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I am very privileged to be here to address of this session on women and sustainable development in the context of Keralam and I use this opportunity to thank the organizers for giving me (an activist) this opportunity.

I also take this opportunity to congratulate RUDAT for undertaking this challenging task of identifying the micro-level dynamics and synergies of the rural economy of Keralam in order to suggest possible future directions of the economy of the state. This task is more daunting in the wake of the globalisation, where macro-economic policies of powerful states, transnational corporations and international financial institutions are structuring the global markets, in ways that restrict policy options for less powerful actors.

It would appear logical to begin with a definition of development and sustainable development but I am not attempting it, as I am sure the inaugural lecture By Dr.C.T.Kurian would have adequately covered it. 

(Highly ideologically loaded, development means different things to different people. Some see it in terms of purposive and planned project; others prefer to talk of processes of social transformation. Some define it as enhancement of individual choice; others see it as the equalizing opportunities; still others see it as re distributive justice. Some emphasize means; others end and still other focuses on the interrelationship between means and ends. -Naila Kabeer)

What I am attempting here is to bring in some theoretical analysis on the development process and women’s roles in it as seen and advocated by the women’s movements and later on by the State and international organizations.

After the 1st development decade, which focused on the growth model, there was increasing dissatisfaction and disillusionment. It was this dissatisfaction, which led to the reformulation of development goals to take greater account of poverty, distribution and the meeting of basic needs. In 70’s the UN development strategy declared that the “ultimate objective of development. must be to bring about sustained improvement in the well being of the individual and bestow benefits on all. If undue privileges, extremes of wealth and social injustice persists, then development. fails in its essential purpose”

There was new sensitivity to the links between economic and social objectives. These changes in the ideological development also resulted in greater attention being paid to women’s issues especially in areas of food and population . With this greater importance was given to women, her role in the family, the food chain and population control. There was a growing trend emphasizing that a ‘dollar spent on preventing births added one hundred times more to income per head in the developing world than it would in other forms of aid. (Enke, 1969). Women were therefore brought into the policy process on very sex specific terms – as housewives, mothers, and ‘at-risk’ reproducers. So while mainstream development efforts targeted only men, women were relegated to welfare through investments in nutrition education, home economics, family planning etc. Emphasizing the ‘reproductive’ role of women made invisible the actual labour of women in the household. 

The basic problem of development for women prior to 1975 was that policy makers did not ‘see’ women. There fore the 1st wave of official feminism within the international development agencies was to make women ’visible’ as a category in development research and policy. This has come to be characterized as the WID (women in development approach). The declaration of the international year and later the decade for women with the official themes of equality, peace and development signified the new visibility of WID in international forums.

In the 70’s and 80’s insights from the women’s movement was fed into the thinking and practice of development aid, resulting first in the Women and development (WID) and later into Gender and development (GAD) approaches .The WID approaches targeted women for development co operation and integrating them in to the general activities of such practices. According to Carolyn Hannan, the integration strategy is about “ women’s involvement-participation, representation, parity, and numbers-usually in a development agenda decided upon by others”. WID made women a constituency in the development discourse and practice. But women were viewed in isolation, not in relations and as a homogenous group free from conflicts of interests. Even though much of the strategy was one of integration into development projects and institutions, the silence of addressing the structural constraints and the way institutions are gendered, led to an isolation, where much of the efforts stopped at “adding on” women to mainstream development. Mainstream development itself was critiqued by feminists as one, which followed the market mechanism and where women’s contributions were invisible, and without value. There is inter linkages between class structures and other power structures like caste, ethnicity and race

‘Buvinic (1983) has suggested that approaches to WID can be classified as ‘welfare, anti-poverty and equity. Moser (1989) added two further classifications: efficiency and Empowerment… Each of these policy approaches represent a different set of imperatives, but they should not be regarded as either chronologically or mutually exclusive’. For analytical purposes, however, welfare and efficiency has been constituted as the two dominant and opposing approaches, located as it were at the either end of the policy spectrum. 

Since the 1950’s women have been perceived in development theory and practice only as ‘mothers’ and passive receivers of ‘welfare’ with the narrow aim of making women better mother for their children.

Equity argument expected to have the possibility to take part in public spheres, instead of being confined within domestic sphere as in the welfare approach.

I the antipoverty approach, the new visibility of women’s poor positions around the world was connected to under development but not to subordination. The basic needs of the family were in focus rather than the unequal access to resources (which lead to, for example lack of clean water as a “women’s problem”

The approach that really made an impact on moving WID into a higher politics was “efficiency”. Women were instruments, agents who could manage most of the 80’s economic and environmental crisis only by a small amount of investment. For example micro-credit programmes, which could create a positive outcome in the cost-benefit analysis

The equity approach was too radical to be incorporated in to the official programmes. We will talk about the empowerment approach later,

The first world plan of action that emerged out of the first International conference of women(1975)contained a ‘bold women’s agenda’ which called for he achievement of equality between sexes within the context of changed relations between north and south’. ‘It also called for the re assessment of the family and societal roles assigned to different sexes. However when time came for implementation this early call for radical change soon evaporated.

“The series of UN conferences since then (the four conferences of women-1975 in Mexico; 1980 in Copenhagen; 1985 in Nairobi; 1995 in Beijing; also the conference on environment and development in Rio 1n 1992, the Human Rights conference in Vienna in 1993;Conferanc eon Population and Development in Cairo in1994, and the Social Summit in Copenhagen in 1995) have played a major role in the creation of a unified language in which to address women’s issues at the global level. This language is the language of development agencies; it is not the language of political struggle. (Sida: 3:74) Insights from women’s movement and studies have been co-opted by the state and devt, institutions, in the process of being transformed into something very different. The change of language from women to gender is a case in point. When the vocabulary of Gender and devt, was introduced in to the development debates in the 1980’s, it was advocated by feminists who wanted to criticize the dominant WID approach for dealing only with the integration of women into existing development policies, with no critical analysis of debt. as such and with no criticism of the unequal power relations between men and women. “The advantage of using the term’ gender ‘ was two fold. Firstly it put ‘women’ into a context, focusing on the socially constructed relation between women and men and by doing so it made visible the aspect of power in gender relations. Concurrently it became clear that changing gender relations as being relations of power, was bound to be contested and thus to be as struggle in the south as well as in the north. And secondly, thinking in terms of gender power relations also pointed to the epistemological aspects of male dominance, calling for a deconstruction of apparently gender neutral development languages. Terms like ’farmer’, ‘household’, and ‘community’ (to a name a few) carry an implicit male bias, holding possible gender disparities as well as gender hierarchies, struggles and conflicts.” (SIDA)

Yet, in spite of the good intentions the opposite seems to have happened. Where talking about ‘women’ implied awareness of women’s marginalization and subordination, the term gender is used in a neutral way referring to both men and women. The issue of relations of power is easily removed. 

Thus, to a great extent the gender language has implied a de-politicization of women’s issues in devt, turning gender into a matter of planning and monitoring and not of struggle.

In1990’s ‘mainstreaming’ has become a dominant theme in gender and development policy circles. It followed from the earlier failure of WID approaches. “It signifies a systematic push towards procedures and mechanisms within oranisations (Govt & public) for explicitly taking into account of gender issues at all stages of policy making and programme design and implementation” (Razvi& Mller, 1995) The mainstreaming strategy is going beyond numbers-bringing the “perceptions, experiences and interests of women as well as men to bear on the development agenda” It is characterised by the ‘use of analysis to focus on relations/power’-uncovering inequality, conflict and confrontation’, a focus on political aspects of promoting gender equality- transforming the agenda, and changing the organisations and institutions. The key element is the transformatory aspect .

Again, this concept also in practice met with the same fate as ’gender’ The transformatory aspects are not in demand. The focus is on quality and efficiency-from an economic point of view. In the latest World Bank document on gender’ engendering development’ (consultation draft May2000) a recurring punch line runs like this: Gender inequalities are costly to development. “But gender equality also enhances development by strengthening the ability of countries to grow, to reduce poverty and to govern effectively” (World Bank 2000,p.1) The message is that development Needs women-development understood as expanded market relations. The market needs women as producers of marketable goods and services (through so-called income generating activities) and consumers-provided that they have the money. Mainstreaming becomes a means for economic growth and more successful mobilization of women on a neo-liberal economic agenda.  Very little of the non-market aspects of social life remains visible. The caring and food providing work of women is not considered. Self Help groups and Income generating activities of women are promoted but there is no attempt to redefine the sex roles within the family to alleviate the resulting double burden.

The new buzzword in development practice today is “Empowerment”. The concept originated from grassroots movements (civil rights, blacks, women’s) as early as 1960’s.In 90’s when the idea of human development became central to the goal of development, the concept of empowerment was introduced.

Due its widespread use, there is a large variation in the understanding and in the meaning of the concept. Three central themes, which run through literature of empowerment, are control and autonomy, process orientation and the question of measurement. The concept is used in the WID version as having access to, for example decision making whereas the GAD approach focuses on how to enable women to make use of decisions making spaces in terms of having control and autonomy.

The core of empowerment seems to be its process orientation. It is not an end in itself or a goal groups or persons reach, but a continuous developing process. It takes place in different spheres of society: social, economic and political and psychological (friedman, 1992) It also ahs different dimensions: material, human and intellectual

“Empowerment is a process which exchange existing power relations by addressing itself to three dimensions=material, human and intellectual resources. It is a process which must challenge and change ideology, the set of ideas, attitudes, beliefs and practices in which gender bias or social bias like caste, class, regionalism and communalism are embedded (Baltiwala.1997)

It is now becoming more and more clear that ‘gender ‘has come to lose its feminist political content. Gender is getting institutionalized in current policy and practice and hence its de-politicization is causing concern among feminists. Patriarchy as a system of exploitation and oppression of women is never in the vocabulary of the international development organiations or institutions.

Keralam

Keralam has become an interesting case in the development debate of economic growth versus human development, showing that it is possible to put the well being of the people the state on top of policy agenda despite a low economic performance. Keralam has the Highest Human Development Index (HDI) in all of India. What the Kerala model empirically contained is quite astonishing compared to other Indian states.

The integration of women in development process may have contributed tot he overall development in the state. But in what ways did development enable women? Did women gain and if so, what?

When the UN conference on population and Development too place in Cairo (ICPD) Kerala was put forward as the model for the third world. The reason was (besides the high social development in spite of low economic devt) was the high status of women. The indicator of main interest in Cairo were obviously the decline of birth rate and the high level of survivals among the born children, with a possible zero growth of the population in the year 2000.Most scholars viewed the high female literacy rate as the single most important reason behind the demographic transition.

(Literacy rate in Kerala is about 95%.

The picture is complimented with the facts that there are 114 daily newspapers, 121 weekly, 103 fortnightly and 527 monthly magazines published in Malayalam(Mathew:1991:1321). Almost all Kerala villages have tarred roads, bus routes, and post offices, fair price shops as well as primary and secondary schools. There is almost one medical institution for every 1000 persons. The state has one of the lowest infant and maternal mortality rates in India, lowest proportion of child labour in India)…

Kerala is the only state India that has a dominance of women in the population (1058 to 1000). The women in Kerala live six years longer than men. The life expectancy at birth was 73.1 for female as against 67.1 for male.

Another interesting feature is that age at marriage in Kerala is 22,which higher than rest of India (18) Four years at that age can make considerable difference concerning possibilities of choice bargain power and mobility as well as finishing education. It also means that women give birth at an older age to fewer children and the born children usually survive

We know from experience that societal change or crisis does not affect women and men in the same way, even in the similar way. For example, in some situation education  can lead to greater autonomy and choices; but as experiences in Kerala  indicates it also can also lead to less autonomy, as education becomes part of the commoditisation of women for the marriage market. Schooling for girls need not always lead to  greater autonomy and social equity.

In Kerala, where the age at marriage is higher than rest of India and where most women are literate, how is it that the work participation rate is lower than the national average?  In spite of all these positive factors, why are there so few women in politics and other areas of decision-making??

The myth of the so called high status of women in Kerala is also shattered when one considers that recorded incidences of violence against women have increased 4 fold in the last 10 years. A recent study by INCLEN_ICRW revealed that women in Kerala experiences very high rates of domestic violence too. The study conducted by doctors from 7 locations in   India showed that 60% of women in Kerala reporting to have experiencing mental and psychological violence which is the highest in India. In 26% families physical violence also takes place. Incidences of sexual and psychological violence are also being reported from workplaces and public places and during travel. If a society cannot offer basic feeling of security to more than half its population, then the kind of development that is being pursued has to be challenged.

  Violence is the exercise of power. Sexual violence is the manifestation of exercising control over women’s body and through it on her whole being. Women have to stay on with their violent husbands, or accept sexual abuse from their employers because the alternative to such behaviour is even more bleak. 

Yet it is surprising that given this reality, there is very little programme or policy intervention in Kerala to deal with such issues in a very gender sensitive manner. The Women’s component plan of the decentralised planning process also has not addressed this issue in a significant way. 

This again bring to focus the theoretical contention that what is perceived as women’s needs are what is suited for the market and not what is invisible or which challenges the power equations in the society.

In analyzing the trends in women’s work in Kerala, which I hope Dr.Mridul and other speakers will be analyzing, we can see that women are being systematically being replaced from their jobs in agriculture and household industry. The govt. policies encouraged shift from food crops to cash crops and this restructuring affected women workers in agriculture. It disadvantaged women through economic exclusion and unemployment besides the grave threat to food securities of their families.

With the drastic fall of prices of cash crops, all sectors of economy in the state are affected. This increasing burden of poverty affects women in a special way-the phenomenon called feminization of poverty. Traditional occupations, which were employing women also, are facing crisis. All commons-forest, water bodies, land- are all getting privatized and commoditized. So large number of women are forced into accepting low paid, highly exploitative occupations like home nursing, workers in peeling factories, as sales girls in shops and in direct marketing. Increasing out migration of malayalies, both men and women are also breaking the fabric of the families and society.

 Even though the tertiary service sector is expanding, it has still not absorbed the women, whose unemployment level is rising quicker than men. Of all the registered unemployed in Kerala, 54% are women! 

There is a widespread belief that NEP will increase job opportunities for women. It may be true that more women are getting employed in fish processing factories, garment units and such. The question in under what conditions of employment? Does this enhance her overall position in the labor market in terms of the quality of job provided and remuneration? Are there any impact on the issues of gender subordination ? “When women are finding a larger place in the export oriented sectors….there is a reinforcement of stereotypes that already existed. In India much of the training goes in very traditional occupations that make women fit for industries like the garment industry” (Smita nagaraj-Ministry of Human resources)

Added to this the impact of liberalised trade policies under WTO, which results in closing down of many factories and consequent displacement of labourers. Last week in a public hearing initiated by the National Women’s Commission on the impact of globalization on women held at Thrissur, women workers from the  Special Economic Zone ,who were employed in ceramics ad rubber gloves factories narrated their stories of insecurity due to closure of factories. The management gives the reason as the import policy of the Govt. Cheaper products are filling up our markets. Some of the factories may reopen in other persons name but will not re absorb the workers and plan to employ workers only on contract basis. So insecurity of employment and lack of social security will be the fate of such workers

“While the macro economic policy changes aimed at ‘opening’ the national economies have facilitated the emergence of “new” forms of employment of women, the terms with which women participate in these supposedly gender neutral labour markets carry and reproduce familial and gender norms that are distinctively biased against women”(UNRISD-1997:24)

Global market forces are not gender neutral as they tend to promote the power positions of men, while many aspects of the kind of work women usually do and which are unrelated to the market - eg. food production from kitchen gardens and taking care of the children, sick and elderly- are rendered invisible. One consequence of this determined blindness-- the markets purposeful inability to see, perceive, and acknowledge aspects of social life which are external to market relations-- is a disregard for women’s double workload. And state follow the lead of the market. “ the state assume that women’s labour time is available as a reserve, subsidy and complimentary source for capitalist development (DAWN 2000; pg.68)while the fact is that vast majority of women are overburdened by reproductive burdens that are not equally shared by men. 

Even when through reservations women are brought to the public realm, because of not addressing this vital aspect of triple burden of the household labour, the leadership potential of such a process is stifled. Male leaders blame women as not capable of accepting responsibilities like responding to emergency calls from the constituency in situations of natural calamities, deaths; not able to ‘study issues and participate in discussions etc. 

Kerala’s achievements in the field of health and demography are well known. How did we achive this? Is it with the cooperation of men and women, sharing equally the responsibility of fertility control? When we examine our population policies and approaches, it is clear that the focus was on women- on methods that addressed women and invaded their bodies and hormone cycles. Today what we see in Kerala is that most women after having two children resort to permanent methods, that too by the age of 28. 90% of those who adopt the permanent methods are women. So the highly educated and enlightened men of kerala, are not willing to take the responsibility of fertility control which is less cumbersome and problematic. Studies are showing that the rate of abortions is going up in Kerala, which signifies that there is still unmet need of contraceptives and also lack of choice of acceptable methods.

Kerala prides itself to have achieved above 96% of institutional deliveries. Women’s bodies are increasingly getting medicalised-may be over medicalised. Pregnancy is made out to be a sickness and now a pregnant women in Kerala visits the doctor an average 8-10 times where as it is only 5 times in European countries! The rate of scanning, cesareans etc are also very high. 

Privatisation of health care escalates the cost of treatment and this increasing dependency on the modern medical system is leading to number of economic and social problems. When the state withdraw from the health sector, it is the poor and marginalised and among those women, who are getting severely affected.

A matter of equal concern is the increasing % of older people in our population due the demographic changes. According to 1991 census 8.96 lakh men and 10.16 lakh women in Kerala are above the age of 60. Since most women are depended without any property or asset, their problems worsens during old age. 

 One can go on exploring the contradictions and myths of the development approaches pursued in Kerala from the women’s point of view. I am sure the papers, which follow me, will also throw up much more issues and problems.

 Conclusion

The concept of ‘status’ was the focus point in the WID approach and analysis: how to increase the status and advance the position of women in society. Many researchers now feel that the concept of status is too reductionist and argue that meaningful study of status must place “women at the center” and examine the degree of control they exercise over their lives. (WOPRA 1996:2). In the instance of Kerala, fertility rate may have declined, literacy rate may be high but the processes by which gender inequalities can be transformed are not addressed. The issues of power are rarely mentioned.

The dominant language of development institutions and the state may not always help the grassroots groups and poor women to express their realities. At a time and in an age when the state is increasingly being reorganised to serve the interests of the market forces rather than interests of the dispossessed (DAWN,2000) attempts to make the states attentive to women and poor people may look like a contradiction.” More progress has been made in the adoption of policies and the setting up of institutions to support the global markets rather than to support people and their rights (UNDP Human Report 1999, quoted in DAWN 2000 pg.65). 

Today, more than ever, the need is strong to look at alternative development paradigms. We need to ask again what exactly are the ends of development and what are the means to this end if all human beings to have the equal benefit of development?

The stark suffering of the past decade provides a fresh and urgent reminder that development, in its best sense must be about the development and well being and creativity of all members of the society. “The poor are poor because they lack the means to live healthy, active and secure lives. They are poor because they must run down their only asset-their bodies- simply to survive”(Naila Kabeer.pg.83) So genuine development places human life and human well being and capabilities at the center of planning process. (Human development is defined to include the formation of a wide range of ‘capabilities’. -such as improved health, education and skills and the use people make use of their acquired capabilities for leisure, productive purposes or being active in cultural and political affairs (UNDP: 1990) Capabilities include aspects of human agency-such as autonomy, civil and political liberty, self-respect and the ability to participate in decisions that affect one’s life (se, 1985)

The ‘means’ are valued in as much as they contribute to this central goal. All human endeavours, whether concerned with the production of goods and services, tangibles or intangibles, is valued tot he extent to which it leads to the immediate satisfaction of basic human needs or assure its future satisfaction. “The most valued activities, then, becomes those concerned with the care, nourishment and well being of human life (a lot of which women perform) and all life forms in the earth. Since human labour is the basis of all forms of production, human resources are unique in being both the ends and means of development

It is clear that investment in human well being is not possible without economic growth, it is also the case that economic growth requires- and is intended to achieve- the health and well being of  people. “Development is no longer measured by the volume of marketed goods and services alone but by the extent to which human well-being is assured. So activities which contributes tot he health and well being of people would be recognized and valued as productive, regardless of whether they are carried out within the personalized relations of family production, the commercialized relations of market production or the bureaucratized relations of state production. Markets would take their place as simply one of variety of institutional mechanisms through human needs can be met, rather than as sole arbiter of ‘values’. Such an approach would promote both class and gender equity; Women particularly poor women, would take their place as key actors in the development Process because of their contribution to human survival and well being among those who have been most dis enfranchised by growth –dominated development Strategies”(Naila Kabeer)

The people’s campaign in Kerala, which I am sure will be discussed in detail here, constitutes a giant experiment alternative to the one offered by the New world order. “It offers democracy in place of domination, empowerment in place of submission, environment and community in place of profit, and action in place of passivity”. But again, the future of such experiments is bleak in the face of specific problems of politics of kerala

In the context of Kerala, which is known for its high politicization, the reality is that the women’s movement also is rather weak, in its capacity to obstruct unsatisfactory policy outcomes. Engaging in dialogue with technocrats demand political competence, reliable data and conceptual tools. If the women’s movement is mere appendage of male dominated political parties, there will not be any possibility to creative the cohesiveness needed to challenge deep rooted, yet subtle patriarchal mind set that pervades all institutions and processes in Kerala.

The social movements have also not taken women’s concerns as social problems to be dealt with and by men and women jointly. The ecological movements, dalit movements, Human rights movements etc have to take seriously the violation of Human rights of women and denial of natural justice and join forces to fight the oppressive situations, attitudes and values 

Let me conclude by saying that sustainable Keralam is one which women and men, old and young, will all get equal opportunities and rights, where the well being of each and every one is assured and where the ‘care economy’ will become central to all development process.

Gender equity thus goes far beyond equal opportunity; it requires the transformation of the basic rules, hierarchies and practices of public institutions. The challenge is how to develop a feminist politics, which can also promote a general project of social justice

Thank you

Aleyamma Vijayan
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