

SEX GENDER

Sex is natural Gender is socio-cultural and it
is man-made.

Sex is biological, It refers to (Gender is socio-cultural and it
visible differences in genitalia refers to masculine and femi-
and related differences in nine qualities, behaviour
procreative function, patterns, roles and responsibili-

ties, etc.
Sex is constant, it remains the Gender is variable, it changes
same everywhere, from time to time, culture to

culture, even family to family.

Sex cannot be changed. Gender can be changed,

ow does one translate gender into South Asian
lahguages ?

Th.is is indeed a problem, While English has two different wotds
— sex and gender — most South Asian languages have only
one word ~ “Unga” used for both sex and gender, To distinguish
between them we have found two words to qualify 4nge. For sex
we Say “‘praaknitik lingd’ or natural/biological sex, and for gender
“saamagfik lngd’ or social sex. In fact this definition often works



better than “sex” and “gender” because the terms themselves
contain the definition, and so no further explanations are required.

B ut isn’t gender closely related to our sex ¥ Aren’t the
toles and behaviour assigned to women and men
based on their sexuzl differences ?

nly to some extent. Because of their bodies women, but not

all women, bear children, feed them and menstruate; but
other than this there is nothing they do that men cannot do ot that
men can do and women cannot. Bearing children does not mean
that only women can or should look after them. Men can just as
well do the caring, 3o just having male or female bodies does not
necessarily have to determine our chatacteristics, roles, or destinies.

But in reality it is quite difficult to establish what is natural and
what is socially constructed, because as soon as a child is born
families and society begin the process of gendering. In many South
Asian cultures the birth of a son is celebrated, the birth of a
daughter is bemoaned; sons are showered with love, respect, bettet
food and better health care. Boys are encouraged to be tough and
outgoing, gitls are encouraged to be demure and home-bound.
There 1s nothing in a gitl’s body which stops her from wearing
shorts, or climbing trees or riding bicycles, and there is nothing in
a boy’s body which stops him from playing with dolls, looking after
younger siblings or helping with cocking or cleaning the house. All
these differences are gender differences and they are created by
society. Proof of the fact that gender is a cultural and social
attribute rather than a natural one, is that it keeps changing — over
time, in different places and among different social groups. For
example a middle class gitl may be confined to the home or school
while a tribal girl may roam around in the jungles freely, taking the
animals for grazing, or climbing trees for fruits, leaves or branches.
They ate both girls but they develop very different capabilities,
aspitations and dreams, inspite of the fact that their bodies are the
same,

Similarly, in many families girls
were traditionally not sent to

school or allowed to go out

of the house after they were

10 or 11, and were often

martied at puberty. But now
things have changed. So too, the
education, roles and responsibili-

ties of men have changed, although perhaps not as much. This is
what is meant when we say that gender is variable; it is or may be
different in different families or communities and at different times
in the same family.

Even our bodies can be shaped or changed by us, society or culture.
We can change the size, shape and strength of our bodies through
training, use, disuse, misuse or abuse. Obvious examples are bodies
of male and female wrestlers, body-builders, athletes, dancers, yoga
practitioners and so on.

Similarly, women’s bodies ate such that they can procreate, but we
can now choose whether to have children, how many to have and
at what intervals to have them, Reproduction is not inevitable in
the same way for women as it is for female animals,

If o womar carv cook;

30~ COUWV @ Moy,
because o womow deoesnt cook with her
wovndri

What follows from this is that the different status women and men
enjoy in society is indeed socially and culturally determined; it is
man-made, nature has very little to do with it. It is pender not sex
which has determined that, (almost) everywhere, women as a group
are considered inferior to men. They enjoy fewer rights, control
fewer resources, work longet hours than men but their work is



either undervalued, or underpaid. They face systemic violence at
the hands of men and society; and they have little decision-making
powet in social, economic and political institutions,

“No social order in history has extended, distorted
and used the natural difference between the sexes as
brutally and systematically as ours. This order first
transformed natural sex into a social artificial
gender, made "men’ out of men, and ‘women’ out of
women — i fact, turned ‘men’ into the ‘human
race’ and women into simply a sex as such ... And
finally, having created these differences, it declares
them to be ‘natural’ again, in order to render them
economically exploitable.” Claudia von Werlhof *

Every society presctibes different norms for gitls and boys, women
and men, which determine almost every aspect of their lives, and
their futures, Let’s just look at the more obvious ones.

Dregs

Gitls and boys, women and men dress differentdy in most
societies. In some places this difference may be minimal, at others
very stark, In some communitics women are made to cover their
bodies from top to toe, including their faces. The mode of dress
can and does influence the mobility, sense of freedom and dignity
of people.

Atttibutes

In most societies women are expected to have and
perfect qualities such as gentleness, caring, nurtur-
ing and obedience; men are expected to be strong,
self-confident, competitive and rational. Vasanth
Kannabiran, an Indian feminist, once said in a
gender training, “Reating of children is supposed
to be as natural, as inherent to a woman as giving
birth to children. . . And it is not just in relation to
the children we produce; it is assumed that love or
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motherhood is sitting in me waiting to flow out like a stream to
anybody who needs it. We become eternal mothers. So I mother
my child, other people’s children, my husband, my brothers, my
sisters, my father who actually calls me ‘my little mother’ | To
everyone 1 become a mother by extension, You ate expected to
overflow with a motherly feeling towards the entire universe, And
this 1s supposed to be natural | Not work at all, It is something you
do as easily as breathing, eating or sleeping.” *

Roles and responsibilities

Men ate considered to be the heads of households, bread-winners,
owners and managers of property, and active in politics, religion,
business and the professions. Women, on the other hand are
expected and trained to bear and look after children, to nurse the
infirm and old, do all household work, and so on. This determines
their education or lack of it, preparation for employment, nature
of employment, etc. However, the degree of differentiation
between male and femnale roles varies widely. Sometimes the rules
ate merely preferential, and vety little anxiety is shown by either
sex Over temporary role reversals,

“Cora du Bois reports that in Alor, although there
are distinctions between the economic roles of the
sexes, it is not thought unhealthy for anyone to take
on the other sex’s work — rather they are admired
for possessing a supplementary skill. The women
control the subsistence economy and the men
occupy themselves with financial deals, but many
men are passionate horticulturists and many women
have financial skills. In some cultures, on the other
hand, where horticulture is defined as a female
pursuit, a proclivity for it in a man is regarded as
proof of sexual deviation. In yet others, a special
category may even be created for females who excel
in pursuits assigned to both sexes,” Ann Oakley *



Other societies impose rigid sex roles. The
Mundurucu Indians of Central Brazil, again
according to Ann Oakley, are an example of a
soctety in which the polarisation of sex roles and
sex groupings has become a primary social element.
The physical and social separation of the sexes is
virtually complete: men and boys live in men's
houses separate from females. Each sex group,
(with the exception of small children) interacts
only within ifself, and antagonism between
the two is shown on many ritual and other
occasions. The sexual polarity pervades not
only economic tasks and socigl roles, but the
areq of personality as well, where it takes the form
of a concern with dominance and submission.
Anxiety about people's ability to stay within
the prescribed sex roles and personality types, and
about the real and imaginary desire fo transcend

them, is expressed in many pieces of folklore
and ritual.”

Cnuld some of these differences arise because girls
and women are biologically weaker ?

ctually, biologically speaking men are the weaker sex and
Al’hﬁ Y chtomosome (found only in men) is responsible for

many handicaps.

A list given by Ashley Montagu in his book The Nastural Superioriiy
of Women containg 62 specific disordets due largely or wholly to
sex-linked genes and found mostly in males. “About half of
them are setious, and include haemophilia (failure of the
blood-clotting mechanism), mistral stenosis (a heart deformity) and
some forms of mental deficiency. . . At every stage of life,
beginning with conception, more genetic males die than genetic
females. More males than females are produced and the two
facts of greater mortality and greater production seem to go hand
in hand.”

Although X and Y sperms appear to be
produced in equal numbers, between 120 and 150

males are conceived to every 100 females. By the

To the outsider, western societies seem to have
very little gender differentiation, but as Ann
Oakley points out, “In western societies
today, sex & an organising principle of
social structure, and despite popular belief
to the contrary, it plays a great part in
determining social roles. So it is not surpris-
ing to find that, as among the Mundurucu, a
great deal of anxiety in western culture has its roots in the demands
made by gender roles. Psychiatrists tell us that a great deal of out
security as adults comes from staying within the boundaries of

these roles — we must stay within them if mental health is to be
presetved,” ©

NpER

time of birth the ratio of males to females has
dropped to about 106:100 in the US (whites only)
and in Britain to about 98:100. More males than
females are miscarried or stillborn, and more males
than females die of birth trauma; 54% more males
than females die of birth injuries and 18% more of
congenital malformations.

“In fact the life expectation of the female at birth is
almost universally higher than that of the male. In
Britain, life expectation at birth is 74.8 years for
females, but 68.1 for males; in China it is 65.6 and
61.3 respectively; in Brazil, 45.5 and 41.8.7



Ann Oakley provides ample data from research studies to show
that men are much more susceptible to infectious diseases and
mortality. According to her this susceptibility “has been
directly connected with the difference in chromosomal rake-up
between male and female. Genes controlling the mechanisms by
which the body withstands infection are transmitted via the X

chromosome. . . the male’s higher susceptibility has a distinct
biochemical basis.” ®

In South Asia however the biological supetiority of women
has been overshadowed by the social and cultural inferiority

imposed on them and today, in almost every area, women lag
behind men.

Aristotle called the male princivle active, and the
female, passive. For him a female was a “mutilated
male”, someone who does not have a soul. In his
view the biological inferiority of a woman also
makes her inferior in her capacities, her ability to
reason and therefore to make decisions. Because the
male is superior and the female inferior, men are
born to rule and women born to be ruled Aristotie
said “The courage of a man is shown in command-
tng, of @ woman in obeying,” *

Sigmund Freud stated that for women “anatomy
18 destiny”. Freud's normal human was male, the
female was a deviant human being, lacking a penis,
and her entire psychology supposedly centred
around the struggle to compensate for this defi-
ciency.

And here’s what Mr.Darwin had to say about
women:

“Woman seems to differ from man in mental
disposition, chiefly in her greater tenderness and
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less selfishness. . . It is generally admitted that with
women the powers of intuition, or rapid perception,
and perhaps of imitation, are more strongly marked
than in men; but some, at least, of these faculties
are characteristic of the lower races, and therefore
of a past and lower state of civilisation.” 1

Are you saying that biological differences between
women and men ate of no consequence at all ? That
the fact that women produce children has nothing to do
with the roles they are assigned in society P

"JSTE are not denying that there are some hiological differences
between males and females, but the fact that gender roles
vary so much between cultures shows that they cannot be based
on or explained away by sex alone. We should remember 4 simple
rule of science — variables (gender roles) cannot be explained
by constants (genitalia and chromosomes or sex). If biology
alone determined our roles, every woman in the world should be
cooking, washing and setwing but this is cleatly not the case because
most professional cocks, launderers and tailors are men.

What we are saying is that
neither sex nor nature s
responsible for the unjustifi-
able inequalities that exist
between women and men. Like
the inequalities between castes, classes and

races, these too ate man made; they are historical constructs and
therefore they can be questioned, challenged and changed. A
woman may well have children but that should be no reason for
her inferiority and subotdination; nor should it determine her
education, training ot job opportunities. Why should having
different bodies and different functions lead to inequality ? You do
not have to be the same to be equal, to have equal rights and
opportunitics,
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Maria Mies, a feminist activist and scholar writes
in The Social Origins of the Sexual Division of
Labour

“... male-ness and female-ness are not biological
givens, but rather the result of a long historical
process. In each historic epoch male-ness and
female-ness are differently defined, the definition
depending on the principal mode of production in
those epochs. . . Therefore, men women develop a
qualitatively different relationship to their own
bodies. Thus in matristic societies, female-ness was
interpreted as the social paradigm of all productiv-
ity, as the main active principle in the production
of life. All women were defined as ‘mothers’. But
‘mothers’ then had a different meaning. Under
capitalist conditions all women are socially defined
as housewives (all men as breadwinners), and
motherhood has become part and parcel of this
housewife-syndrome. The distinction between the
earlier, matristic definition of female-ness and the
modern one is that the latter has been emptied of all
active, creative, productive (ie. human) guali-
ties.” 1

f this is so can you tell us how society turns males
and females into masculine and feminine beings ?

This happens through a process of socialisation or gendering;
an on-going process within families and society.

All of us know that a new-born baby is not only immediately
classified by sex, it fs also assigned a gender. We have already seen
how in some cultures even the welcome given to a new-born child
is different. This is followed by the difference with which they ate

addressed, handled, ireated and clothed and, through this regula-
tion, taught how they should behave to be part of the society they
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are born into. This is called socialisation. The specific process of
socialisation which teaches children their gender roles is also called
gendering or gender indoctrination, Different social mecha-
nisms teach children masculinity and femininity of personality and
make them internalise behaviour, attitudes and roles.

According to Ruth Hartley, socialisation takes place through four
processes, namely, manipulation, canalisation, verbal appellation
and activity exposure, explained below. All four processes are
notmally differentiated by sex and all are features of the child’s
socialisation from birth on.!?

By manipulation or moulding is meant the way you handle a
child. It has been noted that boys are treated as strong,
autonomous beings right from the beginning. In some cultures
mothers fuss with the baby girl’s hair, dtess her in a feminine
fashion and tell her how pretty she is. These physical. experiences
of early childhood are very important in shaping the self-
perception of girls and boys.

The second process, canalisation involves directing the

attention of male and female children to objects or aspects

of objects. Examples of this are giving gitls dolls ot pots and pans

to play with, and encouraging boys to play with guns, cars and

aircraft. In working class homes in South Asia
gitls don’t play with pots and pans, they are
made to start cleaning real pots and pans,
and real homes, locking after real babies
while they are stil very young; whereas boys are
sent to school or made to work outside
the home, Through this kind of differential
treatment the interests of gitls and boys are
channellised differently and they develop
different capabilities, attitudes, aspirations and
dreams. Familiarity with certain objects directs
their choices.

13



Verbal appellations are also different for boys and gitls. For
exampie, we often say, “Oh, how pretty you look” to girls and to
a boy, “You ate looking big and strong” Research studies show that
such remarks construct the self-identity of girls and boys, men and
women. Children learn to think of themselves as male or female
and so to identify with other males or females. Family members
constantly transmit aspects of gender role ditectly in the way they
talk even to very young children, and they also convey the
importance given to each child.

The last process is that of activity exposure. Both male and
female children are exposed to traditional masculine and feminine
activities from their very childhood. Gitls are asked to help their
mothers with household chores, boys to accompany their fathers
outside. In communities where the sexes are segregated, gitls and
boys live in two distinct spaces and are exposed to very different
activities, It is through these processes that children imbibe the

meaning of masculine and feminine, and internalise them almost
uficonsciously.

f this process of socialisation is an on-going one then

why is it that the debate between “nature® or “nurture”
sull continues ? Isn’t it obvious that upbringing is
responsible for differences between gitls and boys ?

he amazing thing is that many of us are

not always aware of what we are doing
to our children, In fact we may believe we
treat gitls and boys differently because they
are actually different. We may not accept
that our daughters and sons develop
differently because of the way schools,
communities and we outselves treat them.

Children also learn these roles without
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being aware of the fact that they are being moulded. If there were
no differences between gitls and boys, and all girls and all boys
everywhere behaved more or less in the same way, one could argue
that gender roles are based on sex, but as we have seen that is not

the case.

Sanctions or disapproval against children and adults when they
deviate from their gender roles is another very powerful way of
making everyone conform to expected male-female behaviour. The
most common form of sanction is social tidicule,

The worst case I have come across of a backlash against women
who dared to deviate, is from in a village in Kerala. Three young
women workers saw their roale colleagues go into a local pub every
day. One day they decided to do the same just for fun. That led

to all kinds of men following them and approaching them for
sexual favours, Because they had dared to walk into a place where
“good” women do not enter, they were defined as “bad”. The logic
was “If you can walk into a pub, you should be available for sexual
pleasure 100’ Not being able to deal with the social ridicule and
harassment that followed two of the girls committed suicide.

In addition to social sanctions there are also “economic sanctions”
and, according to Ann Qakley, the severe problems confronting
single women with children, and their economic difficulties are an
index of society’s disapproval of them. Often, families threaten or
refuse to financially support children who deviate from set norms

and practices.

an you elaborate on this business of labeliing
certain characteristics and qualities as masculine,

and others as feminine ?

ertain dualities have come to be defined as male or female
when they need not necessarily be either. For examplz:
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Body Mind
Nature Culture
Emotion Keason
Object Subject

Private Public

With those on the left being “female”,
and the ones on the right, “male”. \ /

Not only have the two been N p e g
ranged as polar opposite, 2  “we / /':.." ‘\\

hietarchy has been created

rd
between them. Mind is sup- _+ \‘ ( C._s ) :’ :E-

posed to be superior to body,

and culture an improvement / ﬁ?—- /& N

on and superior to nature, ‘Z e "
Those who are rational and / ' \
objective are valued more highly

than those who are subjective and

t?:motiuna.l. Women are the bodies, almost like nature (they breed
like animals); men are the minds, thinking, rational, acting beings
who wotk on nature and transform “it” into culture. Men are

therefore supetior, over and above nature, they can do with nature
what they please,

Not only do women belong to the left side of the above-mentioned
T:luaiities, the indigenous and poor are also categorised as such, This
1s why tribals, forest-dwellers, small peasants and fisherfolk can, like
womerl, be treated with disregard by development planners. Their
forests can be cut and lands taken over without their knowledge
or consent. This is how millions of them become “development
refugees” and end up in horrible slums in urban centres to eke out
a living in the most dehumanising conditions.

At the global level, the third world ot the South is considered Body,
the first world, the Mind; third world is Nature, first world Culture;
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third world is emotional and irrational and first world rational,
scientific, modern.

It is important to understand these connections between gender
and other hierarchies of class, caste, race, first wotld and thitd

world, etc.

“Three hundred years of witch-hunting, running
parallel with the colonisation of the world, were
necessary to snatch from the women—as from
Third World people—their power, their economy
and their knowledge, and to socialise them into
becoming what they are today: housewives and the
‘underdeveloped’. The housewife— and with her the
‘underdeveloped'—is the artificial product, result-
ing from unimaginably viclent development, upon
which our whole economy, law, state, science, art
and politics, the family, private property and all
modern institutions have been built. The Third
World is the ‘witch’ of witch-hunting days and is
the ‘general-housewife’, the “world housewife’ today
including Third World men. The relation between
husband and wife is repeated in the relation between
the First and the Third World.” Claudia von

Werlhof

Not just qualities and charactexistics, but even spaces are gendered,
A pub, football stadium, street corner, tea-shop, paan shop, cinerma
hall can all become male spaces. Women normally go into them
accompanied by some men. If they cannot help going into them
alone they are expected to leave as fast as possible, if they do not
wish to get into trouble. Under no circumstances should they

consider lingering around like the men.

Sitnilatly the kitchen or public well is almost entirely a female space.
I am at a loss to find a social space that is exclusive to women,
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They have no space for entertainment or work which is theirs alone.
In Dhaka some women have started a weekly “addd’ — a term
generally used for a gathering of men where they chat, eat, drink,
and enjoy themselves. Many men and some women objected to the
use of the word “2dds” by women because the very concept of
“addd” was male — not “respectable” enough for women. Words
and activities which are fine for “respectable” men are not
considered good enough for “respectable” women. This is
pattiarchal logic,

Even within the home, a quiet room or space might be teserved
for the man so that he is not disturbed by the rest of the household.
It has been pointed out to me in workshops that household
resources or items too, may be gendered. For example the larger
glass, chait, or bed are reserved for the (male) head of the
household, In working class homes the bicycle, radio, wrist-watch
are all for men.

Isn’t language also gendered ?

Indeed it 1s. Language is patriarchal and therefore carries and
teflects gender biases and inequalities. Often men have a
vocabulary of their own which women seldom use. The most
obvious example of this is words of abuse with sexual connota-
tions, commonly used by men. Although men use them without
any hesitation, they are hotrified if any woman does.

Our languages are also replete with proverbs and sayings which
show women to be inferior to men; refer to them as being sinful,
mean and quarrelsome. There is an oft-repeated couplet in Hind;
which says a drum, an uneducated or low caste person and women,
all desetve to be beaten, “A woman’s heaven is in her hushand’s
feet” is a proverb tepeated all the time by some maulvis. In Bangla

there is a saying, “Unlucky is the man whose cow dies. Lucky is
the man whcse wife dies.”

i3

Then there is the use of the masculine as the standard, the norm.
‘Mankind®, *he’ and ‘his’ are used even when the reference is to
women. Words like chairman, newsman, sportsman, one-man-
show and hundreds of others are commonly used for women in
these roles — although this practice is now changing.

The langunge of social sciences, philosophy and
other disciplines also continues fo be patriarchal
and ignores, marginalises or misrepresents women.
The mode in which abstract thought is cast and the
language in which it is expressed are so defined as
to perpetuate women's marginality. We women
have had to express ourselves through patriarchal
thought as reflected in the very language we have
had to use. It is a language in which we are
submitted under the male pronoun and in which the
generic term for “human” is “male”. Women have
had fo use “dirty words” or “hidden words” to
describe our own body experiences. The vilest
insults in every language refer to parts of the female
body or to female sexuality.” Gerda Lerner't

Another point worth mentioning here is that certain terms and
roles in our languages are gendet ascriptive (where gender is built
in} like uncle-aunt, brother-sister, mother-father because they
indicate the gender or sex of the person. But there are

a host of othets which are not gender ascriptive but
it is assuimed that they refer to a man or a woman.
For example, secretary, nutse, kindetgarten teachet

are assumed to refer to women whereas boss,
piot, manager, politician, surgeon, or fatmer
refer to men. These assumptions only prove that
public spaces and jobs continue to be dominated

by men, Women ate few and far between,
especially in decision-making and managerial
positions,
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ou have used the word patriatchy so often and have

implied that patriarchy is the cause of gender
inequalities and the subordination of women. Can you
explain this tefm?

It is important to understand patriarchy in order to understand
present-day relations between women and men. Gender
relations are skewed because of the existence of pattiarchy. In
common parlance patriatchy means male domination; the word
“patriarchy” literally means the rule of the father or the “pattiarch”,
and was used otiginally to describe a specific type of “male
dominated family”—the large household of the patriarch which
included women, younger men, children, slaves and domestic
servants, all under the rule of this dominant male. Now it is used
more generally to tefer to male domination, to the power
relationships by which men dominate women, and to characterise
a system whereby women are kept subordinate in a number of
ways. In South Asia, for example it is called pitrrasts in Hindi,
pidarshabi in Urdu and pisritontro in Bangla,

The subordination that women experience daily, regardless of the
class we might belong to, takes various forms——disctimination,
disregard, insult, control, exploitation, oppression, violence —
within the family, at the place of work, and in society. The details
may be different but the theme is the same.

Patriarchy is not the same everywhere. Its
nature can be and is different in different
classes in the same society; in different
societies and in different periods in
history, For example the experience of
patriarchy was not the same in our
grandmothet’s time as it is today; it is
difterent for tribal women and for upper
caste Hindu women; for the women in the
USA and women in India. Each social system or
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historical period throws up its own variations on how patriarchy
functions and how social and cultural practices differ. The broad
ptinciples, however, remain the same ie, men control most
economuc resources and all social, economic and political institu-
tions.

Patriarchy is both a social structure and an ideolopy or a belief
system according to which men are superior. Religions have played
an important role in creating and petpetuating patriarchal ideclogy.
They have spread notions of male superiority through stories like,
Eve was created from Adam’s tib; of man is created in the image
of (God, etc. Today, media and even educational institutions spread
pattiarchal ideology by showing men to be stronger in decision-
making positions, and wotmen as voracious consumers, dependent
and jealous. Ideology plays an important role in perpetuating social
systems and controlling people’s minds. For example, by reducing
women to bodies and objectifying them, media encourage violence
against women. Ideology provides the justification for social
behaviour and socio-economic structures.

Normally the following areas of women’s lives and societies can
be said to be under patriarchal control,

Women'’s productive or labour power
Women’s teproduction

Women’s sexuality

Women’s mobility

Property and other economic resources
Social, cultural and political institutions'®

An analysis of the main institutions in society—the family, religion,
law, "political, educational and economic instimtions, media,
knowledge systems—demonstrates quite cleatly that they are all
pattriarchal in nature, and are the pillats of a patriarchal structure.
This well-knit and deep-rooted system makes patriarchy seem
invincible; it also makes it seem natural,
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Undet patriarchy different kinds of wviolence may be used to
control and subjugate women and such violence may even be
considered legitimate. In fact, feminists believe that violence against
women is not just pervasive, it is systemic in patriarchies.

All this does NOT imply that women are totally powerless or
without rights, influence and resources under patriarchy. In fact,
ho unequal system can continue without the participation of the
oppressed, some of whom detive some benefits from it. This is
true of patriarchies as well. Women have risen to powert, have
occasionally been in control, have wrested benefits in greater or
smaller measure. But all this does not change the fact that the
system is male-dominated — women are merely accommodated
in it in a variety of ways. To give a parallel example, in a capitalist
economy wotkets play a very important

role, they may even participate in

management t0 some extent, \ 4— /
but this does not mean they
are ever in control. For a O i N z

variety of complex rea- a /’:::-N \\ rd
sons women also support N W (\ ‘ : 5 \__.
and perpetuate pattiarchy. _* \' ! A , ;

Most of us have L ":‘/-/' —
internalised its values and yd Q /4 N

ate not always free of patri- ‘Z
archal ideology.

In order to retain their privilege

women continually renegotiate their bargaining power, so to speak,
sometimes at the cost of other women. But it is important that
we look at the overall system and analyze the reasons for this
complicity. It is true that women often treat their sons better,
deprive their daughters of education, testrict their freedom,
mistreat daughters-in-law and so on. All this needs to be
understood in the context of the respective power and position
that men and women have in the family and in society. A rural
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woman explained this very well. She said “Men in cur families are
like the sun, they have a light of their own (they own resources,
are mobile, have the freedom to take decisions, etc.) Women are
like satellites, without any light of their own. They shine only if
and when the sun’s light touches them. This is why women have
to constantly compete with each other for a bigger share of

sunlight, because without this light there is no life.”

The appropriate way to describe male control over women is
paternalistic dominance, There is dominance but it is paternal-
istic because women are ptovided shelter, food and security vis-
a-vis outsiders. Paternalistic dominance has oppressive aspects, but
it also involves a set of mutual obligations and is frequently not

perceived as oppressive. This is what makes it difficult to recognize
and fight.

How liberating was national liberation?

Although national liberation movements ended the
political control by colonial powers and introduced
the principle of separation of legislative from
judicial and punitive powers, women were not
liberated from the rule of husbands, or fathers, in
the household. Within the home men still retain
consolidated and arbitrary powers to determine the
rules, judge the performance, and punish their
wives and children. Thus men have the capacity io :

* demand sexual relations at any time;

s prevent their wives from practicing contracep-
tion;
» determine how wives and daughters could and

should spend their time in domestic work, in
education, leisure or cultural activities, and

determine the terms on which they enter the
public space for employment;
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* exert punitive or corrective violence against
women when they judge the rules infringed,
and not be subject to legal retribution for this;

* use and dispose of wives” earned or inherited
property; and
* buy and sell wives/daughters, or dispose of

them to meet debts or to compensaie for insult
by other males.

Many of these presumptions and behaviours gre
translated into relations with women in the outside

community, the workplace and political spaces.

D on’t education and overajl modernisation or devel
opment bring in equality between men andwomen?

Nm necessatily, Vety often education itself is patriarchal, it jus
tifies, perpetuates of ignores inequalities between women and
men. Any number of analyses of textbooks and children’s literatuge
have shown the gender bias in them, in favour of men, This bias
continues in almost all academic disciplines and is one of the main

battles being fought by the womens movement and women’s
studies practitioners, everywhere,

HISTORY [s8 HIS STORY,
To get a complete picture of the world
we aléo need HER STORY

Even a cursory examination of societies like the UK and the USA
which have had universal education for a long time and are
supposed to be modern, industrialised and egalitarian, show that
gender inequalities persist in them. Men are still considered heads
of households inspite of the fact that both countries have large
numbers of female headed households, Over 50 per cent women
in these societies experience physical violence at the hands of their
husbands, and thete is a high incidence of rape and physical
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violence. Within the US, the Equal
Remunerations Act has still to
be passed, and abortion is a
criminal offence in many states.

US Census Burean figures show that
a US working woman, just out of
college, earns 75 per cent of the salary offered to the men she
studied with — and the older she gets, the further behind she finds
herself. An Associated Press analysis of census statistics released
in 1991 found that at every educational level, women earned less
than men with the same amount of schooling.

Ann QOakley provides statistics to show tha

t in all industrialised countries there is a marked differentiation by
gender in most, if not all, occupations. One occupation in
particular, that of a housewife, is exclusively feminine, She further
states that within industry there is a great deal of differentiation
by sex. Most women, usually between a third and rwo-thirds of all
working women, are concentrated in textile and clothing manufac-
ture, and in food processing,

On the whole males command the majority of jobs with high
prestige, high skill and high income, and this is true throughout
the industrialised world. Of all managers of large establishments
tabulated for Britain in 1966, 87 per cent were men and 13 per cent
women. Women make up three per cent of all barristers in the
USA, four per cent in Great Britain and seven per cent in Sweden.
A mere 0.06 per cent of all engineers are female in Britain, 0.07
pet cent in the USA and 3.7 per cent in France. While women in
the professions receive the same rates of pay as men, in other jobs
they do not: thus skill, prestige, financial reward and gender ate
interrelated in a complex but consistent fashion, I

Vast differences persist in higher education, tco. According to Ann
Oakley, “It 1s at the highest levels of education that the disparity
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18 most matked. For every hundred people aged 20 to 24 in higher
education in 1965, there were 6.6 females in the UK, 53 in
Denrnark, 2.3 in Switzerland and 15.2 in Buigaria. While women
made up about two-fifths of the intake of university students in
Britain in 1967, women take less than a third of all final degrees
and only about one-ninth of all higher degtees.” These facts clearly
teflect the situation in so called advanced nations that education
1s morge important for a boy than it is for a girl. The subjects girls
and boys study also reflect this dispatity. In the United States in
1964, 46 per cent of masters’ degrees in education were gained by
women but only 10 per cent of these in science. Of all those
studying medicine, dentistry and health in Britain in 1967, two-
thirds were men.'®

These statistics from industrialised countries, capitalist or socialist,
indicate that gender hierarchies cannot be removed by education
or development alone, if no serious attempts are made to
change patriarchal structures and attitudes,

f gender determines the status and role of women and
men, doesn’t it also determine relationships between
men and women ¥

Indeed it does. If you assign different values to gold and silver
you automatically determine the relationship between the two;
S0 too, does society determine thé relations between men and
women. Relations based on gender are called

gender relations, “The term gender relations
refers to the relations of power between

women and men which are revealed in a

range of practices, ideas, representations,
including the division of laboutr, toles, and
resources between women and men, and the
agcribing to them of different abilities, atti-
tudes, desires, personality traits, behavioural
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patterns and so on. Gender relations are both constituted by
and help constitute these practices and ideologies in interac-
tion with other structures of social hierarchy such as class,
caste, and race. They may be seen as latgely socially
constructed (rather than biologically determined), and as
variable over time and place.” "

Like gender, gender relations are not the same in every society,
not historically static. They are dynamic, and change over time.
However, one can generalise and say that in most societies gender
relations are not equitable,

This understanding challenges the assumption that, within house-
holds, relations between women and men are harmonious and
without conflict. In fact, there is both co-operation and conflict,
harmony and disharmony. In other words, there is politics in
gender relations, Here the term “politics” refets to the fact of
power play in any relationship. Because people are assigned
differing amounts of power, authority and control (over other
people, resources, decision-making), subtle or blatant power games
or poliucs taking place between genders within the family, at the
work-place and in society at large just as they do between castes,
classes and races.

Theoretically gender hierarchy can mean the domination of either
gender, but in practice it almost always means a hierarchy in which
men domminate and women are dominated. A common aspect of
gender telations across cultures and throughout recent history is
the subordination of women to men, Gender relations therefore
are relations of dominance and subordination with elements
of co-operation, force and violence sustaining them, This is so
because most societies are patriarchal or male dominated. One can
also say, that in most societies, gender relations are patriarchal in
nature, they follow the rules of patriarchy — an ideology and social
system whereby men are considered supetior to women, are
dominant and control®most resources and social institutions.

27





























































































