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From the

Principal's Desk

I ' would like to congratulate the editors Dr. Jushna Barua and
Dr. Sanjukta Baruah for their efforts in collecting and compiling the
articles and finally giving shape in the publication of the bilingual
book entitled 'SHESCAPE Fi9i%2t An Anthology of Research
Writings on Women and Gender' . The volume comprises of 75
articles on different themes and sub themes and authored by
prominent writers and educationists of the Nation. The wide
range of topics covered in the book is likely to contribute to
women’s empowerment, emancipation and sisterhood. The
authors in their articles have critically highlighted their
perception on the issues they have chosen. The perspectives
from different disciplines, which have contemporary relevance,
brings in a uniqueness to the book. Power relations within a
society which stems from traditional school of thought and
operate at all levels of society act as a big hindrance for women
to live a healthy and fulfilling life. Thus, it is not only important
to introduce and implement laws (for example, the Women
Reservation Act, 2023 enacted recently) that protect and support
women empowerment and promote gender equality, but more



Editorial

'SHESCAPE s19i&2l An Anthology of Research Writings

on Women and Gender' is our paen to woman and womanhood.
It is a canvas on which are etched the complex web of her lived
realities. 'SHESCAPE T 9F2 An Anthology of Research
Writings on Women and Gender' makes a modest attempt to
take a panoramic view of the diverse landscape of her
experiences. The 'she' stories in a 'he' centric universe come under
the ambit of discussion.In doing so, it cuts across the boundaries of
space and genre. The multidisciplinary approach of the book is its
major strength as it draws from varied fields of arts, culture, literature,
science sociology,economics and the like. Not just that, it cuts across
various time zones to trace her history dating back to the Vedic
times. The wide array of themes touching on the hitherto unexplored
areas of her life covers makes it a compelling read. The investigative
precision and analytical focus that the scholars have exhibited in
their articles is indeed commendable.While the anthology takes
cognizance of her struggles, it also does not fail to celebrate her
triumphs and victories. Through its threadbare analysis of her
condition, the collection promises to be an invaluable addition to
the existing body of knowledge on women and gender.
Simultaneously, it is also driven by our heartfelt desire to usher in
changes in the way 'she' is conventionally perceived. Hope it does
make the much needed difference!

Jushna Barua
Editor
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University, guardians of the Law — people who assure a tradition,
who maintain a heritage, who are critics and evaluators, and at
the same time who are men from the country, naive in front of
the text, in front of the Law. Does that situation repeat itself for
women’s studies or not ? Is there in the abstract or even topical
idea of Women’s Studies something which potentially has the
force, if it is possible, to deconstruct the fundamental
institutional structure of the University, of the Law of the
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"It is the sole case, now that Negro slavery has been

abolished in which a human being in the plentitude of every
faculty is delivered up to the tender mercies of another human
being, in the hope forsooth that this other will see the power
solely for the good of the person subjected to it. Marriage is the
only actual bondage known to our law. There remain no legal
slaves, except the mistress of every house"

(On the Subjection of Women, John Stuart Mill, p.143)
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(John Stuart Mill and Harriet Taylor: Their Friendship
and Subsequent Marriage, p.65)
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"Happiness, happiness, happiness
It may be of different origin on this earth
But the happiness of being healthy
Is the real happiness."

- Dashdorjiin Natsagdorj
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According to World Health Organization, "Health is a
state of complete physical, mental, social well-being and not
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Charaka (1st century CE - 2nd century CE), the renowned
Ayurvedic Physicians is known to have said, " Health was vital for

ethical, artistic, material and spiritual development of human being".
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"Women can be defined by her consciousness of her own
femininity no more satisfactory than by saying that she is a
female, for she acquires this consciousness under circumstances
dependent upon the society of which she is a member."

(as cited in Beauvoire,1989, p. 49)
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At fourteen I married My Lord you.

I never laughed, being bashful.
Lowering my head, I looked at the wall.
Called to, a thousand times, I never looked back.
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At sixteen you departed

You went into far Ku-to-en, by the river of swirling eddies,
And you have been gone five months.

The monkeys make sorrowful noise overhead.
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family. His children also take their mother's clan name. Generally,
the term matriarchy leads us to think that in such societies, women
enjoy a privileged position. But is it actually so? Is the lot of women
in those societies different?

It is significant that the institution of bride-price (which
probably engenders a feeling of possession in husbands) does not
exist in a matrilineal society like that of the Garos and Khasi-Pnars,
presumably because of its incompatibility with a system in which
the women play a more important role in the social system than the
man. This is, of course, often exaggerated and women themselves
would be the last to arrogate to themselves the role of martiarchs.
In fact, to the uninitiated, the idea that they 'rule the roost' is a
favourite one, and others are led to believe that here women lay
down the law for the family to follow. In practice, this seldom occurs.
Women is accorded respect as one through whom the race, or more
precisely the clan, is propagated, but in recognition of the fact that
her commitments as a mother and housewife are a full time
occupation, responsibilities relating to regulation of the family are
entrusted to men-folk.

Garo social system concentrates power in the zahari, which is
the group of matrilineally related males. The father is the head of
the family. He is known as nokgipa (owner). He can punish any
member who does something wrong. Men and women work jointly
for the subsistence of the family; and the work-load on the males
and females is almost equal. Men's work is confined solely to hard
work which the womenfolk are not capable of doing, such as felling
trees, burning the jhum, construction of a house etc. All other works
such as planting and harvesting, and all domestic works such as
cooking, husking of paddy, preparation of rice-beer, fetching of
fuel and water, are all women's work.

In respect of exercising authority over the household
possessions as well as landed property, the male member's work is
final, although a woman's approving consent is sought for by the
loving husband. She cannot, albeit, wield exclusive right over any
material possession. Women have no accession to incorporeal

property.



SHESCAPEWQ” 371

or all the women in general of the #ahariis not considered as essential.
Women must always abide by the decision of the male elders.
Marriages are settled by mahari and the opinion of the girl is not
considered significant. The mabari can decide to give a very young
gitl in marriage to an eldetly person, and the gitl has no redress.”

Women are quite excluded from village administration. A
woman can never be a village headman (nokma), because a village
'nokma’ has certain ceremonial functions, and such ceremonial rites
cannot be performed by a woman. The position occupied by women
in village office is considered to be the lowest and equivalent to that
of children. In areas where there are bachelots' dormitories, women,
the nokma's wife, are not allowed to enter the dormitory by the
front entrance.

In Garo society, property is inherited in the female line, but a
man must always be there to manage property. However, the case of
widows is different. In all other cases, the husband manages property,
and when he is too old, he passes over the management to his sistet's
son, whom he brings as his nokrom or resident son-in-law. In no
case can a woman sell or transfer any property. Women may make
certain incomes, such as- by selling rice-beer, which need not
necessarily be spent towards the general expenditure of the family.
But she cannot spend such amount without the consent of her
husband. However, such amounts may be used for purchasing
something for her or for the children.’

From the above discussion, it is clear that among the Garos,
male blood relations or mabari exercise control over affairs of the
family and even in matters affecting women. In arrangements of
marriage, for instance, women are not consulted though male in-law
often are. In relation to property, though it is inherited in female
line, it is always managed by the male mahari.

The Khasi society is matrilineal and female centred. The
succession is traced to the female. Pointing to the significant pattern
of the residence of the spouse after marriage, Gardon stated-- "The
most remarkable feature of the KKhasi marriage is that it is usual for
the husband to live with his wife in his mother-in-law's house. This
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matrilineal system. I sometimes feel that indirectly it has considerable
effect in encouraging the free progress of the woman and it tends to
make them real equals of men. Their innate qualities get scope for
evolution and development and they are more mature members of
their society than are their sisters elsewhere. You sometimes give
them a position in public affairs which any can envy."’

Among the Khasi-Pnars, household responsibilities are shared
between the maternal uncle and the father. There is a saying that the
father provides for the family's livelihood, but the uncle has to deal
with matters of life and death. In other words, the father earns for
his own wife and children; but in matters affecting the clan, or the
family, (excluding the father who must belong to a different clan),
such matters as the arrangement of marriages, management of
ancestral property and performance of religious duties (in non-
Christian families), it is the uncle, who makes decisions though
generally in consultation with other members of the family. This
situation is particulatly true of the youngest daughter who is the
principal, if not the sole, heiress to the family property. She cannot
dispose of ancestral property without the consent of the uncle. In
conservative families, their advice in matters of social conduct and
behaviour is often sought. The impact of modernism and other
cultures has no doubt eroded the maternal uncle's authority but by
and large the convention is still honoured. In Khasi society, the
husband (and father) because he belongs to a different clan, is isolated
from his wife and children in such social matters. In non-Christian
families, even in death, his bones must not lie with those of his wife
and children but must be deposited in a separate ossuary with those
of his maternal or blood relations. Yet, while he lives, his authority
as father is respected. In well-organised families, the duties of a father
and those of the uncle are clearly defined. Troubles, if and when
they atise, are caused by intrusion of one into the sphere that property
belongs to the other. This isolation of the husband from the wife's
family is carried to a greater length among the pnar, especially in
orthodox families. Often the husband may only be at his wife's home
during the night. By the morning he is out, to return to his maternal
home. There alone he can act freely.
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Infertility is a global reproductive health issue in today's world.
Large number of people are affected by infertility in their lifetime.
Around 17.5% of the adult population, which is roughly 1 in 6
worldwide - experience infertility. The new estimates show that there
is limited variation in the prevalence of infertility between different
regions. The rates are almost comparable for high, middle, and low-
income countries, indicating that this is a major health challenge
globally. Lifetime prevalence of infertility was found to be 17.8% in
high-income countries and 16.5% in low- and middle-income
countries. This shows the urgent need to increase access to affordable,
high-quality fertility care for those in need. "The report reveals an
important truth: infertility does not discriminate," said Dr Tedros
Adhanom Ghebreyesus, Director-General, WHO. (WHO
report,2023)

In India, the discussion of infertility both in men and women-
has recently gained recognition. Infertility affects approximately 15
per cent of Indian couples. A double-digit increase in infertility has
made it a personal and societal health concern in India (Athawale,
2022). Infertility negatively affects couples socially and financially,
in addition to mental stress. India has a population of as many as
27.5 million infertile people, including men and women, according
to the Indian Society of Assisted Reproduction (https://
www.isarindia.net/). One in every fifteen Indian couple struggles
with infertility. However, there is a little open discussion about the
situation's mounting concerns and widespread ignorance of it. The
issue is exacerbated by late marriages, demanding lifestyles, obesity,
excessive consumption of fast food, smoking, drinking, and drug
addiction (Fatemi,2022).

Motherhood, is an important aspect of becoming a complete
woman, and the inability to give birth to a child makes the woman
feel incomplete and "defective". While most womenexperience
support from their husbands, but confrontation with family and
society compel them to feel victimized and isolated. Pregnancy is
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OBJECTIVES
The main objectives of the study include-

i To explore the dominant causes contributing to infertility in
the state of Assam;

ii. to find out the age group with the most number of infertility
cases;

fii.  to understand the challenges the childless couples face and
the role of family and society;

iv.  to understand infertility as a psycho-social problem in the
attainment of motherhood.

METHODOLOGY

The study is based on both primary as well as secondary data.
While the secondary data here has been collected from the office of
Pratiksha Hospital Guwahati, which is one of the largest medical
care unit specialized in Assisted Reproductive Technique (ART) and
other infertility treatments. From here the data about infertility cases,
the type of treatment opted for, main causes and concerns regarding
it etc. has been collected. Other secondary sources consulted include
a few regional, national and international publications along with
relevant newspaper articles, books and journals.

Further in order to have more detailed information on various
aspects of this issue, primary data has been collected with the help
of well-designed questionnaire cum schedule from the persons opting
for such infertility treatments. Here, while selecting the samples care
has been taken to include women of different age group, economic
condition, and socio-cultural background. While filling up the
schedules some informal discussion with them was also made.
Further, primary data has been collected with the help of well-
designed questionnaire cum schedule from fifty women opting for
such infertility treatments. Here, while selecting the samples care
has been taken to include women of different age groups, economic
condition, and socio-cultural background. Further, a few doctors
(involved in infertility treatments) and one psychologist have been



SHESCAPEWQH 381

Table 1. District wise distribution of infertility cases regis-
tered in Pratiksha Hospital, Guwahati
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Causes of Infertility

An infertility diagnosis is given to a couple who has been
unsuccessful to conceive over the course of one full year. When the
cause of infertility exists within the female partner, it is referred to
as female infertility. Female infertility factors contribute to about
50% of all infertility cases and female infertility alone accounts for
approximately 1/3rd of all infertility cases and male factors also
contribute to about 1/3trd of it. The cause is either a combination
of male and female factors or unknown. Many infertile couples
generally prefer to try for one or two years (sometimes on being
advised by doctor) before opting for treatments. After trying for
about two years, 95% of the couples generally successfully conceive.

Sometimes in a women, various factors can disrupt this process
at any stage so female infertility is caused by one or more factors
listed as shown -
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Steiner, 2015).There is a negative relationship between age and fertility
status of a woman, so, as the age of a woman increases, her chances
of conceiving decreases. Various studies have shown that, in the
recent days more women are deliberately delaying motherhood
because of various reasons (Botting &Dunnell, 2003). Becoming
pregnant at higher age carries greater risk for both mother and fetus
and so before proceeding for infertility treatments, patients should
be made aware of the risk involved (Crawford & Steiner,2015). From
the secondary data collected from Pratiksha hospital, Guwahati,it
has been found that women in the age group of 35 to 40 years have
registered the highest number of infertility cases in all the years under
consideration, which was followed by 40 years and above age group
and 30-35 years age group.

Fig. 2 : Cases of Infertility registered in different age groups,
2015-17
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Besides, other factors contributing to infertility are overweight
and underweight, smoking and alcohol consumption, sexually
transmitted diseases, and lifestyle disorder.
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the pressure of having children and family is everywhere- be it in
commercials advertisements, television shows or movies". The agony,
pain and distress are common. In almost all the cases, females are
more victimized, they are misbehaved and ill treated by the family
members, including their husbands. Because of which most of the
respondents reported hesitation in attending family or social
gatherings. Though most of the women were from educated and
well-to-do families, many of them have tried other beliefs and
practices such as going to astrologers, visiting various holy places,
trying various sorts of herbal and local remedies.

REMEDIAL MEASURES

While conducting this research, various aspects of a woman's
life and challenges regarding infertility came to light. This a very
sensitive issue which needs to be cared for as it leaves scars in the
personal, family and societal life of the couples. Some of the remedial
measures for dealing with infertility may be suggested as -

(a) Couples diagnosed with infertility should not lose hope and
remember that it is just a biological deformity which is curable
to a considerable extent. There are different types of treatment
available and as already discussed, IVF is the most widely
preferred infertility treatment because of its higher success rate.

(b) The couples should comprehend the instructions given by the
doctor and act accordingly.

(c) The couples should not postpone having kids when ready,
because the primary factor is the age of the female spouse which
affects a couple's ability to successfully conceive.

(d) Infertility can take an emotional toll on individuals and couples.
Seeking counseling or support groups can provide emotional
support, coping strategies, and help manage stress.

(e) Awareness and gender sensitization programmes should be
conducted atlocal levels from time to time to make people aware
about the treatments available.
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rely on a psychological image of their affinity. In Culture, Space and
the Nation-States: From Sentiment to Structure Dipankar Gupta draws on
Anderson's idea of the nation, while defining it primarily as a
sentiment on which the structures of the state aspire to organize a
collective life. Gupta says that the coupling of the sentiments of the
nation and the structures of the state together bring about the nation-
state. In the context of India, the nation-state sentiment emerged
first as a result of the anti-colonial struggle. In later decades, after
the fulfilment of the dream of decolonization in India, the nation-
state sentiment gradually started to falter. The reason is that in India
there are different regions and ethnic nationalities. The metropolitan
centres of a nation-state distinguish themselves from the regional
margins or peripheries, and the latter too, with their local diversities
create further problems in the process of homogenization and in
creating a common sentiment. The regional margins with their ethnic
uniqueness often feel that the metropolitan centres remain as the
primary space of the nation, whereas their problems are hardly
represented at the centre. In the context of India, particularly, the
essentialist notion of the nation seems to shift towards a fractured
one with lot of pluralities. Gupta mentions the metaphor of
participation as an essential constituent of the nation-state; in the
Indian context, we all know that it was the anti-colonial resistance
which worked as a metaphor of participation or common sentiment.
Such metaphors successfully work only when the marginal spaces
and cultures are respected and the issues of identity conflict do not
arise. It is important for the nation-state to integrate the marginal
spaces within the geographical territory of the country, resolving
the differences. Secessionist tendencies often appear because of the
failure of the nation-state metaphor, and localism emerges as
resistance to the national sentiment. A nation-state often encounters
communities situated in the peripheries with their divergent cultural
practices. The act of assimilating the marginal people to the
mainstream sometimes remains an abstract dream because the nation-
state fails to be sensitive towards the diversities and pluralities of the
communities residing in the regional spaces or in the peripheries. As
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insurgent groups in the North-East and their struggle to attain
sovereignty and freedom from the Indian nation-state. He blames
the centre's failure to understand the problems of the region as one
of the chief causes of such phenomenon. He defines the secessionist
tendency of the tribal communities of the North-East as the ethno-
nationalistic assertion by which they reflect a constant fear of being
subsumed by the large Indian nationalist assertion (Prabhakara 259).

Mamang Dai, a writer from Arunachal Pradesh, shows in her
novels how secessionist tendencies and ethno-nationalistic ideologies
in the region have completely subverted the metaphor of the nation
as a shared myth or as a construct that produces a sense of
belongingness and psychological affinity among its people. Although
Dai's novels primarily represent the local culture of Arunachal
Pradesh and relationships, there are oblique, and at times direct
references to the centre's indifference towards the margins. The
narrator in Dai's Stupid Cupid is a woman named Adna, a woman
from Itanagar who has a friend or a partner outside the institution
of marriage. The narrative primarily centres on the issues of love
and marriage, but a good deal of focus has been given on the socio-
political status of the people from the North-East in Delhi. It
reiterates that the region is a peripheral space in the map of the
country. Adna, after living in Delhi for a long period of time feels
that "From Delhi, the North-East was like a map of mountains and
rivers on another planet" (Dai, StupidCupid 8). The elders of her
family consider Delhi as a strange and remote territory, a jungle;
they want their women to be married to local men and settle down.
They often hear about shocking murders and cruelty in Delhi. Adna
enjoys her anonymity in Delhi whereas her relatives from Itanagar
warn her: "No one will help you there, because no one will know
who you are" (Dai, Stupid Cupid 14). Adna feels a sense of
psychological affinity in the city, at least initially, by starting a business
- a hotel named "Four Seasons" that offers privacy to lovers, by
creating a circle of friends. She believes in the imagined community
of India as she feels that "people who work the land recognize each
other" (Dai, Stupid Cupid 28). Her cousin Jia and a vegetable vendor,
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go beyond geographical or territorial limits to create new bonds across
cultures comes to an end as the project of "Four Seasons" gets
devastated when Amine - Adna's friend associated in the project, is
murdered. Adna's failure to bridge the psychological barriers created
by geographical boundaries reflects the unreal nature of the metaphor
of participation in the construction of a nation.

In Mamang Dai's The Legends of Pensam the wotld of the Adi
community is defined as a territory mostly unknown to the people
of the outer world. The community has its own myths regarding the
outsiders or invaders coming from the distant countries: "It was said
that there were different types of migluns, and that some of them
had wings. Those from a big country called America shouted a lot
and they were more frightening than the original migluns who were
the Bee - ree - tis" (Dai, The Legends of Pensam 39). The Adis are
conscious of their peripheral status as an Adi man named Rakut
tells the narrator: "We are not politicians, scientists or builders of
empires. Not even the well-known citizen or the outrageous one.
Just peripheral people thinking out our thoughts" (Dai, The Legends
of Pensam 190). The novel engages more with the Adi community's
myths and memories than with the issue of the region's unique socio-
political problems. Yet the narrative touches on the spectre of
secession as a haunting phenomenon of the region: "The youth were
caught agitating, and there was no time to sit with them through the
days and nights and erase their frustration... New fences marked
old territory and it seemed a curtain had fallen over the old villages"
(Dai, The Legends of Pensam 163). The territory's peace has been stolen
by various disturbances, born out of anxiety about tribal or ethnic
identity and the centre's failure to erase their economic and political
problems.

In Dai's novels, the portrayal of the realities of the North-
East with the politics of border, leads to the essential conclusion
that there are ruptures in the idea of the imagined community - the
homogenous nation-state. Moreover, the desire to revive repressed
and erased history reflects revolutionary and interventionalist attitude
of the peripheral people. In Dai's The Legends of Pensam, for example,
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terms: for some it was a lack of communication between him and
the Adis, for some it was the consequence of long-suppressed anger
of the Adis for all British men, because a story of romance between
a local woman and a white man created much disturbances in the
region few years back. The massacre in Komsing led to the arrival
of the Abor Expeditionary Field Force in 1912. The region
experienced the brutality that the expedition brought with it: "It was
a fearsome column that hacked its way through the chaos of virgin
forest to capture the culprits and send them away to prison in the
Andaman Islands. A memorial stone to Williamson was unveiled in
Komsing, where it stands to this day overlooking the village
longhouse. The villagers still look after the stone, just as the British
had instructed" (Dai, The Legends of Pensam 48). This is a story of
assault on the virgin hills and it tells the painful experience of the
tribal people, being misinterpreted and misrepresented in official
history. The actual reason behind the murder of Williamson never
came to be found and the people of the region paid the price. The
narrative depicts the arrival of the soldiers in the region which was
once pristine; it calls the entire episode of expedition an "assault on
the hill" (Dai, The Legends of Pensam 53). A soldier wonders: "What
world was this, and why was he here?" (Dai, The Legends of Pensam
53). A story of adultery creates larger consequences: a man comes
to trace the source of the river Siang, gets trapped in a relationship,
gets punishment. After some years another white man gets killed,
and this time the story takes a serious turn. The narrator feels that
written records and official history can never grapple with the truth:
"Lines would be traced on paper. A new picture would appear. Words
would be written. A story would come to life in song and shining
ink. But no one would ever know the other words, the secret whispers,
tender, intense, spoken at first light" (Dai, The Legends of Pensam 55).
The old headman of Komsing also feels how they are misinterpreted,;
he says that the story of the white man's murder has created a wrong
picture of their village. The Legends of Pensam presents the story of
Noel Williamson and the other white man simultaneously with the
performance of the rhapsodist. The history of the two men murdered
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supersede mortal constraints, giving women the ability fo do something that men
conld not.'

It has been found in historical records that women constituted
an important part in funerals of early Greece. They were assigned
the work of expressing grief for the dead through acts like beating
their breasts and pulling out hair from their scalp. Along with these
kinds of excruciating gestures they kept on wailing and singing funeral
songs. The funeral song served as an extension of the physical pain
women inflicted upon them. Men however kept themselves at a
distance from the dead, demonstrating a clear demarcation between
spaces assigned for the two sexes. Leading the funeral lament was
the song leader, also called the eksar-ghos govio, or the chief mourner.
In early times, wailing was performed either by a professional
mourner, or she could also be the mother or close female relative of
the dead. The song leader served as the liaison between those who
mourned and those who had passed, guiding the bereaved through
the proper course of remembrance in order to mollify the dead. As
time passed, the role of these female mourners diminished in Greek
funerals and men were seen entering into the rituals.

In India, the western state of Rajasthan has the culture of
professional female mourners who are called Rudaali. These are low-
caste women deployed to mourn the deaths of high caste men. Since
women in high-caste families such as the L.andlords were not allowed
to step outside the four walls of the haveli, therefore those families
needed hired mourners to express grief for the dead. Stories of
Rudaalis being harassed by high-caste men leading to birth of children
also surround the localities where this custom is prevalent.

Tribes of Assam and features of death rituals

Most of the tribes of Assam usually practice cremation of
their dead. However, in case of unnatural deaths such as death of a
woman during childbirth, epidemics, snake bites, lightning strikes,
accidents, drowning, attack by wild animals etc., the dead are given a
burial. Children are also buried and not cremated. In remote atreas
amongst the Bodos, there is, in addition, a custom of leaving a dead
body at some distance from a village in the open fields for vultures
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death rituals are somewhat costly affair and need arrangements of
huge quantities of rice beer and non-vegetarian food. Therefore,
communities allow families to arrange such rituals at a convenient
time even after many years of a death. Sometimes a group of families
also organize a common death ritual for all their dead ancestors so
that the expenses could be shared. This is a testimony of the non-
conservative philosophy of the tribes and their community bonding.
Examples of such death rituals include the Chomangkan of the Karbis,
the Pharkanti of the Rabhas, the Karam of the Tiwas, the Mainun-
tharba of the Dimasas and the Dodgang of the Misings. The Zeme
Nagas hold this rite one year after the occurrence of death. Bodo
custom also permits such postponement in unavoidable cases.

The Rabha tribe - An Overview

Assam is a land of different tribal communities, which play a
very important role in the culture and tradition of the State. The
Rabha Tribe is one of the constitutionally recognized scheduled tribe
community found in Assam. This unique community is scattered
along the Goalpara and Kamrup districts of the state. Some of the
Rabha community people also live in Jalpaiguri and Cooch Bihar
districts of West Bengal. Almost the whole part of Fastern and
Western Dooars are considered as the land of Rabha community.
Rabhas belong to the Indo-Mongoloid group of people and have
similarities with other members of Bodo group such as Garo,
Kachari, Mech, Koch, Hajong and others. Most of the Rabhas of
Dooars refer to themselves as Rabha, but some of them often declare
themselves as Kocha.

Researchers have shown that there are 11 sub-groups in
Rabha tribe namely Maitoria or Maitari, Hana, Dahori, Pati, Sunga,
Rangdani, Bitolia, Kosa, Totla, Modahi and Dumesa. A Rabha writer,
the late Rajen Rabha, associates the names of the sub-groups
generally with the kind of duty that was assigned to the ancestors of
a particular sub-group on the occasion of the performance of the
main religious ceremony of the Rabhas, i.e.Khoksi or Baikho puja.
However, there are other views too.

Presently, more than 50% of the total population of Rabhas
live in two districts of Assam, viz. Goalpara and Kamrup. The Rabhas
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Though the Rabhas do not have a written history of the
community yet the prevalent folk customs, rites and rituals and the
entire folk culture prove this tribe to be very rich in its
heritage. Especially, the worshipping of numerous gods and
goddesses as part of their folk festivals along with the songs
and dances prove their richness. The themes and rhythmic
presentation of the folk songs and dances represent the unique
identity of the tribe. It has rightly been said that "everything is subject
to change except the law of changes" and this is true for the cultures
around the world. Thus, though time has been a great force in
lessening the popularity and practice of these folk customs in the
Rabha tribe yet there are people who have still kept these alive in the
purest forms. Other than all the folk customs related to birth,
marriage and death, the Rabhas practice customs like -

*  Religious worship of gods and goddesses,

*  Rituals related to agriculture,

¢ Worship of ghosts, devils, witches etc.

The common rituals in the above-mentioned customs include

e Preparinglocal liquor or rice beer using their traditional methods,

*  Fasting and maintaining religious sanctity

*  Preparation of traditional food and offering these to the entity
being worshipped or for whom the custom is being organized,

*  Animal sacrifices especially pigs and poultry etc.

*  Music and dance form an integral part of almost all the worships
and festivals.

The Practice of Pharkanti and role of Female Weepers
Rabhas generally cremate their dead. However, as mentioned
eatlier, in case of unnatural deaths, they perform burial of the dead.
After the cremation, some bones and ashes are put into an earthen
pot and brought home. The spot of cremation is generally selected
near the woods where a space is cleared for the purpose. After the
cremation, they erect bamboo fencing with a hut to enclose the burial
ground. This bamboo structure is called Mangkbradam and is marked
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hence traditional musical instruments are an important part of
Pharkanti. Villagers play instruments like &bam, daidi, karhanol etc.
during the entire ceremony. The guests bring wooden kingfishers,
woodpeckers, pythons, etc. mounted on a bamboo pole and sing
and dance, holding the poles in their hands.

Women have to play diverse roles in the entire ceremony of
Pharkanti, most important being that of wailing for the dead. Once
the ceremony is planned, people invite professional Pharkanti singers
(women) who perform singing and wailing on that day. In some
instances, women from the family of the dead might also perform
the ritualistic singing. After the initial rituals at the front yard of the
house, people proceed to the Mangkbradam or the burial ground.
Pharkanti singers perform in a group led by a woman who has
expertise. She keeps on wailing and singing in praise of the departed
soul. Food and drinks (rice beer) are offered by her on the
Mangkhradam and groups of young men and women begin dancing
to the tunes of the musical instruments.

Rabhas believe in rebirth and hence pray for the safe return
of the dead. This forms the prominent aspect of the wailing songs
sung by the women. Example of such a song is given here -

"fensa nang nemmaye rabhani nuki jonom rakhu
Paanfang-chan jonom taribu, pharibaar choy chano
Tong hangehi jonom tarakbu, kawotang thotkay chano
Masu misi jonom tarakbu, kaytang haal bawona
Chong kangku jonom: tarakhbu, to bijanchano”
Meaning :
"Get born in a great family again
Don't come back as plants and herbs
Forest fires would burn you down.
Don't come back as duck or poultry
People wonld kill and eat you up.
Don't come back as cattle

People would plough their fields with you.
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to wail and sing for the dead, in return of cash or kind. In contrast
to many other traditions, Rabha women who practice Pharkanti
singing have been instrumental in keeping this tradition alive and
flowing through time. Women are considered as that force which
forms a bridge between the living and the dead, communicating grief
and sorrow to the dead. They also sit, eat and drink together with
men during the feasting. Also, women dancers holding swords and
shields are inevitable during the ceremony. Therefore, women in a
Rabha society play important socio-economic and cultural role, which
also signifies their empowerment as individuals.
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been named R.G Baruah Sports Complex. He played a key role during
the freedom struggle ensuring that Assam and the North East
went to India during the partition of the country. He is called the
architect of modern Assam. Lahkar wanted to take theatre to the
common people by breaking away the shackles that had kept theatre
city-centric and elitist. That was the reason why he thought of a
travelling set-up that would take theatre to the nook and corner of
Assam. This set-up was mobile in every sense of the term-right
from the stage, auditorium, seats, sound system, light, kitchen,
bedding, everything was to move. Nataraj Theatre pioneered a journey
that has completed 60 years. Among the many questions that
automatically come up like: What developments took place in this
half century? What has changed in the most popular Assamese form
of theatre? What has been the socio-economic impact of mobile
theatre on Assam? One particular question that this paper seeks an
answer to is- What is the space of women today in mobile theatre
vis-a-vis fifty years back?

As said by Augusto Boal "[p/erhaps the theatre is not revolutionary
in itself, but it is surely a rebearsal for the revolution. [....] It is not the place of
the theatre to show the correct path, but only to offer the means by which all
possible paths may be examined. (Schechner, 2002 : 154)

In the light of this statement by Boal, the present article seeks
to explore women's space in the mobile theatre circuit of Assam.

Women had already made their foray into the Assamese stage
and cinema when Nataraj Theatre, the first mobile theatre of Assam,
was established by Achyut Lahkar. So, unlike JyotiprasadAgrawala,
finding actresses and female dancers was not a challenge that Lahkar
had to face. In fact, when he advertised for artists in the newspapers
in 1963-64, the first female playback singer of mobile theatre, Ms.
Renu Phukan, (who later on went on to become the first lady police
officer of Assam) came out from a remote village of Sivasagar in
Upper Assam to join Nataraj Theatre in Pathsala, of lower Assam,
in its second year. As was narrated by Ms. Phukan, this was not as
easy as it sounds, back then. Kalita (2011:31) informs, in that historic
first venture of Nataraj Theatre, the female cast included names like
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goes through the list of plays performed on the stage of mobile
theatres in the last sixty years, or at least whatever is available, there
are many plays based on strong female protagonists. Mr. Achyut
Lahkar, in his interview, proudly mentioned how the play Bex/a created
records as the longest running show in the history of mobile theatre
and it was staged by Nataraj Theatre for 40 years. But the question is
what was the lens through which these female protagonists were
looked at? Obviously, the male directors in a male dominant medium
sketched the parameters of the female characters to suit the existing
norms of the patriarchal society.

An interesting study was done by The Huffington Post in
association with The Times of India Group focusing on work written
and performed by women at the Fringe Festival in New York City in
2015. Reacting to the question, how to combat the gender gap in the
field of theatre, one female playwright opined, "I #hink the way to go
abont it is giving women the chance. I's not often women are given the opportunities.
Lmean obviously there are tons of actresses out there, but in terms of taking the
reins, we are definitely way bebind. So, in our community called Shooting Jane,
we are going to give women the chance to do that-tell stories that women want to
hear, but it will speak to everybody. 1t's not like we are anti-men, it's just about
the quality of work that you produce”.

Another participant said, "I think many men who run theaters don't

take female playwrights seriously. They often can't relate to stories told from a
Sfemale perspective. If theaters took a more proactive role in encouraging female
playwrights, such as sponsoring workshops for play readings and play development,
it might help change the atmosphere for women. In order to speak, it helps to
know that you will be heard".

Women playwrights, directors and producers across the world
probably will have similar stories to share even today in 2023. Some
of the opinions that came forth during a field work on similar lines
that was conducted by the author, the opinions that came up were
such:

Ms. Pakiza Begum, renowned award-winning actress of
Assam, who has experience in amateur(proscenium) theatre, mobile
theatre, radio and screen and has also ventured into direction in her
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However, if a woman wants to matke herself visible, she will have to take up the
challenge and never compromise on anything on the pretext of being a woman.
From physical fitness to in depth study about her field is a must. Otherwise, she
will not be taken seriously”.

Prastuti Parashar opined that, "I7 is the woman who will have to
mafke the choice. If she wants to really do something, nothing can stop her. She
will have to be prepared to fight against society, family and whatever comes in her
way. That passion will have to be there."

It is heartening to see that with time several women have
ventured out to make a space for herself in the arena of direction of
cinema and theatre in Assam. Apart from the established names like
Dr. Santana Bordoloi, Ms. Manju Borah, Ms. Bhagirathi, Ms. Pakiza
Begum, Ms. Rabijita Gogoi and Ms. Prerona Barbarooah, a new
generation of female directors have come up like Ms.Bobby Sarma
Barua, Ms.Enisha Sarma, Ms.Sanchita Talukdar, Ms.Papari Medhi,
Ms.Ujjala Barman, Ms.Bidyabati Phukan, Ms.Pranami Bora,
Ms.Rayanti Rabha, Ms.Manimala Das, Ms. Dipika Deka , Ms.Pari
Saraniya et al.

Gender division is a fact and the real challenge is how to wipe
it off. Almost all male producer/directors prefer to shy away from
this topic. Replying to the question about women missing as decision
makers in mobile theatre, Late Ratan Lahkar, producer of Kohinoor
theatre had pushed the ball onto the women's court by saying- ""Women
themselves will have to come out".

In the course of their interviews both Ms.Pakiza Begum and
Ms.Rabijita Gogoi lamented about the lack of a common platform
for women producers, directors, dramatists, scriptwriters, music
directors, singers, dancers and actors where various issues related to
these arenas may be voiced. When we talk of women playwrights in
mobile theatre, Mr. Krishna Roy, former producer of Abahan Theatre
informed that the only name that can be mentioned is that of Smt.
Minoti Acharjee, who wrote the play Lagbimee Bowari for Abahan
Theatre in 1991, directed by Mr. Sebarata Barua. The question that
automatically comes up is, when we have so many prolific female
litterateurs in Assam, why this dearth of playwrights? No doubt
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interesting to note that we see a long list of original Assamese plays
penned by women playwrights/dramatists in the drama section of
All India Radio Guwahati. Such a list has been compiled in her
unpublished thesis by Nitu Saharia (Saharia:2015:244-253)as below:

Slno | Name of the Playwright Name of plays written

1. Anuradha Medhi Ashru Hanhi'r sangamat, Dongson, Singhason.

2. Arati Das Bairagi Janani, Baidehi, Apotyo, Durbeen, Phul Jodi bhul hoi,
Buja, Brindabon, Sendur.

3 Arati Devi Prajapataya Swaha.

4 Bina Das Jwala-Kota, Saat Bhai.

5 Bhon Saikia Dutiya Muror Kena

6. Hemalata Barua Ses Upahar

7 Kusum Bora Kheli Meli (Natika)

8 Lakhyahira Das Agnidagdha

9 Nalinibala Devi Janmastami, Puberun.

10. Nilima Das Eri Aha Gaon, Tripitak

11. Nirupama Borgohain Jui sain Daam, Rupohi

12. Nirupama Barua Bikrama’r Swarga Prapti ,Jonaki Desh (probably)

13. Nirupama Hazarika Amrit Prabha

14. Nirmal Prabha Bordoloi Chandra Kumar, Daktar Surya kumar Bhuyan

15. Priti Barua Suwarani Bhetibo Kuney, Fill up the gaps.

16. Premalata Barua Jiban Khala Bama, Ses Upahar

17. Preeti Bhattacharya Moi Pakhilee, Boliya Buror Saah Mel (probably)

18. Pratibha Barua Jonali Aro Sonali, Deshar Kotha

19. Senehi Begum Dighal Naak

20. Sneha Devi Ses Tripti

21. Suchibrata Rai Choudhury | Heruwa Sopun

22. Suchitra Barua Daworor Duwori Bhora

23. Usha Rani Devi Sopunor Soja

However, an interview with Mr.Nayan Prasad who was
Producer of the drama section of AIR for along time revealed that
now, the conditions have changed. With so many means of
entertainment available, people are not really attracted to radio plays
anymore and that is why dramatists/playwrights, male and female,
are very difficult to find. Mr. Prasad informed, among the handful
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Smt.GarimaHazarika(over telephone); PakizaBegum(over
telephone); Robijita Gogoi (over telephone); Manju Borah( at her
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panicked the ecologists and a band of ecology conscious poets have
come up voicing their protest against the ruthless act of deforestation,
oppression upon the Mother Farth in very many ways. Rupanjali
Baruah, a poet and an author of distinction from Assam, has carved
a niche among the contemporary poets of north-east Indian writing
in English for her first collection of poetry "All Things Passing and
Other Poems" which brought her fame as a notable woman's voice
in Indian English literature from its north-eastern region. The selected
poems discussed here are mainly related to ecology, environment,
profound serenity in nature, rich biodiversity and ecological erosion
because it is through these issues, the poet has been celebrating the
ecological glory of her land with a keen ecological concern and
awareness indicating human oppression on the ecology that threatens
the future of the beautiful region.

Discussion: Coined in France in 1974 by Francois d'
Eaubonne in her book Ie Feminiemeon la Mort, the term'ecofeminism’
did not appear in America until 1980, with Ynestra King's The Eco-
feminist Imperative (Sturgeon, 1997). Ecofeminism emerged as a socio-
environmental movement to protest the mechanistic world view of
modern science which sanctions the exploitation of nature,
unchecked commercial and industrial expansion and the
subordination of women. The association of women and nature
has been used by patriarchal society to legitimize the exploitation of
both, because it is associated with feminine and vice versa.
Ecofeminism challenges the presumed necessity of power
relationship and wants to move away from a morality based on power
over reciprocity and responsibility. In short, women-nature
connections are the backbone of ecofeminism. Some of the notable
ecofeminists are Maria Mies, Vandana Shiva, Ariel Salleh, Greata
Gaard, Val Plumwood, Noel Stareon and Karen Warren, etc.

A prominent name Rupanjali Baruah, in the literary field of
Assam, Rupanjali Baruah has been writing poetry in English for
more than a decade. An active member of "Heritage Concern", an
organization involved in promoting and preserving the folk-art,
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Deafen us with that one line-the gods are angry

For the dereliction of duty of man to earth

Tell me where shall I take you then, where my son?(50)

While indicting the rampant exploitation wreaked by
patriarchal society on nature, men's callous indifference and apathy
towards mother earth comes under her intense scrutiny. Instead of
living in harmony with nature, men exploit, control, despoil women
and earth for gain. Overwhelmed by feelings of insecurity and utter
helplessness, she avers that their vulnerable status in the society makes
women the worst sufferers of ecological destruction. The poet
decides to go on a journey through the natural world because she is
able to recognize the earth as her mother and joins in a communion
with her. The personal agony of the individual self dissipates as and
when the poet becomes aware of man's ruthless exploitation of the
earth. She finds herself as a victim of oppression fighting for her
very life and the life of her child. Here, the focus is not on saving
trees, animals or soil because it is sacred but rather because it is
utmost necessary for the survival of future generation. There is an
undertone of grief and sorrow in the poem in the gentle questioning
"where shall I take you then, where my son?", but it does not cross
the borderline into a stance of strong protest against ecological
inequilibrium. Although the poet still feels and appreciates the beauty
of nature, yet the feeling that nature has lost her spell-bound magic,
that the poet is missing something in nature which she values so
highly persists. So, her mood is melancholic and frustratingly unhappy.
The above quoted poem strikes a sharp contrast between what the
earth of her dream once had been and what it is.

As an advocate of an eco-friendly atmosphere, the poet
emphasis the interconnectedness of all lives. This kind of
belongingness to the earth makes her sing of glory of the earth. In
another poem "Yawn for Spring", the poet aspires for spring when
nature is in its full bloom:

I yawned in some anticipation
Remembering another evening
When I was waiting for spring
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there is a presentation of a grim reality of present-day degraded
environment. She exposes the hard life in a degraded environment
where simply breathing is quite difficult. The threats that preoccupy
the poet are not merely to wildlife and wilderness but also to human
health, food and shelter. Loss and degradation of the biodiversity
not only affects the existence and health of living creatures and causes
local suffering but also affects the ecosystem as a whole and can
contribute to regional and global environmental problems. The use
of words like 'dry cornfield,' 'a maiden gyrates,' describes, reflects
and perpetuates the domination and inferiorization of both- nature
and women.

The present era witnesses a rapid destruction of the ecological
world, the chief reason of which may be attributed to man's
continuous exploitation of its natural resources from the bosom of
Mother Earth to gratify their own needs. Women are hurt most by
such exploitation of the earth as they are the most vulnerable in
patriarchal society. As a woman, Rupanjali Baruah thinks seriously
about such sensitive issues. Ecological erosion is of deep concern as
excessive materialism of modern times shatters the delicate serenity
and grace of nature. A study of the poem 'Resemblance” seems to
provide a fertile ground out of which the ecological consciousness
of the poet can be understood:

Men, how many men

Will clamour together

For space, more space?

How many?

Will clatter together,

For gain, more gain. (55)

The magic wand of development has transformed the once
lush green earth into a dense jungle of concrete. Man's excessive
greed has ensured destruction of the suitable abode of all living
creatures. The expansion of human population and activity has
destroyed habitats and caused the extinction of plant and animal
species at an accelerating rate as they occupy more and more of the
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and economic arrangement. But these are beyond the reach of
men who refuse to sympathize with the suffering of mother earth.
The poet is unable to hide the depth of her sincere love towards the
earth, so she laments that both the space and her dreams are torn
into pieces as the outcome of devaluing and exploiting the space
and women on the part of men.

Due to the distortion of nature, ecological disasters occur.
The poet finds ever increasing gloom in her surroundings of
perversion of ecology and as such is pale faced and is helpless to
save mankind:

The earth cracks and spins

Tongs of fire move across burned things of hills

Men are clearing thorns from loose rocks

The sun spills red blood beams upon their back

And they grudgingly yield. (20)

The earth is presented on a devastated level. Ecological loss
of equilibrium turns the earth unfriendly and hostile towards
mankind. The images like "the earth cracks", "tongs of fire", "burned
things of hills", "loose rocks", red blood" give a constantly tragic
view of the trembling earth and they also bear the testimony that
the earth has lost her natural balance.

Struggle becomes natural to woman in a way very different
from the struggle of man, because of her peculiar position in the
history of civilization, in her society and particularly in the man-
woman relationship. Example of such struggle of woman appears
in the second stanza of the poem:

Women thread those rocks throughout the night

Some drag their sons towards makeshift homes

Spread some cow dung on the walls burnt a sienna brown

Fire rages underground. (28)

Naturally, these make the poet conscious of the wretched
condition of human being specially women and children. The fact
that women are often the ones who need to walk farther and work
harder to ensure their families' survival is presented in an explicit
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Lambodar Bora were not in favour of providing formal education
to women. Haliaram Dhekial Phukan, the first Revenue Shirastadar
of colonial Assam supported the cause of women education and
wrote article to Bengal journal Samachar Darpan in its favour. After
him, his son Anandaram Dhekial Phukan carried on the issue of
women education. During his stay in Bengal, Anandaram became a
member of the Bethune Society which had worked for women's
education. This influenced him to take steps to educate the female
members of his family. With the encouragement of Anandaram
Dhekial Phukan his wife "Mahindri Devi could read and write,
understand Bengali books, do some calculations."* Anandaram had
great respect for womenfolk of his family. Gunabhiram Barua the
biographer of Anandaram Dhekial Phukan again writes- "Contrary
to the popular conception that the birth of a baby boy brings about
joy, Phukan was delighted at the birth of his daughter."? When society
and social system were unfavourable towards educating of girls,
Anandaram Dhekial Phukan started the education of his daughter
Padmabati at the age of five. The encouragment that Padmabati got
from her father helped her in building her career as a woman writer
of Assam. She authored two books, Sudharmar Upakban (1884) and
Hitasadhika (1885) and contributed articles to Assamese journals
Orunodoi, Jonaki and Babhi.

The role of Gangagobinda Phukan (1841-1926) in women
education was significant. Influenced by western thinking in 1870,
he took his wife Bidutprava to Calcutta and left her under a Christian
Missionary lady. Gangagobinda Phukan was the first Assamese to
send his wife to study to Calcutta.* After that Gunabhiram Barua
sent his daughter Swarnalata to Calcutta in 1880 to study in Bethune
School. Gunabhiram Barua, Hem Chandra Barua and Kamalakanta
Bhattacharjee being closely associated with the reform activities of
Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, carried forward his legacy. They also
wanted emancipation of women through education. Gunabhiram
wrote a series of letters to the Assamese journal Orunodoi from
Calcutta where he wrote about education and that providing their
children education was the prime duty of the parents. Gunabhiram
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in Assam, the result may be disastrous for traditional hierarchical
social structure."” They should be given only desi (traditional)
education along with proficiency in hand-work like weaving., The
Victorian concept of women which was the ideal womanhood in
Bengal during this time also influenced the Assamese intellectuals.
Tilottama Mishra again writes- "The Victorian concept of domestic
bliss cantered round neatly organized small households with a wife
who is an efficient manager as well as proficient in feminine
accomplishments like needle work, painting, singing and reading
caught the imagination of a section of the educated Assamese men
of the nineteenth century who had come into the urban life of
Calcutta".® In the wake of the growing westernization of the society,
the familial role and proper space of women became a matter of
discussion. The writings of some intellectuals revealed their belief
that the domestic sphere was for women and public sphere for men.
So, women should not be given western education which enabled
them to cross the conventional domestic sphere. In his article
Swadhinata ne Swesshachar (Willfulness or freedom) Ratneswar Mahanta,
known for his conservative views, blames the educated youth for
allowing their wives to move freely. In his opinion, women are made
for household duties, and should be given full freedom at home and
should concentrate on the household duties, not the outside duties
because they are the embodiment of love and care. They are entitled
to full freedom at home and their influence in the household is more
significant compared to that of the outside.” In the opinion of some
Assamese intellectuals, women should be happy and shy (lajjabati)."
They were apprehensive that modern education will make them more
independent and their respect to husband and other elders would be
lost. They would forget their prime duty of rearing children. In the
traditional patriarchal system, women were accepted as the upholder
of tradition. So, it was thought that after being educated they would
leave their traditional heritage of weaving and start knitting and other
needle work like Victorian women." These apprehensions were
revealed in the writings of some nineteenth century intellectuals.
However, some Assamese intellectuals advocated the cause of
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The education of women in Assam progressed at a slow pace
in comparison to neighbouring Bengal. The intellectuals of Bengal
had played an important role in this direction. People hesitated to
send their children to Christian schools due to the threat of
proselytization and exposure to western influences. The threat was
removed when from 1850s Indian themselves began to open schools
for girls.'” In 1855, Ishwar Chandra Vidya Sagar established five
schools at Nadia district, five at Hugli district and five at Burdwan
district and model school at Medinipur district. He also established
an Anglo-Sanskrit school in Medinipur district at his own cost.' In
Assam, similar attempts for women's education were not witnessed
from the intellectuals. Many eminent personalities like Ratneswar
Mahanta, Purnakanta Sarma and Bolinarayan Bora were not in favour
of educating women. Anandaram Dhekial Phukan, Gunabhiram
Barua and Hem Chandra Barua supported the education of women
but their efforts were limited to educating own wives and daughters.
No examples were found of establishing of any schools for women.
Only Gunabhiram Barua established a Pathsala at his house at
Nagaon. Lack of initiative for mass education from the Assamese
intellectuals was partially responsible for the slow progress of
women's education in Assam. The proportion of educated women
per thousand men in Assam was high amongst the Christians with
217, for Hindus it was 4 and amongst the Muhammadens only 2 out
of one thousand women,"” whereas in Bengal the spread of formal
education among the middle-class women in the second half
nineteenth century was remarkable. From 95 girls' schools with an
attendance of 2,500 in 1863 the figure went up to 2,238 schools in
1890 with a total of more than 80,000.20
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HOPE AND DESPAIR:
REPRODUCTIVE TECHNOLOGIES
AND WOMEN'S CHOICE

Dr. Bhaswati Parashar

With claims of miraculous performances, Assisted
Reproductive Technologies are turning into booming global
businesses. The rising number of infertile couples and liberal access
to the new technologies aided by government norms and policies
has made ART a conventional medical treatment for infertility. A
report published by World Health Organization titled- Current practices
and controversies in assisted reproduction: report of a meeting on ""Medical,
Ethical and Social Aspects of Assisted Reproduction, held at WHO
Headgunarters in Geneva, Switzerland, World Health Organization, 2002,
reveals that by 2002, nearly one million babies were born through
ART worldwide and some European countries contributed to five
per cent of the ratio. The report also says that at least 80 million
individuals face infertility across the globe and at least one in every
ten couples undergoes either primary or secondary infertility globally.

Likewise, a report published in Times of India by Kalpana
Sharma in April 2018 says that 27.5 million people suffer infertility.
Such a huge number just proves how ART has turned not only into
a normative medical standard but has become a part of the common
cultural consciousness. The success of the Hindi commercial movies,
like Good News or Mimi, prove the penetration of this consciousness.
But this hot booming business space also emphasizes the dominance
of certain cultural ideologies that push women to suffer. When the
proclamation of the first test-tube baby born out of vitro fertilization
(IVF) - Louise Joy Brown -was made, the whole world was dazed.
Doubts on the ethical grounds poured in as to what future awaits
these children? Will they be weak and vulnerable and be less than
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Although ART comprises all the medical procedures primarily
addressed to handle infertility yet, they can be categorised into distinct
categories. In 1987, Michelle Stanworth offered four categories which
can be seen practically even today.

"The first and most familiar group includes those concerned
with fertility control- with preventing conception, frustrating
implantation of an embryo, or terminating pregnancies. ...

A second group ... is concerned with the "management” of
labour and childbirth... a range of technologies for monitoring and
controlling the progress of labour and delivery-instruments to assist
delivery, caesarean sections, ways of inducing labour, episiotomies,
techniques for measuring foetal heart-rate and movement...

[Thirdly] the use of more elaborate technologies and screening
procedures for monitoring foetal movements in the eatly stages of
pregnancy... ultra-sound...

The fourth... are the conceptive technologies, directed to the
promotion of pregnancy through techniques for overcoming or
bypassing infertility... in vitro fertilization... egg donation, embryo
donation low temperature storage of gametes and embryo or
surrogacy."”

(As cited in the introduction of "The Gendered Cyborg",
introduction to part three).

The Mixed Reception

When birthing, considered previously a purely natural
phenomenon, was transformed into a dramatically technological affair
through ART, women received it with mixed anticipation. Some
heralded it as a hopeful tool to assert women's choices while others
feared the invasion into the women's body. The radical feminists
starting with Shulamith Firestone greeted technological intervention
as a positive approach that separated sex from reproduction and
thus opened up numerous possibilities and choices for women. The
ARTSs showed the potential to free women from the repressive social
structure built on the role in reproduction. Women were domesticized
and subordinated in society because of this destined fate of maternity.
Therefore, for the radical feminists like Firestone, reproduction is
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powerful to keep her own body in control. Donna Haraway believes
that technologies are playing a crucial role in re-crafting our bodies
to reinvent maternal identity. For example, when a 60-year-old lady
demands motherhood with the intervention of technology, she is
both transgressing and succumbing to the existing cultural norm.
She is transgressing as she demands motherhood at an age which
society seems imperfect and raises ethical debates. But she is also
submitting to the cultural demand for motherhood. So, the women
succumbing to artificial technology- a cyborg, becomes the site at
which we can witness the struggle between different systems of social
order. So, motherhood might seem to be natural, a biological "fact"
of nature, in which technologies can intervene but still reducible to
the natural and biological. It is so because our understanding of
motherhood and the mother-child relationship is dependent on our
cultural perspectives. Our perspective of a good mother and bad
mother, of who is allowed to be a mother and who is not or who is
allowed to speak and who has the power to make a decision is all
dependent on existing social and cultural system. The use of
technology in reproduction can be seen as making possible new
"monster mothers". The use of artificial reproductive technology is
framing new concepts about good and bad mothers. These social
and formulations about "good" and "bad" mothers are made quite
illustrative by the media hyperboles like "designer babies", "virgin
mother" or "selfish older mothers". When a 60-year-old lady desires
to have a baby, she is going against the limitations of "nature" and
so,a "bad" mother is created against the "good" or "natural" mother.
Same criticism arises when a woman desires to "freeze" eggs or
embryos to use at a later age. She seems to the society to be immodest
as she tries not to be a "normal" mother by trying to control her
own fertility and maternity. If a surrogate mother demands money
for the delivered baby, she is emotionless, evil and immoral mother
but the same mother would be altruistic if she delivers the baby for
her sister.

For Luce Irigaray, there is an absence of discourse about
motherhood and mother-daughter relationship from culture. This
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identity and maternal identity. They have started to emerge from
silence and anonymity to voice their concerns about their feminine
identity and experience of motherhood with these technological
interventions that have penetrated the domain of production-the
special and distinctive identity marker for women.

But, as has already been talked about, for many feminist
thinkers, the application of reproductive technologies is reducible
to cultural and social politics. Technology might offer contraception
and abortion available to women, still, in most societies, they can
hardly assert their choice. Abortion is seen as a heinous crime
everywhere provided the conception is not illicit. Rosalind Petchesky
in her paper, "Foetal Images: The Power of Visual Culture in the
Politics of Reproduction" has posited certain pertinent questions
on the visual presentation of apparently objective medical truths.
She deconstructs the apparently truthful visualization technology.
Her analysis rests on the debate about abortion and centres on the
representation of the foetus and the mother's body using the example
of US anti-abortion campaign movie The Silent Scream. The visualizing
technology facilitates this representation of the foetus. Women are
actually the custodians of the image but the mother's body is absent
in the picture. The foetus is represented as floating in space,
suggesting an independent life without the mother's body. The
representation of the supertficially disembodied foetus, capable of
separate existence opposes the symbiotic relationship between the
mother and child. This is quite opposite to the earlier non-visual
experiences which were based on feeling rather than seeing or
visualizing. The technology here has created "foetal personhood",
an independent individuality, which is a myth. The "foetal
personhood" therefore, is socially constructed as a category through
biological discourse. Technology has remained here only as a tool
assisting in the construction of a social order where abortion is
deemed wrong.

A probe into the role reproductive technologies play reflects
that these technologies not only illustrate the importance of culture
through representation of "good" and "bad" mothers but poses
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transformed women's life for the better". These existing multiple
discourses and debates open up a true post-modern ambience and
feminists like Donna Haraway go on to explore the possibility of
constructing a politics which covers all these differences of opinions
regarding techno-science of reproduction and refuses the tightening
of existing debate about reproductive technology. This leads to the
post-modern plurality of voices and the denial of any easy, single
meta-narrative of reproductive technologies.
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READING MARIAM AUSTIN
OTHOBA HIRA BARUA FROM
FEMINIST POINT OF VIEW

Dr. Hemanta Sarmah Tamuly

Feminism is a range of movements and ideologies that share
a common goal : to define, establish, and achieve equal political,
economic, cultural, personal, and social rights for women. It includes
seeking to establish equal opportunities for women in education
and employment. Feminists advocate or support the rights and
equality of women. Feminist movement was initiated to campaign
for women's rights in different fields such as right to vote, to hold
public office, to work, to fair wages or equal pay, to own property, to
education, to enter contracts, to have equal rights within marriage,
as well as to have maternity leave. Feminists also worked to promote
bodily autonomy and integrity, and to protect women and gitls from
rape, sexual harassment and domestic violence. The objective of
feminist movement is to create a classless society irrespective of
SeX.

Feminist campaigns are the main forces behind certain
historical societal changes for women's rights, particularly in the West,
where they are near-universally credited with having achieved
women's suffrage, gender neutrality in English, reproductive rights
for women (including access to contraceptives and abortion), and
the right to enter into contracts and own property. Although feminist
advocacy is and has been mainly focused on women's rights, some
feminists, including Bell Hooks, argue for the inclusion of men's
liberation within its aims because men are also harmed by traditional
gender roles. Feminist theory, which emerged from feminist
movements, aims to understand the nature of gender inequality by
examining women's social roles and lived experience. It has developed
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story Putogni "Moy Sarthapor Nhou Kintu Muk Hokolu Lage." In
a society where people worship and fast to have male child, by wishing
a daughter, Snehlata provides an ideal to the society. Under patriarchy,
a woman lives for the sake of others. Even if she is equally educated
or skilled, after marriage she is confined within the four walls of the
kitchen endowed by tradition. An unknown person becomes the
owner of her body. Likes or dislikes of the girl is not considered. If
the groom is a doctor or engineer, there is no question of negative
response from the family of the bride. The physical need of the
woman is also satisfied according to the will of the husband. But no
one is concerned about the mind of the woman.

Junaki is a character from the story Puogni who changes her
name to Jiki. Jiki actively becomes conscious against the conventional
lifestyle of a woman. We have a few significant features so far as
feminist self of Jiki is concerned. Firstly, she dislikes the confined
life of woman in our society. She wants to enjoy liberty and freedom
atall times in all aspects. Therefore, in case of living, wearing, running,
she emphasises on spending a life according to her own will without
caring about the restrictions and confinements of family as well as
society. She would not allow herself to live a life within the four
walls of kitchen being identified as someone's wife. Rather, she desires
to have an identity of her own. That is why, she wants to study
Hotel Management in Che Cleveland. In our society, it is usually
seen that the education of the children is decided by the family or
the relatives. But in this case, Jiki shows herself as an ideal feminist
choosing her education plan according to her interest.

Renowned feminist writer Taslima Nasrin in her book Nosto
Konyar Nosto Goidyo criticises men folk for their sexual lust. She opines
that a woman must have her own right over her body. The character
of Jiki is significant because she, having the same ideology as Taslima
Nasrin, fulfils her sexual desire in her own will refusing the so called
"legal prostitution" provided by marriage. On the other hand, when
her mother Snehlata brings to light her medicines which are used to
make private parts of body attractive and strip of contraceptive
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sight to her marriage to Siddharta is remarkable. The way, she
manipulates Siddharta by getting pregnant willingly establishing
physical relationship with him, is vital example of growth of female
power. Secondly, like Jiki, this character too satisfies her physical
need according to her own will and pushes her to be a feminist.
Moreover, having been disgusted by the compulsion of her daily
service to in-laws, she comes out of the so called 'Victorian Morality'
and goes to Hong Kong or somewhere for job in order to have an
identity of her own. Such kind of "search of identity" is evident in
the poetry of feminist poets like Adrinne Rich, Kamala Das, Emily
Dickinson etc.

Although, it is seen that the character of Jiki and the unnamed
lover is filled with the ideology of feminism such as freedom of sex,
freedom for free excursion, search of identity etc. at some places,
they seem to deviate from the actual sense of the term 'feminism'.
To establish themselves equal to man is the motto of feminism.
Feminism never prefers a separate and isolated space for women.
Rather, they want to be equivalent to man being with man. In this
case, the character of Kuntiwala is the best example of feminism.
Keeping themselves isolated from rest of the society, isolation from
family, secrecy of their independent thinking from family, fighting
and conflict with family in each matter are a few features of the rest
of the two characters which oblige us to consider them as misguided
or misled feminists to a greater extent.
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Southern India, are found as early as the third century A.D. The
reference of dancing girl in temple is found in Kalidasa's Meghadutta
in the context of the delineation of Mahakala temple of Ujjayini
which signifies the prevalence of the devadasi custom during
Kalidasa's time. Indologist Altekar states that after the magnificent
construction of the temples of Hindu gods, people began to feel, in
course of time, that there should be singing gitls attached to shrines
to play music on occasions of different service and worships of the
day.

In Assam also, the tradition of devadasi was in existence. Early
references of devadasis in Assam are found in Kalikapurana and
Yoginitantra. Biswanarayan Shastri, a scholar of Assam, has shown
the devadasi custom of 7th century A.D of Assam through his
Sanskrit novel Avinaws. The author has projected the character of
Madhavi, the heroine of the novel, as a devadasi here. Although the
novel primarily deals with the political circumstances of
Bhaskaravarma, the king of Kamarupa, but partially it also relates
the world of devadasis through the character of Madhavi. This paper
attempts to discuss the custom of devadasis as reflected in Avinawi
and how this practice violates human ethics.

The novelist projects the character of Madhavi, the heroine
of the novel Avinawi, as a victim of spiritual society. The author
follows her journey as a devadasi and depicts how the lives of
devadasis are bound by certain rules and regulations. Madhavi is
taken from her home at the age of eight to undergo the training of
a devadasi in order to be offered to Lord Mahakala. She is brought
up as a daughter of Devasvami, the chief priest of Mahakala temple,
located at the vicinity of river Karotaya. In this novel, it is found
that the chief priest plans an appropriate environment to make
Madhavi a perfect devadasi. Even her name Madhavi which is derived
from the word madhu i.e., spring; is erotic. Madhavi receives training
to become a 'dasi' of Lord Mahakala for ten years. As devadasis
should be expert in certain subjects, viz. dance, education etc.,
particularly in dance, therefore, Devasvami appoints teachers to
enable Madhav's perfect training in the concerned subjects. Jayadeva
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continue the superstition of those who have full faith in spirituality.
Devadasis like Madhavi are mentally prepared and trained in such a
way that they can never wish other human being as beloved. Even if
they do so suddenly, the mind gives the reminder that they are going
to commit sin with such thinking. In Avinawi such a dilemma faced
by Madhavi can be noticed. Madhavi knows that being a devadasi
she should not wish to have another person as her beloved. Therefore,
whenever Madhavi thinks about other persons, her inner mind starts
to warn and rebuke her instantly. It happens as she has constantly
been told for ten years that Lord Mahakala is her husband, God and
lover. The most striking point is that the fear of God evolves in the
minds of devadasis in such a way that whatever unusual happens in
their lives they think that Gods are not happy with them.

Through the character of Madhavi, the author has revealed
how devadasis are treated in society when they want to live a normal
life. When Bhaskaravarma brings his beloved Madhavi to his
kingdom, she has to face social negligence as she is a devadasi.
Madhavi's love for king Bhaskara is true and unconditional. Madhavi
is a devadasi, therefore Bhaskara is not allowed to marry her. It is
against the social ethics. But Madhavi has never forced Bhaskara to
marry her and she often says that her love for Bhaskara is divine and
immortal. And itis a matter of fact that this novel is named as Avinawi
after Madhavi's immortal love towards Bhaskara. However, Madhavi
is not able to overcome the related ideas regarding a devadasi. It is
noticed from her words that she believes that she gets punishment
from Lord Mahakala as she has cheated on him and come out with
Bhaskara.

The analysis regarding the devadasi system from the point of
ethics shows that it is totally against human ethics. Ethics means
nothing but moral philosophy that involves systematizing, defending
and recommending concepts of right and wrong. In practice, ethics
seeks to resolve questions of human morality by defending concepts
such as good and evil, right and wrong, virtue and vice, justice and
crime. Through the custom of devadasis, little gitls are taken to be
trained as devadasis as their minds are unable to differentiate between
right and wrong. Most of these girls are either from the financially
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started to be established in Europe in the late 11th century. Convents
offered refuge during this time so that women may achieve significant
academic success. The abbess Hildegard of Bingen (also known as
St. Hildegard) published writings about the natural world and the
causes and treatments of illness in the 12th century [4]. At this time,
numerous other women all throughout the world were using herbs
and other forms of medicine in their homes and communities.

Discussion

Early modern individuals could only pursue higher education
if they came from very wealthy and enlightened households. The
Duchess of Newcastle, Margaret Cavendish, attended a meeting of
the Royal Society of London in 1667. She wrote under her own
name on vatious topics, including experimental philosophy (physics),
during a time when most women writers employed male pseudonyms
[5]. The Enlightenment, sometimes known as the Age of Reason,
opened up new options for certain women in the 18th century. The
Newtonian physicist Laura Bassi was the first woman in the world
to hold professorships in experimental philosophy and anatomy at
the University of Bologna in Italy [6]. The mathematician Maria
Gaetana Agnesi received an honorary professorship at the same
university from Pope Benedict XIV [7]. Emilie du Chatelet, who
produced some of her most important work in the 1730s, and Sophie
Germain, who rose to prominence in the late 1700s and early 1800s,
both enjoyed great social positions in France, which allowed women
to create independently and win the respect of their male
contemporaries [8, 9]. At around the same time, William Herschel, a
British astronomer of German descent, appointed Caroline Lucretia
Herschel as his principal assistant [10]. Caroline did calculations for
her brothert's research, made her own independent comet discoveries,
and released a thorough update to the star catalogue. King George
IIT paid for her work, just like the Scottish mathematician and
astronomer Mary Somerville was at the time. The Royal Astronomical
Society elected both ladies as honorary members in 1835.

Women actively fought for the right to the same education as
men during the 19th century in Europe and the United States. Some
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new radioactive elements like polonium and radium. Curie was the
first person to get a prize in two distinct fields and the first woman
to do so.

Women took up various roles that were formerly reserved for
men during World War IT (1939-45), including those of scientific
researchers. While working on the Manhattan Project, American
crystallographer Isabella L. Karle created procedures to separate
impure plutonium oxide from plutonium chloride. American
scientists Grace Murray Hopper, one of the earliest computer
programmers, worked for the U.S. Navy, and Rachel Carson, an
aquatic biologist, for the U.S. Bureau of Fisheries (from 1940, the
US. Fish and Wildlife Service) [16, 17]. Contrary to Hopper and
Carson, who kept their jobs after the war, many female wartime
workers went back to their homes. However, the long-held belief
that women were incapable of performing scientific work due to
their mental, physical, or emotional state was no longer valid. The
idea that middle-class women shouldn't work after getting married,
which had kept a lot of capable women out of the scientific
profession, also started to lose credibility.

Women began to fight for equal rights in school and
employment in the 1960s, while the women's movement in the 20th
century was reaching its zenith. Because more and more effective
birth control options were becoming available, women could plan
their families and their careers together, and dual-career families
started to become the rule rather than the exception. These social
shifts, which impacted women from all areas of life, had a significant
effect on how many of them chose to pursue higher education.
Female students were now increasingly choosing jobs in physics,
chemistry, and mathematics, as well as in law and business, instead
of only a few women going into teaching or nursing. Despite the
gradual increase in female faculty, their growing influence inspired
female students, encouraging many of them to persist. Some female
scholars' achievements also woninternational recognition. For
instance, the Nobel committees duly recognized the contributions
of American geneticist Barbara McClintock and British
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Only ten of the top science prizes had been given to women
by 2001, a century after the first Nobel Prizes were announced. But
for women scientists, the first decade of the twenty-first century
proved to be a turning point. Three women won the prize in 2009
alone: American molecular biologist and biochemist Elizabeth H.
Blackburn, an Australian-born American, American molecular
biologist Carol Greider for Physiology or Medicine, and Israeli protein
crystallographer Ada Yonath for Chemistry [23 - 25]. This brings
the total number of science Nobel Prizes given to women to sixteen
by the end of the decade. Later, the Norwegian neurologist May-
Britt Moser (2014) and the Chinese scientist and phytochemist Tu
Youyou (2015) shared the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine
[260]. The year 2018 was particularly significant since American
chemical engineer Frances Arnold became the fifth woman to earn
the Chemistry Nobel Prize, and Canadian physicist Donna Strickland
became the third woman to win the Physics Nobel Prize [27, 28].
Many believed that the discoveries made by these and other women,
as well as the widespread acknowledgment of their contributions to
scientific advancement, would herald a positive turning point for
women in science.

Conclusion

In conclusion, it can be argued that women have not only had
an impact on science but also will be crucial to its future. The future
of civilization depends on women holding influential roles in the
scientific and technological fields. This has been demonstrated in
fields like healthcare, where prejudices resulting from androcentrism
were not revealed until a sizable number of women entered the fields
of biology and medicine. In fact, many institutions of higher
education have been prompted to reassess and alter their policies
and practice as a result of the national focus on attracting and
maintaining women in science and the specific shortages in the
science and technology workforce in the wake of September 11.
Almost all organizations have explicit policies that forbid
discrimination based on gender, sexual misconduct and prejudice in
hiring,
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ethnographic writing and provides a space for the voices of the
indigenous communities to be heard.

The contradiction between postmodern theory of literature
and ethnographic literature lies in the tension between the
deconstruction of dominant narratives and the attempt to represent
the cultural practices and beliefs of the people being studied.
Postmodern ethnography is challenging to the writer in the sense
that the writer needs to collect, verify, organise the data and facts,
but in the process of communicating needs to be constantly aware
of issues relating to subjectivity, textual politics, and any undesirable
narrative construction. Postmodernism challenges the idea of a
singular truth and emphasizes the subjective nature of interpretation,
while ethnographic literature aims to provide an objective description
of cultural practices and beliefs. Postmodernism also emphasizes
the importance of self-reflexivity and the acknowledgement of the
ethnographer's cultural biases and subjectivity, which can present
challenges for ethnographers who strive for objectivity in their
writings. In his book, Etbnocriticism: Ethnograply, History, Literature,
Arnold Krupat has written essays throwing light on the ethnocritical
writings as a concept and practice, a perspective of critical writing
manifested in the form of multiculturalism often drawing resources
from the oral literature, political and social history of people and
personal observation or experience of the writer of a particular
region. Therefore, ethnographic literature in the form of poetry,
fiction and other narratives is a significant style of writing in the
postmodern age where the writer as an observer, scientist, researcher,
or a narrator self-consciously places himself/herself at the centre
of things. The five challenges raised by the postmodern turn and
their methodological implication for the practice of ethnography
according to Simon Gottschalk, in the book Fiction and Social Science
(ed by Anna Banks and Stephen P. Banks) are 1. Subjectivity 2. Local
truths 3. The Crisis of Representation 4. Multimedia Saturation and
5. Authority and voice. Postmodern theory of literature challenges
the traditional view of literature as a reflection of objective reality
and emphasizes the importance of subjectivity, fragmentation, and
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womb of earth as three men and three women. Here, the poet uses
a powerful imagery of mother earth, representing nature which is a
familiar imagery found across cultures in the world. They are
represented by the few stones still found in a village called
Chungliyimiti in Nagaland. The stones referred here are not ordinary
stones but are infused with life and held high by the poet as her
ancestors. Ao uses powerful imagery and metaphor to reflect on
the complex relationship between humans and the natural world
and the importance of recognizing the interdependence between
the two. The poem begins with a description of "stone people" with
oxymoronic adjectives, as people who are "poetic and politic",
"Barbaric and balladic" standing as the guardians of the landscape
who were "knowledgeable in birds' language and animal discourse".
The animistic beliefs of the tribes of the Northeast may seem to be
steeped in superstitions in contradiction to the modern, scientific,
and realistic outlook, but it upheld the close association of the people
with nature and their sense of environmental justice. The poet
conjures an image of the ancestry of her community and the natural
wisdom that guided them for survival against all odds that they faced.
They were the worshippers of the natural and the supernatural forces
of nature.The ancient people are described as the "Stone -people,
The worshippers of unknown, unseen spirits/ of trees and forests,
of stones and rivers/ Believers of soul, And its varied forms". They
were people with extraordinary life skills, adapted in the professions
of potters, weavers, hunters, carvers and possessed knowledge about
the mysteries of nature. The sense of pride resounds throughout
the poem as the poet eulogizes the passions possessed by her
forefathers as "Gentle lovers and savage heroes" who had learnt,
"The art of carving Heads of enemies as trophies of war". The
poem like a folklore, carves ethnographic details of an ancient culture
with clever use of poetical devices and reemphasizes the lost identity
of Ao Naga community at a time when dominant culture is slowly
and steadily infiltrating into society and culture of her state. Although
her thoughts reflect a tone of certainty regarding the faith of her
people, the poet interrogates the continuity of the cultural adherence
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of them is the heterogeneity in terms of race, culture, tribes, food
habits and linguistic diversity. Though set against the background
of the long years of turbulence in the state of Nagaland, the writer
claims in the preface of the book that "These stories, however, are
not about 'historical facts'; nor are they about condemnation, justice
or justification of the events which raged through the land like a
wildfire half a century ago" (pg x). The collection of the ten stories
in this book reflect the impact of the conflict on the lives of the
people of her state caught in between the state machinery and the
underground insurgents, uprooted from the traditional way of life
and the challenges they face in preserving their cultural practices in
a conflict-ridden society. The implementation of AFSPA (Armed
Forces Special Protection Act) 1958 further unleashed a reign of
terror, with encounters and incidents of violence and cruelty which
further agitated the people of this region. In the stories from the
book titled "The Jungle Majot', '"An Old Man Remembers" and "The
Last Song', the writer recounts how the natives lived under constant
fear of the armed forces and the conditions under which the villagers
joined the rebel outfits. To quote from the story "The Jungle Major',
she writes, "Some villages, to which the underground leaders belonged
were severely punished. The houses were ransacked by the security
forces, the grain in their barns was burnt and the people themselves
were herded into camps away from the village and kept in virtual
imprisonment inside areas fenced in by bamboo stockades" (Pg. 3).
In the story, "The Last Song', Apenyo, a young gitl and an aspiring
singer is brutally raped along with her mother as she was performing
a choir during the congregation of the newly constructed village
church. The tragedy is heightened as the narrator describes the
exemplary courage of Apenyo who continued with her song as the
soldiers approached towards the church. Her act of singing is an act
of defiance against the hegemony of the Indian army. The pathos
and extremity of violence is recounted in the story of this girl whose
last song died with her last breath but lived on in the souls of those
who survived the darkest day of the village. There is an undercurrent
of justification for the dissatisfaction of the people with the Indian
Government.
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her role as keeper of her cultural heritage in the first line, "I have
lived my life believing / Story-telling was my proud legacy" (1-2)
acknowledging the responsibility that she shoulders of keeping her
tradition alive through her literary works. As an ethnographic writer,
she seeks to promote an understanding of the culture and history
of her people through identification, recognition, personal experience
and feeling, insight, and communicative formats which engage the
reader on other planes other than only the rational one.
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enforced through definitions of whatis normal, natural and expected
to the identity of or becoming a woman. It is through the norms of
femininity through which women's identities are constituted and
controlled. To understand women's identity formation, we must ask
two questions -What it means to be a woman? How is patriarchal
ideology responsible in construction of womanhood? Patriarchal
ideology does not have a uniform character; it varies from society to
society. To understand the process of construction of womanhood,
it is important to take into account the politics of representation in
different cultures. Language occupies a crucial position in generating
social construction. A child, after its entry into the world of language,
comes to share the same set of assumptions and beliefs as real as
the other members of the society into which he/she is born. In a
society driven by patriarchal ideology, the idea about what a 'woman'
is or what 'womanhood' represents demands critical inquiry. This
could be regarded as an accepted fact that, apart from her biological
entity, the idea of womanhood is nothing but a social construct. To
understand construction of gender, it is important to study gender
in practice as well as gender in representation. The present chapter
is an analysis of the representation of women in Assamese folklore
and Assamese songs, which is an essential element of culture.

Theoretical Framework

The present chapter is to analyse the idea of representation
and construction of womanhood in Assamese society. As a medium
of study, oral literature of Assamese folk society has been taken into
account. Assamese society is very rich oral literature. Oral literature
is also termed as 'folk literature' or 'Verbal art'. W.R Bascom
introduced the term 'Verbal art' first and the term cleatly points out
the distinction of relations existing among myth, legend, folk songs,
tales and folk speech etc(Deka, 2019). Oral literature is passed on
orally from generation to generations. Oral literature is a product of
a folk society. It draws a picture of common people whatever they
think or experience (Deka, 2019). Oral literature of a particular society
is classified into various parts. Famous Assamese Folklorist Prafulla
Dutta Goswami classified the Folk literature into various parts, such
as: myths, folktales, ballads, proverbs, folk songs, lullabies, riddle etc
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woman; it varies according to time, society and culture. There is a
frequent mention of women's physical appearance in certain
Assamese songs, especially sung by the men. In these songs, beauty
or physical appearance of a woman is defined from a men's view.
The regular mention of the body parts which is evident in the lyrics
of certain Assamese songs that has been admired by a man in a
woman are- eyes, cheeks, lips, hairs, waist, buttock etc. For example:

"Kokal khamusiya, Gal gnlopiya, Tumi kun xorogor pori"-this is a
verse of a popular Assamese song which means- "You look like an
angel from paradise with slim waist and rosy cheeks." The song's
man praises the woman's slim waist and rosy cheeks as beautiful as
an angel from heaven. Body shape, size, weight etc. are considered
significant in the assessment of a woman's physical attractiveness.
Slim waist or a slender body is preferable in a woman to consider
herself beautiful and attractive. It is important to note here that
people's obsession with a slim or slender body in Indian society
more specifically is a recent development. Historically speaking,
slenderness was not linked with attractiveness and good health always,
as it is considered a sign of unhealthy body. This idea of slim and
healthy body is the most preferred body type in our society now;,
which is a western beauty and body ideal. Apart from body shape
and size, considerable importance is also placed upon the color of a
woman's skin to determine her beauty or attractiveness. Here's a
song that goes like: "O nobon o, Muloi ajoni suali Sali ne nai, Kokal
khamusiya, lihiri botiya, Bogi koi dbuniya saai.” In this song, the man is
singing to his sister-in-law to find him a girl to marry who has a slim
waist and fair skin. Amali Phillips (2004) discusses skin color as a
symbolic capital for marriage because beauty is often associated with
the skin's fairness or whiteness. Fair and beautiful are often used
synonymously in female beauty descriptions and feminine gender
identity construction(Phillips, 2004). Fair skin is as an essential beauty
ideal in Assamese society. Discrimination based on skin color has a
long history because skin color is one of the defining marks of
people's superiority. People are obsessed with the white skin because
the color white is associated with goodness and dark or black color
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she has long nails and well plucked eye brows. Grooming the natural
features of our bodies is a part of beauty culture, especially in case
of women. A hairless female body is admired as beautiful. These are
nothing but stereotypes according to which a woman's skin should
be soft, smooth, glowing and most importantly hairless. Growth of
hair on human body is a natural phenomenon but has gendered
significance. Facial and body hair is considered a masculine trait and
therefore they are unwelcome in a woman's body. I would like to
mention an Assamese proverb that shows facial hair in a woman's
body is unacceptable-"Uthor opore gophor xari, janiba tai jibonte bari."
The proverb means a woman is bound to attain widowhood if she
has a moustache. So, hair in 2 woman's face is a taboo for Assamese
society. Again, long hair of a woman is praised as it is a preferred
beauty trait. A woman is expected to have abundance of hair on her
head, but other parts of her body should ideally be haitless (Schipper,
2017). Like men's masculine identity is often tied up to their facial
hair as having beards and moustaches; in case of a women, facial
hair is unwanted for her feminine identity. This is cleatly a defining
feature of normative femininity. It is also seen that abundance of
hair on the head of a woman is also appreciated and considered an
important element of her beauty. The phrases like "weghali suli' and
'endhar kola suli’ in Assamese language are used to signify hair of a
woman. Hence, black hair like the dark thunder clouds is a sign of
desirable feminine beauty in Assamese society.

Women as confined within the household

Molding the gitl child into an ideal woman starts at a very
early age. After a girl attains puberty, the family, especially the female
members of the family, starts putting some restrictions on her. They
teach how to carry out the household activities properly to master
the skills till she reaches the marriageable age. Wifehood and
motherhood are regarded as having very high priority in a woman's
life, because a woman is responsible for all the housework. There is
a proverb in Assamese language as 'ghoiniye ghor, ghoini nohole
ghor lor for', which means a wife's presence is essential for
maintaining a home or family. It is the woman who is given the sole
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her feminine identity; a young gitl should avoid masculine demeanor
and behaviot" (Dube, 1988).

Here, we would like to draw the example of another proverb
in Assamese- 'Nowmro bhakhini xundori tiri, xeijona jana podmini nari",
according to which a girl is considered beautiful and decent who is
soft spoken. Speaking softly and silence is a trait in the construction
of womanhood. There are three important values which are
considered ideal in an Indian society-those values are modesty,
marriageability and silence (Singh, 2021).So, maintaining these
"womanly" features are important for a woman because she has to
marry off to a good family. And the woman who acquires such
qualities is considered an ideal woman. Those who lack these
stereotypical qualities are alienated from society, mainly if she has
some masculine traits. Suppressing the masculine side is considered
very important to shape women's identity. For example - loud voice,
loud laugh, big steps etc.- these are the things a woman should avoid.
For example: One proverb in Assamese- 'Dhoroni kompe pawar jay, xei
nariye swamik kbay' means a woman should not make sound while
walking, her steps should be modest and decent or else she could
bring bad luck for her husband. And she is not considered a real
woman or cannot bring So, the construction of feminine
characteristics is regarded as a natural process of moulding a girl to
become a woman. Again, if a girl laughs her heart out, it is regarded
as inappropriate for marriage, as she is expected to have shyness in
her smile. Terms like- "/gjuki lajuki hahi', 'Lajuki sawoni' (lajuki-shyness,
habi- smile, sawoni- glance) are used to signify that a woman should
have the quality of bashfulness and modesty to seem attractive.

Women's attire and the concept of ideal woman

Apart from physical appearance, a woman's dress/attire also
plays a central role in constructing her identity as an ideal woman.
Dress or attire is considered an important marker of gender identity
(Emma Tarlo). In traditional Indian society, woman's dress or attire
is seen as a marker of a community's cultural identity. It is because
women ate supposed to be the cultural bearer of society. It is found
in certain Assamese songs that the image of a perfect village girl
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Conclusion

From the above discussion, it becomes clear that society has
internalized the idea about womanhood over time. This stereotyped
image of the woman is nothing but a reflection of society's very
ideas and beliefs regarding a woman. Analyzing notions regarding
ideal womanhood and femininity from a feminist perspective is
fundamental to understand the existing gender inequality in society.
The femininity portrayed in the Assamese language and songs are
just mirror of our society's ongoing scenario. It is evident from the
discussion that Assamese society people may also have an ideology
about women's appearance as well as their behavior. Being governed
by such ideology, there is a prevailing notion that women's appearance
should be distinct. If someone deviates from those norms, she will
be shamed. Such views about a person's body also impact one's
attitude towards their own body image, because most people do not
hold a positive image of their bodies. A petson does not accept his/
her body and becomes shameful about it when failing to meet societal
expectations. Most people even think that they need to shame their
body to work on it and become 'perfect’. Women's identification
with their bodies only is the root cause of their oppression in a
patriarchal society and culture. Whether it is health-related issues or
rights, violence against them, the stigma associated with bodies, and
objectification, these depict only one thing: women's dignity is
reduced to a body only. This given femininity is disempowering for
women. According to Pierre Bordieu, main mechanism of
domination operates through the unconscious manipulation of the
body (Bordieu, 1977). He again mentions such kinds of domination
as symbolic domination through which women often collude both
willingly and unwillingly in their construction as feminine beings
(ibid). But the process of women becoming feminine beings is not
only socially and culturally bound but as mentioned by Meenakshi
Thapan, it is also shaped by the live experiences of one (Thapan,
1995). Our bodies are lived bodies of everyday life, and their lived
body is located in the culture (Ibid). If on one hand, gender identity



SHESCAPE iSrse 483

THE VOICE OF DRAUPADI IN
CHITRA BANERJEE DIVAKARUNI'S
THE PALACE OF ILLUSIONS

Sumitra Dev Chettry

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni,an acclaimed novelist writes The
Palace of 1llusions, a reading of the epic story Mababharata from the
gendered eyes of Draupadi. A strong willed and determined character
from the epic Mahabharata, Draupadi plays the role of Sutra Dhar
in her novel, The Palace of Illusions. Woman in mythology lead an
interesting life, initially beset with problems and obstacles but
ultimately endowed with peace and enlightenment. Draupadi was
the daughter of King Draupad of Panchal and wife of the Pancha
Pandavas. She was a woman of substance with an unbending will
who did not hesitate in speaking her mind in the male dominated
world. Her version of herself becomes a source of empowerment
leading to emancipation. She was born of fire, and so was dark-
skinned, having the same skin tone of Lord Krishna who in many
ways was her guide. Divakaruni makes Draupadi decide to take the
reins of her life in her own hands. Draupadi doesn't only have a
troubled married life but also has to face the brunt of patriarchy.
She being, the only vocal woman in the novel, has to face challenges,
where she does receive some success. Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni's
Draupadi deconstructs the many narratives of earlier times to
foreground her 'self', which is complex and multilayered. She tries
to identify herself -a search for empowerment which leads her to
seek emancipation for herself. Draupadi alone challenges the men
of her time and celebrates femininity in an epic manner, which is a
celebration of her experience of being a woman. In fact, it wouldn't
be wrong to say, Divakaruni attempts to give a new perspective to
the epic story by putting Draupadi at the centre stage. She removes
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feminine mystery" (Beauvoir 206) The virginity boon bestowed on
Draupadi preserves her nobility both in the epic and in the novel.
But she sees her polyandry as an injustice to her womanly self-esteem.
In turn, she yearns for the gift of forgetting as she feels the virginity
boon benefits her husbands than her, "If the sage had cared to
inquire, I'd have requested the gift of forgetting”.

The most interesting fact is, Draupadi breaking the stereotype
of womanhood by admiring Karna, the handsome warrior, who was
an enemy of the Pandavas. She feels sorry for Karna who has to
face rejection at every moment because of his low birth, though
otherwise he was a great warrior. Draupadi understands the pain of
rejection and can relate to Karna's as she had to face much turmoil
-unwanted birth, Arjuna accepting his mother's advice of sharing,
her heroic husband's numbness, her secret admiration for Karna.
She is not at all happy of being the wife of five husbands. She just
wishes that she could have only one.

Beauvoir observes," It is only by a negative relation to her
that man is endeared productive in his ideal endeavors. Negativity
reaction with women can make us infinite." Draupadi's unintentional
hurts and mistaken response to her humiliation bring Karna closer
to her. Karna loves her though he gets angry at her insults. "I told
myself I hated her, But I was only fooling myself."

Mababbarat's Draupadi is an example of woman's evolutionary
psychology in full splendor, but Divakaruni's Draupadi seems to
contradict this. Draupadi's search for her own self is the fundamental
search for womanhood, born and brought up in a hegemonical
patriarchy. If Draupadi is viewed as an ordinary woman, her
extraordinary will power elevates her to an unparalleled
personification of womanhood. In fact, she goes on to become a
site for affirming and challenging the ideologies of patriarchy as she
is victim of it and one who wishes to free herself from it.

Body has been an instrument of subjugation since ancient
times. But Draupadi transforms it into an instrument of power. This
process of empowerment has been powerfully narrated by Lakshmi
Kannan in her poem "Draupadi." I The Palace of Ilusions, the episode
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Palace of Illusions Divakaruni has presented her as the main subject, a
superior subject, infact. In a male-dominated society, she has to play
different social roles socially to keep her sanity. Draupadi as a
character has served as a creative impetus for many artists. So, the
novelist has given a modern woman voice, focusing on the inner life

of women. This novel undoubtedly challenges the power that is

exercised over women and how the change is working on current

petspective.
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In her guidance, entire family may be educated. According to an
American survey, the more educated the mother, the easier it will be
for the children to win higher educational diplomas. Conversely, if
left in ignorance, women will hamper the progress that need to be
made in hygiene, dietary habits child care, health and so on.

Women education in ancient India

The status of women in India has gone through several
changes over the past few millennia. From equal status with men in
ancient times through the low points of the medieval period, to the
promotion of equal rights by many reformers, the history of women
in India has been eventful. Scholars believe that in ancient India,
women enjoyed equal status with men in all fields of life. However,
some others hold contrasting views. Works by ancient Indian
grammarians such as Patanjali and Katyayan suggest that women
were educated in early Vedic period. However, later (approximately
500 B.C.) the status of women began to decline with Manu Smritis
and with the Islamic invasion of Babur and the Mughal Empire.
Women education in ancient India can be discussed under three
headings:
1) Women education in India during Vedic period.
2)  Women education in India during Buddhist period.
3)  Women education in India during Muslim period (Medieval

Period).

1)  Women education in India during Vedic Period

Vedic system of education is probably the oldest system of
education in the whole world. Vedic Rishis spread education not
only in India but also to the entire world. They brought humanity
into light from darkness of ignorance and thereby spread the light
of knowledge throughout the whole world. Veda means "knowledge".
Vedic knowledge symbolizes the objective of human life in the world
from birth to death. The Veda consists of four books- Rig Veda,
Sam Veda, Atharva Veda and Yajur Veda. These four Vedas convey
knowledge and experience necessary for human life in solving
problems of day today.
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discipline. Even Manu includes Upanayana among the sanskars
(rituals) obligatory for girls. Music and dancing were also taught to
them. Brahmavadinis used to marry after their education was over.
Women were also given practical and useful education such as
spinning and weaving which is mentioned in Rigveda.

Towards the end of the post Vedic period around 250 B.C,, a
change in the position of women in society can be discerned. Early
marriage of girls had become mandatory and education for girls
was stopped after marriage. The restriction in education imposed
on girls extended to other areas. They could not participate in religious
or social activities or inherit property. In spite of these barriers, a
few instances of women acquiring higher education have been
reported. These women were also mentioned as teachers to whom
other men came for education. By the 3rd century B.C., Upanayana
for girls was stopped. By 10th century A.D., as Alberuni reports, all
the restrictions on education for girls had been accepted by society.
A few gitls belonging to the higher castes and richer classes continued
to receive education. There are reports of a few women poets who
wrote not in Sanskrit but in Prakrit and also trained in medicine
mainly as Gynaecologists. They were cited as exception as this number
was very small.

2) Women Education in India during Buddhist Period:

Buddhist education can be rightly regarded as a phase of the
ancient Hindu system of education. Buddhism, itself, especially in
its original and ancient form, is, as has been admitted on all hands,
rooted deeply in the pre-existing Hindu systems of thought and life.

T.W. Rhys Davids (1843-1922) in Buddhism (34) calls Gautama
Buddha "the creature of his times", of whose philosophy it must
not be supposed that "it was entirely of his own creation." He wrote:
"The fact we should never forget is that Gautama was born and
brought up and lived and died a Hindu. On the whole, he was
regarded by the Hindus of that time a Hindu. Without the intellectual
work of his predecessors, his work, however, original, would have
been impossible. He was the greatest and wisest and best of the
Hindus and, throughout his career, a characteristic Indian.Buddhist
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education had been imparted, it not only helped raise the standard
of women's character and intellect generally but also produced a
number of learned women of high calibre who guided the society in
the fields of religion and philosophy. There are examples of some
women who were philosophers and poetesses of high order. Some
of them were renowned social reformers and specialized in social
welfare.

During Buddhist period, there were some women religious
missionaries who had gone to foreign countries in order to propagate
their religion. For example, Sanghamitra, sister of Ashoka the Great,
had gone to Ceylon to spread Buddhist religion. Besides, there are
examples of women monks, viz., Shubha, Anupama and Sumedha
etc, who had taken the vow of life-long celibacy. Highly educated
women undertook teaching work known as Upadhayas. Pannini has
referred to women dormitories for the women students. We have
examples of high poetic talents of such illustrious women as
Shillabhattarika, Prabhudevi and Vijayanka etc. The poetic power
of Vijayanka has been regarded as second to none but to those of
Kalidasa. Women were given theoretical and practical education in
politics. Besides, they studied Vedanta, Ayurveda, and Literature of
high order. This is sufficient to illustrate to what extent the intellectual
faculties of women had developed.

Now, it has been quite evident women got ample opportunities
for their self-development during Buddhist period but at the same
time it will have to be remembered that higher education was limited
only to women belonging to higher strata of society. Women
education was, it seems, inadequate in the wider sense of the term
"education" as it understood today. It had not spread and reached
the door of such common masses as peasants, labourers, artisans,
craftsman and ordinary traders. Importance of the Upanayana
ceremony which was compulsory for women under the Vedic system
of education had considerably declined or almost disappeared. The
natural consequence of this was that the level of the age of women's
marriage was sufficiently lowered and they began to be married even
during their childhood. It consequently dealt a serious blow to their
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During the medieval period, there was the sense of
conservatism for which women education in general suffered. The
male members did not like the women going out of home for
education freely. They were kept under "Purdah" system. As such,
the girls were deprived of education in the Madrassas in general.
More particulatly, the rural women remained illiterate.

Even then, it cannot be said that the girls were totally deprived
of education. There were various opportunities for female education
in India during Muslim period. This was especially in the case for
learned and scholarly families, who wanted to ensure the highest
possible education for both their sons and daughters. The education
allowed was often restricted to religious instruction. While it was
not common for women to attend formal classes, they were allowed
to attend informal lectures and study sessions at mosques, Madrassas
and other public places. In the royal families, provision was made
for their education privately. The girls were given education at home
by the private educators. Names of several renowned and educated
women may be found during the Muslim period. The name of Razia
Sultana is quite well known as a highly educated lady during the
reign of the sultans. She used to acquire military and administrative
training along with general education in the royal family. She learned
riding on horseback and use of arms. She was not only educated but
also gave the patronage of learning, Giasuddin Khilji had founded a
Madrassa for women's education where training in art and craft was
given.

Women education during the Mughal period had reached a
new light. All the Mughal rulers were highly educated and cultured
and so were their wives and daughters. Gulbadan, the daughter of
Babur was an educated and talented lady with her literary taste. She
was described as the "literary gem" of the Mughal period. She was
well versed in Persian language and wrote the famous book "Humayun
Nama" that reflected the social, political and economic aspects of
life at that time. She also wrote poems and collected books in her
own library. Akbar's mother "Hamida Begum" was an educated lady
with good character and the sense of reality that had helped in making
the career of Akbar as a great king. Salma Sultana the niece of king
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Women took in their stride the changing circumstances and adjusted
themselves. In the Vedic age, they were equals of men. In Middle
Ages, their education became circumscribed; still those in the higher
strata took advantage of education available. The situation continued
to decline till the coming of the British and the general national
democratic awakening, which took place in India during the second
half of the nineteenth century. The social reform movements which
arose as a result of the interaction with the western civilization
stressed on educating the women. The pioneering work of women's
education was done by such socio-religious reform bodies as Brahmo
Samaj, Arya Samaj, Ramakrishna Mission and also Danish, American,
German and British missionary societies. In modern times with
facilities of coeducation in all fields, they have been doing as well if
not better than men, provided they get equal opportunity to learn.
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emerged in the social picture, that was the image of the New Woman.
The famous novelist and champion of women's rights, Virginia
Woolf describes the New Woman in her novel Night and Day (1919)
through the description of a character, Mary Datchet:

She was some twenty-five years of age, but looked older
because she earned, or intended to earn, her own living, and had
already lost the look of the irresponsible spectator, and taken on
that of the private in the army of workers. Her gestures seemed to
have a certain purpose, the muscles round the eyes and lips were set
rather firmly, as though the sense had undergone some discipline,
and were held ready for a call on them. She had contracted two faint
lines between her eyebrows, not from anxiety but from thought, and
it was quite evident that all the feminine instincts of pleasing,
soothing, and charming were crossed by others in no way peculiar
to her sex. (48)

The New Woman' was no more a sweet, naive and ignorant
young lady who was trained to be a governess, a wife and a classy
companion of their men. She was independent and had the agency
to conduct her life without any intervention from the society. A
subject of caricature for those who believed in the age-old patriarchal
structure of the society and family alike, the 'New Woman' was
termed 'dangerous' and corrupted. During the fin-de-siecle of the
Victorian society, the new woman would always meet a sad end -
either in death or in self-loathing isolation. However, by the beginning
of the new century, during the Edwardian age, the new woman
garnered more support from the writers and artists in their depiction
of her. Now, she was more sexually liberated, independent in thought,
knowledgeable, who was interested in Science, Mathematics,
Geography, Physics and Chemistry apart from literature and language.
And one can witness all these qualities in the characters of Enola
Holmes and Lidia Poét.

The term "New Woman" has its origin in Sarah Grand's article,
"The New Aspect of the Woman Question" in 1894. From this
essay, Ouida (pseudonym of Maria Louise Ramé) created the term
the "New Woman" for her later essay by the same name in the same
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Chemistry and Anatomy, his expertise in single stick fighting, boxing,
swordsmanship, and an in-depth knowledge of the law of England
makes him a larger-than-life character who overshadows everyone
around him. Against such a profile, Enola Holmes is introduced.
However, the writer Nancy Springer lets the character introduce
herself to the audience and this is deftly handled by the screenplay
writer, Jack Thorne. Instead of someone else introducing her, she
addresses directly to the audience her ability of "reading, science,
sports and all sorts of exercise - both physical and mental." (0:04 -
2:02, Enola Holmes Part 1).

Like her brilliant brothers, Enola is also smart, brilliant and a
free-thinker much to the dismay of her elder brother, Mycroft. Enola,
according to Mycroft, was an ill-bred, ill-tempered young girl who
immediately needed schooling to fit in the upper-class society (where
they belonged). Mycroft's character truly depicts the patriarchal
sensibility of the early twentieth century, that strongly condemned
the "New Woman," and her new power of agency. He feels, their
mother Eudoria's leaning for the suffragette activism was the cause
of such a failure. He calls her a dangerous woman under whose
influence Enola's life was a complete disaster.

The film, Enola Holmes Part 1, is set against the backdrop of
the passing of the Reform Bill in the British Parliament in 1884.
The main plot deals with the ways in which Enola uses her sleuthing
skills to find out the conspiracy hatched by the Dowager Lady
Basilwether, to kill her grandson, Lord Viscount Tewkesbury. The
Dowager wanted to do so to prevent Tewkesbury from inheriting
the title of Marquess and an attendant seat in the House of Lords
that would enable him to vote in favour of the Reform Bill. The
Dowager, a staunch traditionalist, was against the formulation of
the Reform Bill which extended the right to vote to men in the rural
areas and stripped lot of powers from the elite. She believed that it
was her duty to safeguard conventional British values and customs.
She anticipated that the progressive views of her son (whom she
killed consequently) and grandson were a threat to Britain's traditional
conservative ideology which promoted private property and
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In Ewnola Holmes, Part-2, the eponymous sleuth goes on to
become an independent detective with an office of her own, name,
"Enola Holmes Detective Agency." And she informs the audience
that she would like to get away from the formidable shadow of her
brother, the great detective of all time, Sherlock Holmes. However,
an independent detective agency, without any association with 22
Baker Street, and run by a woman is of no value to the prospective
clients. This introduction truly speaks of the time where women's
skills and intelligence were constantly questioned. The second film
in the franchisee, Enola Holmes Part-2, is set at the back drop of
theSara Chapman-led 1888 Bryant & May Matchgirls' strike in
London in 1888. Poor working condition, unequal wage, fourteen-
hour work day, unjust fines and poor sanitation led to a lot of
discontent among the girls of the factory. This was exacerbated by
the hazard of working with allotrope of white phosphorus causing
the Phossy jaw disease that afflicted many girls. Despite earning a
huge profit, the factory owners turned a blind eye to the deplorable
condition under which the workers worked. The sporadic
discontentment took an uncontrollable outrage when a gitl was sacked
some time in 2nd July, 1888 that led to a massive strike. The director,
Harry Bradbeer, brilliantly brings to life the conditions that were the
cause of the strike. In the second film, Enola Holmes applies her
perditorian skills of searching for lost people. In her quest for her
clients, Ms. Holmes employs all her skills of charm, jujutsu,
intelligence and observation breaking every obstruction that comes
her way owing to her gender.

Her resilience and focus reflect the radical women of the
nineteenth and eatly twentieth century who exposed and fought the
inequalities of the female existence. The women suffrage movement
in Britain that fought for the right to vote for women began in the
nineteenth century. It relates to all the Reform Bills that were
subsequently passed in the nineteenth century. These Reform Bills
were meant to include more and more men from the cities, towns
and villages who were given the right to vote, whereas the women
were constantly ignored.
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to pursue law, and practice for some time until she was debarred
from the Bar of Turin. The whole series showcases Lidia's journey
in her fight to get reinstated in the bar council. The producers of
this original Netflix series, Guido Luculano, and Davide Orsini merge
the real-life Lidia Poét with the fictitious Lidia Poét while projecting
the hardships and challenges undergone by women across all classes.
In the mid-1800s, it was nothing less than sacrilege for women to
have any voice. In a span of six episodes in the 1st season, the series
brings afresh the life and times of the 19th century Europe where
draconian laws against women were rampant, and justice was a
business of and for men alone. In such dreaded times, the indomitable
spirit of a fierce woman who broke all boundaries opens doors for
other women to come forward to fight against oppression and
silencing,

Lidia Poét is sexually-liberated; she is intelligent and knows
her mind. At a time when women were relegated to the margins
without any choices left to them but to follow the dictates of the
patriarch, Ms. Péet stood up and made room for herself. Like Enola
Holmes, Lidia Poet fights against the prevailing norm of the society
that didn't allow women to have any voice. After obtaining her Law
degree from the University of Turin, Italy, she joined the Order of
Lawyers and Prosecutors of Turin. She litigated cases at a lower-
fees compared to male lawyers. She emphatically mentions her name
as "Lidia Poét, esquire," when a judge at the bar of Turin nonchalantly
addresses her "er... advocate Poét." She is opinionated and speaks
her mind without fear, even to the senior judges of the very male-
dominated legal system. However, she couldn't continue her practice
after three months as she was debarred from the Order of Lawyers
on grounds of her being a woman.

In the very first episode, Ms.Poét is barred from practicing
law, and through the patronising attitude of the male colleagues,
one can understand how discrimination against women was deeply
implanted in the system. Her bold opinions, uprightness and strong
presence troubled the male colleagues who were comfortably set in
a favourable system. It is interesting to note that when Ms. Poet
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current centuries. The issues like forced marriage, scant access to
education for women, increasing destitution and workplace
discrimination which are even relevant in today's context have been
brought to light.

One striking issue that both the works in context carry is the
clothing of women in the 19th and the 20th century. This societal
norm of clothing is symbolic of how women were perceived as
objects of the male-gaze and marriage material. In Enola Holmes -
Part 1, Mycroft is shocked to see Enola without gloves outside her
house. He expresses his dismay on seeing his sixteen-year- old sister
without proper dress. Here, proper dress means gowns worn with
corsets. In the Victorian period, women were groomed to be a suitable
and pleasant companion to their husbands, and therefore they were
sent to the grooming schools like the one that Ms. Harrison ran.
And with Enola Holmes, the film makers deconstruct the cultural
tool of repression i.e. the corset. She uses them as her combat
uniform and a safe place to keep her money. Whereas in The Law
According to Lidia Poét, the main character, Lidia Poét follows the
trend of the age by improvising her dress. She wears corset with
trousers like gowns. Her niece, Mariana is forced to wear gowns
which she found to be old-fashioned. One can observe that even
styling and fashion was changing during that time, with the changing
milieu.

One significant similarity between the two shows is changing
narrative of masculinity in a rigid patriarchal society. All the young
male characters - Sherlock Holmes, Lord Tewkesbury, Enrico Poét,
Andrea Caracciolo, Jacopo Barberis - are supportive of the women
characters. For example, Andrea Caracciolo is Lidia Poet's love
interest. But he has never imposed himself on her. She gets intimate
with him, but at the same time makes it clear that she doesn't love
him. Their love is based on support, and Andrea supports Lidia's
decision of practicing law as assistant to her brother, and to not
leave for America. Even Enrico, Lidia's brother, supports her decision
of becoming his assistant and works on cases that come their way.
We observe the same with Sherlock Holmes, the great detective who
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profound impact on women's rights and the role of women in society.
In the early stages of the Revolution, women played an active role in
the protests and demonstrations that ultimately led to the fall of
monarchy. Women participated in the storming of the Bastille in
July 1789 and organized marches and rallies to demand food, better
working conditions, and political representation. However, despite
their protests, women's rights were not considered as a central
concern of the Revolution. The new Constitution of 1791 granted
citizenship and political rights to men, but women were excluded
from these provisions. Women's political clubs were banned and
women were discouraged from participating in public life.

This exclusion and marginalization of women from the
political process led to a backlash from feminist activists such as
Olympe de Gouges and Mary Wollstonecraft. Olympe de Gouges
in her writing in 1791, argued that women should be granted equal
rights as men. Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797), who was a British
writer, is considered one of the founding figures of modern
feminism. She argued that women were not naturally inferior to men,
but they were instead treated as oppressed by societal norms and
often deprived of education.

Despite the efforts of feminist activists, women's rights were
not significantly advanced during the French Revolution. It was not
until the 19th and 20th centuries that women in France and elsewhere
would achieve the right to vote, access to education and employment,
and other key rights and opportunities. It was only in 1920 that
women were first allowed to vote in the USA.

Nevertheless, the French Revolution was a pivotal moment in
the history of women's rights as it brought issues related to gender
and inequality to the forefront of political discourse and set the
stage for future feminist movements.

2. Factors of Gender Inequality

Gender inequality is a serious impediment to development. It
has been a pervasive problem throughout human history, and women
have often been the ones who suffer the most from it. While there
has been some progress in recent years towards gender equality,
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resources. This wage gap is often caused by a combination of factors,
including discrimination, gender stereotypes and differences in job
experience or qualifications. The impact of unequal pay is significant
and it can limit women's ability to support themselves and their
families, and it can perpetuate poverty and economic insecurity.
iii) Political Factors

Women are often discouraged to participate in government.
Women are underrepresented in leadership positions, and their voices
are often not heard in decision-making processes. Women's
underrepresentation in politics can limit their ability to influence
decision-making and policy. This lack of representation can also
limit the visibility of women's perspectives and experiences,
perpetuating gender stereotypes and limiting opportunities for
women.

3. Consequences of Gender Inequality

Gender inequality has severe consequences for women, their
families, and society as a whole. These include:
i) Health Consequences

Women who experience gender inequality are more likely to
have poor health outcomes. This includes higher rates of maternal
mortality, sexually transmitted infections, and mental health issues.
Women may have limited access to healthcare, particularly in
developing countries or in areas where healthcare services are not
widely available. This can limit their ability to manage their health
and well-being, which can have significant impact on their quality of
life and their ability to participate fully in society.
ii) Educational Consequences

Limited access to education for women means they are more
likely to be illiterate and have limited access to knowledge and
information. Lack of access to education is another significant cause
of gender inequality. Women may have limited access to education,
particularly in developing countries. This can limit their ability to
secure well-paying jobs and participate fully in society. Additionally,
gender stereotypes can limit the opportunities available to women
even when they do have access to education. For example, women



SHESCAPEWQ” 515

women's political representation.
v)  Social and Cultural Change

Changing social and cultural norms that limit women's access
to education, economic opportunities, and political representation
is essential in addressing gender inequality. This can be achieved
through community-based initiatives that promote gender equality
and women's empowerment.

4. Conclusion

Gender inequality and the lack of empowerment of women
are widespread issues that have severe consequences for women,
their families, and society. Addressing gender inequality requires a
comprehensive approach that includes education, economic
empowerment, political empowerment, legal frameworks, and social
and cultural change. By working towards empowering women, we
can create a world where women have equal opportunities and
resources as men to participate in social, economic, and political
activities and live fulfilling and meaningful lives.
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INTRODUCING THE KUKIS

The Kuki constitute one of the oldest indigenous hill
communities of North-East India belonging to the Indo-Mongoloid
of Tibeto-Burmese stock of race with Tibeto-Burman language
group. The word 'Kuki' is a generic term which includes a number
of tribes and clans. This generic term covers a large number of
people who migrated to different parts of North East India from
contiguous areas lying further east at different points of time. The
origin of the word Kuki is not known. It first appeared in Bengal,
Rawling's writing of Cucis or mountaineers of Tiperah. There are
many conjectures and theories about the origin of the word Kuki.
The word Kuki is said to be coined by other people rather than the
Kukis themselves. They are known by their neighbours by different
names. The British knew them by Kookies, Lushais, Pois, Sindus
and Chins. The Plains people called these tribes Kukis or Kuki-Chin,
whereas the Dimasa Kacharis called them Thanggumsa and in
Manipur the Meitei name for the Kuki is Khonjai or Khongsai. The
Kukis are one of the indigenous tribe of Assam. Since time
immemorial they have been living in the twin hill district namely,
Karbi Anglong and Dima Hasao (formerly called North Cachar Hills).
It is pertinent to note that like many tribes of North East India, the
Kukis embraced a patriarchal form in which the male takes all the
important decision in matters ranging from family issues to societal
affair.

GLIMPSE OF KUKI SOCIETY

The Kuki Society in the past was a simple one confined mainly
to villages. It was closely knit. The Kuki community followed the
patriarchal system of family structure. By tradition, women are
considered housewives while men are to be heads of the family.
Men have always been privileged to be decision makers. Although, it
cannot be denied that in comparison to other women in other parts,
the Kuki women enjoy certain privileges and status. The fact that
she does not wear purdah or pay dowry and she can mix freely with
men .Yet, women are expected to do all the house hold chores starting
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hair. Activities for girls included collection and giving of fire woods
etc. to the destitute families. Participation in different works in
collaborations with the corresponding boys group appeared
prominent. But as time progressed and socio religious changes took
place in the Kuki society, women adapted themselves to these changes
without giving up on their traditional role. The old cultural institutions
were long gone but Kuki women continued to participate in all the
activities where her presence is required. Till today, majority of
women in villages involve themselves in strenuous nature of works
particularly shifting cultivation, agricultural being the mainstay of
the economy. They help the men folk in tilling, sowing, transplanting,
wielding, harvesting and transporting the crops. Thus, women play
a vital role in maintaining the household affairs at the family level.
The Kuki tribe had its own traditional culture, customs, ornaments,
other articles etc. with varieties of colours, design, size and members.
Each of them has significance relating to an important event. A
woman skilled in weaving was highly prized and much sought after
for a wife by eligible young men. Creation and designing of traditional
costumes have been done since long by women. It was and is still
they who weave different types of traditional colourful clothes. In
fact, it is they who exhibit the typical costumes of their tribes more
than their male counterparts.

Traditionally, in the patriarchal kuki society, women were never
consulted in any matters and even if they volunteered, their opinion
was not given weightage. Women were not encouraged to involve in
socio-economic and political spheres although they run their homes.
However, due to changes which occurred due to spread of education,
interaction with outsiders, modernization and globalisation,
government policies etc., the mind-set of the people is changing
and the middle-class women themselves feel the need of change in
old traditional beliefs of inequality of sexes.

WOMEN AND MARRIAGE

The core of the social structure of the Kuki society was kin-
based. As far as marriage was concerned, the ideal or perfect union
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man of another family, she forfeits the right of property of her
dead husband. In the absence of a male heir, the nearest male relative
inherits the property. So, the eldest son who inherits the property is
also obliged to support all the dependents in the house and is bound
to pay the unpaid debts of the deceased too. The women who lived
in the village spent most of her time and day economically providing
for the family by gathering food, selling goods in the market place
and collecting fire woods. Women are considered to be weaker than
men physically so women are discriminated even in the payment of
their wages. In this globalised era, the woman have begun to question
the oppressive social customs and traditions relating to unequal wages,
divorce, inheritance and customary laws.

POLITICAL STATUS

The traditional political institution of the Kuki-Chin -Mizo based
on kinship system, continues to be enforced in strict accordance
with the customary laws. In the political sphere, woman is regarded
as unfit to participate in the decision-making process as reflected in
the folksong, "Numei Thusei le janavacha ham' which means the
chattering of a woman is like birds chirping at night. This signifies
that woman has no say in the running of the village administration.
There is no place reserved for them in the village council. However,
there are instances where woman have been able to influence the
decision of the court and indirectly influence village affairs. The
village chief or Haosa is the central figure in the political
administration of the kuki society and that of his wife is known as
Haosapi. In the male dominated society, women's domain is
considered to be home. In community matters, women were not
consulted and even if they volunteered their opinion not given
weightage. In the social organisation and village administration,
women had no place except under special circumstances. She is
permitted to attend the village council meetings provided she is a
widow and her son is still a minor, if not her son will represent as
head of family, superseding the mother. Despite women playing an
important role in village administration, only males were allowed to
become Hausa or chief and in the absence of chief the wife although
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given significance to the concept of motherhood. Christianity also
offers several role models for women than that of wife and mother.
Yet, the male dominance in religious matters is not absolutely absent
in the Kuki society as they are given only secondary role in the
churches, home and society. Till today, in some churches women are
not encouraged to deliver a sermon, solemnise a marriage ceremony,
minister in a burial service and to be ordains as Pastor. In the true
sense, women are kept from being fully integrated into the major
roles of spiritual, social, political and economic life of the public.

ECONOMIC STATUS

Women have played a very vital role in the economic life of
the Kuki society. All the household chores are considered as the
responsibility of the women. The domestic work of Kuki women is
well documented by | Shakespeare "A woman has to rise early, fill
her basket with empty bamboo tubes and trudge off before daylight
dawns the hills, and the supply of water is frequently so scanty that
it takes her sometimes to fill her bamboos. Having conveyed her
basket to the house, she has to set work cleaning the rice for the day
on the shelf over the hearth and this she now precedes to pound in
a mortar in front veranda, and winnow on an oval bamboo tray till it
is clean enough for use. The breakfast of rice has then to be cooked,
and it should be ready by the time her husband is awake. After the
meal, the real work of the day begins." This illustrates the sacrifice
made by the Kuki women and at the same time shows the position
and status she holds in the family. In fact, there is no slack season
for women. In this aspect there is another saying, "Numei kholjin,
subtum to jin" which means a travelling woman carries with her a
wooden pestle. So even while travelling women are expected to assist
the host family. The Kuki women who are able to wake up early and
do all the domestic works and know the pros and cons, the ins and
outs of this art are highly valued in the marriage market. The death
of a divorced woman is treated as unnatural and therefore the body
is taken out for burial not through the door but through the hole
made in the wall. Rites and ritual are not performed. The practice is
however not relevant in the contemporary days. A married woman
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the society. Nevertheless, it would be wrong to say that women enjoy
complete equality in the society. The idea of an egalitarian society is
still lacking in pragmatic term. The root cause of unequal
participation is the rigidity of traditional norms that still governs
our day-to-day existence, what we are today is shaped by the way we
were moulded from childhood by the family and the society we belong
to. For a woman to come out to the fore front as a strong personality
requires supportive and broad-minded relatives. There is also a need
to recognise the paucity in writing and research on specific areas like
Women. Itis striking to note the lack or almost non-existence of the
acknowledgement of women. The call is for active involvement of
every member to contribute his or her bits. To transform these roles
and institutions might take decades and need to start at the individual
level. The need of the hour is to build network to advocate for gender
equality and Kuki women themselves should also be active
participants and take initiatives rather than be passive listeners only.
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ROLE OF EDUCATION IN
WOMEN EMPOWERMENT AND
DEVELOPMENT :
ISSUES AND IMPACT

Gauri Hazarika

Education is considered a milestone for women empowerment
because it enables them to respond to the challenges, to confront
their traditional role and change their lives. Increasing access to
education notwithstanding, gender discrimination still persists in
India and lot more needs to be done in the field of women's education
in India. Women have so much unexplored potential which has never
been tapped. As education is an input of human development,
educational equity will ensure enabling and entrepreneurial
development. Even beyond literacy, there is much that education
can do for women's rights, dignity and security. Education is the key
to unlock the golden door of freedom for development. Eileen
Malone Beach sees education, health care and income as a blessed
trinity because they are so closely related. This paper discusses the
impact of education on empowerment of women as well as the
challenges and changes that we must have to deal with during the
process. We call for a renewed emphasis on relevant, equal and holistic
education to ensure the desired results.

Women education in India has been a major preoccupation
of both the government and civil society as educated women can
play a very important role in the development of the country.

Education of women is the most powerful tool to change
their position in society. Women education in India has been a need
of the hour, as education is a foundation stone for the empowerment
of woman. Education also brings a reduction in inequalities and
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suppliers and they play a significant part in the development of
agriculture, industry and the service sector. Women's empowerment
begins with education, which helps them to adapt to difficulties,
face their established toles and transform their lives. As such, we
must not overlook the relevance of education in relation to women's
empowerment and India's recent ascension to superpower status.
Education is the most powerful instrument for changing women's
status in society. It has been a pressing need, as education is the
cornerstone of women's empowerment. Education also helps to
reduce inequalities and serves as a tool of enhancing one's family
status and development.

India holds currently the first position in the world of having
highest population. There are approximately 49% females in total
population. But if we analyse the current status of Indian women
with other countries of the world then we can realise that the scene
is not even satisfactory but the worst. Indian women generally face
all types of barriers to success like illiteracy, domestic violence, lack
of motivation and support and many more. It is very essential for
the harmonious development of the country that women should go
hand in hand and shoulder to shoulder with men. And for
empowering the women, higher education will play a vital role.

Empowerment is the process of becoming stronger and more
confident, especially in adjusting one's life and demanding one' rights.
Women education is an important characteristic in developed societies
and used as symbol of women empowerment. The present study
reveals that a majority of the population of India is living below the
poverty line. The women of India are leading miserable lives because
they are not treated well.

Empowering the women means creating such an environment
in which they can take independent decisions for their personal
development and the development of society in general.
Empowerment is the process by which the women achieve increased
control and participation in decision making which in turn helps to
achieve equal status with men in various spheres-political, economic,
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and addressed in the public forums. Education is a critical input in
human resource development and is essential for the country's
economic growth. It increases the productivity and the efficiency of
individuals and it produces skilled labour force that is capable of
leading the economy towards the path of sustainable growth and
prosperity. The progress and well-being of a country largely depends
on the choices of education made available to its people. It can be
one of the most powerful instruments of change.

Empowering women is an important end in itself. And as
women acquire the same status, opportunities and social, economic
and legal rights as men, as they acquire the right to health and gender-
based violence, human well-being will be enhanced, related to women
workforce which address the global problems and their future
implications on women at various places and regions.

Education is a potent tool in the emancipation and
empowerment of women. The greatest single factor which can
incredibly improve the status of women in any society is education.
It is indispensable as it enables women not only to gain more
knowledge about the world but helps her to get status, positive self-
esteem and self-confidence, necessary courage and inner strength to
face challenges in life. Apparently, it also facilitates them to procure
ajob and supplement the income of family and achieve social status.
Educated women can play an equal role as men in nation building.
Therefore, there is no denying fact that education empowers women.
In spite of the forceful intervention by international women groups,
feminist critics, constitutional guarantees, protecting laws and sincere
efforts by the government at all levels through various schemes and
programmes to uplift the plight of women, education and women
empowerment is still an enigma due to various reasons.
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MISSING IN ACTION :
WOMEN IN FOREIGN AFFAIRS AND
INTERNATIONAL SECURITY

Chinmoyee Das

Introduction :

Men in key positions of security and international policy
govern and rule the globe today. Men in charge of kingdoms and
empires have a long history of being more famous for starting wars
than for bringing about peace. Women have historically been
underrepresented in international treaties and negotiations, with a
few notable exceptions. Due to once-unbreakable cultural and
religious norms, women have historically been restricted to
subordinate roles in society. Nevertheless, as democracy spreads
around the world, women are becoming a more powerful force.
Women are currently speaking up more in support of civil liberties,
human rights, and the defence of freedom. However, men have
continued to dominate the field of international relations, where
women are conspicuously underrepresented in the formulation of
foreign policy. In order to change the insensitive and exclusive political
institutions plaguing the world, it is more important than ever to
raise the voices of women in politics.

The article tries to concentrate on the part played by women
in global relations. It looks into the nature of women's representation
in the defence and foreign policy of various countries to try and
determine why there have been so few women in positions of
leadership in international relations. While doing so, the paper focuses
on the various studies that prove engagements of women as
negotiators of peace have led to durability of peace. The article also
aims to comprehend the consequences of the underrepresentation
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and international security has never been more crucial than it is today
due to the emergence of fresh ideas and methods in world politics.
More and more recently, the importance of promoting women's
involvement in these foreign policy matters has been underlined.
But as democratic principles spread throughout the third world,
women activists' voices have become louder in support of more
freedom, human rights, and civil liberties. In recent years, more and
more women have taken the lead in advocating for civil liberties,
human rights, and the defence of freedom throughout Asia, Africa
and America (The Diplomat, March 10, 2013).

Women have been playing a very important role in various
revolution against oppressive regimes all across the world, challenging
authority and demanding responsibility of the deceitful leaders. These
movements have been noteworthy for their demand for rule of law,
robust institutions, social justice, and economic opportunity for all
citizens rather than for women's rights and gender equality. As a
result, women activists have been supporting the larger cause of
democratisation, independence, and self-autonomy in recent years.
However, there is a conspicuous lack of female leadership in powerful
positions in these groups. Men have thus continued to rule the world
of international affairs where women are conspicuously
underrepresented in the formulation of foreign policy. In order to
change the insensitive and exclusive political institutions plaguing
the world, it is more important than ever to raise the voices of women
in politics.

Current State

The current statistics of women in influential positions speak
for themselves globally. For instance, just 15% of ambassadors
worldwide are female (Aggestam, 2019). There were only 15 female
defence ministers in the world as of 2017 (The Quint, Sep 03, 2017).
Only five member countries of the 47 countries of the Council of
Europe have female foreign ministers (Council of Europe Portal). As
of January 1, 2023, there are 31 countries with 34 women serving as
heads of state or government. There are only 17 countries with female
heads of state, and 19 countries with female heads of government
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The gap of representation: Concerns and consequences

Work-life balance issues and a lack of the proper administrative
infrastructure that would allow women to pursue high-level
occupations while starting families have been identified as important
contributing elements to the issue. (Lazarou & Braden 2019:03). A
significant participant in the discussion, Anne Marie Slaughter,
stressed in 2012 the significance of establishing the proper social
policies as well as bridging the leadership gap by guaranteeing that
women are equally represented in the ranks of politicians, business
executives, and judges. Although representation by itself cannot
resolve problems related to gender-based foreign policy, it is thought
to be one of many crucial steps in that approach (Lazarou & Braden
2019:04).

The role of women in democratisation is far less clear and
forceful than it should be, notwithstanding the loud calls for
democracy. Unfortunately, now is the very time when their voices
are most needed. The need for Women Representation Studies have
repeatedly proven that gender equality promotes peace and that
discussions for peace that involve women have a higher likelihood
of being long-lasting and fruitful. Societies with gender equality
benefit from improved health, faster economic growth, and greater
security. According to Gizelis (2009), nations with higher levels of
gender equality and political participation for women are more likely
to experience long-lasting peace. The importance of women in
fostering peace, security, and the operation of democracy is now
widely acknowledged by the world community. According to Hassim
(20006), "the participation of women in decision-making is a
democratic good in and of itself and breaks male dominance in
politics."

In the subject of international security, women have ascended
to increasingly significant positions, and there are new and developing
prospects for their engagement globally, particulatly at senior levels
of policymaking. The head of the Russian Central bank, the German
Minister of Foreign Affairs, the Vice President of the United States,
the Head of the European Commission, and the French Minister
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correlation between women's political inclusion and the persistence
of peace. There may be a link between women's security, their political
engagement, and long-lasting peace because gender inequality is a
potent predictor of violent conflict. Gender inequality has been
proven to be a powerful predictor of the beginning of civil wars
(Caprioli 2005; Melander 2005) while gender equality has been shown
to be a strong indicator of a state's peacefulness (Hudson et al. 2012,
2009). Because women can participate in the peacemaking process
and encourage greater domestic participation, the likelihood of
effective peacebuilding operations rises in cultures where women
perform comparably better (Gizelis 2009). After a ceasefire or
negotiated agreement, peace lasts longer when there are more female
legislators (Shair-Rosenfield and Wood 2017).

To answer the question as to why having female signatories
improve the standard and tenacity of peace, Kraus et. al (2018)
contend that connections between female signatories and female
civil society organisations enhance the agreement's provisions and
its content. Links between female signatories and women's civil
society organisations lead to more agreement clauses aiming at
sociopolitical change and higher provision implementation rates as
a result of persistent advocacy by knowledgeable women groups,
increasing the likelithood of a long-lasting peace (Krause, 2019:990).
According to feminist researchers who have long argued that the
end of armed conflict does not necessarily translate into improved
security for women, women's protection and women's rights must
be considered for a meaningful peace to be truly achieved. (Chinkin
2003; Meintjes, Pillay, and Turshen 2001; Pankhurst 2003, 2008).
Scholars have focused on women's social knowledge, conflict
expertise, grassroots networks, perceptions of femininity, and
experiences during war in addition to rights-based justifications for
their inclusion (Anderlini 2007; Cockburn 2007; El-Bushra 2007,
Kaufman and Williams 2010; Krause and Enloe 2015). It is not yet
evident, though, whether attitudes towards gender and community-
level conflict resolution abilities directly transfer into an improvement
in state-level peace negotiations. Women are not a homogeneous
group, either.
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stronger position to advocate for women's rights and provisions that
generally improve women's socioeconomic situation because they
are delegates with the ability to directly influence talks. At the same
time, pressure from women's civil society organisations outside of
discussions may improve the standing of female delegates. Women
delegates can aid advocacy efforts by educating women's civil society
organisations about the negotiation process so they can effectively
mobilise and build momentum (Kraus et al 2018: 990).

Important networks between negotiators and women's civil
society groups are unlikely to be developed or will likely stay weak if
women cannot engage in negotiations with a voice and influence.
The likelihood that provisions promoting gender equality and
socioeconomic development will be included in the peace agreement
and implemented in the years after the peace accord is decreased by
the absence of direct input from women. Women's exclusion from
negotiations thereby reinforces their political marginalisation,
diminishes opportunities for political reform and for the execution
of the peace accord, compromising the sustainability of peace (Kraus
et al 2018:992).

Thus, women are frequently considered as "honest brokers"
during peace discussions and are therefore able to bring about a
more equitable and long-lasting peace, as was the case, for instance,
in the conflict settlement in Northern Ireland up until 1998. Women
also have access to crucial information because of their societal roles
and duties. For instance, women in Afghanistan and Northern Ireland
have been able to access networks of data through communication
with members of the community (Lazarou & Braden 2019:04).
According to Nilsson (2012) including significant representation of
women and civil society organisations in peace negotiations reduces
the likelihood that the final deal will collapse by 64% (Nilsson, 2012:
250). Another study suggests that including women in peace
negotiations increases its likelihood of lasting at least 15 years by
35% (Inclusive Security, October 2015). These figures, along with others,
demonstrate unequivocally that gender diversity and the participation
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opinions of all people to make decisions and act as leaders. More
and more women are speaking up, but they are being resisted by
extreme political groups and religious fanatics who want to restrict
women's rights as they have for millennia. In addition to impeding
political, economic, and societal equality, limiting women's rights also
jeopardises democracy's development.

The world will be drastically altered by the rapidly advancing
forces of greater democracy and opportunity for women, which are
only beginning to appear on the political horizon in many cultures.
States must support this change or else it will be too late.
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murder and acute poverty; all of which were caused by the 1947
Partition. Understanding the seriousness of the situation, many
writers have come forward from the region to tell their stories of
the ghastly incident. Of them of all, the famous Bengali-based writer
Manik Bandopadhyay attempted to discuss the socio-political pitfalls
of Partition in his short story "The Final Solution" that seemed to
have generated a social and literary sensation; as its efforts were not
merely limited to addressing the dangers of the Partition. In fact, it
also explored how the political event soon became a patriarchal tool
to further victimize women through the process of double-
marginalization. As the Partition caused dispossession of the
migrant's homeland, it further pushed the women into reductive
gender roles. In fact, the Partition saw the "largest ever processes of
forced migration" as the large number of "dispossessed people...
huddled together like herds of cattle and goats in the shelter of a
railway platform". This consequently reduced them into a
dehumanized state of acute poverty, hunger and desperation which
made it "one hell of a life for them" for they rarely received any
social aid from the government and non-profit organizations (Aiyar
15 and Bandopadhyay 36). While this failure was voiced by Mallika,
the protagonist of Bandopadhyay's "The Final Solution", who like a
rebellious woman "didn't mince words" as she constantly complained
in the public of the 'no-to-minimal help received by her family from
the government and the wannabe philanthropist Pramatha who in
reality was a pimp. To this end, Pramatha further blamed the migrants
who "ha[d] come in waves, flooding the city. The government is
unable to cope. How many people can we look after?" As these
words presented the failure of peace committees, rehabilitation
programmes and inhumane conditions in the refugee camps, it also
highlighted the state of acute destitution, poverty and starvation
experienced by Mallika's family that had a whimpering infant and a
malaria-stricken husband.

Caught in this situation, Mallika mostly carried the "agony of
the hapless" mother and wife who was forced to see her child and
husband being reduced into 'skeletons' as they could not collect
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Following the awkward conversation between Mallika and her, Asha
felt increasingly restless, for unlike Mallika, she was a "[w]eak and
soft-hearted, [and] felt pulled into both directions. Her nerves were
on edge". This dilemma consequently led to Asha eventually offering
to visit Pramatha instead of Mallika. While the decision was made
out of her extreme love, care, affection and concern for her family,
this self-sacrifice of Asha led to Mallika assuring her that she will be
"worship[ped]" for her selfless act. In this scene, we could see how
the partition had become a tool of crimes, injustices and exploitations
for women. However, the situation immediately changed for them
as Ramlochan stated that Pramatha had specifically called for Mallika;
for whom the situation felt like a "noose" to her end. In addition to
Mallika and Asha's struggles, the story in brief instances also
introduced us to several women who had also become victims of
Pramatha following the Partition. One such instance was that of an
unnamed "married woman, [who was] a few years older than [Mallika]
wearing a nice sati into the car alone. She looked extremely dejected"
for the undignified profession that she was made to forcefully choose
and how through her sexual intimacies with strange and random
men, Pramatha continued to take a commission from her earnings.
Standing in complete opposition to this woman, Mallika was
presented as a woman "[d]ressed in grimy clothes, wrapped in filthy
sandals with unkempt hair". Her appearance in Pramatha's well-
decorated home made Mallika feel "as if she were a maidservant".
Despite her appearance, Pramatha saw the tigress instincts in her as
if "she was about to pounce on him, [and] dig her teeth into his
flesh". However, this realization didn't cause any fear within
Pramatha. Instead, it excited him as "[t]he idea of taming the wild
creature and bringing her under his control made Pramatha happy"
(Bandopadhyay 43). Following this, on Pramatha's insistence Mallika
bathed herself into a set of new clothes which further excited him
into his irresistible sexual urges towards Mallika. Despite her
resistance, Pramatha forced himself on her. Witnessing all these acts
of the "flesh trade" being conducted in public, Mallika was amazed.
Her thoughts further open up complex debates on the presence of
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WHERE IS INDIAN FEMALE
POPULATION WORKING AND WHY IS
THE FEMALE LABOUR FORCE
PARTICIPATION IN INDIA LOW?

Dr Arifa Tabassum

Introduction :

For economic growth to take place, the female labour force
participation plays an important role. The female labour force
participation rates vary greatly across developing and emerging
countries. With the increase in the size of the labor force, economies
can benefit from increased productivity and output. Increased
productivity leads to higher GDP and improved living standard for
individuals and society as a whole. In the developing countries, the
FLFP can help reduce the poverty rates as increased FLFP has been
associated with lower levels of income inequality. FLDP is also vital
for promoting gender equality because with equal access to
employment opportunities, women can exercise greater control over
their lives, education, health and family planning. FLDP also
encourages women empowerment as it provides women with
economic independence, decision -making power and a platform to
confront gender stereotypes and discrimination. The countries which
trade internationally employ more women. In the advanced countries,
the average tariff rates on products for women are higher than those
for men. Countries which are open to trade tend to have higher
levels of gender equality because trade liberalization is linked to a
higher accumulation of education and skills for women. Some of
the common sectors where Indian women work are agriculture,
healthcare, government services, banking and finance, media and
entertainment, education and information technology. The labor



SHESCAPEWQ” 553

for women continue to remain low. As per the NSSO's 2017 data,
the average daily wage rate for general agricultural men is Rs. 264.05
and for women is Rs. 205.32. Women, therefore, get 22.24 % lower
wages. Men get higher wages both as agricultural and non-agricultural
laborers. The non-agricultural women laborer gets slightly higher
wages as compared to agricultural laborer.
ii)  Education

The service sector has become an important sector for urban
women. Women are largely concentrated in professions such as
teaching and nursing which has very limited scope for career
development.The flexibility and convenience brought by measures
post pandemic where one can choose to work permanently from
home or blended work opportunities with flexible hours using
technology has increased female labor force participation in the
education sector. The convenient measures have created favorable
conditions for women. Therefore, more female professionals get
inspired to join the academic workforce as online teachers, tutors,
among others.

iii) Healthcare

Women represent on an average approximately seventy percent
of those working in the health sector although they constitute only
forty percent of the global formal labor force. Disproportionate
employment of women is found in this sector where they are engaged
in mostly low-paid jobs including nursing and midwifery. According
to a report of WHO (2020), approximately fifty percent of the health
sector workforce in India are female. According to NSSO 2017-18,
in India women medical doctors and nursing staff constitute around
29% and 80% respectively. Further, the Accredited Social Health
Activists (ASHAs) constitute nearly 100% of women.

iv)  Information Technology

The IT sector workforce has the highest representation of
women and is considered to be the largest employer of white-collar
workforce in the country. It has been found that in a technology
industry research firm, women now make up 34% of the IT
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India is expected to become world's fastest growing e-
commerce market. However, the growth trends of employment ratio
of women are poor. The number is not increasing in the retail sector
due to reasons such as rigid work hours, unpaid maternity leave,
very less salary besides others.

3.2 Female labor force participation is important for a
country like India due to several reasons
i) Economic growth

By utilizing the skills, talents, and potential of half of the
population, India can enhance productivity, innovation and
competitiveness in various sectors.
ii)  Poverty reduction

When women are employed, they can generate income for
themselves and their families thereby improving their social wellbeing.
iii) Women Empowerment

Increased labor force participation empowers women by
providing them with financial independence and decision-making
power. Empowering women benefits not only the individuals but
also their families, communities and societies as a whole.
iv)  Education :

With access to income women can invest in education for
themselves and their children.
v)  Health

A positive correlation exists between employment and
individual and community health. Creation of jobs and employment
opportunities carry important health benefits both for individuals
and entire communities. Studies have found that higher income was
always associated with better health. With higher income, there is
reduced risk of mortality as well as reduced rates of chronic diseases
such as heart disease and stroke. It was also found that employment
reduces the risk of depression and psychological distress. It, therefore
improves the general mental health of not only the women but also
men.
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Figure 2 Labor forces, female (% of total labor force)

Figure 2 shows the female labor force participation as a
percentage of total labor force in India. It can be clearly seen from
the figure that in the last two decades there is continuous fall in the
rate.
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Figure 3 Labor force participation rates, female (% of
female population ages 15-64)
Figure 3 depicts the female labor force participation as a

percentage of female population ages 15-64. It shows that from
2005 onwards the female labor force participation has been declining.

School enrollment of students in the tertiary education

Figure 4 shows the school enrollment of students in tertiary
education. The figure clearly depicts the rise in the school enrollment
in the tertiary education from the year 2005.
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gender gap in higher education. But the female participation in the
workforce declined.

3.4 Reasons of decline in female labor force participation in
India

The year 2017 marked the lowest female labor force
participation since India's Independence. Over the past few decades,
India has witnessed significant progress in women's education and
healthcare, yet the country's female labor force participation has been
declining especially in the rural areas. Some of the reasons for the
decline in female labor force participation are lack of employment
opportunities for women, women's education, presence of young
children in household, religious and social perceptions of women,
household size and income and many other factors including social
norms. The increased household wealth is also one of the reasons
behind the total decline in female participation in labor force. Families
take pride when female members withdraw from work reflecting
that male members are enough to provide a comfortable life for
family. The most important issue among all is the lack of employment
opportunities for India's women (Kapsos et al., 2014).

One of the primary reasons for the decline in female labor
force participation in India is the persistence of gender stereotypes
and cultural norms that place women in the role of homemakers
and caretakers. The expectation that women will prioritize their family
responsibilities over their careers often lead them to opt out of the
labor force, either voluntarily or due to social pressure. The patriarchal
structures according to which women should give more importance
to domestic responsibilities over professional aspirations are
responsible for discouraging women to join the workforce. Lack of
mobility and safety constraints in the work are also the reasons behind
less support in the society for working women. Huge proportion of
educated women are full time housewives who are engaged in
domestic household responsibilities and chores like cooking, cleaning
and childcare. They stay away from workforce and their work remains
unpaid.

Another major factor which discourages women from entering
or remaining in the labor force is the lack of adequate support for
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of World Record in 1982 for correctly multiplying 13-digit numbers
chosen randomly in 28 seconds at Imperial College London, 1980.
One may refer to Marie Curie, a noble award laureate who was a
Polish physicist and chemist. But beyond such instances, one
encounters a stark absence in women in science or mathematics.
Expectancy-value beliefs can be understood as one's belief about
the ability to perform a task successfully and how much importance
they give to make it successful. The studies [4] suggest that females
possess low expectancy-value in solving mathematical problems in
comparison to males which has a negative effect in motivating females
to choose mathematics for future studies.

We now study some of the key factors that contribute to these
differences. These can be classified into genetic, hormonal,
psychological, sociological and societal. Other factors may be there
but here we specially concentrate on our mentioned classification.

Males and females have different chromosomes which
contribute to differences in understanding abilities (not claiming it
negatively). A study [5] published in 2019, identified several genetic
variants associated with gender-specific differences in cognitive
abilities. The research found that, X chromosomes atre reason for
verbal and cognitive abilities in females, while Y chromosomes are
associated with spatial and mathematical abilities in males. One
hypothesis is that, genetic differences may contribute to structural
differences in brain for different genders resulting in difference of
cognitive abilities. On the other hand, few researches [6], [7] claim
that, genetic differences of math abilities are very limited. A study
[6], found that genetic factors accounted for approximately 40%
variations in mathematical problem-solving ability between males
and females. Almost same result was found in [7]. A study by Good
etal [12] examined the impact of gendered course-taking pattern on
college major course choice. The study suggests that girls who had
advanced math course during schooling were more likely to choose
math in major course. This study suggests that providing girls with
opportunities to take advanced math in school can close the gap.
Anyway, it is still an ongoing debate whether genetical differences
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males resulting in lower level of confidence, which demotivates them
in choosing mathematics for higher studies career in mathematical
fields and also as mentioned earlier, lack of female model in
mathematical field widens the gap. On the other hand, males are
encouraged and provided enabling environment and peers to pursue
career in mathematical fields. As discussed eatliet, it is believed that
social and psychological factors like gender stereotypes, differential
socialization, difference in motivation, self-confidence and less
expectancy-value beliefs are overweighted as compared to genetic
or other biological differences. The author suggests addressing these
factors through various interventions like providing positive role
models, encouraging girls to develop interest in mathematics and
promoting gender-fairness. An interesting social factor which is
definitely unfortunate discussed by a study by Wang and Degol [11]
in 2013 stresses on the impact of parental belief on children's math
achievement. Authors claim that girls' parents who believe that boys
are better in solving mathematical problems had lower mathematical
performance in comparison to those gitls' parents who do not have.
There are numerous studies in this regard and definitely this issue
needs to be handled carefully in creating a gender-equal society in
terms of mathematical abilities.

Analyzing the various studies and research papers, we may
conclude that the gender differences in mathematical abilities are
not solely due to biological factors such genetic or hormonal. Indeed,
they are connected with social and cultural factors such as stereotypes,
gender roles etc. which play a significant role in shaping the attitudes
and beliefs of individual towards mathematics. All these factors
impact self-perception, motivation and achievements of both males
and females in the field of mathematics. So, it is important to address
these issues and taking them as challenges to create a more equitable
and inclusive learning environment for students as well as for society.

Note: Gender equality is a serious and sensitive issue in our
society. Whatever we have studied here is not meant to hurt anyone's
personal beliefs. Our study taking various research article as reference
implies that mathematical ability in our society is still male dominated,
although other research or other readers may have different opinion.
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DEFYING SOCIAL ROLES IN
AMA ATA AIDOO'S
"THE GIRL WHO CAN'

Dr. Priti Das

Since ancient times, women have been denied access to various
sectors by patriarchal society. They have been conditioned to believe
that their intrusion into these sectors is sinful and will incur the
wrath of Gods. However, no reasons have been offered to justify
such claims. It is the patriarchal society that decides when a female
body is ripe for marriage and child bearing. Men, however, are free
from such scrutiny. Further, commodification of women reduces
her to an object of visual and sexual pleasure. Such attitudes are
rampant especially in societies in under developed countries. The
subjugation of women has been a major concern since it is only
through the progress of both the sexes that a country can make
considerable progress. However, in the African countries like Ghana,
Botswana, Nigeria. Kenya, Congo etc., women's space has been
limited to the confines of the house. Burdened with household
responsibilities, women are at best child bearing machines. In
patriarchal societies, men can engage in multiple marriages while the
consent of women is considered unnecessary in choosing their life
partners. Preferential treatment of boys over girls is common. In
African communities, women are economically and socially
dependent upon the male members of the household. Until she
gives birth to a male child, women are not whole heartedly accepted
by the male members in the African communities. In terms of getting
proper nutrition and proper healthcare too, women have faced
discrimination. In a family, they are the ones who have been taught
that they have to sacrifice their own meal, if some male member
from their family does not get enough food in their meal. On the
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a respectable position in the society shows a realistic picture of
Ghanaian society where women are never allowed to move forward
according to their own wish. Through this article, an attempt will be
made to show the struggles of Ghanaian women who too have a
dream to achieve something big like their male counterparts. The
short story "The Girl Who Can" from the collection The Girl Who
Can and Other Stories will be taken for analysis to show how women
defy the restrictive rules imposed by patriarchal society in a very
courageous manfet.

The '"New Woman' in "The Girl Who Can'

The finite dimension of the relationship between man and
woman has been prescribed by man and not by the woman. Her
limits have been imposed on her by man who has ruled by the mastery
motive. She has accepted it because of biosocial reasons. Very often,
this acceptance was not congruent with the reality that lies
underneath. Being engulfed in this vicious circle of ignored
resignation, she had brought about social disorder. This needed to
be undone to create a better order and this new effort was a conscious
and intelligent one. It became necessary for the woman to empower
herself socially, politically, economically, legally through
"Emancipation of the Self" but emancipation also demanded the
slaughter of the "Angel in the house" according to Virginia Woolf
who observes:

"You may not know what I mean by the Angel in the House.
I will describe her as shortly as I can. She was utterly unselfish. She
excelled in the difficult arts of family. She sacrificed herself daily. If
there was chicken, she took the leg, if there was a drought she sat in
it- in short, she was so constituted that she never had a mind or a
wish to her own, but preferred to sympathize always with the minds
and wishes of others" (128).

In Aidoo's "The Girl Who Can", one can find the protagonist
who is a seven-year-old gitl belonging to the Ghanaian community
struggling hard to emancipate herself from being the "Angel' in the
house image and constructing herself as a 'New Woman' in the
society. She can be termed as a 'New Woman' because she does not
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defying the patriarchal orders. She chooses her life partner according
to her own wish and supports her daughter when it comes to giving
her education even though it means receiving criticism from her
own mother.

The theme of innocence is also very well portrayed in the short
story. The protagonist, Adjoa demonstrates this through her
narration. It is noticed that Adjoa who is very innocent due to her
tender age is unable to control her innate desires. She speaks about
her inner thoughts continuously to her family but her family does
not take them seriously laughing them off as silly. This is a setback
for a free-spirited girl like Adjoa. Moreover, the greatest setback that
she receives in her life is when she hears her Nana continuously
criticizing her legs. She mentions that Adjoa's legs are too thin and
the one who possesses such thin legs are unable to give birth to
children later on. She has the opinion that one who has such thin
legs cannot support the hips which is necessary to give birth to babies.
Such labeling on her physical features can be said to be one of the
tactics adopted by the patriarchal society in order to limit their scope
of progress in the society. She never gets the opportunity to assert
her own identity or express her individual opinions before others.
Olive Schreiner in Three Dreams in a Desert mentions that the woman
needed to look for the fulfillment of their own desires and aspirations
in order to satisfy their individuality. They had to learn how to
overcome the barriers created by the society. In case of Adjoa, her
barrier was her own family who never supported her education.
However, she silently makes her progress in the society by overcoming
all hindrances when she decides to participate in the running race
competition held in her school during the school week. Itis a normal
affair for her as she keeps the news of her victory in the race limited
to her. But when her grandmother comes to know about the news,
she cannot believe it. To confirm this news, she visits Adjoa's school
and when the news is confirmed by her school, she spreads the
news in the entire village. She is also proud of her granddaughter's
participation in the district level sports tournament. She even presses
her clothes and accompanies her to her school at a far distance from
her house. When Adjoa is victorious in the tournament, she carries
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WOMEN AND THEIR ROLE IN
ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENT

Mrinalinee Deka

"The role of women in the development of society is of
utmost importance. In fact, it is the only thing that determines
whether a society is strong and harmonious, or otherwise. Women
are the backbone of the society." ----- Sri Sri Ravi Shankar

Introduction: Now a days, Environment is degraded because
of pressure of over population and over exploitation of natural
resources. Human being has been posing threat to all environmental
components by their developmental activities. Women have a close
contact with environment as they are managing water, firewood, fuel,
food, and other items in every family. Women engage in agricultural
field and collection of fuelwoods from forest in many developing
countries in the world. Women have unique knowledge and
responsibilities in the sustainable use of natural resources and
conservation of biodiversity. They are considered as a weaker section
of society, but they play a significant role in raising voice against
environmental degradation. According to the World bank in 1991,
"Women play an essential role in the management of natural
resources, including soil, water, forests and energy...and often have
a profound traditional and contemporary knowledge of the natural
world around them."

Relationship of Women and Environment

Women and environment are invariably related to each other.
Degradation of Environmental quality affects all levels of people in
the society. But environmental problems like climate change,
biodiversity loss, pollution, and waste problem always have direct
impact on women. Women plays a critical role in managing natural
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the danger of using chemicals in farming, particularly pesticides like
DDT, which has serious impact on human health. Carson paved the
way for women to come together for protection of the environment.
That is why Rachel Carson is considered as the mother of
Environmental movement in the world. In 1978, Lois Gibbs,
organized her neighbours against dumping of toxic chemicals in
Niagara Falls, New York. In 1997, a women named Julia Hill climbed
a 55-meter-tall California coast Redwood tree to prevent the
destruction of the tree and of the forest where it had grown. She
stayed on the tree for two years and came down in December 1999.
These two years long protest by a woman saved the redwood tree in
California forest. In Brazil, a women environmentalist, Marina Silvia,
continues the fight to save the Amazon Forest. In Asian countries
also, women are active in environmental movements. Forests in
Thailand declined rapidly from 1961 to1985. A large part in restoring
forest through afforestation was played by peasant Thai women.
Dhamma Rakhsa Reforestation program in Thailand, saw women
restoring forests and developing sustainable agriculture.

In China, Dai Qing, a journalist has been part of a movement
protesting the Three Gorges Dam Project, one of the largest dam
projects in the world. She has been punished for this protest.

Another global environmental movement which is well known
is the Green Belt Movement in Africa. The Green Belt Movement
was started by Wangari Maathai in 1977.This movement was started
to respond to the needs of rural women in Kenya who reported that
their streams were drying up, their food supply was less secure, and
they had to walk far for collection of firewood or fuel and fencing.
The movement encouraged the women to work together with men
in agriculture and plant trees to bind soil particles and store rainwater.
In 2004 Wangari Maathaibecame the first African women to receive
the Nobel Peace Prize for her contribution to women empowerment
and environmental conservation.

Environmental Movements in India

Many environmental movements have emerged in India
especially after 1970s. These movements have grown out of a series
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2. The Chipko Movement(Year-1973) :

This movement is one of the world renowned environmental
movements in Chamoli district and later at Tehri Garhwal district
of Uttarakhand,India.Sundarlal Bahuguna started the Chipko
movement but later on many people including women like Gaura
Devi, Sudesha Devi, Bachni Devi etc joined the movement. The
main objective of the movement was to protect the trees on the
Himalayan slopes from the axes of contractors of the forest. Mr.
Bahuguna created awareness among the villagers about the
importance of trees in the environment which checks the erosion
of soil, causes rains and provides pure air. The women of Advani
village of Tehri-Garhwal tied the sacred thread around trunks of
trees and they hugged the trees, hence it was called the 'Chipko
Movement' or 'hug the tree movement.' The main demand of the
people in these protests was that the benefits of the forests (especially
the right to fodder) should go to local people. The Chipko movement
gathered momentum in 1978 when the women faced police firings
and other tortures. The then state Chief Minister, Hemwati Nandan
Bahuguna set up a committee to look into the matter, which
eventually ruled in favour of the villagers.

3. Narmada BachaoAndolan (1985) :

Another well-known movement in the environmental history
of India is the movement against the Narmada River Valley Project.
The Narmada is the largest west-flowing river on the Indian
peninsula. It flows through the states of Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh
and Maharastra. The Narmada BachaoAndolan is a social movement
against a number of large dams being built across the Narmada
River. The movement was founded by Medha Patker and Baba Amte.
Many Adivasis, farmers, environmentalists and human rights activists
had actively participated in the movement.The project will transform
the valley and the lives of its residents and will increase food
production and hydropower generation in Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh,
and Maharashtra. The construction of dams and reservoirs will
displace an estimated one million people and will submerge 3,50,000
hectares of forestland and 2,00,000 hectares of agricultural land.
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September 1983, when the axe-men came for felling the Kalase
forests, people embraced the trees and thus the "Appiko' movement
was launched. Appiko's greatest strengths lie in it being neither driven
by a personality nor having been formally institutionalised. However,
it does have a facilitator in Pandurang Hegde. He helped launch the
movement in 1983.The second area of the movement's work was to
promote afforestation on denuded lands. The movement later
focused on the rational use of the ecosphere by introducing
alternative energy resource to reduce pressure on the forest. The
movement became a success. The current status of the project is -

stopped.

5. Silent Valley Movement(1978) :

Silent Valley district an evergreen tropical forest in Palakkad
in Kerala has a rich 89 sq. km biological treasure trove in the vast
expanse of tropical virgin forests on the green rolling hills. The Kerala
State Electricity Board (KSEB) proposed a hydroelectric dam across
the Kunthipuzha River that runs through Silent Valley. The proposed
project was not ecologically viable, as it would drown a chunk of the
valuable rainforest of the valley and threaten the life of a host of
endangered species of both flora and fauna. The Kerala Sastra Sahitya
Parishad (IKKSSP), an NGO, and the poet-activistSughthakumari played
an important role in the Silent Valley protest. In January 1981, bowing
to unrelenting public pressure, Indira Gandhi declared that Silent
Valley will be protected. In June 1983, the Center re-examined the
issue through a commission chaired by Prof. M.G.K. Menon. In
November 1983, the Silent Valley Hydroelectric Project was called
off. In 1985, Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi formally inaugurated the
Silent Valley National Park. The poet activist Sugatha Kumari played
and importent role in the Silent valley protest and he poem
"Marathinu Stuthi"("Ode to a Tree") became a symbol for the protest
from the intellectual community.

6. Tehri Dam Conflict(1990) :
One of the most protracted environmental movements in the
recent years is the movement against the Tehri Dam on Bhagirathi
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the natural balance and creates environmental degradation. When
the degradation is lesser, nature can recover it by its own natural
system, but when degradation and destruction is more due to human
activity, then it creates imbalance in nature.Women have a stake in
conserving environment as they directly depend on it not just for
livelihood but also for a daily need of the household. They play an
important role in the development of sustainable and ecologically
sound environmental resources. Women now collectively manage
common resources whether it be forests, grasslands, energy, seed,
water soil or sustainable agriculture. The Women, Environment
and Development debate (WED) began in the early 1970s. The Rio
declaration stated that 'women have a vital role to play in the
environmental management and development, and their full
participation is essential in achieving sustainable development.
Starting in the latter half of the last century, women are being
provided more opportunities to participate and involve themselves
in environmental decision-making process at all levels of various
environmental projects.
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DRAPAUDI: AN EXPLORATION OF
WOMEN THROUGH MODERN
PERCEPTION

Dr Rupjyoti Bhattacharjee

The Hindu epics portray conflicting and contradictory views
on the position of women ranging from feminine leadership to
limiting gender roles. Most of the women characters are depicted as
meek, self- sacrificing, submissive, dutiful and obedient angels of
the house. There is little room of rebellion for them and there is no
question of women's equality with men. A woman is mostly regarded
as a paradigm of beauty. However, the Mababharata, the greatest
magnum opus presented Draupadi as the most challenging woman
character who mirrored the travails and tribulations of women in
the society. The Mahabbarata, the longest epic in Indian as well as
world literature not only narrates the Kurukshetra War and its
circumstances but also contains much philosophical and spiritual
documentation. Draupadi, the chief character of the epic is presented
as a woman with her own standpoint who never follows her husbands'
jurisdiction timidly. She is constructed as compassionate, generous
and very outspoken against injustices. She never compromises as a
daughter-in-law or as a wife and remains ever ready to challenge
with high handedness whenever any unjust act is meted out to her.
She speaks in her own defense and is aware of her rights without
faltering to point a finger when they are ravaged. In Hindu mythology,
few women stand out as much as the character of Draupadi who
assert her own individuality with a sense of freedom despite the
cultural bindings. She relevantly overcomes male chauvinism and
their monopoly in shaping the destiny of a woman, a society and a
nation. Draupadi, the queen of Hastinapur and the wife of Pandavas
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mythology. The present article tries to analyze the sufferings of
Draupadi through the modern insight of womanhood. The feminist
sensibility of Draupadi and her ability to strive in facing the
humiliation and oppression highlights the emotions, the physical
constrictions and other hidden details of a woman.

DRAUPADI: AN ICON OF FEMINISM

Draupadi was one of the Panchakanyas or five chaste women
whose name when uttered was believed to remove our sins. The
epic described her emerging from fire to king Drupada who
performed a ritual for a son with vengeance against Dronacharya,
his enemy. As a result, Dhristadyumna was born out of the holy
pyre. After that Draupadi takes birth not from mother's womb but
from the resplendently bright flames of fire and there was a
premonition from heaven that she would become the destroyer of
the evil warriors. She was thus sent by the divine mother as her own
incarnation, ordained to be the cause of destruction of evil. Born
from the sacred sacrificial fire of yagya, Yagyaseni she walked through
fire throughout her life. Draupadi was extremely beautiful, intelligent
and virtuous woman, with her body smelling like fresh blooming
lotus. Like goddess Durga, she can be described as an epitome of
unparalleled courage and beauty in a conventional manner. Vyasa
states that the creator had endowed her with beauty that exceeded
all other women and enthralled everybody by captivating the hearts
of all men around. She also became the cynosure of many wicked
men. She was aggressive at times and spoke her mind in the world
of men. The epic introduced Draupadi's Swayamvara or wedding
contest in an assembly hall where she had to choose her life partner.
In the Swayamvara, the participants had to shoot an arrow at a
revolving target, while looking at its reflection in a bowl of water
kept under it. Drupada knew very well that this task could be
accomplished by only Arjuna who successfully won Draupadi's hand
in marriage. The system of conducting Swayamvara as depicted in
the epic was not justified as in the case of Draupadi. Her father
conducted it because he wanted Arjuna to come out of his hiding
Arjuna won her in the self-choice ceremony in which a woman was
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begged him not to drag her to the court filled with dignitaries. But
Dushasana grabbed her by the hair and presented her into the court
at the command of Duryadhana . The physical and verbal abuse of
Draupadi in-front-of an open court by her brother-in-laws developed
her aggressiveness. The atrocious treatment towards her brought to
her horrific indignity being stared in a lecherous manner while wearing
a garment stained with her menstrual blood. It was strange that this
was a violent act carried out by her own in-laws, and all the elders of
her family like Bhisma, Dhritarastra, Dronacharya were silently
present in the court which sowed the seed of the destruction of the
entire clan. Draupadi repeatedly questioned the right of Yudhishthira
to place her at stake, Draupadi lost faith in patriarchy and decided to
be her own advocate. She questioned the rightfulness of her wager
by Yudhishthira, as he himself had become a slave after losing the
dice.She then exceptionally dared to commit something that no
ordinary stereotypical woman of the time would even think of and
questioned the authorial patriarchal elders, who were supposed to
be "learned in the ways of proper conduct" (Sutherland 6).Draupadi
strongly advocated for gender equality and she raised questions of
the Kauravas accountable for their "feeble-mindedness" in failing
to stop the very patriarchal beliefs that uphold the system, in this
case being the protection of a woman's honor and dignity (Kalyanov
7). Though her husbands were unable to take a stand for her, she
made use of her "superior intelligence" to her husbands from "sure
disgrace" and "slogging slavery", which was even recognized by
Duryodhona (Kalyanov 7). The humiliation and deprivation that
Draupadi faced despite being a princess is worth to be analysing,
Draupadi then turned to the Divine power. She epitomized the self-
surrender to the One Divinity- Krishna, claiming that the divine
power was her only faithful friend in times of anguish. She had once
tied his bleeding finger with a torn piece of her sari exhibiting her
presence of mind and the Lord had reciprocated her when she was
in awful need. Krishna spun yarns to protect her from disgrace.
Thus, Krishna appeared to be the rescuer and her dignity was restored.
Her constant attachment with the Lord reflected the eternal brother-
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revenge but also a psychological solace in depriving her offenders
from wining the victory over her physique, intellect, worthiness and
the inner self. Thus, in her relentless resolution and persistence to
attain justice, Draupadi proved to be an unconventional heroine,
who should be admired not only for her beauty but also her capability
to subvert patriarchal norms in the male dominated archetype. The
story of Draupadi's public assault at the court is often condemned.
But in the public audience hall, traditionally a male space, she
advocated openly and also convinced Dhritarashtra, the Kaurava
king, to release her and eventually the rest of her family. Draupadi's
intrepidity and uncompromising nature makes her of great
importance in the history of world literature. She was far ahead of
her time as her responsibility and her insightfulness show her true
power as a woman. The combustion and vitality of Draupadi makes
her the most mysterious and unique woman of all ages. Her education
provided her strength, courage and a sense of confidence different
from most women of her time. Alleyn Diesel compares her to Helen
of Troy and states that she is regarded by many men as a prize,
valuable object to be competed for and squabbled over, and she
becomes the central reason for internecine conflict, which brings
disorder (adharma) and devastation to society (Diesel, 2002: 9). The
harsh treatment that she received from the males in the story drove
her to be stronger and resilient. Her strength and unyielding
determination for justice and vengeance empowered her. Alleyn
Diesel echoes that these translate the ultimate victor of women's
strength. After the court episode, Dhritarashtra asked for her to
seek three boons and she asked for the freedom from slavery and
return of the weapons for her husbands. She resisted herself from
asking any more boon as she considered these two would be sufficient
for the mighty Pandavas to attain victory over a war. In the battle for
Dharma, the Pandavas were equally enraged and each one had applied
different skills for this mission. The Pandavas were born from a
different lineage like Vayu, Indra and others, possessed traits that
manifested due to the buoyancy of one of the natural elements. As
a unified power, they were invincible regulated by an amalgamating
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Bhima, explaining her humiliated position. Bhima, in the guise of
Draupadi fights with Keechak and killed him. She strategized the
plan and actively participated in her revenge on the perpetrator.
Draupadi was emotionally and psychologically very strong who
endured many hardships in her life. The exploitation of Draupadi
led to the quivering of the social order as she was outspoken. Apart
from personal hardships, she had to bear the grief of loss of all five
of her sons at the hands of Ashwathaman . Even the divine Krishna
was unable to prevent her loss and offer protection. She assumed
great magnanimity when Ashwattama visited her after slaying her
tive sons. Throughout Mahabharata, Draupadi merged into an
immense transformation to a formidable dynamic character.
Draupadi can be regarded as an embodiment of an empowered
female role model, who was an outspoken critic of the injustices of
patriarchy. Her intelligence, valor, and courage vanquished all the
misfortune. She disclosed the multitude of flaws in the patriarchal
society and challenged the patricentric normative which signifies her
as a true woman power.

DRAUPADI AND PATRIARCHAL CHALLENGES

Mythology portrayed the tales of women struggling against
the patriarchal world. The women characters in the epic namely,
Gandhari, Kunti, Amba, Ambalika, Chitrangada and many others
were bold and need to be analysed. But Draupadi's character was
more interesting and deserved more attention. She was a woman of
pure soul, a game changer and a vindictive lady who remains a mystery
in the pages of history. Obviously, it is not justifiable to compare
one character of an epic with another. But it is to be noted that in
Ramayana, Sita is considered as the role model that every father in
the society wants to see in his daughter and every husband wants to
see in his wife that is, an ideal daughter and an ideal wife. However,
Draupadi is not considered a role model for the modern woman.
Hers' is an interesting story and is less regarded as a role model of
women. But Draupadi can be considered as a feminist icon like Sita
though different in their circumstances and character. The
predicament of Sita evidently focusses on the sufferings of a woman
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Parmatma. Itis so happened that Krishna appeared every time when
she remembered him. She raised her voice against male atrocities
and for the honour of women for all times. She challenged the male
ego and also handled the love of five brothers with great pride and
dignity. She had the ability to balance her beauty with the desirable
traits of a wife. Draupadi's distinctive relationship with her husbands
made her character exclusive. Her universal spirit rose to the forefront
at every instance and guide, incite and also offered succor to the
Pandavas. She with her scintillation challenged the conventional
patriarchy. Draupadi was a very charming woman whose beauty was
adored by all. Her ecstatic beauty enraptured all of the human senses.
Duryodhana, Karna and Dusashasna always had an immodest attitude
towards her. But it was her ability to balance her beauty with the
desirable traits of a wife that gave her such fidelity. Her probity and
constancy made her admirable. She was a loyal and caring wife who
was consistently concerned with the wellness of her family as she
believed that a family operated best as a whole unit. Her mother-in-
law Kunti praised her for the conformity and her admirable conduct
with all her husbands though she was a non-conformist while fighting
for her traumatization. She had an insightful knowledge of many
subjects and most significantly, her wit and debating skills were
exemplary. Draupadi's echoing words in the assembly were not just
a plea of an embarrassed and impotent woman, but also a provocation
to the knowledge of right and wrong of the dignitaries. Draupadi's
interrogation was not an antiquated question of a virtuous queen
whose integrity has been staked. Rather, it is relevant even in the
contemporary period that foregrounds the defense of those women
who find themselves insecure in the prevailing social system.
Draupadi was often in favour of justice and had the ability to vanquish
adversity in a revered way. She demonstrated that no circumstance
was invincible and unconquerable and throughout the epic she never
deserted her husbands, regardless of the undignified positions that
she had to endure for their faults.

In patriarchal society, male are given the superiority and the
females carries out her duties without any appreciation. The males
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woman as commodity in society. Feminists contend that a woman's
body is the location on which male authoritative structures operate.
The disrobing of Draupadi, can be illustrated in such discourse.
Dishonouring of woman's body through public stripping indicates
the disgrace of a woman not only of an individual, but also of the
family or even the realm to which she belongs. Draupadi's disrobing
also marks the pinnacle of disrespecting of the Pandavas. But her
boldness failed the target of oppressors to subjugate her. Her refusal
to accept her disregard was a denial to concede their manhood. Her
aversion was in destabilizing the whole construct of equating
feminine esteem Draupadi was an image of intellectuality and valour
which mark her as a dignified woman in Hindu mythology well known
for her nonconformity to male hierarchy. Chitra Banerjee laments
about 'powerful women'in the epics existing as murky figures, whose
sentiments and emotions are incomprehensible. These women are
portrayed with their roles as subservient to those of males. But it is
noteworthy that within the masculine fringe, Draupadi was outspoken
and detached. In a nutshell, Draupadi can be regarded as a woman
dedicated to duty with the spirit of self-sacrifice, fortitude,
perseverance, endurance and strength to fight against injustice. The
oppressions on Draupadi need to be voiced and the legends
condemning her sexuality are unacceptable. Draupadi applied the
same weapon for her empowerment that is used for her degradation
as she had the resilience and power to threaten patriarchy.

CONCLUSION

Silence disempowers women because men take advantage to
inflict tyranny in such situations. Silence and powerlessness go hand
in hand. It is equal to death; the ocean of the repressed and the
unheard. The quietness of a woman creates space for dominant
speech of the males. Silence of a woman without recourse makes
her suffer more providing scope for the flourish of patriarchal
humiliation. Studies focus on the necessity of voice as an essential
aspect for women. So, to be rendered voiceless apparently cut a
woman's wings off. Draupadiin the midst of the humiliation, torture
and abuse found strength to challenge the strategies of the male-
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the place remain at the backstage at such a restless and terror-stricken
moment. Here memory remains the remedy for someone to heal
the pain and suffering. Though the history of past few decades is
full of terror and violence, the author tries to re-create and re-establish
a chord which can bind the past with the present and future of the
place and people.

These Hills Called Home: Stories from a War Zone
These Hills Called Home: Stories from a War Zone is a collection
of short stories based on social conflict and instability back at home
in Nagaland. Social unrest and misery of common people are carefully
handled with a new outlook and dignity. The inter- war state damages
the peace and harmony of the state with a devastative situation which
is devoid of any past, present and future. Temsula Ao talks about
her people whose sufferings are a far-cry for the people at power.
Common people suffer and die when two forces, external and internal
are in constant clash in rebel dominated areas.
The stories are about down to earth people who love to lead
a peaceful life. But their lives are disturbed by a violence which is
impossible to avoid or neglect. The violence has its origin in a political
and historical basis, mostly on problematic arising from "identity"
and an urge for a separate state. Temsula Ao, here, doesn't give
justification or plays politics of language. What she echoes is an
urge for a forgotten past, days gone by which were memorable,
nostalstic and golden. In the preface "Lest We Forget", she says,
"Memory is a tricky thing: it picks and chooses what to preserve and
what to discard" (ix). She becomes nostalgic while talking about her
place and people. The stories of bloodshed and revenge might
remove the glory of a golden past still she is hopeful about the
future. In her words, "Nagaland's story of the struggle for self-
determination started with high idealism and romantic notions of
fervent nationalism, but it somehow got re-written into one of
disappointment and disillusionment because it became the very thing
it sought to overcome" (x). In all the ten stories that complete the
collection, Temsula Ao gives us a lively and refreshing taste of reading
and analyzing. All the stories are about common human beings, with
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memory is to a degree driven by the sufferings attendant upon the
making of the modern, globalized world, encompassing instances
where memory, as a cite of social practice, has intensified. (3)

Memory is very much attached to the human "self". It is an
individual entity. The level of memorizing and forgetting differs from
person to person. Moreover, memory is always selective, instead of
generalization. "Memory is," as Ann Whitehead observes, "crucially,
concerned with holding up for comparison present and past
experiences; far from simply reproducing an image of one's past,
remembering represents a process of reflection upon it" (52). So
does Temsula Ao. She chooses those characters that can fulfill her
point of interest to suit the war situation. Whether it is Khatila in
"The Jungle Major" who saves her underground militant husband
Punaba from the Indian Army or Imtimoa or Soaba meaning "idiot'
in Ao language from the story "Soaba", who becomes a victim at the
hand of power. The characters themselves are flesh and blood human
beings, narrating the tense situation and reflecting their 'real' pain
and restlessness.

The complexity that arises in These Hills Called Home is from a
disturbing relationship between memory and identity. The ethnic
identity of the Naga people is being endangered in the name of
separation from the Indian mainland. According to D. Saikia and D.
N. Majumdar, "The term ethnic usually means belonging to a
particular ethnic or racial group." (27). The term ethnic also refers
to "any group of people within a larger cultural unit who identify
themselves as a distinct entity, separate from the rest of that culture."
(Hunter & Whitten, 27). Ethnicity is determined by prevailing "socio-
cultural and socio-political trends".

The Nagas have an altogether different identity from other
north-eastern states in terms of their ethnic identity. The origin of
the word 'Naga' has a lot of mystery inherent in it. It is believed that
they belong to Indo- Mongoloid family and migrated from the west
and north of their present location. S.R. Tohring gives a beautiful
description regarding the "Naga' origin and identity as thus:
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disappeared all of a sudden and later people learnt his venture of
joining the underground army. Punaba showed his efficiency and
soon was promoted to higher rank. Punaba often visited Khatila
and sometimes it took months to visit her but she never stopped her
husband from his mission. During one such visit, the Indian Army
got information about Punaba's presence in the village and started
hunting the village. It was too late for Punaba to escape but Khatila
was a clever woman. She disguised her husband as a servant and
instructed him to fetch water for home in front of the Indian army.
She handled the situation so tactfully that no one could recognize
Punaba and thus successfully sent him away from the rigorous search
operation. This not only saved her husband but the entire village
from military torture and punishment. Through the character of
Khatila, Temsula Ao shows the bravery and presence of mind of a
simple village woman.

The conflict between Indian Government and the
underground army mostly led to the suffering and restlessness among
common people. The urge for a separate identity among the Nagas
has already crossed a period of more than fifty years. It began right
after the Indian Independence in 1947. Before that, the Nagas came
into contact with the British only in 1826. The Nagas always wanted
to be free and independent from any ruling party whether it was
British or Indian government. This was totally diminished by the
Indian government because of which the people got frustrated and
started forming underground rebel militant groups. The demand of
a free 'Nagalim' is still in the air. The demand didn't vanish even
after the formation of Nagaland as a separate state in 1961. The
Naga insurgency has been creating terror, violence and unrest not
only in Nagaland, but also all over North- East as a whole. A number
of insurgent groups emerged which are in active operation till date.
The Indian Government started taking stern and rigid action against
them. Innocent village people were brutally tortured and punished
if they showed sympathy towards the underground army. Most of
the time, the places were under curfew. Thus, in another story "The
Curfew Man", Temsula Ao reflects,



SHESCAPE B 607

'exploited' and 'sexually harassed', the situations particularly
emphasized by Mohanty. It's all about the game of being privileged
or deprived in society.

Conclusion

It is a tense time and situation which cannot be neglected and
veiled that Temsula Ao appeals in her work. In most cases, the
insurgency leads to inter-community rivalries, which is dangerous in
the real sense. The issue behind it is the lack of one Indian identity,
due to numerous castes, creed, tribes, semi- tribes existing in India.
Ashish Sonal observes,

The masses of India lack the feeling of an Indian identity in
the sense an equivalent term would be understood in the case of a
democratic country of the western world...in Assam, Nagaland,
Tripura, Mizoram and the Kashmir Valley, which are on the periphery
of the present Indian borders, there exists a psychological distance
of the people from the Indian mainstream (21).

These Hills Called Home: Stories from A War Zone reflects a
society under constant pressure which has lost its past, present and
has a blurred future. The age-old ethnic, traditional and rich cultural
heritage comes at a standstill in such period of turmoils. Still Temsula
Ao hopes for a better future. In the story "A New Chapter", she
observes,

Life in the village seemed to regain some semblance of
normality. People were talking of sowing and planting crops in the
fields as in the old days before the upheavals. With fresh hope in
their hearts, they were talking of re-building burnt down homes and
granaries. (121)

The stories are representatives of the bewildering and poignant
experiences that the people actually suffer. They reflect back the
urgency to think anew, leaving aside all the bitter truths and violence.
The characters continue to speak, sing and live even though their
basic amenities are snatched away. There is constant threat of being
killed and tortured at such troubled period. These Hills Called Home:
Stories From A War Zone is a true depiction of a labyrinth of stark
terror and loss of 'identity' and 'memory'. The post -colonial self-
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MATRIARCHAL HEGEMONY
AND THE NEW WOMAN :
A READING OF EASTERINE KIRE'S
'A TERRIBLE MATRIARCHY"

Kakoli Choudhury

Since pre- and post-independence era, many of the Indian
women writers have reflected in their writings, the problems faced
by women in the male dominated society. By expressing the
dissatisfaction and agony of the multitude, they try to voice the
importance of gender equality. Creating certain fictitious characters
and using them as their spokesperson, these writers have voiced
their own experiences and reaction against the existing patriarchal
norms. In A Terrible Matriarchy, Kire depicts the overwhelming
patriarchal structure that exists both in public and private sphere of
Nagaland. Kire shows the oppression of women through three
generations of Naga women; Dielieno, her mother and grandmother;
and their respective struggles within the Naga society.

Nagaland is a land of indigenous people inhabited by several
Naga tribes and sub-tribes, with their own distinct culture and
languages. These tribes of Nagaland have along and complex history
of political conflict and violence which have affected their lives in
considerable ways. Because of this high concentration of tribal
population, the tribal customs and laws deeply influence the social,
cultural, economic, and political aspects of the communities. The
societies of these Naga tribes deeply adhere to certain traditional
rules that are framed according to the tribal way of life, collectively
known as 'Naga Customary Laws'. Although one cannot find a
particular definition of the 'customary laws' but according to the
Article 371(A) of the Indian Constitution, it is a provision that
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women in present times are far better off than their counterparts
fifty years ago because of the advent of education and that is why,
there are educated successful women in every field. The
contemporary women are advancing towards change as represented
through the story of the central character in Kire's book. Kire in a
very realistic manner presents the overwhelming presence of the
patriarchal society through three generations of women in .4 Terrible
Matriarchy. "The narrative explores the suffering of innocent Dielieno
and her confrontation with the traditional Angami society to which
she belongs. In the ethnic world of Nagaland, both patriarchal and
matriarchal control co-exists but it also has a strong Tantric tradition
from time immemorial." (Veena, 9) Firstly, we see the character of
the young Dielieno who represents the New Naga woman,
challenging the old beliefs and practices. Secondly, we see Dielieno's
mother who seems to be silent and submissive to the order of the
patriarchal society and thirdly, the grandmother, Vibano who herself
practises the norms of patriarchy by imposing restrictions upon her
granddaughter. There are other male and female characters through
which Kire presents the flaws of the patriarchal society. Through
the protagonist Dielieno, Kire depicts the subtle ways of gender
discrimination where the grandmother severely neglects the
granddaughter Dielieno, while always caring and preferring the
grandsons. Although Kire doesn't depict strong patriarchal force in
the novel, yet grandmother's matriarchal hegemony has an
overwhelming presence that shows the broader picture of how
women like Vibano, despite being subjugated and marginalised by
the patriarchal rule not only follow them but also play a major role
in channelizing these rules. Despite the challenges thrown at Dielieno,
she silently revolts them in her own ways.

Nagaland has seen a sustained opposition to the thirty-three
percent reservation for women's participation in public office. The
customary laws, that have been designed by the males of the society
have given immense power to the male tribal councils and
associations. Like many nationalist societies around the world, the
issue of gender equalities in the context of women working outside
home has remained side-lined for a very long time in the Naga society.
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and society as they are also a source of income to a great extent.
Women are mostly engaged in weaving, handicrafts, agricultural
activities, besides their household work. Even though Naga society
is patriarchal, women enjoy considerable freedom and play important
roles in the family and community. But this freedom given to Naga
women is subject to scrutiny within the patriarchal order of the
society. Kire, in her book, makes a deeper analysis of the real situation
of women in the Angami society by showing how matriarchal power
acts as a driving force to stimulate the patriarchal norms. Dielieno,
even though her family was poor, is fortunate to have loving parents
and brothers. However, because of the financial situation, Dielieno
is sent to live with her grandmother and this is the point when
Dielieno confronts matriarchal hegemony. "Lieno is fortunate to
have loving parents and brothers, but her troubles stem from the
matriarch of the house, her grandmother, a strict disciplinarian and
clearly one without any sympathy for a girl child. Sent at the tender
age of five to live with her grandmother, Dielieno not only undergoes
physical hardships at her new home, but also has to abide by the
impossible rules set by the matriarch who firmly believes that girls
do not need education, love or affection. Kire presents a situation
where some women have upper hand in their households and
community and also have the ability to manipulate men into thinking
that they are the decision makers whereas in reality the strings are
drawn by the women in a subtle mannet." (Chowdhury, 2-3)

Kire also presents a contradiction between the traditional view
and the modern in her book by presenting the Angami society's
approach to girls, especially to matters related to their education and
work. Dielieno is a gitl of five, who is growing up at a time when the
importance of education for Angami girls was still being debated
and not prioritized. Vibano, the grandmother of Dielieno has firm
belief in the traditional customs and practices. Throughout her life,
she has lived with these beliefs and hence, she tries to impose them
on her granddaughter. Vibano believes that girls do not need
education as it does not help them in any way to attain their most
important goal, that of becoming a good Naga wife and mother.
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of such situations. However, as the novel evolves, Dielieno too sheds
her cocoon and is finally able to act in a rational way, transcending
the borders of patriarchy, imposed by the matriarchal power upon
her. Hence, the gender roles divided according to the rights given to
Angami men as opposed to women operate all throughout Kire's
book. "As Naga society is patriarchal, the father is the head and only
male members of the household can inherit the family ancestral
property. No female can inherit the family landed property, except
in some exceptional cases where landed property is given to the
daughter as a marriage gift. However, no ancestral property can be
given to the daughter(s). In case there is no male in the household,
the property goes to the nearest among the clan members." (Shirmay,
376)

Being a patrilineal society, the Angamis practice an inheritance
system where the property is passed on to the male heir of the
household. It is usually seen that the youngest son inherits the major
share of land and other properties, and other male children are given
a small share in the property that would help them to generate their
living, Grandmother Vibano, as a strong practitioner of the patriarchal
biases not only showers her maximum love and affection to Vini,
but also reserves her property to him. Even though Dielieno stays
with her, does all her work and takes care of her household, she
does not get anything from the matriarch. Even after Vini's death,
grandmother's share of affection and her property shift to Vini's
child, but not to Dielieno or Bano, who regard the old lady as her
mother and spend their entire life looking after her. This
institutionalization of patriarchy by the grandmother Vibano is
inherited by the next generation as portrayed though the character
of Dielieno's mother who says that it sprang from a society which
believed in a male-only inheritance system. The lack of women's
right to property very often led to the miseries of widowed women
without a male child as losing their husbands meant losing all their
husband's property to their male relatives. Kire takes up this issue
further in the case of the character Neiko, Vibano's younger sister,
who is unmarried and has lived in her father's house. According to
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perfect husbands and caring fathers that seem to be an oasis amidst
the discrimination fostered by the patriarchal society on women.
Thus, Easterine Kire's A Terrible Matriarchy brings alive various
features of the Angami tribal society, which is essentially patriarchal
and keeps women in the periphery despite their significant role in
the economic growth of the families. By depicting the lives of women
characters in the novel, Kire captures the rapid social changes that

happened in Nagaland during the1960s and 1970s.
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of Assam. Studying the Muslim history of mediaeval Assam is a
challenging subject on which historians differ. Some historians portray
them as an alien invading force who entered the region by force,
while others depict them as invaders who voluntarily preferred to
settle in Assam. Other historians agree with both the points of view
and add that most Muslims of the period under review were
indigenous people who converted to Islam for different reasons. All
the views are partially true.

I1

Women have historically been marginalized and oppressed in
many societies. Their occupations were limited to domestic and
parental duties, while men held a majority of leadership and decision-
making positions. The roles of women in shaping society are diverse,
dynamic, and significant which is often unappreciated. This situation
prevails in case of the Muslim society of Assam too.

The Muslims who entered Assam during the medieval period
were mostly soldiers who left their families behind in Bengal. They
married indigenous Assamese women and settled permanently in
different parts of Assam (Ahmed, 2010). The Sufis and Pirs who
entered Assam during this period also married indigenous Assamese
women and settled in Assam (Malik, 1958). The Muslim women of
Assam were mostly indigenous converts who followed the Assamese
way of living. It is for this reason that the Muslim women of Assam
are different from the Muslim women of the other parts of the
world.

The seventeenth century Muslim traveler Shihab al-Din Talish
notes in his book Fathiya-i-Ibriya that,

"The parda system was unknown and the women, even those
of the Royal family, went everywhere without head coverings" (Talish,
1872).

Perhaps the above statement makes it clear that the social
condition of the Muslim women of Assam was different from other
parts of India. It was such because the Muslims of the Brahmaputra
valley, especially of the eastern part, did not have much contact with
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zaris also mention the dress and ornaments and even the use of
vermillion by the Muslim women of Assam (Malik, 1958). A zikir
which mentions the use of indigenous ornaments is quoted below.

Chandrabibir biyar dina raije khale laru,

Chandrabibir hatot dile sunuwali kharu...

Chandrabibir biyar dina raije khale akhoi,

Chandrabibir murot dile sunuwali kakoi... (Malik, 1958)

Tt. 'People ate laddus and gave Chandrabibi golden bangles as
wedding gifts. People consumed puffed rice and gave Chandrabibi
golden kakoi (traditional Assamese comb) as gifts for her wedding'.

In this zzkirwe can see that the people offered golden bangles
and kakoi as gifts to the Muslim woman named Chandrabibi. These
ornaments must be common among the Muslim women of Assam
which is a distinctive feature of the Assamese Muslim women. It
provides the evidence of extraordinary level of syncretism among
the Muslim women of Assam.

II1

The buranjis, Persian sources, vernacular literatures and later
the colonial sources indicate that the Muslims of Assam observed
various local festivals and rituals (Phukan, 1962). It is evident from
contemporary Muslim society that several rituals and practices that
the native Hindus follow in their everyday lives have been adopted
by the Muslims too. The Assamese Muslims not only participated in
a few native, non-Islamic ceremonies and festivals, but they also
honoted local deities, saints, heroes, etc.

It can be found that unlike other parts of India, the system of
untouchability was not prevalent in the Assamese society. In this
regard Shihab al-Din Talish mentions ,

"And all the people of this country, not placing their necks in the yoke
of any faith, eat whatever they get from the hand of any man (regardless of his
caste) and undertake every kind of labour that appears proper to their defective
sight. They do not abstain from eating food cooked by Muslins and non-Muslims
(alike) and partake of every kind of meat, whether of dead or of slaughtered
animals, except human flesh’ (Talish, 1872).
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For example, in non-Muslim Assamese society, there is a tradition
of covering the face of the bride during the marriage ceremony.
Historically, such customs never existed before the coming of the
Muslims to Assam.

The buranjis mention that the Ahom ruler Swargadeo Rudra
Singha (1696-1714 A.D.) was fond of Mughal music and dress. He
patronized many Muslim artisans, which included both men and
women, and encouraged them to contribute for the betterment of
his kingdom (Bhuyan, Tunkhungia Buranji, 1933). The later Ahom
rulers also patronized many learned Muslim men and women in
their kingdom. The Muslim women were mostly engaged in weaving,
embroidery, and many other similar activities and contributed to the
socio-cultural development of the region.

IV

From the above discussion, it is clear that the Muslims entered
Assam in the beginning of the thirteenth century and settled in
various parts of the region. They gradually assimilated among the
indigenous people and became an indispensable part of the Assamese
socio-cultural milieu. Muslim women had played an important role
in this process of assimilation, which is generally overlooked by the
historians of Assam due to the male-centric paradigm of writing
history.

The majority of Muslim women in Assam were local converts
who married Muslim soldiers who entered the region during the
mediaeval period. Although being converted to Islam, they never
detached themselves from Assam's socio-cultural environment. They
lived an Assamese lifestyle and were Muslims only in names. In this
perspective, it is important to note that Assamese is not a religious
identity, but rather a socio-cultural identity developed by the people
over time.

It has been established that the Muslims observed the
indigenous festivals and traditions of Assam. Muslim women played
an important role in observing these festivals and rituals. They actively
took part in celebrating the Bibus and other socio-cultural festivals
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Phase 1: Equality of Men and Women in Primitive
Buddhism under Gautama- The Buddha

If we notice the pre-Buddhist era, mostly Indian Religions
are provinced under Hinduism and the status of women was not
good and well-established. It was like "by a gitl, by a young woman,
or even by an aged one, nothing must be done independently, even
in her own house. In childhood, a female must be subject to her
father, in youth to her husband, when her lord is dead to her son; a
woman must never be independent." Apart from this, woman was
considered as un-clean because of her periodical menstruation. She
was considered as impure and excluded her from religious matters.
So, the overall attitude towards women was unsympathetic and she
was considered a misfortune to the family. However, point to be
noted that in Vedic period though women did not get equal position
like men but still some women secured their position in the society
through rigorous efforts. But after the beginning of the Buddhist
epoch, there was a change in the scenario. At first it was same as
before but after that for Buddha, birth of a girl was not a misfortune.
She was equally welcomed like a boy child. This can be understood
by spotting an example, when King Pasenadi of Kosala was
disappointed that his Queen Mallika bore him a daughter, the Buddha
told him, "A female offspring, O King, may prove even nobler than
a male..." Buddha allowed dharma to both genders. Under
Buddhism, a woman gets her own dignity, honour, independency
and equal religious rights and opportunities. To quote B. R.
Ambedkar, "Buddha was the upholder of the doctrine of the equality
of sexes." There was no distinction between men and women with
regard to capability of emancipation. But at first Buddha was not in
favour of allowing women to the Sangha directly as a nun. This
perhaps raises questions regarding the equality issue of women in
following Buddhism. But to this, Buddha's view is that by performing
her household duty also a woman can get enlightenment. There is
no need to give up her grihasthi life to become Buddha. But after
repeated request by one of his disciples, Ananda, Buddha allowed
his foster mother Mahaprajapati Gotami to the Sangha as nun. This
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Sanghamitra (daughter of king Ashoka) are widely famous. The
mature philosophy of emptiness and Buddha-Nature in all sentient
beings, represented in the Vimalakirtinirdesa, Srimaladevi, and other
sutras, declares that a women can be enlightened remaining just as
she is- a woman. So, in this period both women and men dared to
call themselves Buddhas and hence no distinction existed between
men and women in Buddhism in its earliest stage.

Phase 2 : Women is Incapable of Becoming Buddha:

This second phase likely dates back to first century B.C. during
the period of Hinayana Buddhism. It is said that women cannot
become Buddha whereas men can. It was prevalent few centuries
after the demise of Buddha. The widespread beliefs of that period
were that, women have five kinds of incapabilities along with three
kinds of subordination. Incapabilities include, women cannot become
a (1) Buddha, (2) Brahma, (3) Indra, (4) Mara, and (5) Universal
Monarch. And the three subordinations are the subordinations: (1)
by her father during young age, (2) by her husband after marriage,
and (3) by her son during old age. The reason for the incapabilities
directs to some important explanations. As per the foremost
statement i.e women cannot become Buddha, it is because the lineage
of the Buddhas is fixed (according to the various stories) and all are
males. There are definitely many Arhats but Buddhas are limited.
Some try to relate it with 32 marks of Universal Monarch that Buddha
possessed. Among the 32 marks the tenth speaks about the
concealment of lower organ in a sheath. It is not possible for women
to conceal her lower organ in a sheath. So, this mark necessitates
that a Buddha must be a man. Apart from this, regarding the other
four realms, Brahma, Indra, Mara and Universal Monarch, we should
take into account the facts: "(a) that in the world of Brahma there
are no women, (b) that Indra and the Universal Monarch, both being
valiant and gigantic warriors, are usually imagined as men rather than
women, and (c) that Mara- the Evil One, surrounded by female
attendants at his beck and call, is more likely to be a man."

Apart from this, another problematic statement imposed upon
women is that due to bad karma in previous life, one is reborn as
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disciple Sariputra that women are unable to become Buddha (as stated
in the second phase), the daughter of Sagara, the Serpent king,
transformed her female body into a male body to become Buddha.
She realised Buddhahood after changing her body. The same kind
of example is found in the sutra Perfection of Wisdom. Here, it is
observed that the Buddha gave prediction to Gangadevi that she
would become a Buddha after many rebirths; by the name of
Suvarnapuspa (the name indicated a male figure). But she has to
change her sex from female to male before being born as
Suvarnapuspa in the land of Buddha Aksobhya. From these, we
come to know that sexual transformation is the solution for women
to become Buddha during the beginning of Mahayana Buddhism.
The story of princess Muni contained in the Chinese Ekottaragama
(Pali counterpart of Ekottaragama is Anguttara Nikaya, but story is
not added here) also indicates the same. This Chinese vetsion is
based on Hinayanistic interpretation. Muni- is none but Buddha in
his former life. Buddha was a princess named Muni in one of his
former lives. That time she helped an old monk in supplying him
with lamp-oil to worship the Buddha- Ratnakara. The old monk was
given prediction by Ratnakara that he would become a Buddha named
Dipambkara after millions of years. Hearing that, Muni also went to
Ratnakara and wished for a prediction that she would also become a
Buddha in the future. But by refusing her, Ratnakara maintained
that women are incapable of becoming Buddha and other four states
(mentioned in the second phase). For this, Buddha Ratnakara advised
her that after the Dipamkara, Buddha would appear in future wished
him the same. As a result, after millions of years the old monk became
the Dipamkara Buddha and Muni was born as a Brahmin girl. She
once again approached the Buddha- Dipamkara and was given a
prediction that she would become a Buddha- named Sakyamuni.
These stories are proof that there was a phase in the Buddhist society
that women can become Buddha undoubtedly but only after having
a male body. In the Pure-Land Sutra also. Amitabha Buddha made a
vow that all women who desired to be born in his paradise and want
full enlightenment, would become a man. But this he relates to the
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of Theravada in Sri Lanka. There were no differences originally
created by Buddha between men and women. This non-
discrimination is seen even in funeral ceremonies of Buddhists also.
While in case of most of the other religions funerals, it is/must be
performed by a male, but in Buddhism funeral could be performed
by a widow, daughter or any one on the spot and male is not
compulsory to perform it. Though in this article philosophical
liberation of women is concentrated on three broad divisions of
phases but from the extreme Buddhistic philosophical point of view,
we can relate everything to the concept of emptiness. The very theory
of emptiness says that every material thing as well as sentient beings
are empty of their essential natures. There is no difference between
men and women because at its essence both are same in their
emptiness. The philosophy of emptiness absolutely negates
distinction as men and women in realising the enlightenment. It is
totally focussed and based on the primitive Buddhistic philosophy.
The phase two and three are later Buddhists additions. As Buddha
himself wrote nothing and most of the works were written down
several centuries after the Parinirvana of the Buddha, there is
definitely scope for addition of any kind and perhaps the backsliding
occurs to the writings most commonly in the later works.
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WOMEN SUICIDE BOMBERS:
UNDERSTANDING
THE RISE AND CAUSES

Dr Bhaswati Sarmah

Over the last few years, the appearance of women as suicide
attackers in global terrorism has become a more noteworthy
phenomenon. 'Suicide Terrorism' can be termed as the most
aggressive and destructive form of terrorism where the human body
is used as a weapon of destruction and where the attacker kills
himself/herself along with a large target population.

Suicide terrorism has become a widespread warfare tactic for
terrorist groups around the globe. Some of the terrorist groups that
actively use suicide attackers include the Egyptian Isamic [ibad (E1])
and Gamaat Islamiya (Islamic Group - IG) of Egypt; the Armed
Islamic Group (GIA) of Algeria; eight groups in Lebanon (six of
them Lebanese and two Palestinian) together with the Palestinian
Islamic [ibad, the al-Aqsa Martyrs' Brigades, Harakat al-Mugawam al-
Islamiyyah (Hamas), Hizbullah (Hezbollah) in Lebanon; A/-Ansar
Mujahidin in Chechnya; Lashkar-e-Taiba in Pakistan; Boko Haram in
Nigeria; the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in Sri Lanka;
the Turkish Revolutionary People's 1iberation Front of Turkey; Taliban in
Afghanistan; Barbar (Babbar) Khalsa International; the Kurdistan Workers'
Party (PKK); A/ Qaeda; 151S, etc. Although suicide bombers have
existed since ancient times, modern use of suicide terror began with
the 1983 attack on the American Marine Barracks in Lebanon
(Bloom, 2005).

In 1985, Sana'a Mehaidli of the Communist Syrian Social
Nationalist Party detonated herself and an explosive-loaded truck
next to an Israeli convoy in Lebanon. This act of hers, made the 16-
year-old Sana'a Mehaidli the first suicide bomber in history. Since
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from the Government Girls Secondary School in Chibok were
abducted by the militant organization. Those gitls were sexually
assaulted, brutalized and used in suicide bombing missions. Even in
some bizarre incidents, some locals help the terrorist group by
donating their female children to them. In order to exact revenge on
the government for the deaths of their loved ones and to achieve
martyrdom, Boko Haram also sent the kids and widows of their
fellow fighters on suicide bombing operations (Osasona, 2022). Boko
Haram has used more women as suicide bombers than any other
insurgency group in history.
Palestinian Shahida

Former Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat called women who
were ready to join Islamic Jihad and fight for Palestine against Israel
'Shahida'. In a speech before a thousand women, he introduced the
phrase. Shahida is an Arabic term meaning 'martyr' In the same
speech, Arafat persuaded the women to fight against Israel by
referring to them as his 'army of roses', and that same evening,
Palestine found its first Shahida Wafa Idris, a 28-year-old who worked
as the aid worker for the Palestinian Red Crescent Society. 1dris blew
herself in a busy shop area of Jaffa Road in Israel. After Wafa Idris,
21 years old Daren Abu Aysheh, 18 years old Ayat Akhras killed
themselves in suicide attacks carried out in different operations (Rock,

2006).

The Sri Lankan Black Tigresses

The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) is a terrorist
group based in the Tamil areas of Sri Lanka. Experts claim that the
Sri Lankan government had committed a series of organised violence
against the Tamils including rape, torture, checkpoint searches,
elimination of whole villages in remote areas and other atrocities,
etc. Such government actions encouraged the Tamil population to
support the LTTE. Some of the Tamil women who joined LTTE,
were not even directly harmed by the atrocities, but they were still
affected by the news of rapes of their villagers, the Army's killing of
the Tamil youths and a feeling of helplessness for not being able to
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them to take extreme measures like joining terrorist organisations.
According to a report, Boko Haram used to give 200 nairas (around
36 Indian rupees) to the girls to buy food before using them as
suicide bombets, but there is no evidence that the families of the
girls were compensated for their participation or not. Women who
faced economic hardship due to the humanitarian crisis and those
without husbands are more prone to becoming suicide bombers
(Warner and Matfess, 2017).

There have also been instances of women from privileged
societies joining terrorist organisations and engaging in different
suicide missions. Women join these organisations for a variety of
reasons, including repressive caste discrimination, unequal treatment
of women compared to men, sexual harassment, rape, domestic
abuse, etc. The concepts of emancipation and empowerment are
also related to the joining of women in terrorist organisations. Some
conservative societies where women are given subordinate status
also encourage women to commit suicide attacks in order to challenge
traditional gender stereotyping. Executing suicide attack operations
gives the women cadres a feeling of empowerment since they are
able to challenge the oppressive gender roles that have been imposed
by society. In her book "Women Fighters of the Liberation Tigers" (1993),
Adele Balasingham, the Australian spouse of LTTE theorist Anton
Balasingham, claimed that Tamil women voluntarily joined the
movement in order to challenge the patriarchal rule (Dissanayake,
2017).

Several women do become a part of suicide terrorism to get a
spiritual reward in their afterlife, i.e., a place with God. Widows and
siblings who have lost loved ones have turned into suicide bombers
in an effort to exact retribution and in the hope of meeting them in
the afterlife (Bloom, 2005). Along with these, low social status, lack
of education and employment opportunities, personality disorders,
and a lack of awareness also play significant motivating roles in this

regard.

Why Women are being Targeted?
Initially, the roles undertaken by women cadres in terrorist
organisations were of a supportive character, such as fundraising,
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bombers as they are easy to control and manipulate. Lack of
education and economic stability, particularly in the failed states and
war zones, contributed to the problem. Women from such regions
are more vulnerable to becoming suicide attackers. There is a need
to raise awareness among women of the impact of suicide bombing
and education will play a significant role in this effort.

Women, still in certain regions and places are regarded as a
vulnerable and weaker section of society and many of these women
join extremist organisations to challenge this perception towards
them. Women must be protected in these settings, society must be
built on the principles of equality, and evil practices against women
must end. The deployment of women security officers and guards
at different checkpoints may also aid in the capture of suicide
bombers before they detonate themselves. Additionally, there is a
need to understand the motivations behind women suicide bombers,
and immediate action should be taken to address these issues. To
end terrorism worldwide, both state governments and international
organisations must adopt the required measures.
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use. Imbalance of such technological ownership is termed as digital
divide (Bansode & Patil, 2011).

Gender Divide in Technology

While identifying some of the primary factors that are affecting
the digital divide, it is quite noteworthy that gender remains a
prominent area of discrimination even now and there are existing
areas of digital ownership that are largely prevalent. This disparity
is partly attributed to perception that IT is a technical subject for
men with many females consequently shying away from it. This also
connects with the literacy rate. As per the census of 2021, the literacy
rate of India 2021 is 74.04% while the male literacy rate is 82.14%
and female literacy rate is 65.46% (Census of India, 2021).

As an outcome of different research on digital divide, the
large majority of women (an estimated four out five living in
developing countries bear the brunt of gender-related discrimination
than their counterparts in developed countries; they are more likely
to be unemployed and have fewer employment and educational
opportunities. These women lack basic digital literacy skills. The
gender digital divide is one of the most significant inequalities
amplified by the digital revolution (Antonio& Tuffley, 2014).

It is often seen that women usually are overburdened with
household chores and family responsibilities. Many a times this limits
their exposure towards technology and even when some can access
technology, the manner in which the technology is used is rather a
very interesting area of study. Some of the factors which are broadly
responsible for women being not all digitally sound are:

1. Most women do not have the infrastructural accessibility to
technology

2. Many do not know to access information online.

3. Gender and technological ownership are some of the important
factors that are intrinsically connected.

4. Due to dominance of one gender over the other, the
technological ownership is limited or accessing information is
curtailed.
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regarding danger signs of pregnancy, high rate of home delivery
and delivery by unskilled birth attendant--all can lead to high maternal
mortality ratio (Datta &Datta, 2015).

In Maternal health, Assam is a poor performer at Maternal
Mortality Ratio (MMR).However,some improvement has been seen
in the recent years.According to the Registrar General of India's
(RGI) latest 'Special Bulletin on Maternal Mortality' for the period
2018 to 2020 released on Tuesday, the state has recorded 195 deaths
per lakh live births, which is an improvement from the previous
figure of 215 in the period 2016 to 2018 (Kalita, 2022).

A number of maternal health care apps are available to provide
information on maternal health. Amongst them, Kilkari app, is a
mobile health education service that provides pregnant women, new
mothers, and their families with timely, accessible, accurate and
relevant information about Reproductive, Maternal, Neonatal and
Child health. 'Mobile Academy' is a Reproductive Maternal Neonatal
and Child health training course designed to refresh ASHA (frontline
health workers) workers' knowledge of life-saving preventative health
behaviours, and improve the quality of their engagement with new
and expecting mothers and their families. "The Arogya Sakhi" Home
based Antenatal and Infancy Care programme trains women health
entrepreneurs (Arogya Sakhis) from communities in resource-poor
rural areas to provide home-based preventive care, perform diagnostic
tests and screen for high risk factors and ensure early referral during
antenatal and infancy period. Notable here, certain elements need to
be taken into account whether the women who are on the receiving
end have Applicability i.e the element of media literacy among the
women and Accessibility i.e the ownership of the device and reliability
i.e proper orientation regarding the usage of such apps. In the absence
of the sole possession of the handset, most women have missed the
calls.

Women's health and Malnutrition and technological
intervention:
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3. Can health or education be aided for women through digital
application?
4. Can digital media be made more user friendly?

Among all factors, to be able to access quality health or quality
information through digital application, digital literacy is a must.
Breaking the psychological fear over the usage of the medium is
another important factor. Proper orientation and skills are equally
pertinent here.

Conclusion

In 1965 Canadian thinker Marshall McLuhan used the term
media literacy to refer to the ability to access, analyze, evaluate, and
convey information in various forms of media including print and
non-print. From media literacy one has to move towards health
literacy and this could change the entire equation of health for
all. Although culture is widely accepted as a factor associated with
health and behavior, its role in public health practice and research to
date has been more rhetorical than applied. For example, while terms
like cultural sensitivity and cultural appropriateness are now standard
in the parlance of public health professionals, operational definitions,
measures, and explanatory models of culture and health are lacking.
This could bring in a new dimension of digital equality for all.
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MENSTRUAL TABOOS AND
WOMEN EMPOWERMENT

Arpita Saikia

"At least 60 gitls in a hostel in Gujarat's Kutch district were
allegedly asked to remove their undergarments to prove that they
were not menstruating, after complaints that girls having periods
had entered the temple and kitchen in the premises."

The above incident occurred in the month of February, 2020.
It sheds light on the fact that to this day and age menstruation
continues to be a taboo topic. The much-covered Sabarimala temple
incident in Kerala also reflects the clash between taboo and rights
of women. Despite being a topic so sensitive and secretive,
menstruation occupies a very important part in the social and cultural
lives of women. It is certainly not an exaggeration to state that the
process of menstruation operates the lives of women to a large
extent. From the onset of puberty till menopause, women across
different cultures of the world were and, in many cultures, still are
expected to behave a certain way. Each culture developed their own
ways of perceiving the bodily changes. In many primitive as well as
advanced cultures, the onset of puberty/menarche was made public
through specific rites. Females were and still are expected, taught
and encouraged to follow different menstrual rites throughout their
life every month till her menopause. Historically, menstruating
women were debarred from many of the chores that she was expected
to carry out. In the modern times, the involvement of women in
different fields of work beyond the ones traditionally expected of
them has led to dilution of the taboos to a great extent, at least in
the urban setting. These taboos hold stronger position in the
traditional rural lives.

Why is it necessary to bring out the topic of menstruation
into the open? Why the taboos should be discussed? It needs to be
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In the Hindu imagination the menstrual blood is considered
extremely powerful but an ambivalence substance- sacred power of
life and procreation on one hand and impure and polluting on the
other." According to N.N Bhattacharyya, thete is a "universal dread"
regarding the menstrual blood. It was also considered to have carried
impurities of the woman's body. The menstruating women were
hence kept in secluded residences from the society so as to protect
the society from the dangers of the menstrual blood. An interesting
outlook regarding this has been presented in the book The Curse:

"...the mana of a menstruating woman was generally believed
to be the most dangerous to men; and on the conscious level, the
taboos seem to aim more for the protection of men than of women.
Now, women and men get together in two basic ways: through food
and through sex. In both the instances, woman provides a service to
man that he cannot do without. Thus, dangers to men from
menstruating women must be mitigated by means of the strictest
possible taboos regarding food and sex."""

In Assam, during the menses a woman does not share the bed
with her husband lest she transfers the germs in her menstrual blood
to her him causing him illness and subsequently early death.™

These taboos are passed down from one generation to the
other, from mother to daughter and are accepted by the posterior
without further questions. Most of the cultures in the world organise
some form of rites of passage for young gitls reaching puberty. One
common trait is their seclusion from rest of household members
and society, especially the male members. In Karnataka, Assam,
Orissa etc. the rites of passage are observed grandly. This signifies
the entry of a girl into womanhood.

Menstrual taboos

Hinduism, despite being a singular religion, the many categories
and sub-categories within it has different perspectives and ideas of
menstruation. The differences can be regional too. The Brahmanical
Hindu texts, for example have ascribed impure status to the process
of menstruation. The Dharmashastrascontain rules and code of
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Brahmanical treatment. The contradiction is not limited to only this.
The prohibition of sexual intercourse with menstruating women in
Brahmanical Hinduism was openly encouraged in Tantric path. The
reverence of "dangerous" menstrual blood of Brahmanical texts
but "auspicious" for Tantric fold, by the common people- initiated
or uninitiated- can be seen during Ambubachi mela (a period of 4
days when Goddess Kamakhya is said to go through her menses
every year). The devotees collect red piece of cloth at the end of the
fair which symbolises Kamakhya's menstrual blood-soaked cloth.
Similarly, the idea of menstrual blood is different amongst the Bauls.
The Bauls are a devotee of Krishna and believe that it is necessary
to be a married couple in order to do Krishna Bhakti. They get
initiated under a Guru. The menstrual blood is considered auspicious
in this group as well, who consider bodily fluid including semen and
menstrual blood as seed.™"

When it comes to Assam, in the Neo-Vaishnava movement,
the menstrual taboos were not much different. Women had to be
kept in seclusion for four days followed by Vratasfor the required
number of days on the basis of the timing of puberty. During
monthly period, women were not allowed to cook, enter the kitchen,
sleep on bed etc. Dr.Nirmalprabha Bordoloi's autobiography Jivan
Jivan Bar Anupam wonderfully portrays the lives of menstruating
women. In some later cults, influenced by the Neo-Vaishnava
movement itself albeit very different in terms of rules, regulations
and codes of conduct, the menstrual taboos were quite different.
For example, in Gopidhara sect, a menstruating nun was considered
best for the chief role in the religious rituals. The mekhela used by
the nun on first day of her menstruation is used to rub the faces of
the monks present.™

Impact on Women

The biggest impact of taboos on women at present is the
perpetual silence around the topic. Women are taught to maintain
silence about menstruation especially in front of men. Euphemisms
such as axubidha, nuaraetc. are used instead of the correct term so
as to not give away the condition. Due to this silence, women are
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in these taboos. It may be interpreted as a defence mechanism against
the "dangerous" bleeding phenomena of the women where primitive
cultures did not want to take risk with their game, prosperity and
longevity of life of their men, who were responsible for tasks like
hunting, farming, expansion etc. Hence, it shows that the taboos
that appeared were more in conjunction with the life style of the
people in earlier days. The life style no longer is similar to those days
hence, the taboos no longer serve its purpose neither do they fit the
social structure. A man need not be worried about falling sick due to
menstrual blood nor does he need to worry about becoming impure
with the touch of menstruating women. On retrospection, the
contradictory treatment of menstrual blood differently in some
cultures may indicate towards the fact that there was no reason to
worty about pollution in the first place, perhaps. So, can a woman
be empowered with the age-old taboos around? To quote from Blood
Magic "It may well be that many forces have been at work in
generating and shaping menstrual customs and ideas-that menstrual
taboos themselves are over determined by a plethora of
psychological, ecological, and social factors." Society is going through
an immense number of changes. There have been changes in the
subsistence strategy where menstruating woman can be the least
threat to hunting as well as farming endeavours. The factors that
prompted those taboos have changed. The taboos are not completely
gone, of course. But taboos must go through changes and
transformation so as to ensure women's empowerment. And the
more women get empowered, more taboos will get negated.

Notes
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different job types between men and women in India's informal
manufacturing sector.

According to S. Sundari, structural changes in the economy
have not resulted in a qualitative or quantitative improvement in
women's employment over time. It also demonstrates the subpar
nature of women's labour.

According to Kamala Kanta Mohapatra, low-wage female
employees, particularly those in the unorganized sector, are one of
the most vulnerable demographics in Indian economy. They are at
risk because of (a) irregular work, (b) low economic status, (c) lack
of bargaining power, (d) lack of control over earnings(e) need to
balance paid work with child care and homework, (f) lack of assets,
and (g) limited or no access to institutional credit, training, and
information.

According to Prodipta Bose, a significant share of workers in
cities and most of it in rural areas is employed in the informal sector.
It encompasses a variety of jobs like housework, building labour,
selling vegetables, being a vendor, etc. The tragedy is that women
working in the informal sector are severely exploited, unprotected,
and faced with numerous issues including gender discrimination, a
lack of any kind of protection, being overworked, sexual harassment,
etc. This sector is dominated by women or is a women's sector.

Obijectives

The purpose of this article is to assess the vulnerable position
of women employment in informal economy of India and the
government's initiatives to address it.

Methodology

Data has been gathered from a variety of secondary sources,
including WIEGO (women in informal employment: globalising and
organising), NSSO, ILO, and different research articles, to suit the
article's purpose. The informal sector includes all unincorporated
private businesses run on a proprietorship or partnership basis, owned
by individuals or households, engaged in the sale and production of
goods and services, with fewer than 10 employees, as well as domestic
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households.(c) Employed to perform domestic services for private
families as independent workers or dependent contractors are
domestic service providers.

Street vendors : A street vendor is a person who sells goods
or services to the general public from a temporary static structure or
movable stall (or head-load), rather than from a permanently
constructed structure.

Waste or garbage pickers : The 1st World Conference of
Waste Pickers coined the term "waste pickers," which broadly refers
to anyone who collects recyclable materials from the environment
and sells it to businesses or middlemen or digs through trash on the
streets or landfills.

Construction workers : A person who completes a number
of general construction jobs during all stages of a construction
project is referred to as a "construction worker."

Informal transport workers : The majority of the listed
transport employees work in land transportation.

Table 1: Groups of workers by sex in India, 2017-18 Millions
and percent of total employment in parenthess

India
Worker group Total Female Male
Home-based worker | 41.855 9.1) | 17.195 (16.4) | 24.660 (6.9)
Domestic worker 5.235 3.399 (3.2) | 1.836 (0.5)
(1.1)
Street vendor/market | 11.887 (2.6) | 1.201 (1.1) | 10.685 3.0)
trader
Waste picker 2.197 (0.5) | 0.721 (0.7) | 1.475 (0.4)
Informal 51.937 5.155 (4.9) | 46.781
construction*® (11.2) (13.1)
Informal transport® 20.164 0.097 (0.1) | 20.067
44 (5.6)
All groups 133.275 27.770 105.505
(28.9) (26.5) (29.6)

*Includes all informal workers in the general industry category.
All other groups potentially include both formal and informal worker.
According to table 1, there are only 17.195 million women
who work from home, compared to a comparably larger figure of
24.660 million men. Similar to street vendors, there are only 1.201



SHESCAPE B 665

When it comes to internal migration, women and children typically
move as linked migrants, with the male of the home making the
main decision to move. Due to fewer economic options and a lack
of social support in the new location, associated migrants are more
vulnerable. Women migrants who are semi-skilled, low-skilled, or
unskilled often work in the low-paying informal sector where they
are more likely to be exploited and abused.

e) Structural discrimination
Rules, norms, commonly accepted methods, and behaviours

in institutions and other social structures that prevent members of
weaker groups from enjoying the same rights and opportunities as
members of stronger groups are referred to as structural
discrimination. Discrimination of this kind may be overt or covert,
intentional or inadvertent. Women who work in the informal sector
experience gendered vulnerabilities in addition to structural
discrimination because they belong to a particular caste, or ethnic
group.

Pregnancy can cause major issues, especially for women who
work in informal jobs because of their low socio -economic position,
lack of a healthy diet, ignorance and illiteracy, socio-cultural biases,
and other factors.

The Government of India has taken numerous measures/
schemes to better the plight of vulnerable women, including:

a) Swadhar and Short Stay Homes, which offer assistance and
rehabilitation to needy and poor women.

b)  Working women hostels to provide working women with
secure housing apart from their primary residence.

9) Support to Training and Employment Programme for Women
(STEP) to provide disadvantaged and asset-less rural and urban
poor women with sustainable employment and income
generating nationwide.

d)  Rashtriya Mahila Kosh (RMK), which offers microfinance
services to help underprivileged women improve their
socioeconomic situation.

e) The Women Helpline Universalization scheme aims to offer
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fall of Dorian Gray. Women in the novel merely navigate the social
world according to their prescribed sex roles, that of passive subjects,
thus failing to issue any significant change. Their identity is subsumed
under those of their male counterparts who are seen frequenting
influential public spaces like gentlemanly clubs such as White's and
art spaces like Grosvenor Gallery which were instrumental in
effecting changes in the socio-political and cultural fabric of Victorian
England. Keeping these in mind, a myriad of questions confront us
at this juncture - where do we then locate women in this text which
is dominated by men alone? Was Basil Hallward the only artist? What
do we have to say about the premature death of Sibyl Vane, who
was an ambitious female performance artist.

The novel incorporates sexuality and gender roles from the
Victorian era. Martin Danahay claims that the Victorian era exhibited
the strictest form of gender segregation, with distinct spheres for
men and women. The female characters in the book are secondary,
and they never contribute significantly to how the plot develops.
The only important female character in the book is Sibyl Vane, who,
as already mentioned, passes away too soon. Lord Henry, who wields
some degree of influence on Dorian, posits how life is not about
moral consequences, but undergoing new things. In this sense, Sybil
Vane is merely viewed as one experience among many. "People who
love only once in their lives are really the shallow people,”" (Wilde
46) When Lord Henry learns of Dorian's obsession with the actress,
he states the aforementioned. He serves as Dorian's primary mentor
in the narrative and exerts a strong influence on him. Women and
their bodies ate the site of men's experiment, fancy and obsession.
Patriarchy and male dominance are prevalent themes in the text.
Both Dorian Gray and Lord Henry degrade the female to merely an
object, reducing her worth as an individual, which has a broader and
substantial impact on the female reader. According to Lord Henry,

"..women are a decorative sex. They never have anything to
say, but they say it charmingly. They represent the triumph of matter
over mind, just as we men represent the triumph of mind over morals
... I believe that women appreciate cruelty more than anything else.
They have wonderfully primitive instincts. We have emancipated
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also frequently applied to explain how men, through their friendships
and intimate collaborations with other men, maintain and defend
the gender order and patriarchy" (Bird and Lipman-Blumen, 1996,
1976) Lord Henry and Dorian Gray's friendship perfectly
encapsulates this notion of 'homosociality' and the rejection of
women or the feminine. The novel is laden with anti-women
sentiments and stereotypes promoted by Dorian's pleasure secking
mentor, LLord Henry Wotton who has deep seated disdain of women's
intellectual capabilities. Albeit his engagement in a playful tete-a-tete
with the Duchess of Monmouth in what seemed like a war of intellect
he is later seen complaining about her to Dorian. He says, "Her
clever tongue gets on one's nerves." Women, according to Lord
Henry, 'are a decorative sex.' In contrast to this, when Lord Henry
first meets Dorian Gray, he states,

Yes, he was certainly wonderfully handsome, with his finely-
curved scatlet lips, his frank blue eyes, his crisp gold hair. There was
something in his face that made one trust him at once. All the candor
of youth was there, as well as all youth's passionate purity (Wilde,
25)

Articulate and expressive women have always been either tone
policed or ostracized. Lord Henry's wife suffers under the indomitable
spitit of her husband. In her exchange with Dorian, one can notice
the uneasiness and queasiness in her movement under the
intimidating gaze of her husband's friend who much to her
expectations shares his philosophy and taste. This is symptomatic
of women "who were reared for and conditioned to lives of privacy,
reticence, domesticity". (Gilbert and Gubat, 15) Victorian standards
for women required them to follow regressive rules that demanded
their erasure from history, of which men were deemed to be the
sole author and occupant. Like Sibyl Vane, Lady Henry Wotton's
condition offers us a peek into the anxieties suffered by women
under a patriarchal culture. With reference to literature, Susan Gilbert
and Sandra Gubar highlight how female writers never had a model
or a framework which they could model their work upon. "In
comparison to the "male" tradition of strong, father-son combat,
however, this female anxiety of authorship is profoundly debilitating,
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presence by the name Sybil used for him. "Prince Charming is what
you like to be called, ain 'tit?" she yelled after him" (Wilde 144). This
case shows how Dorian's deeds have ruined the lives of women;
first, Sybil's suicide, and now we have a person who may be addicted
to opium as a result of a scandal Dorian caused in her life. Sibyl
exists only within an aesthetic framework created by Wilde. She is
not a real person, in her we witness the death of many dreams and
wishes. The lack of financial stability deters her, and it is in Dorian
that she imagines an escape from her situation. Sybil Vane's decline
is ultimately caused by Dorian's preference for art over people, Lord
Kelso's prescriptive Victorian standards towards his daughter lead
to the murder of her loved husband, and finally Lord Henry's
constant criticism of marriage and women lead to his wife's
separation.
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attempts have been made to empower women at all levels, but the
concern is knowing how one perceives empowerment.

The notion of empowerment is context-based. Therefore, the
region or the area of study plays a vital role in defining empowerment.
In such a scenatio, this project based on Bodoland Territorial Region
(BTR), an autonomous region within Assam, tries to look into the
initiatives taken by civil society organisations to empower women,
keeping in mind the spatiotemporal conditions. Assam, a state in
Northeast India, is home to diversity and conflicts. So, civil society
organisations based in this region are more dominated by intra-ethnic,
homogenous, informal issues. On the one hand, urban areas of North
East India have very formal CSOs such as youth clubs, women's
credit groups, and environmental protection committees. But
contrary to this, rural areas of North Fast India have ethnicity-based
homogenous organisations. For this study, one major CSO as a case
study has been taken, namely the All Bodo Women Welfare
Federation (ABWWF). This organisation is a pioneer when it comes
to tribal women empowerment in Assam. This study looks into the
Initiatives taken by civil society organisations to empower women
and fulfil their specific needs. For a detailed understanding, the paper
is divided into four sections exploring the interlinkages among
different aspects related to women's empowerment and civil society
organisations. The first part of the paper provides a brief conceptual
understanding of empowerment and development and tries to
correlate these two terms in the context of women. Moreover, it
tries to find out how empowerment has become a keyword of any
debate taking women as the focal point of discussion. The second
section of the paper extensively deals with CSOs and their approach
towards the welfare of the common public. In this section, the thrust
area is on the emergence of CSO as an alternative way to development
and how it negotiates the space within the state. The third part of
the paper strives to understand the initiatives taken by ABWWTF in
BTR, Assam. Here, the primary emphasis is understanding the unique
and area-based approach taken by ABWWT to empower women at
various levels.
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achievement.? Talking about empowerment agencies includes all
the sources that bear the potential to empower oneself. Here comes
the role of CSOs as an agency of empowerment.

Another important fact about empowerment is that it has no
universal definition. The most interesting part of the word
empowerment is its context-dependent nature. Beteille (2016) rightly
stated that "empowerment as a concept is context-driven. It contains
the power to change something."’ In the context of women, the
word 'empowerment' has been used in various ways. Feminists have
argued that empowerment is not something to be done to women.
Itis the power to be realised from within; through this power, women
can raise their voice against injustice and inequality and bring positive
social change. The idea of empowerment as transformative in the
1980s has posed challenges to patriarchy and the various structures
of society, such as caste, class, and ethnicity. And in the context of
developing countries, women's position is highly defined by such
structures of society.* On the issue of structures, Sen has also pointed
out the gender-based subordination of traditional systems, which
impacts women's access to land, imposes the sexual division of
labour, etc. This gender-based discrimination, in a way, makes the
women of the third world subjugated in different ways. For that
reason, there is a need for a different perspective to learn about
women's experiences from the Third world.?

The word 'development' means to develop oneself or to grow.
As a creation of the West, Development was gender-neutral till the
1970s. Only after that, along with the emergence of feminism, the

HtO

development-oriented programmes included a clause, i.e.,
empower women." To understand gender, women, and development,
itis always better to review the existing literature set. Momsen (2004)
gives a few approaches to understanding women's positionality in
development in her work. The emphasis of these approaches has
changed over time, starting from a gender-neutral understanding of
development to mainstreaming gender equality through the UN's
initiatives. In the development debate, the portrayal of women differs

from time to time.® Through various development programmes,
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differently from that of markets, state and family spheres. It can be
stated as a social arena that can promote gender issues as it can pose
a challenge to the male-dominated character of state institutions.
Moreover, it advocates the rights and recognition of identity. Hence,
civil society constitutes a pivotal position within the state. Vinod
(20006) said, "Civil society is distinct from a number of other arenas.
First of all, it is separate from the family since it is essentially public
in character. It may involve personal interests but does not deal with
individual, private matters."” In eatlier times, CS was confined to
Western European nations and originated in Western philosophy.
For example, CS can be traced back to the political philosophy of
Hobbes, Locke, Hegel, and Marx. For Tocqueville, CS limits the
functions of the state, whereas Marx believed that CS is the source
of power for the state. Gramsci thought that CS is the space to
create hegemony by the state. But in the current scenario, CS is a
separate and distinct sphere from the state.'” CSO includes various
organisations such as NGOs, women's credit groups, youth-based
organisations, religious organisations, etc. CSOs perform a wide range
of activities, such as counterbalancing state activities, promoting good
governance, engaging the citizens with the state, and undertaking
social provisioning since the state has failed to meet the goals of
social provisioning. Moreover, it balances the market's role and
enhances its responsibility towards the common people. The nature
of civil society (CS) has changed a lot from its inception. There are
prominent reasons behind such a course of action. First, recognise
CS as an end to the authoritarian regime and promoter of democracy.
Second, looking into CS as an alternative to party politics since
political representatives become unresponsive to common people's
needs. Lastly, with directives from World Bank, the state is expected
to share its function with CS. However, the civil society space also
inhibits specific features, which is equally necessary to have a detailed
understanding of it. Firstly, civil society can also be a space for
harbouring hatred, subjugation, and hegemony. Secondly, it works
as a site of protest, contestation, and solidarity. Thirdly, civil society
is fragmented from within as it does not act unanimously. Finally, it
works for a specific marginalised section of society.!" The functions
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world are a significant part of CS. Moreover, through CS, they can
express their voice as they are left out of male-dominated politics.
CS also express gender-related concerns and is a potential site for
collective action, such as raising a voice against domestic violence."
From the above discussion, one point has become evident that CSOs
perform various activities as the third sphere of society. Moreover,
it negotiates its space with the state and performs various welfare-
centric activities. Therefore, the next part will discuss the significant
study of the project, i.e., ABWWT and its gender-related concerns.
Moreover, ABWWE, as an alternative way to bring development and

empowerment to women, will be explored.

Section III : Alternative Way to Women Empowerment: The
study Undertaken

The region of Northeast India is home to diversity and also
conflicts. So, civil society organisations based in Northeast India are
more dominated by intra-ethnic, homogenous, informal issues. Urban
areas of NE have very formal CSOs such as youth clubs, women's
credit groups, and environmental protection committees. On the
contrary, rural areas of NE have ethnicity-based homogenous
organisations.”” This section will discuss one such CSO based in
BTR and their unique way of empowering women in that area. This
section is further divided into subsections dealing with the study
area, methodology and key findings for a detailed understanding.

About ABWWEF : The most significant and vital women's
organisation in BTR is ABWWE It played a pioneering role in the
Bodoland movement, even after the formation of BTAD.!® Still, it
is working on various vital issues of BTR. This organisation is present
across Assam and has a very organised institutional setup to solve
multiple problems related to Bodo women. It originates in AATWWE,
established in 1986 to raise the issues and atrocities faced by women
in the Bodoland movement faced. In 1993, the All Assam Tribal
Women Welfare Federation (AATWWEF) was renamed ABWWF
under Malati Rani Narzary in the Nalbari district of Assam. As
mentioned in their constitution, ABWWF was formed to "unite the
women from Bodo community in a common platform through
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demands. This is an all-women organisation, and the narratives
collected through telephonic and physical interviews helped to
retrospect the contours of the empowerment process in this
ethnically diverse region. While analysing the narratives, many
essential aspects emerge, primarily how this organisation deals with
various aspects of women empowerment. Multiple activities by
ABWWEF to achieve women empowerment can be explained better
in the following ways --
A) Political Empowerment

CSOs also play an essential role in advocating political rights
for women. In this context, ABWWTF is the pioneering one as it was
the only platform before the formation of BTAD that gave them
the platform to raise their voice. As a part of the field study, I got
the opportunity to attend one such meeting of ABWWT committee
members. It was delightful to see that such a group of women
travelled from different districts to participate in the meeting and do
various tasks for the betterment of Bodo women. While interviewing
these women members from ABWWE itis evident that these women
are negotiating their space, at least in the private sphere, to make
their appearance successful in the public sphere. ABWWTF demanded
the reservation for women in TCLCC and VCDC (local governance
structures of BTAD). As a result, VCDC has started having at least
one women member in each composition.'®
B) Social Empowerment

ABWWETF is working towards social reform and removing the
obstacles that hinder women's empowerment at the societal level.
In this region, women are subjected to societal problems such as
witch-hunting, child marriage, domestic violence, etc. ABWWT has
an organised structure through which they get information about
violence against women. They reach the site of violence to oppose
such action and take needful action against it. Also, it works on issues
like elopement-induced child marriage and tries to find an amicable
solution. Furthermore, ABWWT is working extensively against witch-
hunting. It is a widely practised phenomenon in Bodo society, where
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Depending on spatiotemporal conditions, their version of
empowerment is closely associated with making women's presence
more visible in the public sphere. At the same time, ABWWTF also
fights back against the mattress related to the patriarchal structure
of Bodo society.

Concluding Observation

This project strives to understand the efforts taken by ABWWEF
to emancipate women in BTR and how their spatiotemporal
approaches to empowerment are helping women. After closely
studying, it is evident that this organisation has successfully
empowered women. Moreover, its region-specific approach to
women's development is another brownie point. So, in a region like
BTR that is prone to conflict, CSOs can play an essential role in
tulfilling the basic needs of women. It not only empowers them
politically but also gives them an identity to live within society.
However, ABWWT's potential to bring empowerment is challenged
due to the lack of adequate funds. Moreover, as a women-run
organisation, this is not as popular as its other Northeast Indian
counterparts, like the Naga Mothers Association or Meira Paibi of
Manipur. Moreover, since this organisation fights against superstitious
social issues, local people often oppose its smooth functioning, Still,
this organisation has proven its potential to bring positive change to
the region. In this study, it has been observed that CSOs can empower

a section of women in the best way possible.

Notes

'Andrea, Cornwall, ‘Women’s Empowerment: What Works?” in
Journal of International Development, Vol. 28, 2016, pp. 344.
% Naila, Kabeer, ‘Resources, Agency, Achievements: Reflections on

the Measurement of Women’s Empowerment,” in  Development and

Change, Vol. 30 No.3, 2002, pp. 434-35.
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BTAD (Bodoland Territorial Area Districts) consisted of four
districts: Kokrajhar, Baksa, Udalguri and Chirang, This area was
formed in 2003, and now it was renamed as Bodoland Territorial
Region in 2020.

7 Constitution of ABWWE, preamble, 1993.

"Excerpted from an interview with a female MCLA contesting
candidate and founding member of ABWWZE6th February, 2021,
Kokrajhar.

' Excerpted from an interview with an ex-ABWWTF president, 8th
February, 2021, Kokrajhar.

“Excerpted from a telephonic interview with a woman from
Deborgaon Village, 7th February, 2021, Kokrajhar.
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A STUDY OF THE POLITICAL
LEADERSHIP AMONG
THE WOMEN OF ASSAM

Dr. Kabita Choudhury

Introduction

It is conclusive that women in India need to overcome many
social ills simultaneously - traditional customs, unequal lifestyle, lack
of access to resources, and so on. Many women continue to fight
them too '. Additionally, lack of interest from political parties, low
status of education, low level of information, mobility, economic
inequality and lack of proper training bar women from actively
participating in mainstream politics. Providing education to women
could be a critical factor in ameliorating the present scenario.
Improving their access to economic opportunities will also critically
uplift their ability to engage constructively in state and local
politics. Women have enthusiastically taken up leadership positions
in rural self-governing bodies, though some of them continue to be
backed by male relatives or patrons. Even at state-level, there are
currently only 8 women MILLAs out of 126. Women being politically
engaged is an important driver of their empowerment °. Engaged
women create political opportunities, converting them into leadership
roles both at the network and national level. Women are often
excluded from playing legitimate and activeroles in rural community
life due to social and institutional constraints.Consequently, this has
led to lack of access to education, health, and productive resources,
particularly for women belonging to weaker sections of Scheduled
Castes/Scheduled Tribes/OBC and minorities. As per the 2011
census, there are 1,52,14,345 women against men with population
of 1,59,54,927 in Assam.Women representationin state-level
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of securing a party ticket without connections. It is therefore not
surprising that women can thrive more in social movements, which
do not impose these kinds of obstacles with the same systematicity.
For example, with the Bodo Movement in 1987, many Bodo women
took part in the protest marches, sit-ins, rallies, cultural vigils and
silent marches®. These women were strategically wearing the
indigenous dress of the Bodo people and it soon became a visual
point to draw attention to the ethnic identity of the Bodo people.
Often, women would bestanding in the frontlines to protect their
male counterparts from law enforcement’. Their gender helped to
lend a sympathetic picture to the movement as a whole.Women played
the roles of caretakers, messengers, provided food and hideouts to
activists and armed rebels at the critical period of the movement.

Present Status of Political Leadership of women in Assam

In the state of Assam, political selection is often based on a
candidate's dynastic credentials, or on the connections they possess
within parties. The six women elected in the 2021 AssamAssembly
have all both prior experience and political family connections. Only
two of them are first-time MLAs®. The four others contested as
incumbent MLAs. Thesefour MLLAs, namely Renupoma Rajkhowa,
Sibamoni Bora, Ajanta Neog and Suman Haripriya, have relatives or
husbands involved in politics, some of them at the ministerial level.
Suman Haripriya and Ajanta Neog both belong to the BJP, whereas
Renupoma Rajkhowa and Sibamoni Bora belong respectively to the
AGP and Congtess. Cleatly, the importance of family ties transcends
parties. Additionally, the only two women who didn't have familial
connections, occupied organisational roles such as Nandita Garlosa,
President of Bharatiya Janata Mahila Morcha (BJMM) of Dima
Hasao District and Nandita Das who was already an incumbent MLLA.
The first observation is that in 2021, the number of women elected
was significantly lower than in previous years’.Only six women won
out of 76 contestants, against 120 male winners, out of 872 male
candidates. Over the past three elections, the number of women
MILAs has reduced by more than half (from 14 to 6), and so did the
women candidates' strike rate(Fig.1).
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are women. Somehow, the management structure is worse in
Congtress. Only four of the 15 state vice presidents are women; three
of the 17 general secretaries are women; and just 14 of the 67
secretaries are women.
Struggles of women in the political leadership

Some research has been undertaken on women's political
participation in Assam, including on their emancipation and
empowerment''. A movement spearheaded by the Bodo community
in 1985 had women playing a significant role. Going further back,
the Non-cooperation movement portrayed in great measure the
spiritual power of Indian womanhood, with Assamese women
sharing an equal burden in these struggles'”. Women in Assam played
a significant role between the 1920s to 1940s organizing themselves
as Mahila Samitis. Based on Gandhian ideologies, the first Mahila
Samiti was established at Dibrugarh in 1915 followed by another at
Nagaon in 1971 and the next at Tezpur in 1919.In 1920, the state-
level Asom Mahila Samiti was formed as Assam Pradeshik Mahila
Samiti.Chandraprabha Saikiani was the secretary of this body which
resulted in the formation of various other district and primary or
village level Mahila Samitis. A large number of women joined the
movement, participating in meetings,organizing processions,
boycotting schools, courts, and offices.”” The patticipation of women
in India's historic freedom struggle was a country-wide
phenomenon.Through his experiment with Satyagraha, Gandhi
realized that women could be equally effective as political participants.
He mobilized women in large numbers to join the freedom struggle."
Conclusion

Women's presence at the decision-making levels will bring a
different, explicitly women's perspective to the political arena. The
recognition of the right of every citizen to participate in public
decisions is a basic element of democracy, which, to be effective,
requires that the needs and interests of all members of the society
are respected and represented. In Assam, despite its legacy of women
fighting along side men in consequential battles for freedom and

rights, they remained absent in decision-making processes and party
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DALIT WOMEN'S STANDPOINT :
A CRITICAL UNDERSTANDING

Gitali Patra

1. Introduction

In India, Dalit women are among the most marginalized
section because of India's caste-based system. Dalit women are
discriminated against based on both gender and caste. They have to
fight against two systems at the same time. The first is against the
Indian caste system and the second patriarchal society.

Dalit feminism originated mainly because of two important
movements in India, the Dalit Movement and the Indian Feminist
Movement. Both these two movements did not focus the issues of
Dalit women in their demands. But though the standpoint of Dalit
feminism celebrates the 'difference’ from the upper caste women, it
is not understood as a closed category that excludes the other women.

As Dalit feminism is mainly based on the 'caste' factor, it is
first important to understand the caste system of India to understand
Dalit feminism.

2. Caste System In India

India's caste discrimination was made by the Aryans. They
created the Varna system, which classified society into four divisions.
There are four castes recognized by the varna system -Brahmin,
Kshatriya, Vaishya, and Sudra. In this caste system basic rights, dignity,
and duties are assigned based on which caste one person is born or
belongs to. Varna system not only classified society into four divisions
but left out the fifth category, the untouchable and even unseeable.
It does not even recognize this fifth class as human beings at all.
Dalits were placed in this fifth category that is considered
untouchable.
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dominant class leaders did not agree with him and accused him of
dividing the independence movement. According to them, it was an
internal problem, and the British could take chances from it.

Ambedkar burned copies of the ancient text Manusmriti on
25th December 1927, which supported the Varna system. After that
thousands of people burned Manusmriti under the leadership of
Ambedkar. It was because of Ambedkar's action the Dalits are
comparatively in a better position today than in the past.

Women actively participated in the Ambedkarite movement.
They were active in both organizational and political activities. In
the Ambedkarite Movement, Dalit women organized independent
meetings and conferences. In these meetings of the 1930s, delegates
who were present discussed some customs such as child marriage,
enforced widowhood, and dowry as Brahmanical practices and passed
resolutions against it.

3.2 The voices of Dalit women in post Ambedkarite period
The voices of Dalit women who played an active role in the
Ambedkar movement were muffled in the post-Ambedkar era by
two prominent movements-the dalit panther movement and the
women's movement. In June 1972, some educated young people
from the slum areas of Mumbai, India started the Dalit Panther
Movement. Through the influence of New Leftist movements and
ideas, a few streams of feminist movements also developed. (For
example, the Shahada movement, it was started by the Bhil tribal
landless laborers. This movement was against the exploitation of
the tribal landless laborers by non tribal landowners. Self-Employed
Women's Association (SEWA) was also established in 1972 to form
a Trade Union attached to the Textile Labor Union in Ahmedabad.)

Dalit Panther and the women's movement were two significant
movements in the 1970s and 80s. But both movements did not have
any specific place for Dalit women. In the Dalit panther movement,
the Dalit women were represented as 'mothers' or 'victims'. The
women's movement of the 70s also excluded Dalit women and
neglected the Brahmanical patriarchy. They homogenized the issues
of Dalit women. Therefore the experiences which were considered
in both movements were either the experience of Dalit males or the
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Though she accepted Guru's argument, but she also mentioned that
Guru focused on the representation of Dalit women's issues from
direct experiences which will limit the dalit feminist standpoint. Rege
considered the framework given by Guru as a narrow framework.
She said in her essay that the emphasis on only the direct experiences
of Dalit women may limit their epistemological perspectives.

Rege also argued that Dalit women had a rich history in the
literary field during the pre-independent period, during that period
two most prominent dalit writers were Muktabai, and Tarabai Shinde.
In her essay '"About the Girls of Mangs and Mahars'Muktabai
discussed about the discrimination against the lower castes based on
land, knowledge, and social location. In this essay, she analyzed the
experience of lower-caste women in comparison to Brahmin women.
Tarabai Shinde's essay was 'Stree Purush Tualana'.She wrote in her
essay about the Brahmanical patriarchy and also about the patriarchies
among the other non-brahmin castes. This review underlines the
fact that Dalit women's voices had a long-lived history of lived
struggle. Therefore, Rege questioned why the two prominent
movements - Dalit Panther movement and Indian Women's
movement excluded the Dalit women?

In her essay, Rege also points out how upper-caste women
stood up against the Dalit caste from time to time. In 1990 there
were several student protests against the governments action
regarding the Mandal commission's suggestions which were for the
socially and educationally backward classes reservation. The
movement was not only a street protest but suicidal cases also started
to take place. It can be said that the movement against the Mandal
commission and the action and reaction related to it mainly
established deeply the relationship between patriarchy and castism
in the thinking of the Indian feminist. There was a contemporary
incident that played an important role to present the relationship
between castism and patriarchy more critically. That was the murder
of 13 Dalit men by upper caste men in Chunduru, Andhra Pradesh.
The killing started when in a cinema hall a Dalit man put his leg on
a seat that was an upper-caste girl's seat. After this case, the issues
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resulted in the revolutionary mind of Birubala Rabha who raised
her voice against the evil-practices in the name of local quacks and
witch-hunting.

Contributions made by Birubala Rabha towards society

Birubala Rabha who has been aptly called Assam's crusader,
has been fighting a tough battle against the menace of witch craft
and witch-hunting. She has been continuously striving to come up
with a law to tackle such practices. She took the initiative to bring
awareness among the villagers about the subsequent ill practices.
She fought for the women of her village who were accused of being
witches or possessed by one. Her relentless and untiring fight against
such social menace has not been an easy one. Her struggle began
when her son was accused of being a witch.This initiated her to
strongly raise her voice against similar social evils and to fight for
people's rights. Not only Birubala Rabha but her entire family was
isolated by the villagers for three years. Nevertheless, she was not
taken aback and despite the numerous setbacks, she forced her way
out.

Mission Birubala : In 2012, Birubala Rabha formed the
'Mission Birubala and launched a massive awareness campaign against
witch- hunting and superstitious beliefs. According to an official
document, the mission has been successful in saving 55 victims in
Majuli, Kokrajhar, Goalpara and Tinsukia districts.

"I will continue to work against the evil practice of branding
people 'witches' and killing them. Now along with like-minded people,
I have decided to spread awareness in rural areas by touring them",
said Birubala Rabha

With the help and support of local activists, teachers and
doctor, a bill was advocated against witch-hunting. The Assam
Assembly passed the Prevention and Protection from Witch-Hunting
Act, 2015 aimed at eradicating the evil social practice.

Kuladhar Saikia, Additional Director General of Police said,
"This Act will help in proper documenting of witch-hunting offence,
ensure a focused investigation and higher rate of convictions. It will
be a preventive mechanism and help identify the role of the
community."
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For trial of offences under this Act, the state Government shall
constitute special Courts in consultation with the High Court.
The Special Court shall exercise such powers and functions
and follow such procedures as laid down under the code for
the trial of warrant cases.

Some special provisions of the Act

1.

The State Government shall issue necessary guidelines from
time to time.

The State Government shall provide rehabilitation, mechanisms
and schemes for victims of witch hunting and grant adequate
relief and compensation.

Increase public awareness through various schemes and
campaigns through combined efforts of government,
administration, voluntary organizations, educational institutions
etc. specially in region where the menace is most rampant.
The Government shall take steps for organising women's groups
at village level and drawing up creative plans in consultation
with such groups to enhance the self-confidence and economic
independence of vulnerable women in such areas.

Some important definitions as cited in the Act

1.

"Witch" means any person who has been identified, called,
branded or stigmatized as Daini.

"Witch hunting" means the identifying, calling or accusing any
person as witch by any other person by words or by signs or
actions, thereby causing or abetting physical or mental harm.
"Special Court" means a Court not below the rank of the
Additional session Judge as may designated by the state
Government by notification in the official Gazette exercising
jurisdiction in the area where the offences under this Act alleged
to have taken place.

Recognitions and Achievements

Dr. Birubala Rabha was conferred with the prestigious

Padmashree Award on January 25,2021 by President Ram Nath Kovind.
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incident, the villagers branded her as a witch too, but this could not
dampen her spirits and she continued her journey. Being an active
member of her village's local Mahila Samiti she raised her voice
against witch-hunting and travelled to different village where such
practices were heard off.

Recommendations :

It is noteworthy to mention that a school dropout who had
many hurdles in her life was able to raise a strong voice against the ill
beliefs that were widely spread amongst the people of her village.
Her success was not won overnight. She was resilient and brave to
break all barriers. Todays society demands more featless women such
as Birubala Rabha to strengthen women empowerment. Liberation
of women and attainment of full equality have to be the most
important goal of a society. A nations progressive development is
possible only by protecting women's rights and ensuring women
empowerment. Efforts should be made to help women to come out
of barbed wires of the societal discrimination and domination
women play a key role in shaping and moulding a nations destiny.
Their contribution to family and society can be held in high esteem
by respecting them as human beings and not as a commodity.
Eradication of discrimination of any kind is possible only with the
prevention of violence against women in any form. The constitution
provides articles 14, 15, 16, 23, 37 (A), 39 (D), 39 (E), 42, 243 and
324 for the upliftment of women who are subjected to all sorts of
inequalities, indignities and discrimination.
Conclusion

India has undertaken many schemes and project to empower
women both economically and politically. Along with the
governments, several organisations are also working towards girl child
education, eradication of dowry, female infanticide, exploitation of
women at various fronts which have helped in empowering women.
However, there is still a long way ahead in achieving the goal. The
untiring work of women like Birubala Rabha is an awakening call
for every society. It is the responsibility of every citizen to pave way
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5. Birubala Rabha, Assam's crusader against witch-hunting (2011,
Nov 16). In Edukemy.com Gazette Retrived March 18, 2023
from https:// edukemy.com/daily-current affairs/gazette/
2021-11-16/birubala-rabha-assam's-crusader-against-witch-
runting.
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anyone who is interested in learning or acquiring any skills. Digital
technology has several benefits in marketing also. It is quite easier
and faster for promoting product and service globally.

Major Areas of Digital Technology is Empowering Women

Digital technology plays a very significant role in providing
equal access to education, property and employment for women.
Through the utilization of digital learning and digital marketing,
women can serve effective leadership towards the society. Major areas
of digital technology for women are discussed below -

Digital Learning

Learning in virtual environment is called digital learning, It is
a method of internet-based learning that can connect anyone of
diverse background Thus, it has the potential to break down the
geographical barrier of education among women. Women from rural
area or married home-makers are able to learn various subjects with
the help of video-based learning system, online library, MOOCs
etc.

Video-based learning

Video-based learning means to learn something through
videos. Videos make the course effective and much engaging. It
reduces time and cost. It offers ease and flexibility. For eg. YouTube
plays a very effective role in learning. YouTube videos can be
integrated to a variety of educational systems which now-a-days have
become a new trend in the education industry.

MOOCs

The full form of MOOCs is Massive Open Online Courses.
MOOC s offer free online courses to learner worldwide. MOOCs
provide the facility to learn a new course or a new skill by signing up
a self-paced course. This platform facilitates video-based distance
learning with clearing specified learning objectives and assessments.

It has the facility of a certificate of completion of the courses. Various
types of MOOC:s are available, such as SWAYAM, Coursera.

Digital Library
A digital library is a special library with a focused collection
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Benefits of Digital Technology in women empowerment

Digital technology has great impact in supporting women's

education and employment, which are discussed as follows -

@)

(b)

©

C)

©

Flexible work and learning environment: According to GWPR
Annual Index 2020 report, 78% of women hold back their
career for caring their family members and children. They are
bound to stay at their home for these factors. In such situation,
digital technology provides a flexible working and learning
environment to women, who want to work or learn something
being at their homes and fulfilling the daily responsibilities
towards their children and other family members.

Absence of specific educational qualification: It was seen that
due to early marriage, maximum women could not complete
their education or acquire skills. In such situation, digital learning
and marketing demands no specific educational qualification
option to start a career. One should know only the use of
computer and smartphones.

Good Income: Women can earn good amount of income by
offering their skills and services such as by writing, graphic
designing or web development. So, there is a great chance for
women to become financially independent.

Enhance Creativity: From an entrepreneur who wants to expand
her business to a job sector, from a graduate who wants to
teach, wants to sell her creative creations to a simple housewife
who spends maximum time in her kitchen but willing to have
her own cooking channel on you tube, Digital marketing is the
only powerful tool which makes everything possible.

Good Infrastructure: A good and secure infrastructure with
basic facilities of digital marketing attracts a lot of women who
want to become self-reliant. It requires less investment and
provides plenty of scope to stand on one's own feet.

Challenges faced by women while using various types of digital
tools and technologies

@)

Lack of knowledge about the modern tools and technology is
a major cause which act as a barrier towards technical
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THE STATUS OF
WOMEN IN UK

Siffi Singh

Women in the United Kingdom have come a long way in
terms of social, political, and economic empowerment over the last
century.Women's empowerment and gender equality have been
significant global objectives, and the United Kingdom is no exception
to this pursuit.While the country has made remarkable strides in
recent decades, there remain substantial challenges to achieve true
gender parity, particularly in leadership positions. This article delves
deep into the current status of women in leadership roles in the
UK, highlighting both progress and persistent obstacles.

In terms of education, women in the UK have made great
strides. Women now outnumber men in terms of university
attendance and completion, and they are more likely to graduate
with higher grades. This represents a significant shift from the past,
where women were often excluded from higher education
opportunities. Today, women in the UK have access to a wide range
of educational opportunities, which can help them to advance in
their chosen careers and improve their overall quality of life.

In terms of political representation, women in the UK have
made significant gains in recent years. There are now more women
than ever before serving in Parliament, and there have been several
women Prime Ministers. In 2022, Liz Truss MP became Britain's
third female Prime Minister, following Baroness Thatcher (1979-
1990) and Theresa May MP (2016-2019).However, women still only
represent a small percentage of the total number of elected officials,
and there is much work to be done to ensure that women's voices
are heard and their interests are represented at all levels of
government.
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for equal work. The gender pay gap not only affects women's financial
well-being but also reinforces gender inequalities and hampers their
progression into leadership roles.

Challenges Faced by Women in Leadership : Women in
leadership roles often encounter unique challenges that can impede
their success and advancement. Gender bias and stereotypes can
lead to a lack of credibility and hinder women's ability to exert
influence. The persistent prevalence of a male-dominated culture
can create a hostile or unsupportive environment for women in
leadership positions. Additionally, the struggle to balance work and
family responsibilities can create additional burdens for women
aspiring to climb the leadership ladder.

Addressing the Gender Gap : Achieving gender parity in
leadership positions requires concerted efforts from various
stakeholders. Employers must prioritize diversity and inclusion,
establishing clear policies and targets to promote the representation
of women in leadership roles. Organizations can create mentorship
and sponsorship programs to support women's career development
and provide them with equal access to opportunities. Addressing
unconscious biases through training and awareness programs is also
crucial for creating a more inclusive and equitable workplace culture.

Furthermore, the government plays a vital role in driving
change through legislation and policies that promote gender equality.
Initiatives such as mandatory gender pay gap reporting, targeted
funding for women's entrepreneurship, and increased support for
childcare can help remove systemic barriers and level the playing
field for women.

While progress has been made in increasing the representation
of women in leadership roles in the UK, there is still much work to
be done. Women continue to face barriers, including bias, stereotypes,
and the persistent gender pay gap. Achieving true gender equality
requires collective efforts from businesses, government, and society
as a whole. By addressing these challenges and fostering an inclusive






