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THE STATUS OF WOMEN IN THE NATIONAL INDIAN TRADITION

This paper explores how the language of tradition and modernity has been the dominant idiom that
has sought to capture the “essence” of both the Indian nation and the Indian woman. The salience of
this discourse demands a critical enquiry to understand how this overarching and hegemonic idiom been
accepted as an unproblematic given. India is often seen as a land of contrasts where tradition and mo-
dernity coexist - where Indian women are often showcased as emblematic of this coexistence. The paper
seeks to look into the complex processes that lie beneath this easy description. It seeks to do so primarily:
by presenting a more historicized account of India’s modernity from the vantage point of gender, offer-
ing a feminist critique of the public private divide which forms the theoretical hub of the modernization
framework, and; by drawing attention to the centrality of gender in the nation state’s political, develop-
mental and cultural policies and its more recent shifts in a contemporary globalizing India.
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YHAICTaHHbIH, YATTbIK, AOCTYPIHAETi dHEeAAiH, XKaFAalbl

ByA Makanapa ASCTYp MeH Kasipri TIAAIH YHAI YATbIHbIH AQ, YHAI ©MeAiHiH Ae «MOHiH» aAyfa
YMTbIAFaH 6acbiM MAMOMaHbIH KaAan GOAFAHADBIFbI KApacTblipPblAdAbl. BYA AUCKYPCTbIH MaHbI3ABIAbIFbI
OCbl >KaH-XKaK.Tbl >K&HE rereMOHUSAbIK, MAMOMAHbIH TIKEAEN eMeC Aepek peTiHAE KabblAAAHFaHbIH TYCIHY
YLLIH CbIHM 3epTTeYAl TaAan eTeail. YHAICTaH XXUi ASCTYPAEP MEH 3amaHayu emMip CypeTiH KOHTPACT eAi
peTiHAE KapacTbipblAaAbl — OHAQ ABCTYP MEH Kasipri 3amaH 6ipre emip cypeai — MyHAQ YHAI areaaepi
>Kui Bipre emip CYypyAiH CMMBOAbI peTiHAE KepceTineai. MakaAasa OCbl KaparnaibiM curaTTamara
HerispeAreH KypAeAi npouecTtepai 3eprreyre TbipbiCambi3. bi3 GipiHLIi ke3ekTe: YHAICTaHHbIH reHAEPAIK
TYPFbICbIHAH KA3ipri 3amaHfbl TypaAbl HEFYPAbIM Tapuxu 6asiHAama YCbIHY apKblAbl, >KaHFbIPTY
KYPbIABIMbIHbIH, TEOPUSIABIK, OPTAAbIFbIH KYPANTbIH KOMLWiAiK-)KeKe aALaKTbIKTbl (PEMUHUCTIK CbIHAYABDI
YCbIHY YKOABIMEH YKOHE MEMAEKETTIH, MEMAEKETTIH AaMy >KoHe MBAEHMET CaAaCbiHAAFbI CasiCaTbIHAAFbI
reHAEPAIK acrnekTiAepAiIH OPTAAbIKChI3AbIFbIHA HAa3ap ayAapy XKOAbIMEH, COHAAM-aK, Kasipri kxahaHaany
ABYIPIHAETT OHbIH >KaKbIHAAFbI IATEPIAEYAEPIH KOPCETE OTbIPbIN Xa3yFa ThIPbICTbIK. OpP TYPAI FbIAbIMU
3epTTey 8AiCTepiH KOAAAHA OTbIPbIMN, 6i3 OCbl MaKaAaAd XXOFapblAa aTaAFaH MOCEAEAEPAT KapacTbipyFa
TbIPbICTBIK.
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MoAo>keHHWe XKeHLUMHbI B HALLMOHAAbHOM TpaAMUMK MHANK

JTa CTaTbsl MCCAEAYET $3blK TPAAMLMM U COBPEMEHHOCTM KakK AOMMHUPYIOLLYIO MAMOMY,
KOTOpas CTPeMMAACb YAOBMUTb «CYLLHOCTb» KakK MHAMMACKOM Hauuu, TaKk U MHAMMCKOM >KEHLUMHBI.
3HAUMMOCTb 3TOr0 AMCKYpCa TpebyeT KPUTUUECKOrO UCCAEAOBaHMSI, YTOObI MOHATh, KakMM 06pa3om
3Ta BCEOOBLEMAIOLLAS M TEereMoHUCTCKas uaMoMa 6OblAa BOCMPUHSTA Kak HernpobAematuyHas
AAHHOCTb. MIHAMIO YaCTO paccmaTpuBalOT Kak CTPaHy KOHTPACTOB, A€ COCYLLECTBYIOT TPaAMLMM U
COBpPEeMEeHHOCTb. B cTaTbe AeAaeTcst NomnbiTKa M3YUnMTb CAOXKHbIE NMPOLLEeCChl, AeXallMe B OCHOBE 3TOro.
ABTOpPbI CTPEMUANCH CAEAATb 3TO, UCMOAb3Y$S Pa3AMUHbIE HAyYHble METOABI MCCAEAOBAHMS, B MEPBYIO
ouepeAb, MyTem MPeACTaBAEHWUsl OOAee MCTOPUYECKOro OTYeTa O COBPEMEHHOCTM MHAMM C TOuKM
3peHUs reHAepa, MPEAAO>KEeHUS (DEMUHUCTCKON KPUTUKM MyOAMUYHO-YaCTHOrO pas3pbiBa, KoTopas
ob6pasyer TeopeTMyecKWUin LEHTP CTPYKTYPbl MOAEPHM3AUMM, M MyTeM MPUBAEYEHUS BHUMAHUS K
reHAEpHbIM acrnekTam B MOAUTHKE FOCYAAPCTBA, B 06AACTM PA3BUTUS KYABTYPbI, @ TAKKe ero HeAaBHue
CABUIM B COBPEMEHHOM rAo6aAmsumpyioencs Muamm.

KAtoueBble caoBa: MHAMS, COBPEMEHHOCTb, MHAMIACKME >KEHLLUMHBI, HALMOHAAbHAs TPAAMLMSE, MOA.
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Introduction

Here is always some truth in stereotypes, how-
ever skewed, however exaggerated. The image of
India as a land of contrasts is one such. There is
probably no nation in the world, which is marked
by greater internal inequality, diversity and plurality.
Great wealth coexists with abysmal poverty. There
is no dearth of confident, assertive women in vari-
ous facets of India’s public and corporate life. There
is no shortage of women who have never gone to
school, who have been married as children, who
have neither experienced nor likely to experience
the basic requirements of nutrition, health care and
education. Newspaper headlines carry stories about
“honour killings” and sex trafficking with a depress-
ing regularity, reflecting the state of a large section
of women in India. A large number of women are
simply “missing” because of technology driven se-
lective termination of female fetuses.

Justification of the choice of article and goals
and objectives

This paper will however not delve into either the
systematic cases of violence and discrimination of
Indian woman nor of her many achievements. In-
stead it will explore how the language of tradition
and modernity has been the dominant idiom that has
sought to capture the “essence” of both the Indian
nation and the Indian woman. Touristy brochures
capture pictures of women in colourful, “tradition-
al” attire alongside visuals of “modern,” profession-
al women in western attire “manning” the various
flourishing sectors of a globalizing India. We use the
two terms “traditional” and “modern” with care.

The reasons why we use the terms in quotes is
that both within commonsense everyday discourse
as well as a reasonably influential intellectual cur-
rent in Indian sociological literature on women there
are some ready characteristics that tend to be asso-
ciated with the idea of “traditional” or “modern”
women. Though men are not always described as
either “traditional” or “modern” it is significant that
very often a man’s likelihood of being described as
“modern” or “traditional” rests on his purported atti-
tude towards women. A cursory examination of mat-
rimonial advertisements in newspapers searching for
brides would show a recurrent emphasis on desiring
women with a blend of the “traditional” and “mod-
ern.” The ideal woman would be a judicious blend
of traditional qualities of domestic skills, knowledge
of religious rituals and practices and modern abili-
ties acquired through education and employment
opportunities. In more common parlance the perfect

Indian woman ought to be smart but not too smart,
traditional but not too much.

Scientific research methodology

General scientific methods, such as analysis,
analytical analysis were used during the writing of
the article. Materials related to the research topic
were collected, processed and structural analysis
of foreign authors’ works was carried out. Methods
of logical and historical-comparative analysis were
used in the study of social reality.

Results and discussion

Cultural representations are crucial in the
making of modern nations. Central in the making
of the national imaginary has been the figure of the
woman. India has been no exception (Chaudhuri
1996). Women are often projected as cultural
emblems of the Indian nation and society. Changes
in her attire and demeanor are therefore hastily
condemned as threats to culture and tradition.
Such responses have been witnessed in many
parts of the world and at one level can be read as a
response typical of patriarchal societies. At another
level this essentially patriarchal response has to be
conjoined with the specific historical experience
of colonial societies. Changes to “tradition” had to
be condemned on two grounds one, that they ran
counter to “natural” patriarchal norms and two, that
they are alien and western. It is well known that
India experienced a colonially mediated modernity.
However so many years after the end of colonial
rule, at a time when postcolonial presence within
the western academia is overtly conspicuous, the
actual trauma that a colonized people underwent
has retreated perhaps from public awareness. The
humiliation and denial that marked the colonial
experience therefore needs reiteration to fully
appreciate how a colonially mediated modernity
paved an uneasy and contentious relationship to
the west necessarily involved a difficult link to the
modern. This ambiguous connection with both the
modern and the west persists as a strong and deep
feeling in the “modern” Indian mind.

Asociety which accepts intellectual inanition and
moral stagnation as the natural condition of its wom-
ankind cannot hope to develop the higher qualities
of courage, devotion and self sacrifice which go to
the making of nations (cited in Chaudhuri 2011: 15).

Goaded by such attacks, the new Indian middle
class sought to reinterpret tradi- tional institutions
and culture. Understanding this middle class is
important for much of contemporary debates on
gender and culture embody the tensions of this class
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that emerged under the aegis of colonialism. ”On
the one hand they...”were products of an English
education introduced by the colonial masters and
therefore victim to a Eurocentric view of modern
society. On the other they were victim to the “feeling
of historical denial” (John, Mary,1996: 12—13).

While Hindus remembered the glories of an
ancient Hindu past, Muslims recalled the might
of pre-British Muslim India. Since the Muslim
memories of the recent past were stronger, the
Muslims had less of the new class in their ranks; so
their sentimentality was mainly that of restoration
(John, Mary, 1996:13).

To return to questions of culture, community
identity and scriptural sanctions, they have been
very much part of the manner in which the women’s
question emerged in India. One of the first issues
where this comes up is the sati dispute. While the
Brahmo Samaj marshalled enormous shastric
evidence to show that sati is not mandatory, the
Dharma Sabha pleaded with the British to disallow
those who nothing of their customs and religion to
deter from speaking. It petitioned “that in a question
so delicate as the interpretation of our sacred books,
and the authority of our religious usages none but
Pundits and Brahmins and teachers of holy lives,
and known learning ought to be consulted not men
who have neither faith nor care for the memory of
their ancestors or their religion” (Chaudhuri 2011:
20-22). The Age of Consent Bill that raged through
India in the end of the 19th century further argued
that the natural and nationalist right of a community
to decide when and how to reform, rejecting the
right of an alien and unresponsive state to legislate
on the private matters of Indians (Benhabib, Seyla.
1987: 72-77).

While the establishment of an independent state
in a way altered the terms of discourse, the problem
of differing identification of communities to the
state persist. The majority community “naturally”
identifies with the “nation state” while degrees of
discomfort persist with the other communities. That
India attained independence with the partitioning
of the country and unprecedented killings on
“communal” grounds have marked the discourse
of state and communities till date. So far as women
are concerned the questions that persist are: Who
decides who speaks legitimately for a “community”?
Who decides what constitutes the “culture” of a
community?

Western ideas had a great bearing on the manner
that the ideas of early social reformers, nationalists,
socialistsand communists were shaped. Asmentioned
already these ideas entered India through a colonial
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encounter which meant an abiding paradoxical
relationship with the west (and the modern) at
once admiring and envious, at once suspicious and
superior. The harking back to the ancient Hindu
past and the purported high status of women thereof
which forms a necessary trope of mod- ern Indian
historiography has to be located within this colonial
state. This eulogy of a Hindu past was an assertion
both against the colonial west and the Muslim other.
The Muslim community on the other hand likewise
developed a narrative of a pristine Koranic past that
had got sullied by contamination with many suspect
Hindu practices in India. This attempt by the two
major communities to distinguish themselves from
the “other” often rested on gendered practices.
Indeed scholars have contended that the very
construction of monolithic and apparently internally
homogeneous communities, namely the Hindu
and Muslim gave the lie to a longer tradition of
syncretism and overlapping identities. In that
sense the contemporary form of the communities
themselves are modern, not traditional. The shift
from gemeinschaft to gesselschaft did not quite
happen. An assertion of fixed bonded communities,
a deeply gendered process, has had very severe
and often tragic implications for South Asia. The
next section seeks to capture a persisting pattern of
contesting gender and community rights that has
played out from the colonial period right into the
contemporary present.

Conclusion

Today in a globalized era politics is emptied of its
egalitarian content and disengaged with democratic
aspirations of the ordinary woman and man. Politics
is reduced to power blocks and smart moves,
reflective of corporate deals rather than engagement
with democratic ideals and practices. Tradition in
such a context thus becomes a pawn to promote
“consumption” or a ploy to win “electoral support.”

Thenewerahasalsoseendramatictransformations
in the Indian media. A new public discourse in India
began to be articulated from the 1990s with the
new liberal economic policies. Accompanying this
was also a marked change of the state and nation’s
approach to the gender question (Chaudhuri 1996).
In an earlier era the poor and dispossessed occupied
an ideologically central place in the state vision. In
the new globalized developmental frame, the state
retreated from many of its welfare functions. The
market increasingly occupied a central space. This
was been accompanied by a major ideological shift
in public discourse in which an advertisement driven
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media has had a significant role to play (Chaudhuri
2001). In the images that the media projects the
dispossessed classes have virtually disappeared.
Significantly the domestic space, the private realm
of women, has returned in a globalized India but
with some changes. Thus just we have a redefining
of middle class virtues at home, the household
is actively redrawn as a site of consumption
and the Indian woman learns that “thrift” is no
longer a virtue and shopping a legitimate pleasure
(Chaudhuri 1998). And Indian men learn that
looking good is not only a woman’s privilege as new
images of groomed Indian men flood the electronic
and print media. Simultaneously “tradition” appears
to become a key site for promoting consumption.
Each traditional ritual, once a localized practice has
now become potent forums for national celebration
and conspicuous consumption. The “Big Indian
Wedding” has become a site for conspicuous

consumption and celebration of “traditions” — often
very recently invented. The rhetoric of tradition and
modernity now gets appropriated by a market keen
to promote its goods and services.

In this new phase of globalization, even as
dominant and visible sections of the Indian society
move forward to what may appear as an unmarked
consumer society, deep lines of contestation
between the modern and traditional play themselves
outeven as basic questions regarding what
constitutes “tradition” and whose “tradition” remain
unresolved. In the entire story of India’s modernity,
a gendered perspective offers us a critical look into
how patriarchal power whether of class or caste, of
state or community plays out in issues pertaining to
gender. As this paper sought to show the rhetoric
of “tradition and modernity” within which the
status and role of Indian women were sought to be
understood hid more than it revealed.
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