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This timely collection of essays is in
equal measure a product of and a
detailed comment on an important

moment in the history of feminism in India,
in which feminists reject the need for a uni-
fied subject of feminism, and turn towards a
deeper interrogation of the activist/academic
divide in making sense of feminism itself. It
contains excellent essays that reveal the ex-
tent to which feminism in India has become
alive to the intertwining of many different
strands of power shaping of our patriarchies.
The editor in her introduction remarks that
the essays in the volume are about ‘doing’
gender rather than just ‘thinking’ it, but
many of these essays show that feminism in
India has often complicated that divide—it
is not always just thinking, they seem to say.
Rather, it was often the effort to develop a
praxis in the fullest sense.

The collection is divided into three sec-
tions—on feminist pedagogies, on feminist
interventions in history, and feminist under-
standings of, and interventions in, culture.
Uma Chakravarti in her editorial introduc-
tion points out that these are themes articu-
lated by a later generation of feminists in
India, but it appears to me that what is re-
ally new is not the set of themes, but the
manner in which they have been raised and
discussed. Older themes have been reexam-
ined in the light of the emergent awareness
of the complexity of Indian patriarchies,
which demands that we take into consider-
ation the confluence of contingent and emer-
gent axes of power that produce immediate
forms of masculinism and misogyny. Also,
in the best of these essays, feminist teachers,
researchers, theatre people, and activists re-
flect on their own praxis in the light of con-
temporary challenges. Not all the essays in-
cluded are in this refreshing mode even
though each of them offers thoughtful analy-
sis—some are in the more familiar mode of
feminist critique of patriarchal institutions
or practice and does not always draw upon
activist experience or self-reflexive reflection
on fieldwork.

Many of the former strike an immediate
chord with feminist intellectuals and educa-
tors who live and work away from India’s
academic metropolises. All the essays in Part
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1 are striking in this way. Sharmila Rege’s
essay on the possibilities of the Phule-
Ambedkarite pedagogy for raising critical
knowledge about Indian patriarchies in class-
rooms is an excellent example. She calls forth
her own experience of devising and imple-
menting such teaching practices to argue for
the vital importance of the language ques-
tion in the effort to create empowering class-
room situations in the regional context. At
the same time, she warns against assuming
the validity of homolingual address—which
may obscure the elitism of ‘high-culture’
versions of regional languages. Kumkum Roy
addresses similar questions from a metropoli-
tan university context which has sought to
acknowledge student diversity through an
appropriate admission policy. The third es-
say is by a group of activist-researchers with
considerable experience in critiquing and try-
ing to intervene in school education for long.
This essay too highlights the wealth of their
experience and struggles to challenge the
biases of textbooks tied to the project of pa-
triarchal nation-building. Chayanika Shah
offers a wonderful personal account of her
experience of the struggle between patriar-
chal science and feminist ethics, the re-en-
try of the body into the feminist political
imagination beyond heteronormative bina-
ries, and its implications for transforming
feminist activism.

The second part of the book is also about
thinking/doing gender from a feminist per-
spective in two ways: first, as effort to rem-
edy the silence about women in conventional
historical archives through collecting oral
sources, and secondly, as the attempt to com-
pile historical memory as relevant to femi-
nists as a collective. All three essays in this
section make it clear that feminists no longer
delve into history in search of either a pure
and fully-shared past, or seek ‘uncontami-
nated’ women’s voices from earlier times.
Indeed, as V. Geetha puts it at the end of
her insightful essay on her engagement with
Tamil history with a group of others, their
mode of retrieval ‘also meant acknowledging
that feminist politics has not only to do with
feminist, but that it can also be names and
identified in other spaces and forms’ (p. 161).
The concern with redoing the idea of the

feminist collective without romanticizing it
is a valuable aspect of Geetha’s essay in these
times when the concern with intersectional
power threatens to postpone it indefinitely.
She suggests that narratives from history that
suggested a more expansive politics, ‘one that
allowed for a complex understanding and
simultaneous challenging of class, gender
and caste inequities’ may allow us to meet
the challenges of our own times better
(p.159).

The essays in the third section are di-
verse and held together by the notion of ‘cul-
ture’, rather tenuously. They are on litera-
ture, art, commercial aesthetics, cinema, the
institution of the jogti, theatre, and the ex-
perience of space. Of these A. Mangai’s es-
say that traces her own work as a theatre prac-
titioner from the 1980s speaks actively with
V. Geetha’s reflections; Vani Subramanian’s
essay recalls eloquently many different ways
in which women and feminists have sought
to make creative and political use of space.
Many of the other essays are interlinked by
a common thread of time—the post-Inde-
pendence decades, especially the 1950s.
These include Shubra Nagalia’s essay on
Krishna Sobti’s Mitro Marjani, V.
Shantaram’s film Teen Batti Char Raaste, and
commercial advertisements in the Tamil press
by Anandhi S. The last two also provide valu-
able insights into the interplay between re-
gional and national patriarchies. The rest of
this section too is very interesting reading
which provokes critical reflection. Neverthe-
less, this section, except for a few essays,
seems to lack the feisty determination evi-
dent in the others, to take the activist/aca-
demic binary head on, and to reflect on femi-
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Aparna Bandopadhay’s book creates a
narrative out of the heartrending jour-
ney of desire and defiance that women

in colonial Bengal went through for daring
to assert the aspirations of their hearts. Caught
between a patriarchal society and a patriar-
chal state, it shows in detail how classic patri-
archy excludes and punishes women who chal-
lenge its control over their sexuality.

The chapter ‘Quest for Legitimacy’ re-
counts the instances when women from kulin
Hindu and Brahmo families asserted their
right to choose their life partners. The Hindu
ideal of marriage was a
non-consensual marriage
at a pre-pubertal age. Al-
though the Brahmos ac-
cepted the concept of
mutual consent, they too
imposed restrictions of
caste endogamy, Brahmo
endogamy, regional en-
dogamy, and obtaining
the approval of the fami-
lies. Any choice that did
not meet with these cri-
teria was considered
transgressive. Young
kulin women, haunted
by the spectre of lifelong
spinsterhood or marriage
to a polygamous older
man and subsequent early widowhood, mar-
ried men who were not vetted by their fami-
lies. Such acts of daring by the kulin women
obliterated all contact with their natal fami-
lies. Brahmo couples, on the other hand,
sought legitimacy for their relationship.
However, marrying by declaring non-affilia-
tion to any religion (Special Marriage Act of
1872), marrying across regions and even
across religious lines were transgressions that
met with resistance to granting legitimacy.
Marriage became a public issue and the de-
cision of legitimacy was made by the larger
society and not just the family.

The chapter, ‘Novels and the poison of
Love’ illustrates how the reformist intelligen-
tsia sought to transform middle class wives
into bhadramahilas through censoring their
access to popular culture and creating a ‘read-
ing list’ for the newly educated women that
would teach them moral values and virtues
desirable for nation building. However,

women subverted this hegemonic agenda by
reading novels, an imported genre of litera-
ture from the West based on individual’s emo-
tions and romantic love. Although the nov-
els written by the male authors consciously
de-eroticized the literary style and always
ended on a note of conformism, the genre
itself was built around the romantic hero-
ine. Some of these novels also explored ideas
of love by widows, unmarried young girls
and wives, thus heightening the fear among
the intelligentsia that western [lack of ] mo-
rality was entering their andarmahal. While

they were successful in
banishing indigenous
popular culture and
artistes from the urban
space, the dominant cul-
ture collaboration between
the colonial state and the
indigenous patriarchy
could not stop the insidi-
ous permeation of the im-
pact of the novel on the
hearts of the middle class
educated Bengali women.
The revivalist Hindu na-
tionalist attributed the
transgressive aspirations
and behaviour of women
to this imported cultural
influence.

Under byabichar (a pejorative term used
to denote adultery or other forms of sexual
transgression), the author investigates in-
stances of non-marital sexual relationships
clandestinely indulged in by kulin women
and widows who did not experience a con-
jugal relationship. While many kulin girls
remained unmarried till late age due to the
strict hypergamous norms, wives of kulin
polygamous men never saw their husbands
after the marriage day. Widow-remarriage was
anathema to society and, hence, these groups
of sexually deprived young women took the
risk of forbidden liaisons that often led to
pregnancy and abortion. Kulin families ei-
ther incarcerated their daughters within
homes or killed them. Widows were under
stricter social surveillance and forced to kill
the unborn child to retain a foothold within
respectable society. If the knowledge of the
transgression became public, the women
would be driven out of their homes, forced
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nist praxis explicitly.  The themes also ap-
pear too diverse to the pulled together by a
rather over-extended notion of ‘culture’. It
would have perhaps been more productive
to have yet another section on feminist poli-
tics itself, where Anagha Tambe’s essay on
jogtis and the debate on prostitution/sexwork
in India could have been put in conversa-
tion with say, a sex worker activist’s reflec-
tions on doing feminism. Taking
intersectionality as a tool to re-examine criti-
cally the long-standing themes of feminism
in India would require that we do so—for it
is clear that persons who identify themselves
as sex workers do not share the same inter-
sections of power as the activists or scholars
who write in favour of or opposing their po-
sitions, and it is necessary to acknowledge
their dignity by listening to their voices.

Overall this little volume is an excellent
window into the concerns, dilemmas, and
challenges of contemporary feminist praxis
in India.
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Sexual States: Governance and the Struggle to
Decriminalize Homosexuality in India by Jyoti
Puri  seeks to understand how Section 377
of the  Indian Penal Code—one among a
large and complex system of laws, policies
and practices aimed at mitigating the per-
ceived threat of homosexuality, is governed.
By highlighting the heterogenous sexual
states in the Indian context, the book shows
that a regulation of sexuality is tied to the
continued existence and legitimacy of states.
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