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“What has kept this peculiar diverse group of people speaking so many languages, practicing so many religions together? In all this, a kind of slogan or a binding principle coined by historians of India who worked on Indian history we found when we went on to do women’s studies, were extraordinary commonalities of issues, commonalities of approaches, understanding and expressions of problems by women across this massive diversity, multiple cultures, religions, and languages.”

Vina Mazumdar’s quote describes the diversity and complexity of women’s movements that the researcher has to keep in mind. ‘The Indian women’s movement is decentralized into very loosely allied organizations, some of which are associated with political parties but many others are “autonomous” and have specifically rejected any such affiliation’
. It is impractical to speak of one Indian women’s movement since there are countless women’s groups and associations. Despite much discussion amongst historians and activists the term “Indian women’s movement” is used throughout much of the literature. Nonetheless, I use the term “women’s movements” throughout this paper because it is necessary to establish the differences within the movements. A single term neglects and underestimates the role played by the numerous groups that exist considering their varied origins and ideologies. 

According to Brinda Karat, the first woman elected into the Politburo of the Communist Party of India (Marxist) (CPI(M)),
 there has been little documentation, and even serious research, on the roles and contributions of women who were inspired by a socialist vision of social change in taking forward women’s movements for equality in India.
 As a very significant women’s group in India, the All India Democratic Women’s Association (AIDWA), in Hindi known as Akhil Bharatiya Janavadi Mahila Samiti, has ‘recognized the importance of the participation of women in the general democratic movement without which no emancipation of women or the emancipation of working people could be achieved.
‘ 

AIDWA was founded in 1981, during its first women’s conference in Chennai. Individual branches are active since the independence struggle, for instance in Maharashtra, West Bengal and Kerala. AIDWA, as the biggest women’s association in India, perceives itself as a spearhead of contemporary Indian women’s movements and as the one organization that is able to achieve women’s emancipation and equality due to its sheer amount of members. The analysis of AIDWA is particularly important because it gives a new insight into left wing women’s movements and the way such movements operate. AIDWA anticipates establishing equality and emancipation for women at an all India level, which is an impressive and striking initiative, yet one which exposes the flaws and limitations of AIDWA as an organization, especially since half of its membership is from West Bengal. The vision of an all India movement confronts women with challenging issues such as conflicting regional differences, relationships between the centre in New Delhi and various regional tendencies, the relation between political parties and women’s movements as well as its local diversities. The contradictions between the national and the state level are crucial to an all India organization while at the same time India’s political culture experiences a shift from national politics to state politics. 


AIDWA activists support the argument that the women’s question is incorporated into the social question and the class struggle, and not distinguished as an individual aspect of gender relations. The group’s main concern is the emancipation of Indian women but refuses to be labeled feminist. For AIDWA, the women’s question is interlinked with social and economic conditions, and only a change in the general conditions can bring a change for women and their status within the society. The notion of being different seems to be rooted very deeply in the consciousness of Indian women, the colonial experience, and their understanding of women’s emancipation. It appears that AIDWA is struggling with the idea of feminism as well as the concept of marxism which might have to do with the ambivalence to the Western concept of feminism, the diversity of the Indian women’s movement, the diversity of Indian feminism, or the sex-blindness of marxism itself. 

Following Towards Equality
 and the Emergency a wide range of organizations came into existence in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Sudha Sundaraman, General Secretary of AIDWA, sees the Indian women’s movement today as being in a very good position with a lot of potential and great recognition. She refers to the Indian women’s movement as a single movement which emphasizes AIDWA’s objective of addressing women’s issues for the whole of India. ‘Women are willing to take their issues forward if the organizational strength to bring them forward is guaranteed. Indian women are directly concerned with almost all issues that arise in society, and that is one reason why women are increasingly coming together’
. She argues that the needs and goals need to be canalized in the right direction. Sundaraman further accentuates AIDWA’s potential due to its perception, its networks, and the capacity to take up different issues such as violence against women, communalism, economic questions relating to women as part of the working class, etc.
   

An issue that emerged during the late 1980s is the subject of ‘feminism’ suggesting differences between party-affiliated and autonomous women’s groups. AIDWA as an independent left-oriented and party-affiliated women’s organization is committed to achieving democracy, equality and women’s emancipation. AIDWA activists observe the “women’s question”
 in India in a different context from other countries, especially those in the West. According to members of the AIDWA Central Executive Committee (CEC), the women’s question is interlinked with social and economic conditions, and only a change in the general conditions can bring a change for women and their status within society.
 AIDWA is represented in twenty three Indian states. Though the numbers in membership vary regionally, the organization was able to either maintain or increase its membership during the last decade. 

Activists strongly emphasize their independence from the party. It is not necessary to be a party member to become a member of AIDWA, but coincidently office holders at the centre in New Delhi and the states’ centers are also members of the CPI(M). Some leading AIDWA activists are married to important CPI(M) members. The question about independence from the party is countered by the argument that AIDWA has its own constitution and conferences where women elect officers. Marxist ideas they follow are not controlled or given by the party. They act independently and might differ in their opinions on specific issues, such as liquor consumption.
 Nevertheless, the repeated emphasis on independence seemed sometimes forced and questions were rather perceived offensively. AIDWA activists all agree on the issue that the organization’s capacity to intervene is not limited due to its marxist orientation. 
AIDWA’s constitution mirrors conflicting aspects between the marxist and the feminist angle. Women’s issues are mentioned but not as chief targets. AIDWA’s constitution subsequently follows the marxist idea of liberating the whole society which will therefore bring emancipation of women automatically, as propagated by AIDWA members. Some aims appear particular feminist such as:       

- To strive for the social, cultural, educational and mental upliftment of women so that women

    can develop as responsible and democratically conscious citizen capable of providing 

    leadership in all fields.

 - To struggle for the implementation of all legal and constitutional rights for women and to 

    ensure that the struggle for equality covers all fields – social, economic, educational, familial 

    and cultural.

 - To fight against all forms of social evils and feudal legacies such as dowry, child marriage,

    polygamy etc.

 - To fight for equal rights in free choice in marriage, divorce and implementation of the law in

    relation to monogamy.

On the contrary, the following AIDWA’s aims are rather marxist than feminist:

 - To express solidarity with working class, peasants, youth and students and other sections of 

    the people who are struggling for their legitimate rights.

 - To express solidarity with the people and specially women, who are struggling all over the 

    world against every kind exploitation, for world peace, against imperialism and neo-

    colonialism and for National Liberation.

 - To fight in co-operation with all other organizations for the improvement of the living and 

    working conditions of the people.

CEC members are concerned about the impact of Western feminism and express their disagreement, though their program lists these particular feminist issues first which leads to a possible conclusion that Indian feminism is not that different from feminism practiced in the west. A possible difficulty lies in the contradictions within Indian society as well as different definitions of marxism and feminism. It appears that AIDWA activists are not sure how to define feminism since they are preoccupied with the negative connotations of the term, or perhaps they do not believe that individual issues relating to women’s rights equate with a feminist position. However, there seems to be a consistent need to discuss western feminism even though no necessity to compare to western women’s movement exists.
Madhu Kishwar, chief editor of the women’s journal Manushi avoids using the term feminism and is reluctant to call Manushi a feminist journal due to its negative connotations in the Indian context. The response to the magazine would be prejudiced since ‘anyone working for women’s rights in India is automatically assumed to be a feminist.
‘ According to Kishwar, the magazine would be neglected by Indian women because the ‘term is alien to women in India [since] it is inadequate to [its] purposes [and since it] has too often become a tool of cultural imperialism.’
 She emphasizes that feminism is too closely related with western women’s movements, which are assumed to be unconstructive and anti-men. Kishwar emphasizes that the Indian women’s movement has followed a different path and cannot be compared with women’s movements in other countries, especially western countries.

AIDWA focuses in its work and publications on the destructive potential of feminism. The leftist women feel that the ‘idea disrupts the left parties and the organized women’s movement.
‘ AIDWA is clearly distancing itself from using the term feminism. They want to achieve emancipation in a common struggle with men and after transforming society as a whole. Brinda Karat states ‘One of the strengths of the women’s movements in India has been the influence of progressive trends within the movement which have prevented it from being trapped in a one dimensional approach of an all embracing “sisterhood” in a never ending battle between women on the one hand and men on the other.
‘ Their experience with colonialism and the struggle for independence highlights that the Indian women’s movement has pursued a different path. ‘One distinctive feature of the movement and one which indicates its independence, and, indeed, criticism, of the West is its frequent refusal to accept the application of the “feminist” label.
‘ They do not want to be limited to pure gender issues in their work, since they do not agree with the categorization of women as women. 

AIDWA is involved in active politics since 1981, and still faces difficulties of acceptance by politicians and other women’s groups which depends on their affiliation with the CPI(M). It appears women are still fighting for acceptance within the party itself. The problem of non-acceptance might have to do with the general misapprehension between marxism and feminism. ‘Many Marxists typically argue that feminism is at best less important than class conflict and at worst divisive of the working class.
‘ Marx, Engels, or Zetkin never considered gender as a separate entity requiring special attention outside the class struggle. This controversy contributes to the dilemma AIDWA faces, a fight for acceptance in society, in the CPI(M) and amongst women themselves. Most Indian marxists have looked at women within the economic and social system, but failed to acknowledge women as women and their relation to men. ‘Whilst Marxist analysis provides essential insight into the laws of historical development, and those of capital in particular, the categories of Marxism are sex-blind […] only a specifically feminist analysis reveals the systematic character of relations between men and women.
‘

Indu Agnihotri, from the Center for Women’s Development Studies and CEC member, indicates that without the help of the CPI(M) it was impossible to get where they are today. Due to the mass base of the party they were able to establish themselves as an independent wing among left-oriented groups.
 She undoubtedly acknowledges the influence the CPI(M) had in the beginning for AIDWA, its institutional strength and political influence that facilitated the women’s group with an organizational power. Agnihotri agrees with the leading notion of AIDWA being a dependent women’s wing of the CPI(M), but emphasized that she never felt that dependence. She felt the strength of the mass movement and the support of the political organization. She does not recognize this aspect as negative or as a disadvantage. According to Agnihotri, the Indian women’s movement today stands where Indian politics stands, it’s full of possibilities yet there are problems. The strength of the women’s movement is to a large extent tied to the strength of the Indian democracy. AIDWA means by marxism ‘a political perspective which is social transformation which addresses issues of class differences and in the case of India the caste system. The two are inseparable; it cannot be one or the other.
‘ 

When asked about feminism and whether it is applicability to India Agnihotri replied: ‘The understanding of feminism, the concept of feminism has evolved and changed from what it was in the 60s. All those [Indian activists] studied the history of western feminism, understanding that there are different streams of western feminism in terms of class, ideological and country based perspectives. Women in third world countries have developed their own movements. Their perspective is clearly different because their needs are different.
‘ AIDWA members seem unable to define themselves in relation to feminism; however, there is no necessity to define themselves in relation to feminism and the western movements. This leads to the conclusion that within the left-oriented women’s movement there is neither a clear set of ideas about feminism nor marxism. AIDWA is striving to be a unique movement within the contemporary Indian women’s movement, but it seems to have difficulties combining the idea of marxism with the concept of feminism. 
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