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INTRODUCTION: A ROADMAP TO THE THESIS 
 

 

This thesis began work on the premise that a feminist critique of science is 

possible, and necessary. It moved into an ambivalence, although not apology, 

regarding the conditions of such a possibility. It is this movement which I wish to 

mark in this introduction, with a stress on the contours of the possibility - neither a 

fiction nor a truth - that I have explored in the thesis.
1
 

Concentrating as I did on the actual world of the Indian situation, I was aware 

that a feminist response to science in India, as relative to the large volume of such a 

response elsewhere, was marked more by an absence, or at any rate a paralysis, than a 

presence or significant debate. Without getting into the „failure‟ model here, or 

slipping into an easy reading of „difference‟, I knew, however, that I needed to find an 

explanation for this too, if I were to contribute to the debate in any significant way. It 

is with this in mind that I made my formulations regarding the problem. 

The original hypothesis was for a model of knowledge as situated and 

perspectival, where the perspectival is not equivalent to the conjectural. It had, as it 

stood, three claims – one about the validity of contextual criteria for knowledge-

making, one about critique, and one about the relation between critique and 

knowledge-making. I proposed to use as allegorical resource the lived experiences of 

women, that had been dismissed in dominant understandings of scientific knowledge-

making as inchoate, conjectural, and limited, to ask the question of what constituted 

valid criteria of knowledge, and to suggest a model of knowledge-making based on 

and beginning from such a place. Such a place would be, then, both a critique of 

                                                 
1
 Statements or propositions can be either necessary, possible, or contingent. 



 2 

dominant models and a different model of knowledge-making. The formulation also 

anticipated a separation from dominant feminist turns to experience that spoke of 

bringing back the fully subjective, of recognizing the embodied woman as knower, 

and that, in so doing, either proposed relativist epistemologies or took an anti-

epistemological turn. A feminist standpoint epistemology as proposed by the thesis 

would offer such a different contour of critique.  

The hypothesis ran into two difficulties. For one, what was this „place to begin 

from‟, this originary point for perspectival knowledge? What was the claim of the 

lived experiences of women as an originary point, if not intended as a one-among-

many relativist claim? I will come back to this later, to try and sift through the various 

strands of feminism that talk of women‟s experiences, or of experience as feminine. 

The other difficulty was – why critique? In proposing a feminist, or any critical 

response to science, the first task would be to understand why or whether such a 

response might be necessary or valid in the first place. I found that existing critiques 

of science in the Indian context, including postcolonial work,
2
 liberal historiographies, 

eco-feminist positions, and non-feminist gender work, posed such a necessity in their 

reading of Western science as a hegemonic entity that precluded experience. 

Experience has meant, in these critiques, one of the following – the experiences of an 

empirically excluded community or category of people, the excluded (disavowed) 

experience, or sometimes experience as a category excluded from knowledge-making, 

most often the first. There is a theory of exclusion here that informs the need for 

critique. The theory works with pre-existing categories, of subjects before knowledge, 

                                                 
2
 I use the term postcolonial frequently throughout the thesis, and will therefore flag at the outset what I 

mean by the term. I refer to Indian histories of science, scientific controversies, biographies of 

scientists, that operate within an understanding of science as western, as inflected by modernity and the 

colonial impulse in its passage in India, and reading this passage through an understanding of colonial 

domination in the hybridity framework. I elaborate on this framework later in the introduction, and in 

detail in Chapter 3 of the thesis. 
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as it were, although, again and again, the exclusion is defined or described as 

“constitutive”. Postcolonial critiques of Western science, for instance, have described 

scientific knowledge as authoritarian, uninformed by ethico-political considerations, 

and as therefore putting outside or excluding, through its authoritarian character, those 

uninvolved in knowledge-making. The mechanism of exclusion is here understood as 

one of “At my heel, or outside” of subjects of knowledge, as Michelle Le Doueff puts 

it. Giving voice, or bringing to light, thus producing a politics of, by and for the 

experiences of such excluded actors, then, has largely constituted the task of critique, 

and subsequently, of resistance. Obviously, easiest to pin down in this exercise have 

been scientific institutions, where power and hierarchies are visible and can be 

mapped onto actors. The intellectual Left in India after the reflexive turn in the 1980s 

has most often been the active agent in these moves. 

I have stated that my formulations regarding a possible feminist response to 

science would attempt to address the existing poverty of debate. My explorations led 

me to two critical pillars on which feminist, and other gender critique, of science in 

India stood. One has to do with the legacies of feminism itself. By the time science 

critique enters feminist work in India, hierarchies between political standpoints have 

been established, and it is in this light that we might also look at the ways in which 

feminism in India turned to experience as a tool to resist the authoritarianism of 

knowledge. The turn to experience, for parts of feminism in India, was already a 

reactive response to the exclusionary character of first-order theories, like Marxism, 

whose central organizing category – class – failed to take into account other axes of 

inequality, or other entry points from which to view the world.
3
 Put this way, it also 

                                                 
3
 This is true of all the varieties of Marxism that have populated Indian politics – whether class be 

understood in terms of property (ownership), power (authority), or the performance, appropriation, 

distribution and receipt of surplus labor. The first two are generally seen as flowing from the relations 
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became a general anti-theoretical stance, a stance against conventional forms of 

theorizing, often expressed as a polemic of anti-epistemology. As the foundational 

premise of women‟s studies courses and publications was the statement – “Women‟s 

studies is a perspective, not a discipline.” While in part a resistance to the 

institutionalization and associated rigidities of the disciplines, this also reflected, in 

overwhelmingly Left environments
4
 that used class as the solely valid analytic tool to 

understand oppression, a solidarity with women‟s movements outside of the space, as 

also perhaps a desire to carve a unique, and uniquely political, core for feminism in 

India – one different from the political core of Marxism, and one that could transform 

theory, including theory enshrined in the disciplines. Therefore, the strongest 

theoretical location would be inter-disciplinary. Another route was the attempt at 

“feminist knowledge production”, usually posited as an alternative knowledge 

drawing from “the well of women‟s knowing (both experiential and intellectual), their 

collective gyana …” (Jain 2007). I will return to this latter strand of feminist 

theorizing in a while, meanwhile flagging it as one other, usually less vocal, way in 

which the debate swung. 

My exploration of this set of questions in Bengal complicated the premises of 

these general impressions somewhat, this exploration also following my own passage 

through the scientific institution, the conventional Marxist political space, and the 

spaces of institutionalized feminism in Bengal. These complications were – one, 

                                                                                                                                            
of production. The last mentioned is, however, seen as Marx‟s own focus on class (Resnick and Wolff 

[1987, 2004]). See Chakrabarti, Cullenberg, Dhar (2007), for a detailed discussion on class as entry 

point in Marxian frameworks. 
4
 I use, in the thesis, the case of Bengal to provide a window into the problems both with theorizations 

in the Marxist space, as well as an attitude that I call the Left attitude – a practice leaning on these 

theorizations. The particular case of Bengal, as I explain in Chapter 2, is however more than an 

illustration in this thesis. It is peculiarly positioned both vis-à-vis the West, and the rest of Indian 

politics. A women‟s movement, as also a feminism growing in this space had both the advantage and 

the difficulty of a unique relationship with the West, with Western feminism, and with the women‟s 

movement in the rest of the country therefore, but the added difficulty of critically reflecting on the 

dynamics of these relationships as well. 
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about the nature of Marxism and Left practice, the other about the „failure‟ theory of 

feminism in Bengal, the third about the turn to experience as a uniquely feminist 

move. Looking at histories of the women‟s movement, women‟s organizations, 

women‟s studies departments, while trying to trace a contemporary collective journey 

of women and men “breaking out” of Marxism and Left practice in Bengal,
5
 and 

looking through the lens of the second wave, radical feminist slogan – the personal is 

the political – I found that the very possibility of “feminism” was not there. This 

statement, vis-à-vis the Bengal scenario, was already a familiar one. What I began to 

sense, however, was that the „failure‟ model that was in place to explain this, needed 

perhaps to be complicated. Feminism, as we knew it, had connections, of whatever 

tenuous sort, with women. In somewhat straightforward extensions of this connection, 

women‟s movements – or women in a movement – were somehow classified feminist 

in the failure theory. Issues – rape, domestic violence, dowry, water and fuel 

availability, sati – that merited the naming feminist on somewhat the same count, 

seemed to provide corroborative evidence of failure since they were not taken up in 

any serious sense in Bengal. These were not issues picked at random, but issues that 

referred to the possibility of (sexual) difference; issues that, in the raging debates in 

the autonomous women‟s movements of the 80s, pointed to the non-

acknowledgement of difference by dominant patriarchies. Nonetheless, to say that the 

absence of such issues in the Bengal context merited a demotion in the ranks of 

feminism meant, for one, a non-perusal of the combination of contingent 

circumstances that produced these debates in other parts of India in the first place. For 

another, it ignored the different contexts within which politics in Bengal operated. 

                                                 
5
 I make, as I explain in Chapters 2 and 4, a distinction between Marx, Marxism, and what I have called 

Left practice. The burden of Chapter 2 has been to look at Left practice, as the phenomenon that shapes 

the political. Inasmuch as Marxism enters this discussion, and this activity, it has been flagged. Marx 

rarely figures in the activity, and therefore in my description of the actual worlds. 
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This statement is not only about the heavy-handedness of Left practice in Bengal or 

the Marxist analytic that disallowed difference, but also about global feminism – that 

constituted a different, and perhaps more significant kind of outside consciousness
6
 

for “breaking out”
7
 than did the autonomous women‟s movement in India or even 

Marxist theorizing. 

Did that mean that feminism of a different kind could perhaps be found in 

these Left spaces? What was at stake in making such a claim? And what was the point 

in exploring, in ways that seemed local, to the extent of being isolated and parochial 

(confined to Bengal), this claim? 

I will begin with the last question, since it has a bearing on my methodology; 

also in order to clarify the perhaps undue significance I otherwise seem to attribute to 

my familiarity with the Bengal space. Feminism as we knew it in India, in all its 

resistances to theory, including Marxism, needed to break out through an attention to 

difference, which had reportedly been singularly missing in Left and Marxist practice. 

Marxism, in the ways in which it has been indicted, has been considered guilty of not 

offering a place to women, of not taking into account women‟s perspectives. To that 

end, the second wave slogan – the personal is the political – enacted the reversal; it 

insisted on an attention to the everyday, the lived experience. It may have also helped 

name the forgetting of knowledge of oppression in everyday sites like the domestic 

sphere. In this mode, feminism needed to be perspectival, attuned to experience, 

which was deemed the only form that could „get at‟ the difference enshrined in the 

                                                 
6
 Lenin‟s concept of the “outside consciousness” that might put the match to revolution has been 

charged with vanguardist tendencies, as the „elite‟ domain, and so on, in different critiques of Marxism. 

Ajit Chaudhury, in Subaltern Studies V, takes up this articulation, demonstrating that it is not an 

empirical category where the elite may be seen as having power over the subaltern (1987). 
7
 I am metaphorically referring here to the title of the feminist text Breaking out: feminist 

consciousness and feminist research that, in both its avatars, talked about breaking out of various 

affiliations that feminism had been urged to keep, including that to Marxism.  
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domestic, or the everyday.
8
 Put this way, it would seem that feminism in Bengal had 

„failed‟ to appear. But a closer look at what was being talked about as Marxism 

created difficulties for this understanding. Marxist practice – in cultural work, in 

organizational dynamics, in party manifestos – seemed, in its ubiquity, a different 

order of beast. Here we might shift to another, more relevant naming for this ubiquity 

– masculinist Marxism – to reference an attitude leaning on and shored up by 

Marxism as theory, and not just Left practice as separate from or as a contaminated 

version of Marxist theory. Rather than pursuing equality in Leninist frames, 

masculinist Marxism seemed to require a complementary feminine perspective – that 

inchoate, limited, inner voice that made the impossible case for difference, the 

impossible case for the ethical within politics. In this sense, the feminine – as the sign 

of the ethical difference within the political – was constitutive of masculinist 

Marxism, and I suggest, in the thesis, that this was the form of Marxism that resides in 

Left spaces in Bengal. What comprised a Marxist standpoint for Left politics in 

Bengal, then, was such an attitude, and such an attitude was emphatically premised on 

difference.  

There was also an epistemological claim in this case made for difference, one 

that was voiced with far greater ambivalence, but voiced nonetheless, in feminist 

positions. As I have mentioned in detailing the feminist attempt to transform 

disciplinary knowledges through a reference to „women‟s ways of knowing‟, a 

feminism that spoke for the feminine as perspectival also spoke for an organic 

community of women as representing this feminine. The “feminine perspective” here 

took on a deeper ontological status, producing for feminism a starting point, as it 

                                                 
8
 This also had resonances with other feminist theorizing that, sometimes using psychoanalytic 

imagery, concentrated on the overlaps between the domestic and the “imaginary”, as sites of resistance 

to the patriarchal Symbolic. 
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were, to produce an “alternative knowledge system” that might be called “feminist 

knowledge”. Although the work done did not necessarily consolidate this position, it 

was one that definitely occupied the rhetorical practice of some strands of feminism. 

It is in this context that I ask both questions – one of feminism as we knew it, 

the other of the possibility of feminism. As the powerful inner voice to the masculine 

political, as making the impossible case for difference, the feminine as perspectival 

was constitutive of masculinist Marxism. This Marxism was therefore already a 

placeholder for a version of feminism – a feminism that spoke for the feminine as 

perspectival, and for an organic community of women as representing this feminine. 

Although feminism in Left spaces was arguing for a place for women in the political 

on grounds usually approved therein, and that also agreed with notions of wholesome 

agency – the experience of oppression, of marginalization, of extreme adversity that 

produced resistance,
9
 there was also the epistemological claim. Both positions, 

however, continued to function in a frame of hierarchical sexual difference, wherein 

knowledge remained propositional and unmarked, and the alternatives – whether 

political or for a different system of knowledge – attempted either a reversal or an 

inclusion. My point is not to draw a homogenous picture of feminism in India, but 

merely to challenge the failure model, by suggesting that feminism as we knew it was 

certainly not absent in Bengal, despite regional and political specificities. The place in 

masculinist Marxism for the experienced but non-knowledgeable woman, then, served 

as adequate placeholder for feminist impulses as well. 

                                                 
9
 This notion of the political harked back to Lukacs‟ notions of proletarian standpoints. 
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This would further suggest that the turn to experience, here, was a Marxist 

rather than a uniquely feminist legacy.
 10

  

What of my other question, of the possibility of feminism? For some of the 

women and men breaking out of Left frames in Bengal, positioned peculiarly between 

anti-theoretical political stances on the one hand and ontological questions about 

„woman‟ on the other, global, universalist feminism served as the „outside‟ 

consciousness after masculinist Marxism had caught its hem on the spur of the 

aporetic
11

 perspective that haunted these women and men.
12

 Such a perspective was 

not tied simply to women, seeking for them inclusion, nor ontologically to „woman‟, 

seeking through her a reversal. It was perhaps a moment of possession, a haunting that 

afforded not new insights but a different, bizarre view of Marxism in Bengal from that 

available either to the autonomous women‟s movement in other parts of India or to 

Marxist practitioners in Bengal. Such a fleeting moment, constituted in the presence 

of global, universalist feminism (that was hegemonic for feminism in general but an 

obvious interloper for Marxist spaces in Bengal – all the accusations of middle-

classness and class enemies come to mind), offered a feminist possibility – the 

possibility of a feminist standpoint. This was not another variant of Marxist feminism, 

nor another radical or socialist feminism (all of which had been attempts at breaking 

out for Western feminism). This was a turning from within masculinist Marxism 

outward, building a story from that aporetic perspective shared by women-and-men-

                                                 
10

 Did this turn to experience work only for women? I have examined, in the thesis, the images of the 

„comrade communist man‟ which, according to Rajarshi Dasgupta, moved from the warrior stereotype 

to one of ascetic masculinity, which was “constitutive of the very way one became a communist in 

Bengal” (Dasgupta 2005: 3). Complementary to the experienced but non-knowledgeable woman, then, 

was such a man. 
11

 I use the word aporetic here and throughout the thesis to speak of the logically insoluble theoretical 

difficulty, the impasse. The French word aporie is ultimately derived from the Greek aporia, meaning 

difficulty, that which is impassable, especially “a radical contradiction in the import of a text or theory 

that is seen in deconstruction as inevitable” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary Online).   
12

 I am using, here, a different meaning for perspective. I have highlighted these meanings in Chapter 2. 
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in-and-out-of-Left-organisations as I have flagged in Chapter 2, a turning from 

attachment toward separation – attachment both to the dominant discourse – 

masculinist Marxism, and to the category of resistance – feminism. It was such an 

interpretation of perspective that was a possible feminist standpoint. It was such a 

possible world that was absent in Left spaces in Bengal. 

I have indicated that it was this intensely local exploration that helped make 

such a connection. It also helped make clear that the presence of global feminism did 

not create, for those breaking out, yet another variant of a western feminist school. It 

is in this set of observations that I place my understanding of region, context, locality, 

or even parochialism – a complication of specificities and generalities. For continuing 

to articulate a feminism in Indian contexts, I have found this a useful approach. 

I took this detour in order to describe one of the two arguments on which 

feminist critique of science in India, such as it is, stands – that of feminism as 

perspective. The other argument has to do with the framework of hybridity articulated 

by Homi Bhabha, engaged with in postcolonial theorizing, and taken up in nearly 

every document of resistance thereafter, including critiques of western science. 

The two most influential effects of the work of postcolonial scholars, perhaps, 

were a commitment to difference and resistance, and an understanding of the ways in 

which both were related and occupied the heart of colonial dominance. Western 

science was clearly seen as an offshoot of colonialism, and the encounter with it in the 

colonial period therefore involved a similar process of articulating both difference and 

resistance. In sum, difference – anterior to the encounter – was seen as the vantage 

point of separation from and resistance to a powerful western science, and the basis of 
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critique. I will elaborate on the use of the hybridity framework in postcolonial 

analyses in order to understand the ways in which it inflected this work on science.  

The separation postcolonial scholars working on histories of science made 

from earlier accounts of colonialism – accessing the term „post‟ thereby – was to 

resist the earlier reading of colonialism as a triumphant narrative of domination or 

suppression, suggesting instead a resistance that lived at the very heart of domination. 

Drawing primarily on the work of Said, Spivak, and Bhabha, the postcolonial school 

fine-tuned a framework of hybridity that seemed to offer better explanations of 

domination as hegemony, where, just as the dominant never achieved full control, the 

resistance offered was overdetermined by the same.  

I have mentioned earlier that the intellectual Left in the 80s was responsible 

for much of the activity in this field. This is not to say that the methodologies 

employed were always Marxist. In fact, the framework of hybridity worked against 

the Marxist theme of revolution, against any notion of full domination, against a 

notion of simple coercion. Resistance itself was an ambivalent category, not 

empirically resoluble into a figure like the subaltern that the later Marxists employed, 

nor explicable in terms of full agency. It was this framework that postcolonial 

scholars adopted, as an explanation of colonialism, and of resistances thereto. Such a 

framework, however, with all its embedded resistances, had no possibilities for 

articulating a politics in a form even remotely familiar to the Marxist landscape. Here 

arose the difficulties with various forms of critique that the postcolonial scholars were 

also trying to voice vis-à-vis colonial rule and practices. With respect to the science 

space, it was clear that western science was not being defined as a homogenous entity 

by postcolonial scholars even as they referred to its centralized character; on the other 
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hand, the engagement with the nature of exclusion or dominance that might 

characterize western science in India was a slippery exercise at best. Was western 

science a tool of dominance, like education? Were its philosophical tenets so at odds 

with indigenous epistemes that dominance following on exclusion was an 

inevitability? Did its institutional practices produce a violent system that disallowed 

free learning? While each of these investigations were followed up to varying degrees 

in the postcolonial engagements with the science question, and while each might or 

might not have yielded a theory of exclusion that worked with the hybridity 

framework, the impulse of „resistance‟ proved to be the knot in the investigations. 

Articulations of the political, therefore, fell back upon the wishful language of 

Marxist politics. Such a politics wishes to take on the task of revolution, i.e., a 

qualitative reversal of the fortunes of the hegemonic. It may be successfully argued 

that postcolonial theorizing in fact turned around the concept of the political, so that 

from centering around revolution, it now centered around resistance. In practice, it 

concentrated largely on the perceived “at my heel” authoritarianism of hegemonic 

structures, including western science, to demand inclusion for categories hitherto 

uninvolved, or to enact a physical reversal. In doing so, it achieved resistance – by 

which we may mean a physical reaction by the empirically excluded, the negotiations 

it makes with the powers-that-be, the indifference, even, that sometimes characterizes 

refusal. And it associated the empirically excluded as embedded, carrying the referent 

of, a past that, through repetition, carried the essence of difference. 

In practice, the postcolonial school worked with the very empirical category of 

resistance and full agency developed and nuanced by the Subaltern Studies School of 

historians – the later Marxists. For postcolonial scholars and other work drawing from 
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them, this usually meant a resort to descriptions of micro-power and contingent 

negotiations with it as a means of marrying the two languages – the Marxist language 

of subalternity and the psychoanalytic one of hybridity. In this strange and somewhat 

incompatible admixture of resistance and revolution resided the postcolonial response 

to science. This was one of the chief questions that came out of my examination of 

existing scholarship on science in the Indian context. 

What did this mean for the critique of science mounted by postcolonial 

scholars? The first thing to be noted is that Western science had, by this time, become 

equated with Western dominance, in this case colonialism. The thrust of the 

postcolonial promise was in questioning the history of colonialism‟s triumphant 

progress, and this inhered in the historiographies of science, the history of the 

establishment of science institutions, or the trajectories of individual scientists, that 

demonstrated the „failure‟ of western science in the colony. Alongside social histories 

of science in India that moved away from economic cause-effect analyses of 

colonialism and concentrated instead on the peculiarities of the transmission and 

journey of European science in the colony, and alongside liberal historiographies that 

underlined the value of inflecting history-writing with the socio-political, or of 

recognizing idea hybridizations at the periphery, thus bringing in context to produce a 

situated universality for science, this impulse in postcolonial thinking helped produce, 

through the hybridity exercise, a picture of resistance that challenged neat binaries of 

colonizer and colonized. As it stood, it primarily sought to change the parameters of 

history writing. Some of the stress on radicalizing history writing was also in 

accessing the past in ways different from the conventional. Thus social histories tried 

to access it as antiquity (presence of science in the past) rather than originality 

(presence of science in our past prior to the West), while postcolonial scholars tried to 
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access it as repetition, therefore saying something about the commonalities inherent in 

a culture across time, as also presenting a ruptured and discontinuous history rather 

than a straight narrative. At stake in this mode of history-writing therefore was a 

claim to anterior difference.  

It is at this point that the postcolonial take on difference runs afoul of its 

avowed conceptual structure. Most of the scholarship on the science question in India 

concentrates on a difference that can be drawn upon to resist the hegemony of western 

science; while the psychoanalytic frame it operates within would make it possible to 

anticipate the production of such a difference, in practice, most of the work falls back 

on a difference that pre-dates the colonial encounter, and that produces an opposition, 

as it were, to the framework of modern western scientific knowledge. Such an anterior 

difference draws on multi-perspectival ways of knowing that are referred to in 

numerous historiographies of ancient science and medicine in India. To impute to 

these the classical oppositional stance, however, is what often characterized the 

postcolonial impulse, an impulse well challenged by Ashis Nandy in his observation 

of “the chaotic perspectives” that constituted Indian resistance – perspectives that 

would disallow any organized response.  

What of science? For one, the “at my heel” authoritarianism that was at the 

heart of the critique of science allowed resistance in the shape of full agency for the 

subaltern. Some of this critique was directed at scientific institutions, positing the 

„nationalist‟ impulses of scientists in India as a response to western science. Detailed 

biographies of these scientists were produced to reveal the ambivalences that 

resistance presented as a mode of response. Later, in the shift to post-development can 

be seen most evidently the subaltern resistance argument, where even Gandhi is 
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drawn upon to pose a different knowledge system to the western, as I demonstrate in 

Chapter 4. It is in this frame that we have what I call the “terrors of technology” 

argument where science is equated with technology, technology is seen as the 

problem with science, modern technology is seen as instrumental to western 

dominance, such instrumentalism is seen as separate from the unique quality of 

humanness, and „everydayness‟ or „pre-technology‟ are seen as metaphors of 

subaltern resistance to technology. This is also where the case for a multi-perspectival 

form of knowing is brought in in the Indian context, as seen in early historiographies 

of science like that of D. Chattopadhyaya.
13

 

It is in this scenario, of the legacies of postcolonialism, Marxism, and global 

feminism, that we see a feminist response to science in the Indian context. 

In the work on gender and science, or women and science, in the Indian 

context, we might identify several strands. Broadly, there is feminist work, and gender 

work that separates itself from feminist impulses clearly or implicitly. I have talked 

about the feminist turn to experience that must be seen, I submit, partly in the light of 

orthodox Marxist legacies. Such a turn soon took up the task of building an alternative 

narrative of experience, following the maxims of global feminism as much as its own 

                                                 
13

 “A survey of Indian philosophy, in the way in which European philosophy is usually surveyed by its 

historians, is difficult if possible at all. This is largely because of the characteristic peculiarity of its 

development. In Europe, thinkers succeeded one another, often evolving a philosophy from a radically 

new standpoint, criticizing and rejecting their predecessors energetically. In India, however, the basis 

for a number of alternative philosophical views had their origin in a considerable antiquity and the 

subsequent philosophical activities had been - at least in intention - only the development of these 

original perspectives. … There was, in short, the simultaneous development of a number of alternative 

philosophies ...” (Chattopadhyaya 1975: 1). This is of course part of the debate that came up in the 

context of whether or not Indian philosophies could be several or parts of one; historians like 

Chattopadhyaya himself would say that “the types remained the same”, while more rigid Marxist 

historians might read the suppression of materialist traditions by Vedantic philosophies. The same 

questions came up in the 1960s regarding the standardization of Ayurveda as a system, and as an 

alternative to western medicine.  
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legacies of Marxist and postcolonial work. The stances here had shifted from the 

classical women-in-science positions that influenced policy, and that espoused a 

politics of access (to the fruits of science and technology), inclusion (amendments to 

such technology in order to make it friendly to special constituencies, like women), 

presence (of greater numbers of women scientists), to a politics of third world 

women‟s experience – a women-and-science position. It was clear by now that there 

needed to be an understanding of exclusion to which inclusion in terms of numbers 

could not be the answer. The „cause‟ of women in the „third world‟ was taken up on 

all fronts, including in global feminism, which, through the capabilities approach,
14

 

asked for „an inclusion of women‟s voices in their own development‟. The slogan had 

changed, from the classical „I know, you do‟ approach of so-called western 

prepositional models of scientific knowledge, to „We all know, together‟. This was 

challenged easily enough, however, on the count of the universalist impulse of global 

feminism in articulating commonalities of experience for women everywhere, and 

feminists in the third world pointed to the absolute heterogeneity of experiences of 

women in the third world, where coalition could be achieved only on the basis of a 

commonality of struggle, not the nature of the „third world woman‟ as had been 

stereotyped in global feminism. In opposition, the epistemological attempt at reversal 

took place but a certain stereotype continued to be perpetuated, especially in 

ecofeminist positions that attempted to recover the local. This kind of approach not 

only put together nature and women in the third world as „natural‟ allies, it re-made 

the „third world woman‟ as the embodied insider who could have knowledge. Such an 

embodiment was the classical oppositional stance – one of „I know mine, you know 

                                                 
14

 An approach elucidated in the work of Martha C. Nussbaum and Amartya Sen, the capabilities 

approach talks about looking at each individual as an end in her own right, and endeavours towards 

promoting “central human functional capabilities”, that is, capabilities that deliver readiness to make 

(certain) choices regarding functioning in „multiply realizable‟ ways that are “truly human” (Nussbaum 

2000: 72). I go into the details of the capabilities approach in Chapter 5. 
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yours, there can be no dialogue‟. For those rethinking Marxism,
15

 this had enough 

resonances with „epistemologies of the oppressed‟ to allow marginality – third-

worldness – to act as a point of origin for knowledge-making, and post-development 

positions took this up in earnest. Thus far, the battle had been about ideology. In later, 

other analyses that I have called global gender work, however, the „problem of 

ideology‟ seems to have been dealt with. Avowedly drawing upon hybridity 

frameworks, and at the same time distancing itself from feminism as an ideology, 

global gender work talks of the multiple negotiations women in the third world make 

with scientific institutions. Power here is disaggregated, and must be negotiated as 

such. Science too is not necessarily a dominant entity that can entirely efface 

resistance; in fact, it is negotiated and accessed alongside other knowledges in ways 

that are influenced more by economic considerations than those of resistance to 

knowledge forms. This is also work that purportedly steps away from all 

essentialisms, including cultural, by a reading that accesses culture-in-the-making – a 

reading of women‟s practices that follow no set norms, nor are constrained by them. 

Another question – of whether such a description of science did justice to the object 

of critique – inspires the attempt both at profiling science in India as a disaggregated 

entity, and talk of micro-negotiations – work in the interstices – that can help attack 

its power. The new anthropologies of childbirth starting in the 1990s, like that of 

Cecilia Van Hollen (2003), are a case in point. Avowedly hybridity is being accessed 

here as the mode of understanding dominance – a putting together of options, a 

coming together of worlds, that produces a different reality from something pure or 

original. The framework of hybridity, however, is not about these empirical 

negotiations, or the multi-faceted reality they produce. In that sense, global gender 

                                                 
15

 I refer to the near-global phenomenon of rejuvenated versions of Marxist practice, and sometimes 

theory. 
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work not only dilutes the framework, it actually steps away from it into an expanded 

liberalism that might do better to be called by its proper name.  

It was clear, therefore, that the turn to experience as has been voiced in 

existing critiques of science did not suggest a satisfactory answer. Apart from the fact 

that they seemed to persist in promoting the language of revolution while working on 

resistance, they had not explored accurately the role of experience in Western 

scientific knowledge-making itself. I had to return, therefore, to what might be the 

fundamental questions of critique. If hybridity, inclusion, resistance, did not constitute 

satisfactory answers, what might be the more satisfactory ones? What might critique 

mean? What might be a need for critique? Is it an element of knowledge-making 

itself, and if so, what would be the contours of such a model of knowledge-making? 

And what could be the contours of a possible critique that took into account or had a 

theory of exclusion to which inclusion in simple terms could not be the answer? 

This thesis therefore moves through the following steps. It tries to trace a 

genealogy of critique and its particular use of experience as has populated feminist 

and postcolonial responses to science largely in the Indian context. It finds, through a 

use of perspective, its own tools of critique that offer a better picture, perhaps, of the 

hegemonic. In doing so, it proposes a turn to experience that is not, cannot be, an anti-

epistemological turn, as also a turn to epistemology that cannot be an anti-political 

stance. 

In proposing a better picture of the hegemonic, I am acutely aware that I need 

to understand here science, or western science, in a manner better than has been 

posited so far in critiques of science. To that extent, I attempt, in the first chapter, to 

look at the object that is in question, as also to re-examine the need for critique.  
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Finally, I attempt to give a clearer picture of my own model of critique. In 

such a model, inversion is the act that offers a view of the hegemonic, a model of 

critique, a link between politics and epistemology. This inversion is made possible 

through a perspective that is neither information – the seeing of that which had not 

been seen before, nor testimony – the voicing of that which had not been voiced 

before, but the seeing, differently, of that which was already visible, already in sight. 

In the light of the four turns to experience that I see in feminist and gender moves, 

that challenge the epistemological,
16

 I propose a re-turn, not to a narrative or to the 

chaos of experience, but to its aporeticity, and further an interpretation of such an 

aporetic perspective that will constitute a standpoint. This is a small contribution the 

thesis attempts to make to feminism. To science, as also to its critique, I proffer a far 

more ambivalent response. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
16

 The four turns to experience are – The global universalist approach that concerns itself with gender 

and the local, believes in development logic but is concerned with its accurate rendition, and actually 

names the „third world woman‟ as allegory of the local; the political reproach to universalist feminism 

that is in absolute opposition to such a position, relies on the absolute heterogeneity of experiences of 

women in the third world that disallow any naming of „third world woman‟, points to the exclusions 

inherent in such a naming, and takes instead the commonality of struggle that might offer the only basis 

for coalition; the local, soliloquous approach which is also in opposition to the global position, and, in 

an act of recovering the local, takes modern science to be by definition violent, reductionist, capitalist, 

with an exclusionary attitude to the experiences of women in the third world, and therefore advocates a 

return to the women-nature combine as a response; global gender work disdaining the universalist 

approach that works toward identifying contingent moments of resistance in women‟s lives. This work 

is in alignment with postcolonial approaches that propose a framework of hybridity-in-process. The 

turn from experience identifies, correctly, the problems of the turns towards it, but prefers to keep alive 

the disjunction between politics and epistemology, suggesting instead either a recognition of fresh 

epistemological content for feminism, or a recognition of its irrelevance as a philosophy. I have flagged 

the turns to experience in Chapters 4 and 5.  
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CHAPTER 2 
FEMINISM AND THE POLITICAL IN A MARXIST SPACE: 

YEARNING TO BE, YEARNING TO BE DIFFERENT 
 

Introduction 

 

 This chapter is based on the premise that the relationship between feminism 

and the political has been primary in shaping the relationship between feminism and 

science – a relationship constituted of a political response to knowledge systems – in 

the Indian context. The chapter will therefore trace in part the changing trajectories of 

this relationship between feminism and the political in the Indian context, charting 

specifically the role of the feminine as ‘perspectival’ in the political legacy of 

Marxism, and in this role, its subsequent occupation of feminism as we knew it. This 

is bearing in mind that Marxism in Indian contexts has functioned as metanarrative in 

defining in a broad sense the ‘political’; in this sense, it was also the space where a 

methodology of femin‘ism’ emerged, or at any rate was legitimized. This included the 

perceptions of what constitutes knowledge, what could constitute a politics of 

knowledge, as well as what could constitute an adequate critique of existing 

knowledge practices. At another level, Marxist practice has been a site, among others, 

for putting in place a hierarchy of perspectives vis-à-vis class as a category of 

analysis.  

Through such an analysis, I hope to open up the term ‘political’ that has been 

the content of critique. For the purposes of the thesis, this will mean looking at 

feminism as perspective as one of the foundations of feminist critiques of science in 

the Indian context, the other foundation being the framework of hybridity that has 

been proposed as adequate model of critique by postcolonial scholars working on 



 63

histories of science. I hope to end the chapter by moving through such an opening up 

of the ‘political’, to a different possibility – one that might offer help in re-cognizing 

the relationship between feminism and the political. Such a re-cognition will help 

articulate a different model both of knowledge and critique that I propose in Chapter 

5. 

I will take up, in this analysis, the political trajectories of Marxist and feminist 

practice in West Bengal, reflecting on these through a reporting of certain somewhat 

personal although not entirely autobiographical journeys through the spaces of 

conventional politics, through scientific institutions, and through institutionalized 

feminism in Bengal. The mode this chapter will adopt, therefore, will be perspectival 

in itself, although I will, in the telling, seek to offer a more robust understanding of 

perspective – one that contributes to a different model of knowledge from the 

propositional model of dominant systems.  

I am acutely aware that an exploration of scenarios in Bengal may not be 

reflective of Indian contexts as a whole, or even of Left practice in India in its 

entirety. I will therefore clarify at the outset that it is not such an attempt at capturing 

the entire Indian context that I am making here. I do, however, attempt, through this 

exercise, to problematize the existing common-sense around the following – feminism 

in India being primarily about political activism, the relationships between feminism 

and Marxist practice in India that may have produced such a response within 

feminism, the politics of feminism being necessarily an experience versus knowledge 

exercise. I will trace, through the chapter, the specific positions that embody such 

common sense. To that end, I have used the peculiar positioning that feminism in 
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Bengal occupies, or did, vis-à-vis both Western, universalist feminism, and vis-à-vis 

feminism in the rest of the country. 

I propose, in this chapter, a possible re-cognition of the relationship between 

feminism and the political in Indian contexts. To this end, I argue for a feminist 

standpoint position as against the present climate where ‘isms’ have been rendered 

irrelevant, where macro-analyses are considered inadequate, and contingent 

negotiations with the dominant are seen as a reflection of adequate attention paid to 

local contexts. While I do this as an insider to earlier formulations of feminism as 

ideology as well as later articulations drawing exclusively on women’s experience, in 

charting the journey through scientific institutions, conventional politics, and 

institutionalized feminism that I mentioned, I show how a turning away from these 

positions, as well as from dominant Marxism, has been made possible through an 

attention to differing perspectives. This is not in the sense of attention to new 

information or hitherto unheard testimony, but to such a perspective as fantastic,1 

aporetic to the given narrative. Perspective in this sense is a referencing of what is 

seen, therefore; the place to see from, be it a socio-political situation, or a position of 

marginality or exclusion, may provide an advantage, but only an advantage – both to 

provide a picture of the ‘dominant’ world, and also to provide a picture of it that was 

hitherto unavailable. To activate this advantage as a place both of critique – showing 

up the dominant world – and of knowledge-making – making visible other 

                                                 
1 Three meanings of the word ‘perspective’ provided by the Oxford English Dictionary include – 1. 
The relation or proportion in which the parts of a subject are viewed by the mind; the aspect of a matter 
or object of thought, as perceived from a particular mental ‘point of view’ … [h]ence the point of view 
itself; a way of regarding (something). 2. A picture so contrived as seemingly to enlarge or extend the 
actual space, as in a stage scene, or to give the effect of distance. 3. A picture or figure constructed so 
as to produce some fantastic effect; e.g. appearing distorted or confused except from one particular 
point of view, or presenting totally different aspects from different points. 
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possibilities, is what I call a feminist standpoint. I will explain the specificity of such 

a standpoint, as also its separations from earlier formulations. 

It is clear that such an understanding of perspective as I have described above 

would require a different articulation of the place to see from as well. As context, or 

location, this has been theorized variously; I will submit that it cannot be understood 

as date-time-place, but a form of inter-relationality. 

 

 

A more detailed note on methodology 

 

This chapter will adopt a perspectival telling in itself, in an attempt to play out 

my preliminary hypothesis of knowledge as perspectival, where the perspectival is not 

equal to the conjectural. It is therefore the case that this telling is in the process of 

building, as Lorraine Code puts it, story from perspective, in what I have marked in 

the first chapter as a possible revised model of detachment and consequently 

objectivity.2 This kind of telling is also working with a revised model of attachment 

from the ones populating the worries around location that today overwhelm our 

political understandings. It might be useful therefore to talk about the benchmarks that 

I use in this exercise. Who is telling, and from where? This telling is not a looking in 

at political formations from the outside, in the sense that a conventional history is. 

While it is trying to achieve a certain measure of objectivity, a certain critical 

distance, it cannot be unmindful of the nearness, the locatedness through which our 
                                                 
2 Code says that “… by ‘story’ I mean a sequence of the actions and experiences of one or more 
characters … my reading emphasizes the poiesis (= making) function of stories, where the character(s) 
are at once artificers and artifacts of their actions and experiences … My plea for stories focuses as 
much on locating philosophical developments within larger social and historical narratives as it does on 
seeking narrative starting points for critical inquiry. … Developing a well-constructed story is different 
from occupying a perspective: it requires situating the self reflexively and self-critically. Nor can it be 
done incontrovertibly, for it is a matter of putting plots together, of achieving a factual and artifactual 
coherence and plausibility, and of constant revisions even in the process of establishing nodal points 
that make action possible” (Code 1998: 207-214). 
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particular questions in their peculiar shape emerged. It is not turned fully outward in 

defiance however, as a community attempting to produce knowledge for itself through 

its location alone. This history is speaking with(in) its own community, telling a story 

that others of that community know the co-ordinates of, but wait somewhat uneasily 

for the changes in, for the moments of separation, the moments of turning outward. In 

that sense, it is about writing a queer history – not one that brings in the hitherto 

unvoiced or makes visible that which was not in order to add to history, but one that 

begins from the apparently limited perspective to look at the present picture, and that 

in such a looking, renders it strange.3 In my attempt to build a story from perspective, 

then, I am speaking here of building critical distance from within the community; this 

is a different kind of detachment from the one available to the ‘disinterested’ 

historian-observer, as also a different model of attachment from the one practised by 

the interested anthropologist. It is not so much about an accurate representation of 

events as about questioning the co-ordinates of where that accuracy can come from. 

As of now, that place appears to be neither inside nor outside the particular political 

community I will refer to, but in a movement from within outwards, so that the 

particular place from which the description is being made is neither permanently sited 

in an individual member of the community, nor is it a permanent vantage point from 

which to see. Rather, it is, relative both to the community and its outside, a unique and 

momentary “gift of vision”, as Haraway puts it; a fantastic perspective that makes the 

present picture look bizarre, and the only place from which such an insight might be 

possible. Haraway’s ‘ironic subjects’4 would be better starting points than the 

                                                 
3 The classical deconstructive exercise of making strange would begin from the familiar; this telling, 
however, begins from the unfamiliar, or fantastic, or limited, perspective, looking from there toward 
familiar histories of feminism in India. 
4 For Haraway, working with a notion of “situated knowledge”, “[f]eminist objectivity is about limited 
location and situated knowledge, not about transcendence and splitting of subject and object. It allows 
us to become answerable for what we learn how to see.” The question for her is “how to see from 
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‘objective outsider’; at the same time, in its conscious turning outward, this model 

would not function as an ‘epistemology of the oppressed’ produced by the ‘embodied 

insider’. In that sense, Haraway offers a revised model of attachment that also 

changes the criteria of objectivity altogether. 

There is another albeit related sense of context-specificity that would be 

relevant here. Context is not only about geographical location, but an involvement, 

both historically and existentially, with the issues at hand. A particular perspective is 

therefore enabled by embeddedness in context, and a shared community of knowers. 

We have sometimes answered this requirement by introducing date-time-place as 

indicative of context. One of the consequences of this solution has been that context-

specificity has been taken, after the self-reflexive turn in a Left politics attempting to 

move out of vanguardist politics, to mean immediate intelligibility to all other 

members of the community. Anything that seems to say something else, therefore, is 

seen, at worst, as obscene, irrelevant, irreverent,5 so that the questions allowed/ 

formed within the hegemony of context then become a truth-in-itself. At best, it must 

wait for its time. This has become for us the new truth of the political – moving away 

from a politics of vanguardism to a politics of location. I propose that this is a 

developmental view of knowledge, context, and politics, and one that has not left 

behind vanguardism. The object of reverence here has merely changed from Marx to 

culture,6 so that there is a pressure to shift loyalties to a cultural past that is imagined 

embodied in the ‘mass’ today. Context must be, I propose, to become a useful tool, 

                                                                                                                                            
below”. In this respect, she sites those subjects situated “below the platforms of the powerful” as 
having the gift of ‘sight’ only as a visual tool, that allows them to be placed in a position that can 
question the dominant. Use of that tool will still have to be learned for any politics of resistance to 
emerge (Haraway 1996: 252). 
5 We have been more sympathetic to the ‘unvoiced’, which is sometimes confused with the 
‘unvoiceable’ – the aporetic of discourse. 
6 In what is sometimes an act of self-flagellation more than self-reflexivity or a shift in understanding. 
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about relationality and heterogenous time, between perspectives, between worlds.7 

This is what it might mean to employ a revised model of attachment. It is, then, the 

ironic subjectivity, the positioning elsewhere of the non-believers occupying a space 

or system, that at all enables this telling we are about to embark upon. In the event, it 

does not always cater to the present, though told from a presentist perspective.8  

This narrative, while delineating a relationship between Marxist practice and a 

different perspective, and about women and men on different sides of that equation, is 

also about the relationship between an idealized form of masculinity that Marxist 

practice is, and the alternate symbolic that it disallows.9 In the event, it will attempt to 

unravel implicit levels of androcentrism in Marxist practice in this exercise. 

The significance of locatedness here has also to do with its contributions, if 

any, to feminist thinking. In the intensely located, near-parochial exercise that this 

chapter will be, it is not only the anachronism that is feminist-Marxism in Bengal that 

is under scrutiny. The feminist common-sense that seeks to clarify a history for 

women, women’s movements, and feminism in India, is also at stake in this exercise. 

And this is where I hope my revision of context, and of perspective as a way of 

                                                 
7 This would be somewhat similar to Barlow’s use of “future anteriority”, where she says that “paying 
attention to the temporality of what women will have been, particularly in the work of feminist writers 
… reinforces the truth that … theorists … had motivated expectations and were not passively 
representing verities of “context” …” (Barlow 2004: 3). Or that “using future anteriority is a way of 
placing emphasis on the temporal heterogeneity of the present …” (17). 
8 One critique of a presentist perspective would be about understanding the past through its own 
contexts. This telling, though to do with some needs of the present, tries to keep this in mind. 
9 I refer to the alternate symbolic here drawing on Irigaray’s innumerable references to the ways in 
which women cannot be confined to the patriarchal feminine, whether she talks of mimétisme – “an act 
of deliberate submission to phallic-symbolic categories in order to expose them” (Irigaray 1991, quoted 
in Diamond 1997: 173), or in her re-articulation of the metaphor of Plato’s cave, to the ‘other-of-the-
other’. As Whitford explains, “[t]he ‘other of the other’ … is an as yet non-existent female homosexual 
economy, women-amongst-themselves … [I]n so far as she exists already, woman as the ‘other of the 
other’ exists in the interstices of the realm of the [Same]. Her accession to language, to the imaginary 
and symbolic processes of culture and society, is the condition for the coming-to-be of sexual 
difference” (Whitford 1991: 104). I make this reference somewhat in parallel to certain other pairs of 
terms that I explore more fully through the thesis – anomaly/ crisis, or resistance/ revolution. The latter 
of each of these pairs of terms are what I propose as the possibility of a different world. 
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looking at generalities, a way that might seem limited and anomalous except from one 

particular point of view, will come in useful. It is in this sense that I propose this 

chapter as a demonstration of my hypothesis on perspective. 

To these ends, this chapter accesses various kinds of material. It speaks of a 

hypothetical constituency of women-and-men-in-or-out-of-Left-organizations10 in 

Bengal, tracking their passage through political and scientific communities, through a 

politics of feminism in an institutional setting, through to a repeal of the very contexts 

of feminism as they knew it. Put telegraphically, it plots the life of this constituency in 

conventional scientific-political communities where gender, but not feminism, is a 

definite part of Marxist agendas, to a breaking out into more fluid, revisionist spaces 

where there is a turn to the personal, and to feminism as perspective (a move that 

makes its intuitive entry in political spaces and is consolidated in disciplinary contexts 

of feminism), to a time of transition from politics to self-help and a concomitant loss 

of relevance of feminism as an ‘ism’. I hope this map will help me trace the 

relationship between feminism and the political. Obviously this journey has not 

always had the same travellers, nor can it be plotted along a straight line. I will 

attempt, therefore, through this history, only an identification of moments that may 

provide a key to an understanding of this journey and its present turn.  

 

 

 

                                                 
10 A primary word about this constituency is in order here. When I say hypothetical, I do not mean 
imaginary; I do have in mind real people who have had the experiences I am about to discuss. This is a 
constituency, however, that has remained porous and differentiated. All are not in agreement, therefore, 
on the perspectives I will put out. In that sense, it is hardly a collective autobiography. The set of 
perspectives I will put out, however, are what I propose will help build an imagination for the 
‘political’ content of feminism that may not be in consonance with feminism as we knew it. I will 
further propose that such a political content cannot be separate from the epistemological, and therefore 
the role of feminism in putting out a politics of knowledge will also be different from what we have 
now. I will follow this latter thread of the argument in chapter 5. 
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Learning and unlearning: gender and Marxism in Bengal  

 

It would seem to follow then as an indisputable fact that ‘we’ – 

meaning by ‘we’ a whole made up of body, brain, and spirit, influenced by 

memory and tradition – must still differ in some essential respects from 

‘you’, whose body, brain and spirit have been so differently trained and are 

so differently influenced by memory and tradition. Though we see the same 

world, we see it through different eyes. Any help we can give you must be 

different from that you can give yourselves, and perhaps the value of that 

help may lie in the fact of that difference. Therefore before we agree to sign 

your manifesto or join your society, it might be well to discover where the 

difference also lies, because then we may discover where the help lies also. 

             (Woolf 1966, quoted in Braidotti 1991: 209)
 

Ami khunjchi, ami khunjchi, tomar 

thikana …Oli  goli ghure klanto, tobu 

tomay pachhi na …… Tumi bolechile 

shei din, shei byasto sakale … Esho 

nishchoi, esho ekbar aamader michile … 

Tai ichche holo jante ki bhabhe daabir 

kotha tule … kemon shobai  

haath dhore dhore gaan geye path chole 

… …Eshe dekhi aami Dharmatalar char 

kone 

Char dal … Shab nana shure bale eki 

katha Aamar sange chal … Eto shabdo 

Eto chitkaar, tabu ki nidaarun dainyo 

…Eki sloganer nana gandho … tumi 

kothay chile  

Ananya?  

 

 

I have been out looking for you. I have 

walked the lanes … and bylanes, I am tired 

… That busy morning you had said … do 

come, once, to our rally … so … wanting to 

know how the demand for justice is made, 

hand in hand, song on lips … I came. When 

I get here, at the four corners of the Maidan 

… are four groups … each saying in 

different ways the Same - Walk with Me … 

in all that noise, what a profound loneliness 

there is … different flavours, but it’s the 

same slogan … and I wonder … where were 

you, you who were different?  

  

                               (Moushumi Bhowmick, singer)11 

 

This is a woman speaking with a man. 

                                                 
11 See inside of the back cover for a recording of the songs that have been mentioned in this chapter. 
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This is an ambivalent outsider speaking with a sure-footed practitioner. 

This is about someone who yearns to be part – of a difference.12  

This particular telling comes at the time of a re-turn in Left circles in Bengal/ 

India (which is not to suggest a movement “as one”) to questions of a Marxist 

standpoint. The pressure of turning the question around from what feminism can do 

for Marxism (feminism has to go along with Marxist understandings of oppression), 

to its opposite – what engagements Marxism may usefully make with a feminist 

approach (Marxism has to engage with ‘New Social Movements’) – is also visible. 

While such a rethinking is not entirely new, what separates this time from the earlier 

attempts to ‘accommodate women’s perspectives’ within an overarching Left frame is 

possibly the parallel ferment around the ‘political’, so that the queer history that I use 

to talk about the relationship between feminism and the political is also a journey 

from ideology13 – the place where we learnt feminism,14 through deconstructive 

                                                 
12 I have an explanation about the multiple registers of this chapter that is partly an apology. There is, 
here, a somewhat uneasy juxtaposition of what I call the conventional register of love, with the 
conventional register of politics, where the register of love is not about knowing/ representing in the 
way that the register of politics is. I have done this in the hope of one interrupting the other, as also to 
provide an opening to the specificities of a feminist standpoint that I will set out here. I use the words 
of Moushumi Bhowmick, a poet-singer, as an allegory of the questions that could be vital ones, if this 
interruption is allowed, for the rethinking Left; questions that could be interpreted as feminist questions 
– questions of the hierarchical gendering of conventional Marxist politics where the feminine is drawn 
upon as complementary to the ascetic Marxist masculine, as also questions of a more radical thinking 
of sexual difference. I have identified roughly three moments in Bhowmick’s music that help me ask 
these questions. In this first section, where I am trying to talk of whether or not we had a women’s 
movement or feminist questions in Bengal, I find an early moment in her music particularly useful – 
where there is a sense of a search for a difference, the sense of a failed politics, the sense of a voice 
within a voice. Later on, this voice becomes more insistent (as the unvoiceable within conventional 
Marxist practice). And much later, in the last moment I have identified, she has moved on to other 
interlocutors – Marxism is no longer the chief or overpowering interlocutor. It is tempting to read the 
lyrics as emblematic of the problems women have had in Left spaces in Bengal, and to treat it as the 
plea for change. As I will come to in the later part of the chapter, however, it is more the reception of 
her music than its possibly prescriptive qualities that concern me here. As for the relationship with the 
‘we’ of Virginia Woolf’s memory and tradition, the resonances are perhaps few enough to be missed – 
with the yearning to be part of a difference that the registers I look at provide.  
13 I use this word often in this chapter, and would therefore like to clarify its usage here. There is the 
notion of (ruling class) ideology as false and abstract thought that gives an inverted picture of reality 
(as against science). There is another notion of “the set of ideas which arise from a given set of material 
interests” (Williams 1976:128-9), which latter notion allows for other kinds of ideology – proletarian, 
for instance. I use here mostly the latter notion, except in the section on Western trajectories in Marxist 
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moves centering around ‘woman’,15 through the contingent, fractured spaces where 

we said ‘women’, to an articulation of a standpoint of woman-women.16 There are, 

then, two arguments this chapter will make. One is about the need for standpoint 

positions at such a time of ferment around the political. The other is about the value 

and the specificity of a feminist standpoint position.  

I begin with an examination of the debate around whether there was/ is a 

women's movement, or a feminist standpoint in Left hegemonic spaces in Bengal. 

This has to be understood in the multiple contexts of the feminist common-sense 

outside Bengal that masculinist Marxist spaces did not allow for a women's movement 

here, and of a concomitant strong suspicion of feminist agendas among the Left in 

Bengal. This debate is important for my purposes because it has served as the legacy 

for the issues I am about to discuss – it was the point at which the hypothetical 

constituency I refer to entered into questions of gender. Let us look at two 

representative statements or perhaps positions that have grown in the predominantly 

Left milieu. The first set of statements is the following:  

The women’s movement in Bengal dealt with the core issues …17 

feminism is the enemy of Marxism …18 

Raka Ray, in her work on women’s movements in India (2000), traces the 

establishment and working of two organizations that she finds key to the feminism-

                                                                                                                                            
feminism where the base-superstructure model is mentioned. Each of these usages is to be found in 
Marx-Engels’ work and later Marxist theory.  
14 That could be articulated based on the surely shared commonalities between women. 
15 That uncovered representations of an essence attributed to woman in patriarchal frames, and 
simultaneously attempted to identify the onticity of woman that eluded these representations. 
16 That attempts to move from the patriarchal feminine, taking into account the questions asked by the 
heterogeneous experiences of a woman’s life as well as the experiences of different women, and 
articulate a different feminine, perhaps available only through an act of interpretation.  
17 This is the position that Raka Ray works to prove, as I will demonstrate in this section. 
18 This refers to heated rhetoric within Marxist organizations in Bengal as well as to a position that I 
will delineate in this section. 
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Marxism debate in Calcutta. One is Paschim Banga Ganatantrik Mahila Samiti, the 

regional women’s wing of the CPI(M), which is the chief component of the ruling 

coalition in West Bengal, and the other Sachetana, an autonomous women’s 

organization with Left sympathies (2000). In so doing, she touches at the core of a 

debate that has been vitally formative not only for women’s organizations but all 

organizations – students’ unions, trade unions – in these spaces. How can the 

dissemination of an ideology better take place – ‘independently’ or through the ‘party 

line’? How can different opinions on practice be given adequate space? Should there 

be different opinions? Translated into the setting of women’s organizations, these 

questions have sharpened. Can different standpoints exist, and co-exist, in an 

organizational space? Should one of such standpoints occupy primacy for the work of 

politics to proceed? Is one standpoint, namely the Marxist understanding of class, the 

true window on society and consequently the correct route to an emancipatory 

politics? Are other standpoints necessarily superstructural and therefore detrimental to 

a ‘true’ understanding of societal processes when given primacy? 

 Ray posits the political field in Calcutta as “hegemonic … with a 

homogeneous political culture and a concentrated distribution of power”, as against 

her contrast case of the city of Bombay which is a “fragmented field with a 

heterogeneous political culture and a dispersed distribution of power. … This means”, 

she says, “that in Calcutta, dominant organizations tend to occupy most of the 

political space, leaving little room for subordinate groups to establish themselves” 

(Ray 2000: 20). With this in mind, Ray charts the three issues that have been most at 

stake for women’s organizations in Calcutta – both affiliated and autonomous – 

employment and poverty, ideology, and literacy, in the same order of priority. “The 

real surprise,” for Ray, is in the fact that the autonomous groups in Calcutta cite the 
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same issues as the affiliated group. They do not cite, as in the case of Bombay, 

domestic violence, sexuality, fundamentalism, or family – issues that would 

apparently be seen as being more specifically gender issues. This state of affairs has 

been read as a developmental weakness of, or absence of, feminism in Left spaces in 

much of the feminist common-sense outside Bengal. Ray avers, on the other hand, 

that such a reading can only stem from fixed definitions of feminism, and suggests, 

instead, that it is the hegemonic political field in Left spaces that determines what 

issues get taken up here. She finds this evidenced in the sharing of concerns between 

affiliated and autonomous groups in Calcutta. A women’s movement in Bengal, then, 

or what qualifies for feminist interests here, would be different from elsewhere. It 

would, further, take directions dictated by the hegemonic political field. So 

employment, literacy and poverty are identified by Ray as pragmatic gender interests, 

while domestic violence, family and so on – the issues that have primacy in spaces 

outside Bengal and those that are more easily identified as feminist – are named as 

strategic gender interests. 

 Of course there are questions. Some, such as what allows us to call a particular 

field hegemonic and another disaggregated, we will leave pending for now, only 

suggesting that an appearance of fragmentation may not be evidence of an absent 

hegemonic. Further, Ray’s use of her own evidence may be descriptive in a way that 

fails to comment on the relationship between “pragmatic” gender interests and the 

hegemonic – work that would be more relevant to the trajectory and future of gender 

questions for the Left. There are others. Affiliated as well as autonomous women’s 

organizations in Calcutta are today taking up issues of sexual harassment, domestic 

violence, tradition, and while it is too early to suggest a shift, there is definitely a 

greater visibility to these issues. Here, the clue to hegemonic fields may lie not only in 
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the issues but also in the nature of the approach to them. A debate that is apparently 

more central to feminism can be taken up by affiliated or associated organizations 

without ‘gender interests’ necessarily occupying centrality. ‘Gender interests’, be they 

pragmatic or strategic, may also be catered to outside of an avowedly feminist space, 

and this is where I depart from Raka Ray’s formulation. In fact, the re-turn to Marxist 

questions that might challenge the perspective of the economic-in-the-last-instance, 

and that at least in part constitutes a response to feminism in spaces like Bengal, has 

been constituted by its focus on issues related to cultural constructions of gender (say 

signs of Hindu marriage), sexual violence, masculinity, hom(m)osexuality, the 

heterosexual-oedipal-family. It has also tried to think gender, class, race, caste, and 

sexuality in their curious imbrications. At least part of the reasons for this has been a 

notion not of what constitutes a feminist ‘issue’, or, put differently, what would be 

more adequate raw material for a feminist analysis, but what would be a feminist 

methodology of addressing any issue.19  

 To look at another way of answering the question of whether we had a 

women’s movement, and whether it could be called feminist, let us turn to a 

discussion of anti-feminism in other spaces. If we are looking at Bengal as an island 

of anti-feminist ‘Left’ politics in what appears to be a sea of (increasingly liberal) 

democracy where movements like feminism might gain ground, Peggy Watson, in her 

examination of what has been termed the backlash against feminism after the fall of 

communist states in East Europe, is dealing with a somewhat similar situation (1997: 

144-61). Western feminists, says Watson, have read the sudden forfeiture of 

                                                 
19 As we will see later, however, this separation too remained partial – between the issue and the 
methodology – in reformulated Left politics. This provides a pointer at the travel to Indian contexts of 
socialist and Marxist feminist questions where, I would propose, this hierarchy of issues was produced 
in the first place. It also explains, at least in part, why we were not always equipped to face the critique 
that ‘our’ feminism interrupted masculinist Marxist practice only in as much as being a “middle-class” 
feminism. 
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childcare, abortion rights, easy divorce laws in the scenario post-1989, as also the 

reassertion of family-based feminine identity, as a backlash against feminism. They 

have traced this backlash to the legacy of communism, and in so doing also posited 

Western democratic principles as universal and neutral. In response, Watson suggests 

that such a possibility of anti-feminism exists only when there is a visible and 

identified feminist moment prior to the absence. “We need, at the least,” she says, 

“the social presence of feminism and feminists, as well as a valid notion of feminist-

driven social change and female emancipation, before the de-grading of feminine 

identity [as is happening in post-communist East Europe] can be legitimately 

considered to constitute anti-feminism” (Watson 1997: 144-5). Such a condition, says 

Watson, is not identifiable under communism. “Under communism, the widely 

expressed dissatisfaction with women’s so-called ‘double burden’ did not give rise to 

feminist political identity, but was rather associated with its repudiation” (161).20  

Indeed. Under communism, these women had been released from “petty 

housework” through “exemplary communist work” in public catering establishments 

and nurseries; they had been freed from the “infamous laws placing women in a 

position of inequality” as a result of the doing away of “the lumber of bourgeois laws 

and institutions” around paternity and divorce (Lenin 1977: 488-9, italics mine); they 

were not, however, seen as different or bearing a different perspective. Even the 

erstwhile connection between women and feminism had not been made. Many of the 

more “direct” gender concerns seem to have been answered for within the socialist 

state, and it has been said that what remained was the result of “residual capitalism”. 

                                                 
20 Watson is also, of course, making a point about the avowed universality of democracy. She argues 
that “the ‘facts’ of transition to liberal democracy in the former Soviet Bloc undermine the evolutionary 
view of democratization which is deeply rooted in the West, where political citizenship has been 
conceptualized in terms of the accretion of rights on top of, and as a counterweight to, pre-existing 
political inequalities. After communism, democratization has, in itself, a politically polarizing effect, 
involving the institutionalization of political exclusion as much as political inclusion.” (146) 
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The approach to issues identified by the world outside as feminist, then, was through a 

different standpoint than feminism as we knew it. As to what a different perspective 

might have meant in these spaces, one could turn to the debates between Clara Zetkin 

and Lenin on the “woman question”, or to Alexandra Kollontai’s marginalization in 

the party organization after her attempt to raise questions of sexuality. This received 

wisdom would obviously have undergone some skewing, for better or worse, in 

dissemination there and here; one of the traces burst forth recently in the heated 

comment by a radical Left political activist/intellectual in Calcutta circles – feminism 

is the enemy of Marxism. In wholly unintended ways, that one comment symptomizes, 

perhaps, an anxiety – feminism will be the death of Marxism, Marxism here standing 

in for the political, and feminism standing in for a difference that could not be 

accommodated in this space. That activist-intellectual had, in her work, uncovered 

enough experience to know that a feminist standpoint on issues could not but 

challenge at least the practiced versions of Marxism. As per these versions of 

Marxism, then, it followed that feminism as difference could have no truck with the 

political, although women certainly could, as a constituency that qualified for 

intervention. 

We could now ask the question germane to this thesis – could feminism as 

difference have an engagement with science in these spaces? Naturally accompanying 

the Marxist practice in organizations in Bengal were notions of the political as 

separate from the epistemological, as the women-and-men-in-and-out-of-Left-

organizations had realized. Scientific and political practice were separate and to be 

kept that way, so that good scientists were made in the institution and good politics 

constituted movements to access the learning of that science and its products. 

Needless to say, where feminism as difference could have no truck with the political, 
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its prospects were twice removed in this situation where even a politics of knowledge 

had to be about access and not about knowledge-making per se, or about the models 

of knowledge inherent in science.  

 Was/is there, then, a women’s movement in Calcutta? There are certainly 

women’s organizations. Could these organizations be called feminist? If we are not 

going into the analysis with pre-defined criteria regarding what issues should be taken 

up, is it enough to retrospectively read feminist intentions into women’s 

organizational activities here? What is, or is there, or should there be, even among 

contingent negotiations, some version of a standpoint that allows us to call a 

movement or a negotiation ‘feminist’? 

The words of a teacher21 in the School of Women’s Studies, Jadavpur 

University, who had been invited to deliver a talk on women’s movements to a radical 

Marxist group in Calcutta in the late 90s, come to mind. “Prathame ekta taphat – nari 

aandolan aar aandolane nari”22 – she had gently reminded the audience. There could 

perhaps be another separation – between a women’s movement, that is, one initiated 

by women, and a feminist movement? Ray may help our re-turn by naming afresh 

issues outside our feminist common-sense. But the question that she leaves untouched 

is that of the standpoint from which these issues may need to be approached, as would 

follow from Watson’s argument. 

I draw from Raka Ray’s work, therefore, to make the first argument of this 

chapter – that gender has not been absent, but a strong part of, Marxist agendas.  

                                                 
21 Samita Sen, who is also a member of the autonomous group Sachetana. 
22 Let us make an initial separation – between women in a movement and a women’s movement. 
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We could go on to examine, using a different kind of material, what shape 

questions of gender did take in Left spaces in Calcutta, keeping in mind the 

hegemonic political field Ray speaks of. To extend the train of Ray’s argument, we 

could look at Left spaces as contexts of production of the questions on standpoint we 

have charted above and at the beginning of this section. We could read ‘autonomous’ 

here as association without affiliation. It would also be useful to look at the legacy of 

practice that has grown out of such association – the legacy of vanguardism, for one. 

Before we go on to that, however, I will take a small detour to briefly explore some 

elements of feminist interlocutions with Marxism in the Western context. Why take 

this detour? I am not doing this as an easy attempt at comparison, nor with a desire to 

reverently trace the birth and development of a ‘school of thought’ in feminism. On 

the other hand, it has begun to look like a truism today to say that ‘our’ postcolonial 

situations are not answered for by Western theories, or that a theory from a particular 

context is challenged by the empirical claims of a foreign space.23 Further, the very 

universalist, dominant methodologies that such a statement seeks to critique, have 

recognized and dealt with this challenge through ‘think global act local’ strategies 

such as epidemiology (considering incidence or prevalence of disease as in the 

practice of social medicine), factoring in the local condition (thinking and writing 

development from the example of India, as Nussbaum would have – see Chapter 5), 

and so on. I find more useful here John’s (1996) concepts of ‘travelling theory’ and 

composition of theory.24 John suggests that there is a [mis]match between Western 

                                                 
23 Made more forcefully from a culturalist standpoint, this statement has challenged any claims to a 
feminist methodology. 
24  “All these considerations take on a special significance for those of us whose projects are tied up 
with subjects until recently hidden from history and analytical inquiry. Because they have never been 
“sovereign”, the subjects of colonialism, race, class, gender, and sexuality are still coming into 
language at different, intermediate levels of analysis. Not surprisingly, the greatest amount of work on 
these themes has taken place outside the realm of philosophical investigation, sometimes prior to the 
constitution of “theory”. The sense I have is that the field of theory has yet to come to grips with this 
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theory and our concerns. She goes on to suggest that a “rewriting of our projects in 

theory’s terms” may not be the answer. She does not, however, propose a valorization 

of the defiance offered by ‘our’ concerns. Further, she suggests that such a travel 

defies easy geographical groundings of theory and experience, or even a single axis of 

definition of ‘ourness’.25 This is at least a partial movement to unpack the truism that 

pits (Western) theory against (oriental?) experience, in our particular discussion 

‘Western feminist theorizing’ against ‘third world women’s experience’, offering the 

hope that we do not turn our explanations into pastoral philosophies, intuitive 

explanations offered by the ‘subaltern’ or ‘third world women’. I am, therefore, more 

interested in charting, somewhat in the guise of a “reverse anthropology” (John’s term 

and strategy in this context), the proper name Marxist feminism in its proper contexts, 

to see its trajectory in the ‘originary’ space, and the parting of ways (not an original 

separation) between the theory as it travels across geographical boundaries. I am also 

interested in looking at the parting of ways between the explanations driving the 

politics in our contexts, and their Western ‘complements’. Along with the mismatch 

mentioned earlier, it is this that might offer clues to looking at theories in context. 

Further, a composition of theory in context is what I would suggest the best way to 

understand the articulation and journey of feminism and the women’s movement in 

Bengal, from an unviable relationship of feminism with the political, to an inseparable 

relationship with the same; in other words, to understand the movement from the 

                                                                                                                                            
situation; to rewrite our projects in theory’s terms is not an adequate response. My suggestion [is] … to 
partialize our theories, and watch for their levels of composition, as a way forward.” (John 1996: 67). 
25 To put somewhat telegraphically the steps I see here – One – our projects and theories are at least as 
contaminated, if not composed, by the Western Other’s, as the other way round. Two – this may not 
suggest a happy hybridity, if we remember the gradient between the spaces. Three – a keen separation 
of ‘their’ theory and ‘our’ experience, however, only serves to cement the gradient. Four – we are 
looking here not at the receipt of individual theories from the West but at spaces between systems of 
explanation that interrupt each other. Five – this cannot then become a comparison between insular 
Marxist feminism in the West and in India, because of the mutual constitutivity of these spaces. An 
analysis of this constitutivity of spaces, which has often stood in for a comparison of systems, may also 
not be in order, for the two are perhaps inseparable, but not the same. 
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slogan, “feminism is the enemy of Marxism” to the other one, “politics is the essence 

of feminism”. For this articulation, I propose that we could see the radical feminist 

slogan – “the personal is the political” – which came out of a feminist reaction to 

Marxism in Anglo-American contexts, as the outside, the artefact that activated, nay, 

produced feminism in the Bengal context. This was feminism as we knew it, but it is 

this exercise that might also help us identify what that ‘feminism as we knew it’ 

meant. This is what I mean when I say that the seemingly parochial exercise of 

looking at the circumstances of feminism in Bengal would have implications for 

feminism in India as well. This should have implications for a dialogue across 

feminist trajectories also.26 

 

 

Feminism and Marxism: the Western story 
 

In my opinion very simply, if the left refuses a materialist analysis [of the 

oppression of women] it is because this risks leading to the conclusion that it 

is men who benefit from patriarchal exploitation, and not capital. What better 

confirmation of this could there be than their resistance – so theoretically 

inexplicable – to materialist analysis, their insistence on abandoning what is 

held to be their specific theory, when it comes to women? … I suggest it is 

for this reason that they have set up a barrage in front of this question for the 

last ten years.  

               (Silveira 1975, quoted in Delphy 1980: 100) 

 

The first question a feminist must ask of Marxism, and we should refuse to 

discuss any other issue until we get an adequate answer is, what are women’s 

relations to the means of production? 

                        (Delphy 1980: 102) 

                                                 
26 I would like to point out here that I do not seek to set up the Bengal and Western Marxist feminist 
scenarios as adequate microcosmic model for a contrast study between India and the West. Even a 
cursory examination of another Indian state – Kerala, often seen as the twin state of Bengal by virtue of 
the overarching Left presence in mainstream and radical politics – brings up evidence not entirely in 
consonance with the findings here. 
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But what, precisely, does materialist mean in this context? What theory of 

history and what politics inform this critique? … there is no definition of 

what materialism means when linked to feminism. 

                          (Gimenez 1998) 

 

Marxism is, by all the evidence, materialist. To this extent it can be used by 

feminism. In so far as materialism concerns oppression, and inversely if we 

accept that to start from oppression defines among other things a materialist 

approach, a feminist science … wants to reach an explanation of the 

oppression; to do this we must start with it (and) … it will tend inevitably 

towards a materialist theory of history.  

                 (Delphy 1984: 159) 

 

to me this means that materialism is not one possible tool, among others, for 

oppressed groups; it is the  tool precisely in so far as it is the only theory of 

history for which oppression is the fundamental reality, the point of 

departure… [But] a materialist approach cannot be content with adding the 

materialist analysis of the oppression of women to the analysis of the 

oppression of workers made by Marx, and later Marxists. The two cannot be 

simply added together, since the first necessarily modifies the second. 

Feminism necessarily modifies ‘Marxism’ in several ways … 

Two objectives, the extension of the principles of Marxism (i.e. of 

materialism) to the analysis of the oppression of women, and a review of the 

analysis of capital from what has been acquired in feminist analysis, are what 

should define a Marxist feminist or feminist Marxist approach … 

                                (Delphy 1980: 87-88) 

The pages of the Feminist Review were witness, in 1979-80, to a bitter (some 

would say crucial) debate between Christine Delphy and her critics Michele Barrett 

and Mary McIntosh. The debate was avowedly between practitioners of materialist 

(Delphy) and Marxist (Barrett and McIntosh) feminism, with each challenging the 

validity of the other’s methodology. Delphy’s statements above are from her response 
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to the critique of her work by Barrett and McIntosh, who took her to task for using 

Marxist methodologies – of historical materialism – outside of their proper political 

context, and applying them to achieve results – provide answers to the oppression of 

women – for which they were not intended. Delphy responded with an equally 

scathing critique of Marxist feminists’ conflation of materialism with an analysis of 

the capitalist mode of production, their refusal to move out of conventional analyses 

of capitalism, and their insistence on only the ‘ideological’, or superstructural, to 

explain the oppression of women; Delphy saw in this an actual defence of a particular 

variety of Marxist theorizing that declared an avowed indifference to the sexual 

positioning of the worker while being actually constituted by such a positioning.27 

Conventional Marxist methodologies, then – those that took the material to mean only 

the economic, and slotted other questions in the realm of ideology – would not answer 

to the oppression of women, because they took it for granted; historical materialism as 

a methodology, on the other hand, could. 

A slightly different complexion to the debate was given by Martha Gimenez, 

who in an electronic discussion forum started by her on Marxist and materialist 

feminisms in 1998, conveyed the existing confusion about the various namings. 

Gimenez was making her intervention at a time – more conducive to materialist 

feminism – when materialist feminists like Rosemary Hennessey, Susan Landry, 

Gerald Maclean and others, borrowing from Marxism, were yet seeking to site their 

efforts within a socialist feminism that distanced itself from the cultural turn. Gimenez 

sees these moves as disturbing, given the “dominance of socialist feminism on the US 

scene in the 60s and 70s”, and the simultaneous marginalization of Marxist feminism; 

                                                 
27 It is interesting that this move, as also others like the definition of non-waged labour or the search for 
a different Marx, have later independently been the route taken in postmodern Marxist reformulations 
of class understandings. 
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a relationship where “[s]ocialist Feminism, … despite the use of Marxist terms and 

references to capitalism, developed, theoretically, as a sort of feminist abstract 

negation of Marxism”. Twenty years after the heated debate between Marxist and 

materialist feminists, in a political climate fashionably unfriendly to Marxism, 

Gimenez wonders whether this is happening because “Marxist Feminists are likely to 

find more acceptance and legitimacy by claiming Materialist Feminism as their 

theoretical orientation”. Where Barrett and other Marxist feminists of the 70s had 

been questioning the validity of materialist approaches for feminism, Gimenez sees 

the methodological borrowing as a reason why materialist and Marxist feminisms 

could have a more fruitful dialogue. To that end, feminists would do better to ally 

materialist currents with their origins in Marxist feminism in order to strengthen and 

dynamize it, rather than ‘take’ from Marxist feminism the methodology but not the 

name. And as far as methodology is concerned, Gimenez continues to be intrigued, 

rightly, by the various self-definitions – some less clear than Delphy’s – of materialist 

feminism. An example is Jennifer Wicke, who, in a special edition of The South 

Atlantic Quarterly devoted to Materialist Feminism edited by Toril Moi and Janice 

Radway, defines it as “a feminism that insists on examining the material conditions 

under which social arrangements, including those of gender hierarchy, develop... 

[that] avoids seeing this (gender hierarchy) as the effect of a singular....patriarchy and 

instead gauges the web of social and psychic relations that make up a material, 

historical moment” (Wicke, 1994: 751); “... [that] argues that material conditions of 

all sorts play a vital role in the social production of gender and assays the different 

ways in which women collaborate and participate in these productions ... [and that] ... 

is less likely than social constructionism to be embarrassed by the occasional material 

importance of sex differences” (758-759). Elsewhere, Landry and Maclean, in their 
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1993 book, Materialist Feminisms, define it as “critical reading practice...the critical 

investigation, or reading in the strong sense, of the artifacts of culture and social 

history, including literary and artistic texts, archival documents, and works of 

theory...” (x-xi). The desire to save materialist feminism from cultural studies or 

literary theory, as Gimenez suggests, is strong; the methodological separations or 

specificities are not.  

To recapitulate, then, of the three named strands that seem to populate this 

area, socialist feminism at least in North American contexts seems to have been born 

out of a critique of Marxist positions by radical feminists wanting to bring in pure 

gender questions or pointing to the betrayal of these by the Left. This strand critiqued 

Marxist feminism for employing uncritically the Marxist base-superstructure 

framework to explain both class and gender exploitation, asked the question of what is 

specifically feminist about Marxist feminist analysis, and identified patriarchy as the 

main enemy, creating structural (sometimes “ahistorical”, as Gimenez and others have 

put it) explanations of its functioning. It also pointed to how socialist states have 

failed to recognize women’s issues other than work, and how Marxist feminists have 

failed to see that Marxist analysis does not explain what sustains the women-home 

hinge in the first place.28 At least some strands of it, however, notably authored by 

Barbara Ehrenreich in WIN magazine in 1976, distanced themselves from isolationist 

moves in radical feminism, seeking to unpack simple notions of patriarchy and to 

displace Marxism, in order to arrive at a system of explanation that did not consist in 

an ‘adding up’ of feminism and Marxism as critical tools. Powerful theorists of this 

group also include Alison Jaggar (1983), who used Marx’s concept of alienation, 
                                                 
28 Such an analysis of the socialist states, however, has been adequately put in question by Watson’s 
questions regarding adequate grounds for the existence of feminism in these states. The previous 
examination, in this chapter, of whether an ‘issue’ is per se feminist, also questions this socialist 
feminist assumption. 
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extending it to the experience of the non-waged – women as housewives and mothers 

– as against the conventional Marxist reading of waged labour as alienating.  Iris 

Young declared class as a gender-blind category of analysis, made a shift from class 

to division of labour as a useful entry point, and asked for a single theory, as against 

the comfortable ‘dual theories’ alliance of Marxism to explain gender-neutral 

capitalism, and feminism to explain gender-biased patriarchy (Tong 1998:122). 

Young put out the thesis that “marginalization of women and … [their] functioning as 

a secondary labour force is an essential and fundamental characteristic of capitalism” 

(122). Juliett Mitchell (1971) combined a materialist analysis of capitalism with an 

ideological analysis of patriarchy, and stated that although “economic accounts” were 

still primary, they failed to explain reproduction, sexualization of children, and 

sexuality, all of which Mitchell considered as determinative of woman’s status. 

Rejecting, therefore, the solution of an economic revolution, Mitchell asked for a 

psychic revolution that would challenge phallic attitudes.  

Socialist feminists, therefore, would have problems with both Marx and 

Marxists. Marxist feminists remained more faithful to both, sometimes re-turning to 

the early, ‘humanist’ Marx to rehabilitate gender questions, sometimes taking up the 

concerns of ‘working women’ as the constituency for their politics. Marxist feminism 

turns primarily on the concept of the sexual division of labour and household, which 

became one of the most contested sites of theorization. There emerged a whole slew 

of work on the household – arguing for wages, treating housework as creating surplus 

value (the wages-for-housework campaign),29 and arguments against wages. There 

was also work pointing to the sexual division of labour in the public sphere (the 

                                                 
29 The early 1970s saw a feminist group called the Power of Women Collective launch, in the US, the 
campaign as a response to the devaluing of housework. 
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comparable-worth movement for equal wage). Often in these theorizations, there was 

a return to Marx rather than Engels. The critique was that Engels had privileged 

production over reproduction in explaining women’s oppression, or that Engels’ 

belief in an original sexual division of labour did not translate into a critique of the 

institution of heterosexuality, and the attempt was to fill this gap (Engels 1884).  

Marxist feminists also later took up, largely in Britain and to a lesser extent in 

the US, questions of representation and the production of “women as a category”, 

retaining, however, loyalties to the Marxist corpus, and resisting trends like French 

materialist feminism that asked for more radical reformulations of Marxism - Delphy, 

for example (Jackson 2001). This was a trend in theorizing that allowed an adequate 

and autonomous fine-tuning of the ideological, particularly post-Althusser – a project 

of extension of existing Marxist tenets rather than an interruption.30 This changed, 

however, with the post-structuralist turn where the concept of ideology was replaced 

by discourse, and deconstructive work became the chief tool of critique.  

Materialist feminism grew out of a critique of duality in both Marxist (material 

explanations for capitalist exploitation of the worker and ideological explanations for 

women’s oppression, keeping the base-superstructure model alive) and socialist 

(ahistorical theories of patriarchy, moving away from the material bases of 

oppression) feminist explanations, and attempted to retain structural explanations as 

well as the specificities of social contexts – a more pragmatic approach. This strand is 

well inflected through postmodern and postcolonial questions on truth claims and 

metanarratives, and the return to ‘working women’ as a necessary, long overdue, and 

accurate critique of capitalism has driven the finer points of the analysis.  

                                                 
30 Jackson refers to the project of the Marxist feminist journal m/f, launched in 1978, as an example of 
this turn. 
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The above is a cursory glance at complicated trajectories, but it offers some 

answers to the questions with which we came to this exercise. Rosemary Tong’s 

measured comment offers a clue –  

Because Marxist theory has little room for issues dealing directly with 

women’s reproductive and sexual concerns (contraception, sterilization, and 

abortion; pornography, prostitution, sexual harassment, rape, and woman 

battering), many Marxist feminists initially focused on women’s work-related 

concerns. They elucidated, for example, how the institution of the family is 

related to capitalism, how women’s domestic work is trivialized as not real 

work, and how women are generally given the most boring and low-paying 

jobs. … even if the nature and function of woman’s work are not complete 

explanations for gender oppression, they are very convincing partial ones. 

                                   (Tong 1998: 105) 

The interlocutions between feminism and Marxism, then, had come to be 

defined in its originary spaces, at least initially, as a concern about inclusion, rather 

than the terms of that inclusion. Further, these were debates, whatever name they 

took, that were seen as internal to either Marxism or feminism. Up until the work of 

Fraad, Resnick and Wolff on the household (1994), the renewed interest in Delphy’s 

work by materialist feminists (Landry and MacLean 1993, Wicke 1994), or 

postmodern Marxist work on capitalocentrism by Gibson-Graham (2001), a dialogue 

that was more than just reactionary, that truly interrupted each the other, had not even 

begun.31 The position, in Marxist practice and theorization, continued to be of a total 

theory that could explain women’s oppression as adequately as other kinds, after the 

economic revolution. 

                                                 
31 Fraad, Resnick and Wolff challenged class notions in conventional Marxist theory by naming and 
analyzing household processes as class rather than non-class processes. Gibson-Graham refused to 
adopt earlier modes of critique of capitalism, stating that these continued to fall into the trap of 
“capitalocentrism”; they preferred to see resistance, or ways of life, as existing independently of 
capitalist economies, and not only in reaction to them. 
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We are also concerned with a different kind of question here. What would be 

the significance of these latter moves – the postmodern turn in Marxism, the 

resurgence of materialist feminist questions, indeed even the earlier ‘cultural turn’ in 

Marxist feminism – when seen through the lens of John’s notion of “composition of 

theory”? Quite possibly, rather than internal disputes, “theorizing … at the level of 

metaphors” (as Gimenez describes the attempts to respond to other entry points than 

class), or seemingly endless struggles around naming, the turns seen here acquire a 

different meaning. The Marxist feminist need to respond to ‘women of colour’ 

through a taking up of identity questions, postmodern Marxist feminist work shedding 

the capitalocentric approach in Marxism in favour of “local struggles”, or materialist 

feminist work seeking new, more contextualized perspectives on knowledge, may all 

be symptomatic of a partializing of hitherto complete theories, a setting in 

perspective, a “composition” that is never quite complete – all of which is enabled by 

the empirical claims of a foreign, non-Western space, but also finds a way forward 

through it. 

This is most in evidence in the work of feminist standpoint theorists, who 

draw their political stance from Marxist theory, again with the displacements they 

find necessary for the borrowing: 

Marx – utilizing an aspect of reality – overthrows the arguments of the 

economists and points to the overthrow of capitalism itself. Marxism is 

therefore science. It is an analytical reconstruction of the way in which the 

mechanism of capitalist production works. 

On the other hand, as well as being a science, Marxism is revolutionary 

ideology. It is the analysis of reality from the viewpoint of the working class. 

This in its turn means that the working class cannot constitute itself as a class 

without taking possession of the scientific analysis of Capital.  

                          (Colletti 1979, quoted in Hartsock 1998: 86) 



 90

Nancy Hartsock, who returns to Marx as an originator of a different concept of 

objectivity – one produced through context – from that of traditional empiricist 

readings of objectivity, advocates both a return to Marx and a retention of Marxism as 

science. This return is, however, not to the ‘humanist’, subjective Marx that a lot of 

earlier Marxist and socialist feminists have accessed.32 Also taking on board 

Althusser’s critiques of that Marx,33 she attempts to show that the young Marx – in his 

initial movement from analyses of exchange to analyses of production – was 

embedded in a materiality of human relations, an intersubjectivity, to be precise, 

which formed the ground of his major concepts of labour, alienation, and class, and 

which in no way rejected objectivity although giving a different meaning to it. This 

Marx was left behind by conventional Marxists aligning with conventional definitions 

of science, by feminists critiquing the same, as well as by Althusser in his desire to 

save Marx for theory. Hartsock goes on to propose a methodology borrowed from this 

Marx for feminist standpoint theory – a methodology that involves a turn to certitude 

rather than truth – that provides knowledge ‘good enough’ to act on. Such knowledge, 

Hartsock goes on to argue, is more accessible from the vantage point of the oppressed, 

indeed embedded in it, and provides a better knowledge of society, as also greater 

potential for transformative justice. 

There is much more to be read in this light in the work of later practitioners of 

feminist standpoint theory, of whom Sandra Harding has most persistently adopted 

the questions posed by the lives of ‘third world women’ or ‘women of colour’ – still 

useful categories for her – to ask “Whose science? Whose knowledge?”, and to 

propose a “maximizing of objectivity” that is possible only through the multiple and 
                                                 
32 An important thinker here would be Raya Dunayevskaya, who led the movement for Marxist 
Humanism in the US. 
33 Who must be left behind, says Althusser, to access the ‘real’ or political Marx – the scientific Marx. 
The young Marx for Althusser is also the immature Marx (Althusser 1970).  
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different realities of women’s lives, or Donna Haraway who speaks of knowledge(s) 

as being necessarily partial or limited by virtue of being situated.  

Without going into the merits of this thinking at this point, we are interested in 

asking what more this exploration has given us, apart from a glimpse at how theories 

may be composed. A first glance at Indian contexts, in terms of the affiliated-

autonomous debate in women’s political organizations, seems to offer an analogy to 

the socialist feminist attempt to break free of Marxist fetters. There is a similar shift in 

issues focused on, from ideology, literacy, employment, to family, domestic violence, 

sexuality, reproductive rights, as autonomous women’s organizations begin to form in 

India in the 70s. Questions of representation – historical, literary – have been taken 

up, in uncanny similarities with the ‘cultural turn’. Given the strong presence of the 

Left in the particular spaces I discuss, however, the need to situate gender questions 

seems more urgent not so much in the context of overwhelming Left language, as 

seems to be the case in the Western contexts we discussed, as in a ‘skewed’ presence 

of the critique along with the target – pragmatism along with ideology, the backlash 

along with feminism, a high visibility to gender questions along with critiques of an 

unsatisfactory addressal – that appears to be the particular characteristic of 

‘postcolonial societies’ today. In trying to work through what would be an adequate 

feminist response to Marxist thinking in Left circles in Bengal today, therefore, it is 

these cohabitations that I will try to tease out. 

 

 

Perspectives on a journey 

 

The hypothetical constituency of women-and-men-in-or-out-of-Left-

organizations that I spoke of at the beginning of this chapter, in their passage through 
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the scientific institution and the political communities it housed in the hegemonic Left 

spaces in Bengal, had experienced the milieu of the unviable relationship between 

feminism and the political. They were hitherto in a conventional scientifico-political 

space where both science and politics were rational enterprises, separate from each 

other, but enterprises which could also be conducted in alliance. However, somewhere 

in the happy combination of efforts to become good scientists by paying attention in 

the classroom, and good humans through politics, the exercise turned traumatic, as 

questions from the familiar world of politics often interrupted the rigorous exercises 

in the equally familiar world of science.34 These and other interruptions resulted 

partly in a refuge-taking, for a while, in an indifference bordering on antagonism 

toward one or the other of those worlds; one became either a ‘good scientist’, or one 

became ‘persistently political’. For the good scientist, knowledge became the power 

to act, to heal, to ‘make human’ and whole she who was ill or non-knowledgeable. 

For the persistently political, knowledge seemed poised to debar entry into the ethical, 

the human. The constituencies became mutually exclusive. For both constituencies, at 

this point, the ethical was the essence of the political, while the epistemological could 

stand aloof, unmarred. As for the human, both worlds were claiming, at different 

points and in different ways, this category for their own.  

At this point, the two journeys split. Those who had been looking in the same 

direction together, found themselves turning outside from the tight circle. The 

women-and-men, the ‘persistently political’, lost quite a few friends to good science. 

                                                 
34 Some things about the ‘good doctor’ began to look increasingly embarrassing, to take an example, as 
one explored, perforce, those interruptions, often beginning in the clinic, but not always ending or 
contained there. The ‘good doctor’, for instance, always knew. The good patient never did, and never 
asked. That changed, in a while, to the ‘good doctor’ who always knew, and always told the patient 
what she ‘needed to know’. The ‘good doctor’ always maintained a critical engagement between the 
text and his clinical experience, but the experience was his. The patient continued to be experienced, 
but in pain, not in knowledge. For Knowledge could be born not of pain, but of the observation of pain.  
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Having offered allegiance to the now isolated community of the ‘persistently 

political’, however, these women-and-men experienced a need to rethink politics, to 

‘do’ it differently, to cognize it in terms of the ‘political’ as an interpretative tool. 

What did this mean? Once outside the ritual, conventional, domain of Marxist 

political practice, once in a space where there was neither party nor party affiliation 

but (only) a porous community, once in a space where questions other than class were 

at least visible, the dissatisfaction with conventional politics brought several 

responses. For one, the sense that politics was based on poor theoretical foundations 

resulted in the move to rectify this; the result was a continuing separation of politics 

and epistemology, with a shift in focus from the former to the latter. Another response 

was to bring back the excluded perspective, or the excluded as perspective. The 

earlier relationship between feminism and the political too changed radically 

thereafter, with a feminism that took off from the view of the feminine as perspective, 

a feminism that began to enjoy an inseparable relation with the political. We could 

bring up two more statements or perhaps positions that populate this recognizably 

feminist milieu, that exemplify this shift. These were positions that were held 

theoretically in the women’s studies department these women-and-men passed 

through, as well as in the texts that articulated feminism at a global level. 

Women’s studies is a perspective and not a discipline … 

Politics is the essence of feminism … 

And we have, in parallel, in the space of the ‘rethinking political’, the following – 

Aamar kichu 
katha chilo … 
tomay balar … 
kebol tomay … 

 jei na ami 
thonth nerechi 

I had something 
to say … it was 
meant for your 
ears alone … 
but it was lost 
… under the 
weight of the 
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…  
shei kathata 
toliye gelo … 
 ei shomoyer 
shabdo talay … 
 

words of today 
…in the 
moment that I 
… moved my 
lips to utter the 
words …  
 

Moushumi Bhowmick, the singer whose words are roughly translated above 

and in the earlier section, appeared on the scene at a time when urban middle-class 

Bengali music was reinventing itself in the 1990s. ‘Anti-establishment’ had already 

become an energized word, and not just in radical Left politics, at the time, and was 

often the content of this music.35 Alongside, but not quite with,36 the shift in the music 

that spoke of and to the critical Bengali psyche, came her songs – songs that seemed 

to embody the pain that almost declares access to perspectival identity. While this 

impulse can be recognized in many parts of feminist discourse in India – in Partition 

narratives, or in various other kinds of “social suffering”, on the Left in Bengal, 

particularly post-Naxalbari,37 it signaled, through the experience of trauma and the 

sense of a ‘failed politics’, a singularly powerful access to a reflexive radicalism. 

Most of her music had, at this time in her writing, a languorous, yearning, intimate 

quality, a drawing into immediate inter-subjectivity, as it were, of the Other. This is 

music that is completely new to Left spaces, stepping completely outside the ‘slogan’, 

not immediately intelligible to those outside the community – a community that 

changes and shifts – but music with presence enough to sometimes be called 
                                                 
35 While the ‘establishment’ here suggested the hegemonic Left, equally harsh objects of critique were 
its radical critics – the ‘bomb-mongers’, for neither of them provided the answers the middle class 
asked for. 
36 In an interview titled ‘Singing from the Outside’ with a leading English-language daily in 2002, 
Bhowmick talks of her positioning as “an inability to fit into "the Baangali Establishment. I think it just 
happens to people who grow up outside the city. You never do quite belong” (The Hindu 2002).  
37 A large-scale and violent movement against the establishment in the 1960s that started from an 
armed agrarian uprising in North Bengal, and involved large numbers of students and intellectuals (but 
was not classified outside revolutionary circles as a ‘mass’ movement). Proposing the Maoist path of 
protracted armed struggle, proposing a surrounding of the city through the villages, and attacking 
‘revisionism’ within the communist parties that were then part of the ruling coalition, this movement 
began within the communist party ranks, and nearly a generation – often referred to as the ‘cream’ of 
Calcutta’s elite schools and colleges - was wiped out in unprecedented police repression upto the late 
1970s in Calcutta alone. The wounded beginnings of rethinking Marxism in India might be this point. 
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‘revisionist’. Coupled with her ‘failure’ to bond with big music companies despite the 

amazing quality of her music, Moushumi Bhowmick seems to epitomize resistance in 

a world of compromise.  

But there are two senses of the perspectival that we are working with here. If 

political, and by extension Marxist practice, has regarded the “particular point of 

view” – class, for instance – as what enables a politics, an-other point of view has, by 

the same ken, sometimes appeared “distorted or confused”. We have seen that gender 

is a part of Marxist agendas; are Marxist agendas gendered? Much work has been 

done on the ‘place of woman’ or the feminine in nationalist discourse; Lata Mani’s 

work on the discourses around sati (1993)38, Partha Chatterjee’s suggestion regarding 

the “nationalist resolution of the women’s question” (1999),39 and Spivak’s notion of 

the “brown woman who must be saved from her traditions” (1988) come to mind, 

each pointing to the woman as bearer of ‘culture’ as a private domain in these 

discourses. While most of these critiques do not suggest a way out of the binary they 

seek to debunk, except in some cases through a faithful reversal, we are more 

concerned with a certain overlap of significations with Marxist discourse here. 

Notions of the woman populating older Marxist thought, inextricably bound up with 

Bengali bhadralokness40 and the Enlightenment man, were not vastly different from 

                                                 
38 Where she talks of how the woman travels in between being the object and the ground for the 
debates around tradition and its interpretations in both British administrators’ and early social 
reformers’ (named proto-nationalist by Uma Chakravarti elsewhere) accounts.  
39 Here, as elsewhere, Chatterjee has pointed to the inside-outside framework, where woman occupies 
the domain of the inside/ the spiritual/ the private, as the nationalist reaction to the colonialist concern 
for the ‘Indian woman’.   
40 A rough translation of bhadralok would be intelligentsia; descriptively a middle-class that emerged 
in Bengal in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, associated with property-ownership and 
Western education, the word soon became a metaphor for gentility and culture, that various 
constituencies then laid claim to, to become the bhadralok [Broomfield 1968]. Marxist practice would 
logically undermine the values enshrined in this class; early Marxist practice did not, however, 
traveling, instead, through bhadralok ‘ness’ to initially share the same cultural space. Interesting 
studies of cultural production in late colonial Bengal in fact argue that the “present Left hegemony in 
the state is largely based on the successful construction of a Marxist discourse in bhadralok cultural 
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this approach, although they retained some degree of ambivalence regarding the entry 

of women into the public sphere. Obviously there is a movement, in a Marxism now 

on the move; so that a different perspective at least creates an interruption. But a 

continued mapping, albeit an insecure one, of the public-private, persists. Woman-

Marxism, love-politics, affect-reason, here seem bound up inextricably, adding new 

significations but retaining old maps.41 In the same moment that I speak of the 

essentially ‘feminine’ inchoate perspective, there is also the political as masculine. 

Here it is an ascetic masculine that is spoken of (Dasgupta 2005: 79-98), that is other 

than the image of the ‘true communist’ previously in circulation. “Instead of the 

identical warrior-like stereotype invoked for discussing the communists,” Dasgupta 

says, “I will emphasize what draws them closer to the figures of wanderer and 

renouncer, to that of a devotee as well as an innovator … [t]he ascetic inflection … is 

not exceptional but rather constitutive of the very way one became a communist in 

Bengal” (Dasgupta 2005: 3)42. Such a figure of reticence, put together with the ‘much 

too emotional but non-knowledgeable’ feminine image that emerges from the music I 

discuss above, completes the picture of the insecure mapping I have been trying to 

discuss. I would further suggest that in becoming the ‘rethinking Marxist’, more 

adjectives were added to the ascetic masculine figure. This figure is also a sentimental 

one, retaining old austerities but vulnerable, as it were, to the power of affect.43 Is the 

power of perspective set out by Bhowmick’s music then received as emotional, 

sometimes inchoate, essentially ‘feminine’? Is this then the ‘inner critical (moral?) 

                                                                                                                                            
productions”, registering important shifts from Marxist theory, so that “the articulation of Marxism 

took on a distinctive middle class character in the process” (Dasgupta 2005: 79). 
41 I am talking here of the conventional registers of love and politics where the familiar separations 
between emotion and Reason, feminine and masculine, are available. 
42 Dasgupta goes on to paint a rich picture of the particular philosophy of austerity that populated the 
bhadralok Marxist conscience.  
43 In such a making of the Marxist man, could the complementary journey for the woman be from the 
adoring woman, to the infantilized woman, to the angry woman?  
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voice’, the constitutive inside that overlaps with earlier Marxist visions of culture, 

rather than the outsider? The inchoateness, it would seem, has to remain so, 

translating into an otherness, not difference, serving as a repository of that which 

cannot be, so that that which is can survive. A true complementarity appears to have 

been achieved here, in this coming together, and I would suggest that this becomes the 

placeholder for a possible feminism in Bengal, one that can have a relationship with 

the political. Does such an inchoate, essentially ‘feminine’ perspective then contain, 

and contain, the political content of gender in Marxist practice?44 

It is at this juncture that we come to the question of the women’s studies 

experience. The opening question for the first class of the M. Phil course in the 

School of Women’s Studies in Jadavpur University (2001) was – “Is women’s studies 

a perspective or a discipline?” As the class, and the classes, progressed, stressing on 

perspective as all-important, reiterating again and again the birth of women’s studies 

from the women’s movement,45 other thoughts came crowding in. The pair of terms – 

theory-practice – had operated fairly differently for women-and-men-in-and-out-of-

Left-organizations previous to their entry into the School. In the rarefied cigarette-

smoke filled rooms of radical student politics of the 1980s, where the women had held 

their breath – literally and metaphorically – for fear of distracting from the political, 

feminism was at best ethical practice that only needed to be added on to be more 

                                                 
44 I would suggest here that the relationship between the ‘feminine’ and the ‘inchoate’ or ‘intuitive’ is 
not sedimented as a stated position in these histories, but more as residue, where the anthropologized 
category of the ‘political-man-in-need’ carries huge capital. This is a suggestion I find in the work of 
Michelle Le Doeuff, who examines early positivist-empiricist work in the sciences that has been 
critiqued for carrying the Reason-emotion divide, and a sexed one. Le Doeuff is skeptical of this 
critique, finding instead that the hierarchical gendering of forms of knowledge in these texts comes 
through more as a residue than a well-defined position. This residue, she finds, emanates from the 
asides, sexist remarks, and an anthropologized reading of Reason that accompanies the other view of 
Reason – mixed-sex, complemented by and related to intuitive knowledge (Le Doeuff 2003).  
45 And indeed this was the way the very syllabus was organized – the first 6 months set aside for the 
general discussion on perspective, after which the students bifurcated into two groups one of which 
would take textual readings for representations of women, the other the ‘social science’ route for 
feminist critiques of theory. 
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sensitive to women, at worst borrowed theory or a bourgeois ruse that needed to be 

rejected, and, most often, irrelevant to the discussion.  

So it was perspective, yes, but only perspective. To answer the earlier question 

posed between Ray and Watson, there was ‘gender interest’, at an experiential level. 

The women’s movement was movement by women organized by a vanguard, and the 

theory always was of the economic as the primary question. Any sense of a different 

standpoint growing out of that perspective was not only unwelcome, it was absurd.46  

A ‘troublesome’ connection happened here – troublesome given the well-

established critique of the hegemony of white Western feminism in setting global 

agendas. When the heady ‘her’story of the women’s movement in the West and the 

wealth of radical feminist theorization around gender shot through these smoke-filled-

rooms, it spoke powerfully to the women who were looking for something in those 

spaces. They already knew India had a women’s movement; they themselves had their 

own women’s wings; one Left organization even had an exclusive women’s journal – 

left to the women to run, and never remembered in parleys with other political forces. 

Over the years, the women in that mo(ve)ment have been forced to unpack the 

meanings, re-read that moment, and moving with the metaphor of travel (perhaps 

pushing it a little), I suggest that in a field already organized around a different 

hegemonic axis – that of the Left – global feminism acted not so much as arbiter or 

example, but perhaps as that tale that helped the ‘turning outward’ that I have spoken 

of at the beginning of this chapter. A turning from within outward to build a critical 

                                                 
46 Formed in the 1981 conference at SNDT University in Bombay, the IAWS constituted itself as an 
autonomous body, unlike the AIWCC, and took upon itself the task both of articulating the mandate of 
Women’s Studies as a discipline and of spelling out its connections with the women’s movement. From 
the many publications, conference proceedings, and manifestos that bore the mark of this exercise, it is 
clear that there was a movement, in the 80s, to speak of ‘women’s knowledge’, and of bringing such a 
perspective into the academic institution. Whether such a movement produced the conditions for a 
different standpoint is the question I seek to ask.  
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telling that needed the ‘outside’ question as much as the ‘ironic subjectivity’, the 

different perspective afforded in the Marxist legacy. These women, then, and some 

men, went to these texts, these stories. They re-read the stories of the Telengana 

struggle, of the women of Progressive Organisation of Women, the Mahila Samta 

Sainik Dal,47 to look for those lines in-between, to look at how those women had, in 

their manifestoes, “stressed the question of sexual oppression of women in a way that 

earlier social reform or feminist groups had not” (Kumar 1993:105). And they began 

to shift from pointing only to the status or presence of women in this or that place, to 

also pointing to the structures of oppression, and to the levels of meaning at which the 

category of gender was organized. 

There was something else happening at the time. The general dissatisfaction 

with the violence, the impositions of the official party, the mode of ‘doing politics’, 

the issues being raised, the complete lack of self-reflexivity, was beginning to find 

one expression in a theoretical caucus that identified itself as definitely Marxist but 

drew from post-Marxist and postmodern Marxist literature that had begun moving 

away from notions of base-superstructure or even from the ‘economic’ as the last 

instance. Gender, being quite obviously the most consistent failure of the Left, 

became the rallying point around which this group sedimented into solidarity. The 

Left’s failure to address gender was considered the result of poor or no theorization, 

and cutting-edge theory therefore became the weapon this group was looking for. This 

impulse carried within itself a critique of mainstream academia as well.  There were, 

then, three moves here – a critique of lack of theory in the radical organizations, a 

critique of poor theory being turned out in academia, and an implicit critique of how 

                                                 
47 Both organizations were formed in the 1970s.  
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politics was being defined and done. The entry into women’s studies was seen, in this 

frame, as another way to share these moves and hone one’s theoretical skills.  

Did women’s studies then offer that space for articulation of difference?48 

What, for instance, were the ‘issues’ that were seen as important for academic 

activity? An examination of the publications, workshops and ongoing projects of the 

two major women’s studies centres in Bengal throws up a wider variety of issues 

under discussion than Raka Ray’s reading would allow for. While this chapter will not 

go into a detailed analysis of this area, I would like to point to the chief topics that 

have been worked on. Women’s labour is, as expected in the space, a major area of 

interest. So is the right to health and education, politicization of women, and women 

in professions. A large part of this work is couched in the language of empowerment – 

a word which carries high currency in development agendas. Also seen in 

empowerment terms is the discourse around the girl child – her plight in the informal 

sector and traditional patriarchy being the chief focus. So far, this work is seen as an 

engagement of need. Outside of these conventionally Marxist issues, there is work on 

oral histories of Partition and the associated displacement of women, trafficking, 

mental health, violence, sexual harassment. A major part of the work, however, is on 

the recovery of women’s writing – a project of writing into history the everyday 

stories of/ by women who, be they in the domestic space or elsewhere, are making 

their negotiations with disadvantage. Along with biographies making visible women 
                                                 
48 Sitting in the bastion of an abundantly self-assured Left, the move towards articulating a different 
perspective was in itself perhaps a radical one. But the space was also a fraught one – fraught with 
other differences, with the pressures of loyalty to the Left (not official pressures, but the difficulties of 
separating from the legacy), with the constant straining at self-reflexivity. Here was a feminism that 
was attempting to move away from a vanguardist practice but that, even in employing a different 
perspective, wanted to communicate the truth of gender to its women, that wanted to ‘show’ them 
patriarchy, make them ‘see’ gender. This feminism had found it difficult, while practicing a ‘speaking 
to’, to ‘speak with’ the experience of the women who were its ‘mass’.  Feminism as it had organized 
itself in these (Left) spaces felt it shared a common perspective with women around them because of 
their very enmeshedness; the standpoint they (the feminists) then offered was, however, theirs 
exclusively. 
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who became independence martyrs or political heroes, this work has been seen as a 

re-affirmation of personal spaces as legitimately political. I have indicated toward the 

‘troublesome’ impact that global, Western, universalist, feminism might have had in 

these, ‘our’ spaces of political negotiation, and the subsequent intense re-articulation 

of what was seen as the personal, possibly private domain in nationalist histories. We 

can see here how personal, arguably individualist spaces, seen as invalid on the Left 

unless politicized,49 have been re-written also; my question is, in what way. In the 

struggle to survive that old Left charge – the personal is antagonistic to the political – 

have they become re-written as fragile, requiring attention and carrying a 

conventional political import of their own? Do tropes like extreme adversity or 

martyrdom – recognizably political tropes on the Left50 – that populate these women’s 

lives, continue to shore up the prescription?51 

A looking back again at the journey of the hypothetical constituency I talk 

about might be illuminating here, and this has to do with the way in which these 

women and men had read the second-wave slogan itself – that slogan that, in its 

changed form, became theirs with reformulated Marxism. While reversing the old 

Marxist slogan to say that the personal is the political, for one, the old vanguardist 

impulse was retained so that feminism, from being an unviable companion to politics, 

now became the politics that would energize women’s hitherto untouched lives. 

Contradictorily, the personal, the everyday, began to be seen as a pristine space, 

forgetting the overdeterminations by the politics of patriarchy. Where patriarchy on 

the one hand had trivialized the everyday, the everyday in the shape of the normal had 

nevertheless remained the single most powerful site for the operations of the 
                                                 
49 The legitimate slogan on the Left being – “The political must enter into the personal”. 
50 Through being the “voice of the oppressed”. 
51 This, rather than choice of issues, is how I would suggest hegemonic fields work – a performative 
making possible of a move that is at the same time constraining.  
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patriarchal hegemonic. So in the personal-political slogan, both words had their 

earlier paleonymies that had not been taken into account, and further, that these 

women and men had been interpellated by. They were not trying to formulate their 

revised politics in a vacuum, obviously. 

It is also here that I would like to note a connection between subjectivity and 

the political that this and other women’s studies centres were trying to make. While 

the notion of perspective that is intuitively put out in political spaces finds analogy 

and consolidation in the institutional feminist spaces I have just discussed, the kind of 

nearly stereotypical paean to subjectivity that Moushumi Bhowmick represents is not 

picked up by the feminist Left in Bengal that reiterates subjectivity (in terms of 

perspective) as its very foundation. While in the political spaces that hosted this 

intense discussion of perspective, the complementarity that it produced seemed 

important, for the feminist Left, subjectivity is that fragile perspective that must be 

protected. Put differently, it must be fragile and inchoate enough to warrant 

protection/ inclusion/ mention. 

For such a protection, then, is masculinist Marxism a necessary requirement? 

There were other ways in which the prescription had been working. From 

somewhat prior to the establishment of women’s studies centres in India, ‘culture’ – 

equated with superstition, tradition, and other code words – had been defined by the 

Left as another non-rational element of the personal that needed to be opposed. Given 

this legacy, feminists in India have, as John (1998) has pointed out, had a different 

pair of terms from the nature-culture binary in Western philosophy that Western 

feminism much needed to critique. That pair has been culture-politics. The 

engagements on the axis of this pair have been many and varied, ranging from a 
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“culture versus politics” position, following on which “culture” could be pitted 

against feminism, to a politics of cultural explanation. Sometimes, this has produced a 

rejection of feminism, sometimes a uniquely Indian feminism. 

The engagements with culture have been mostly in the fields of literature and 

history. Here, popular notions of the fluidity of gender in the Indian philosophical 

imaginary that are said to speak for the particular Indian experience, sit in uneasy 

contest with feminist readings of antagonism between the sexes or of the operations of 

traditional patriarchy. Then again, avowedly feminist engagements with the ‘plurality’ 

of Indian pasts, especially with regard to evidences in literature or history, may be 

found. While work like Ruth Vanita and Saleem Kidwai’s Same-Sex Love in India, 

for example, has seen the fluidity of sexual relations and freedom of choice of sexual 

partners in representations from Indian pasts as evidence of the plurality of ancient 

Indian philosophy, 52 scholars like Romila Thapar in their work on the status of 

women in ancient India have sought to undermine easy notions of plurality and 

liberatedness by pointing to the evidence of subordination of women especially under 

Brahminism. This again seems to be countered by findings about the Buddhist 

periods, which read Buddhist philosophies as sexually egalitarian. Many scholars, 

including Thapar, have also worked at the interface between literature and history (as 

in reading the Sakuntala story) to show up the element of interpretation that produces 

what counts as an authentic cultural past. John’s point here is that while Western 

feminism has organized itself around the essentialist-constructivist debate as played 

out in the category of sexual difference, feminists in India have found culture to be the 

‘natural kind’ that must be de-essentialized or valorized as the case may be. In 

                                                 
52 “Ancient Indian philosophy provides us with tools to undo the categories of gender and sexuality” 
(Vanita and Kidwai 2001: 24). 
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hegemonic fields like Bengal, then, this Left’s promotion of a scientific temper and 

suspicion of culture, an most clearly demonstrated in the Popular Science Movements, 

brought it into natural alignment with feminist work that ‘saw’ traditional patriarchy, 

or read scriptural prescriptions against women.53 

‘Theory’, then, was obviously different in these contexts. The questions were 

different. For the hypothesized constituency of women-and-men-in-and-out-of-

political-organizations, however, the answers were not all forthcoming. Questions of 

perspective, or the slogan ‘politics is the essence of feminism’, sometimes took on 

trajectories that justified a retreat from difficult questions, or rejected theory as too 

abstract. Feminism in these spaces, having already established strong links with the 

experiential, did not always face the task of translating or examining the dynamics of 

the relationship between experience and politics. And in the evaluations outside 

seminar rooms, a far too defensive retreat into perspective got picked up by critics to 

‘expose’ women’s studies for what it ‘really was’ – a softer discipline, a women’s 

space, a space of ‘narrative’, not theory. This was the theoretical response in non-

conventional political spaces I was talking of, seeing in women’s studies nothing 

other than an extension of the dominant positions on the Left that would not have 

known how to deal with a stronger articulation of the ‘sexual difference’ question, 

                                                 
53 The Left’s suspicion of culture was put to work most effectively in the popular science movements 
that spread throughout independent India and Bengal, promoting the notion of a ‘scientific temper’. 
This is, however, a more complicated trajectory than it seems to be – one that will be explored more 
thoroughly in the next two chapters. The Popular Science Movements, that I will discuss more 
thoroughly in Chapter 3, are being read more minutely today, expanding the notion of what the 
movements were, as well as disengaging them from a straightforward Left agenda. In this reading, they 
are seen as pro-people, access-oriented movements rather than hegemonic ones, putting science to 
work for the people and challenging material disparities brought in by ‘big science’. It is with this latter 
shift, however, that I propose the Bernalist spirit came into its own. The point this chapter wishes to 
make here is this. Apart from the hierarchical science-culture opposition that was legitimized here, the 
alignment between feminism and Marxism also failed to question the logical positivism that imbued 
this notion and practice of science. At the present moment, this notion of a ‘scientific temper’ has 
seeped into sustainable development practices like building smokeless stoves, low-cost hygienic toilets 
etc, associating with tenets of community medicine – a more measured method of factoring in the 
social environment. This movement is yet to be examined more extensively. 
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which did not consider the possible legitimacy of a feminist standpoint. In the event, 

the questions that were being raised – of feminist standpoints as being necessarily 

produced through the perspectives of women’s lives, of context not being site of 

verification of theory but the site of its production, of the journey from perspective to 

standpoint not being one of consciousness-raising in the old forms but being possibly 

more mutually constitutive, of relations with other standpoints – like class, being 

necessarily to be worked towards rather than given or understood, sometimes got 

buried under this version of the theory-practice debate.  

One shape this shift to rigorous theory took, as we can see, was of a criticality 

that challenged both ‘feminist activism’ and ‘Marxist politics’, but also helped a 

positioning outside both. Why did gender play such an important part in this 

expression? By the incitement to discourse that was already in place? As the easiest 

identifiable failure and therefore weak point of the Left? Or, most damningly, as the 

constitutive inside to a discourse of loss of the ‘political’ that remained, nevertheless, 

androcentric?  

The questions I am trying to ask here are the following: one, whether with a 

certain women’s perspective/ otherness being used to deconstruct Left agendas, the 

interlocutors were actually different generations of male Marxists warring over the 

right to ‘own’ gender; and two, whether retaining gender as perspective and the 

putting outside of the possibility of gender as standpoint was a necessary component 

to the articulation or re-articulation of a Marxist standpoint. And as I recall the 

obsessive theoretical investigations at one point into the onticity of woman that vied 

with the discussions on the power of perspective, Irigaray seems to put back into 

focus our question: 
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Why try to speak with a man? Because what I want, in fact, is not to create a 

theory of woman, but to secure a place for the feminine within sexual 

difference.  

                   (Whitford 1991: 159) 

It is important to keep in mind that in the debate between ideology and 

perspective, the Left has always been on the side of ideology. The Left, then, would 

seem to be making a break with its own methodologies, in retaining gender as 

perspective. But not if we look at the second, third and fourth arguments this chapter 

makes – that gender as perspective is a constitutive element of Marxist agendas, that 

gender as perspective is in fact a Marxist legacy in our spaces, and that gender as 

standpoint remains perhaps the constitutive outside of Marxist discourse. This is what 

I hope my exploration in this section has demonstrated. 

But is gender as perspective a feature only of Marxist spaces? 

 

 

Feminism: an anachronism? 

 

In conversation recently, Moushumi Bhowmick talked about a shift in her 

thinking from the previous somewhat “self-indulgent” mode, to a realization of a need 

for engagement with other perspectives. That realization is reflected in her music 

today – in her associations with folk singers, her shift from the theme of ‘failed 

politics’ to little movements in people’s lives. Or would we say she has lost the 

“radical edge” of politics?  

We have, so far, been treating geographical spaces as equivalent to political 

fields. But worlds of resistance, or those explicable through frames other than 

hegemonic, are to be found in the same geographical spaces. In our re-definitions of 

hegemonic political fields, we have attempted to show how the Left legacy has been 
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operative in producing contexts for resistance as well – as in questions of a feminist 

standpoint, or even perspective. Questions of a feminist standpoint may be said to 

have acquired such survivalist54 significance in Left spaces on account of the field 

being defined through a single standpoint possibility – namely Marxist. The force 

with which these questions present themselves in these spaces is nearly inexplicable 

elsewhere. But where is elsewhere? Different geographical spaces, or different 

conceptual frames? Spaces sometimes outside the conventionally ‘political’?  

The Telegraph – an English language daily brought out in Calcutta by the 

Anandabazaar group of publications, once known specifically for its anti-Left stance, 

now one of the more visible newspapers in the city of Calcutta – boasts a weekly 

women’s page that has been running now for eleven years. For a regular reader of this 

page, certain moments in the history/trajectory of this page stand out. Moments that 

have marked a certain movement, for instance, from the issue to the achiever, to be 

covered in the broad centre-piece of the page. That achiever may be India’s first 

woman pilot, the record-breaking Indian woman cricketer, the once-victim of 

domestic violence who has now published a book bringing together testimonies by 

women. There has been the introduction of a narrow left-hand column offering witty, 

perspectival but ‘light’ discussion on, say, recent happenings of interest to women. A 

short collage at the bottom, of international or national events highlighting women’s 

issues. 

Nothing much to complain about. Nothing much … that is too difficult to 

digest, that is too thought provoking, too narrowly focused. Nothing much. 

                                                 
54 A ‘women’s movement’ had always survived within Marxist spaces, as we have seen. It is a different 
kind of survival we talk of here – the sense that the features of this movement did not always allow us 
to call it feminist. 
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Women are always, everywhere, making their little negotiations, fighting their 

battles. The negotiations are necessarily contingent, the resolutions contextual.   

But why are we expecting so much from a newspaper? 

We are not. We may only be looking at what is perhaps one reflection of a 

conceptual frame where ‘gender interests’ – referred to in the earlier part of this paper 

– come up, and are negotiated, without the benefit, or burden, of a standpoint. One 

reading – the radical Left’s – of the phenomenon would put it as the ‘influence of the 

market’, to state it very crudely. At least one feminist reading would name the 

backlash against feminism as responsible for such a movement away from the 

recognizably political. But we are up here, perhaps, against an elsewhere – a 

conceptual frame where feminism is not always the enemy; it is merely irrelevant. 

And this is a conceptual frame where we have already moved on, parallel to a 

movement from ideology to extreme contextualism, also from politics to self-help.55 

But there are parallel movements within feminism that need to be taken into 

account, and accounted for, to delineate more fully the climate within which this 

investigation is placed. One of the concerns of feminism as a critical discourse vis-à-

vis various hegemonic formations has been to provide a different vantage point from 

which to both describe and transform ‘real’ situations. In doing so, it has been hard 

put to fix this vantage point; where earlier it may have been easy to talk about 

“oppression of women”, today this vantage point – assuming it comes from women – 

recedes each time into fuzziness or multiplies manifold. What of women? And what 

of different women? Whether it be termed “fractured feminist foundationalism” (Wise 

and Stanley, 1993), or postmodern feminism, trends in Western feminism have moved 

                                                 
55 I will elaborate further on this shift in Chapter 5. 
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out of Cartesian certainties of a “view from nowhere”, through to Derridean ideas of 

choreography or dance, offering at the very least a multiplicity of perspectives. These 

have, however, as Susan Bordo suggests, while attempting to move out of dualistic 

logic, sometimes introduced another transcendence – “the historical specifics of the 

modernist, Cartesian version [having] … been replaced by a new, postmodern 

configuration of detachment, a new imagination of disembodiment: a dream of being 

everywhere” (Bordo 1994: 466). At another, and related level, Bordo talks of “the 

conversion of … [the insight that] gender forms only one axis of a complex, 

heterogeneous construction, constantly interpenetrating, in historically specific ways, 

with multiple other axes of identity … into the authoritative insight, and thence into a 

privileged critical framework, a “neutral matrix” (to borrow Rorty’s term) that … is 

… capable of determining who is going astray and who is on the right track” (463). 

Theorists like Toril Moi (1999) have, on the other hand, attempted to stem the flow of 

endless difference by talking of taking responsibility for stands; moving from a 

complete gender scepticism that would suggest that through attention to difference, 

the notion of gender would be too fragmented to be useful, to looking at meanings 

within context, or a “laying claim” to a contingent identity. 

I will delineate, in Chapters 3 and 5, the articulations around women’s 

experience that have been made in Indian and broader postcolonial contexts, which 

have largely traveled from ideology to contextualism. One model of talking about 

women’s experiences for feminism has been of the woman as subject of experience 

excluded by the dominant. This is exemplified in the post and anti-development 

debates (Escobar 1995), discourses around the experience of motherhood, the 

construction of the ‘third world woman’ as repository of experience. Resistance in 

this model is seen as arising from the consciousness of this oppressed subject. Further, 
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‘resistance’ in this model is either “pre-capitalist” or completely ‘outside’, 

suppressed; its structural or other relationship to the forces of domination is not clear. 

The other model, partly building on the gaps in the former one, has been of reading 

hegemonic spaces as hosts of contextual and contingent negotiations, where the 

results of the dynamic between the hegemonic and the resistant can neither be 

predicted nor explained through simple hierarchical structures.56 A fuller exploration 

of this latter model, then, would help make the case for women as having differing 

and valuable perspectives; it would not, however, easily allow for the consolidation of 

these into a common standpoint.57 

In the ‘third world’, thinkers like Chandra P. Mohanty (2003) have forcefully 

defied the Western feminist delineation of the ‘third world woman’. Although it is not 

entirely clear how Mohanty employs the tools of race or class to do this, her primary 

impulse – a denial of the homogenization inherent in the naming – is relevant to our 

discussion, as a strand of thinking that fails to ‘find’ enough unity in the constituency 

of women to offer it up for a universal feminism.  

Feminist critiques of positivist-empiricist science have run into similar 

questions. Rejecting the possibilities of a feminist method (Harding 1987), or of a 

feminist epistemology (Pinnick 1994, Heberle 1998), some of these have ‘failed’ to 

find the unified subject of feminism that would allow for a unique basis of critique, 

                                                 
56 One of the more powerful analyses in this direction in the development debates come from Gibson-
Graham who identify what they call “capitalo-centrism” in the post and anti-development positions that 
“attribut[e] to the global capitalist system a naturalized role as the preeminent and self-regulating 
‘essence’ of development … created and disseminated as the discourse of capitalism … [and consider] 
local differences, movements and forms of resistance … [as] the weaker ‘other’ to the dominant 
structure” (Gibson-Graham 2001: 156-163). 
57 This model is significantly visible at a time when development agendas themselves are producing 
self-perceptions of plurality, inclusion, and open-endedness. At one level, it would seem to be 
pragmatist stakes that drive the initiatives – not, for instance, a non-reflexive pushing of ‘modern 
medicine’ that takes away agency from women, not an easy repetition of the colonialist critique of the 
indigenous. Mainstream development discourse has even given up on terms like ‘third world’, partly on 
the plea of globalization having rendered it less than useful. 
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although not rejecting the need and possibility of the critique itself. Mostly, these 

positions have been critical of “women’s ways of knowing” that has occupied 

centrality in much of science critiques through feminism, and also of the relativist 

stances that have otherwise been the route. 

Feminism, with this development, then, becomes the theory that is most 

challenged by this output of heterogeneity as difference. Suggested solutions have 

usually been in the form of some access to identity, as by Moi. A lot of the moves 

have also asked for a separation between politics and epistemology, where feminism 

is on the side of politics, rather than an attempt to make what is called a strained 

connection. So Denise Riley, for instance, would suggest that “it might be preferable, 

rather than endlessly brooding over the annoying fixity of social identity or the 

wavering, perhaps reassuringly wavering, nature of psychical identity as a woman, to 

examine this identity “at the level of the political[.] One’s identity as a feminist, for 

instance” (Riley 1989: 135). 

I have, in this section, attempted to draw a tentative map of the various 

theorizations conceptually outside Left spaces that also do not adopt a feminist 

standpoint position, either through a questioning of gender as a possible standpoint or 

through a questioning of standpoint possibilities in general. Postmodern fragmentation 

or liberal pluralism have taken up that space. I will, in Chapter 5, attempt to delineate 

both this climate of fragmentation and feminism’s own journey in the Indian space 

vis-à-vis this climate, in greater detail. Let us now return to Left spaces to re-examine 

the shape questions of gender have recently taken there, and their possible overlaps 

with these outside questions.  
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Marxist turns to gender 

 

 From a Marxist neglect of gender questions or of feminism on the count of it 

being a bourgeois preoccupation, and therefore not politically transformative, through 

a feminism of perspective that broke out of the hegemony of class as the sole entry 

point of analysis, we may have moved on to a different kind of slogan, a set of 

positions that are voiced by ‘rethinking Marxists’ in conversation, as well as by 

feminists: 

 

Marxism is no longer a relevant interlocutor for feminism … 

The Left has to move on to the superstructural … 

An examination of spaces outside entrenched Left positions – the women’s 

page of The Telegraph,58 or the women’s movement outside Bengal – will show that 

the issues at stake have been vastly different, the very questions different. Marxism in 

these spaces is not a relevant interlocutor for feminism; even issues of employment 

and poverty are addressed through development, not class. We could take a look here 

at the more recent change in vocabulary in Left spaces as well as the overlap of 

languages with those outside.  

 Ahalya is a women’s journal in Bengali started around 1983 among the radical 

Left in Calcutta. It is, in its own words, nari samaajer mukhopotro – the voice of the 

women’s society. Its logo – freedom, dignity, equal rights. Articles appearing in the 

journal between 2002 and 2004 have varied – reports of the struggle of women 

workers in a textile mill against informalization, female foeticide, book reviews, short 

stories, poetry, health tips, relevance of international women’s day, tributes to 

                                                 
58 A leading English daily in circulation in Calcutta. 
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revolutionary political women, critiques of the nationalist state, the uniform civil 

code, communalism, violence against women, family welfare and population control, 

the Hindutva phenomenon, images of the new Indian woman, mental health of Indian 

women, agriculture, globalization, imperialism, sexuality, river linking. Only a more 

detailed reading will offer clues to the standpoints from which these may have been 

written or selected. At any rate, the issues are there. For our purposes, a short report 

on a discussion regarding signs of marriage organized by this group may be useful, 

also to enter in greater detail into Marxist attitudes towards science. 

 The couple in question belongs to a village in Tomluk in Medinipur district in 

Bengal. The husband has, for several years, been part of a science movement that has 

regularly attacked superstition, coercive traditional practice, dowry, and rituals, and 

has been variously popular and unpopular for the same. The crisis was precipitated by 

his wife’s act of removing her sankha – the ivory bangle – and sindur a month into 

the marriage, after she had, as both of them stated, been initiated into rational thinking 

by her husband. Some villagers reacted to the act, and threatened the couple, perhaps 

more so in the light of the husband’s committed participation in the science 

movement, and in the face of adverse publicity following media reportage that they 

said had maligned the village. Ahalya had decided to support them, and organized the 

discussion in order to initiate debate and arrive at a resolution asking the 

administration to prevent the situation from snowballing into a violent one. The 

discussion was rich. For one, the group that had come to listen – Ahalya’s critical 

mass – was fairly heterogeneous. Several of the women wore signs of marriage while 

some did not. This could have been a women’s group trying to avoid vanguardist 

practice – a single party line. A sense of struggle against inequality was very much in 

evidence (why do men not have to wear any sign) as was the outrage against woman 
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as property. But these are the oldest roots of Marxist feminism. Health hazards of 

wearing sindur were pointed out. But among the strands of anti-religion, scientific 

rational, or cultural thought that came up, the key word was choice. This was the only 

bulwark, it seemed, against tradition that would be legitimately accepted by all. So the 

woman should be allowed to remove her signs of marriage if she chooses to. Of 

course the rest of the village may then choose to ostracize her, but this being a choice 

that impinges on her own, it stands discredited. 

 Was this a version of a feminist approach? Questions of a woman’s agency 

being intimately tied to that of her family did come up, not in the form of challenge 

but as constraint that must be worked within. It did, at another level, succeed in 

showing up the overlaps between avowedly Marxist and liberal languages, as also the 

slow taking up of space by a liberal logic that has been fairly successful in appearing 

free of value or ideology. Science, in this scheme, was seen as a definite liberator. 

What I wish to show through this discussion is how the approach to an issue – both in 

terms of perspective and practice – will reflect what standpoints are being engendered 

in the organization. 

 

 

Towards standpoint possibilities  

 

There are two questions that emerge here. Why a standpoint? What is this 

standpoint and what is it that makes it specifically feminist, as against its Marxist 

connotations?  

As of now, a metaphorical reflection is more available than an evidenced one. 

Without sinking into metaphoricity for its own sake, however, a few possibilities 
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could be explored. Having identified the problems of vanguardism, a rethinking Left 

and a reactive feminism may consider that what remains for us to do or think is a re-

turn to perspective. But how? In making a claim for experience as context of 

knowledge, will experience be some ontological starting point or will there be work 

for feminism in employing that perspective to arrive at a standpoint? Perhaps the 

problem in our contexts is this. The strands in feminism that seek to value the 

practices of women’s lives, as Sandra Harding puts it, have sometimes taken upon 

themselves the responsibility of erasing themselves from the space, so that the 

perspective that women may share, that may arise from the commonality of 

experiences of a definite social location, are made to substitute for a feminist 

standpoint. One view would be of such a turn to ‘pure experience’ as impossible. It 

could, on the other hand, seem that our very frameworks of understanding are faulty, 

that the hegemony of fields is a product of our theorizations, that the experiential 

knowledge of women, for instance, is constantly offering modes of negotiation 

without any work involved toward and from a standpoint of, say, feminism, as the 

new anthropologies of gender seem to amply demonstrate. All that is required then is 

a turn to experience, not a re-turn.  

There is a third possibility. That it will have to be a re-turn – from the 

perspective of the excluded as resource – not authentic or originary, but appropriate. 

Here I find useful the model of the excluded available within feminist standpoint 

theory, of the woman as ‘outsider within’ (Collins 2004).59 While this formulation 

                                                 
59 Feminist Standpoint Theory talks of the possibility of a situated, perspectival form of knowing, of 
such a knowing as necessarily a communal project, and of this knowing as one where the community of 
knowers is necessarily shifting and overlapping with other communities. While Haraway would speak 
of ‘situated knowledges’ as against the ‘God trick’, as she calls it, of seeing from nowhere – a neutral 
perspective (Haraway 1992), Sandra Harding would go on, however, to propose a version of strong 
objectivity – a less false rather than a more true view; this, Harding would suggest, can come only from 
the viewpoint of particular communities, sometimes the marginalized, sometimes women. This is 
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evokes a degree of unease about whether this social location can be enough as a 

starting point (whether women then always have to be the outsiders within to be able 

to speak from this space), it offers, I think, valuable clues to work on. It is here that 

the movement from within outward that I suggested could be useful – a movement 

that requires the positioning as ‘outsider within’, or ‘ironic subject’, but also an act of 

interpretation that puts that positioning to work. The very notion of standpoint would 

be then the act of interpretation, not a place already defined; it ‘is’ only in the 

constant interrogation of both dominant discourse – masculinist Marxist discourse - 

and of the category of resistance – feminism – within which it may be named. If this 

has a mutually constitutive rather than a representative relationship with perspective, 

it will also mean a separation from both old vanguardist methodologies and newer 

calls to experience. 

If, as Donna Haraway puts it, partial perspective is available to those that do 

not occupy “the platforms of the powerful”, what is the difference from, for instance, 

subaltern perspectives? If the difference is unavailable, is a feminist perspective on 

knowledge common with other theories of oppression, or is there a specificity to it, 

which would be in keeping with the very question of perspective? And if so, where? 

Sandra Harding has spoken of clear separations that feminist standpoint theory is 

making from its Marxist origins. Harding attempts to site this specificity in looking at 

the feminist standpoint as accessible to differences within women and in between 

women; she would say that the subject of feminist knowledge is multiple – as women 

                                                                                                                                            
where Harding’s version of standpoint epistemology is still grappling with the question of whether the 
experience of oppression is a necessary route to knowledge. (Harding deals with this with this by 
treating women’s lives as resource to maximise objectivity, Haraway by treating these women as ironic 
subjects, and seeing from below as only a visual tool) A related question is whether the very notion of 
standpoint epistemology requires a version, albeit a more robust one than in place now, of systems of 
domination, and it is here that a productive dialogue could be begun between Haraway’s more 
experimental version of “seeing from below” and Harding’s notion of strong objectivity.  
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exist only in culturally and historically specific moments; also, each is multiply 

constituted. As of now, this answer is simply not enough, and I attempt, throughout 

the thesis, to look for only methodological, not content-driven or identitarian insights 

pertaining to women, in addressing this specificity. To that end, I find it useful to 

denaturalize two associations – one between feminism and the political, and one 

between feminism and women. This is not to cut the connection between the two, but 

to think about them a little more, and away from feminism as we knew it. Women 

were the subjects of feminism, in a move intended partly to inaugurate both their 

agency as well as to offer them a space in the political, to release them from 

vanguardism. After the denaturalization, women, however, do not, in an essential or 

referential sense, remain the subjects of feminism, or its major responsibility. This 

somewhat blasphemous statement will mean that their lives could be a vantage point, 

but just that, requiring more work to articulate a politics of vantage, as also being 

subject to its questions as any other constituency. Both these connections I will 

explore more fully therefore in Chapter 5, after I have laid down in greater detail the 

journeys vis-à-vis women’s experience in the Indian context. 

A significant point of departure for this project, however, would be the 

alliances between standpoints other than feminist that Harding speaks of. These 

alliances, I would submit, would have to be forged against antagonisms as well.60 

Would that suggest a different kind of Marxism than the one that informs our 

practice? For a re-turn, an engagement with questions of a different Marxism will 

                                                 
60 I make, therefore, my last clarification – this chapter does not take the position, summed up 
eloquently by Spivak, that “Marxism and feminism must become persistent interruptions of each other” 
(1988: 249). It does not because I feel there is not yet an adequate description of the nature of the 
present relationship between Marxism and feminism in our contexts, nor of the trajectory of that 
relationship, which would be essential before such a move. This chapter has, I hope, contributed in that 
direction. 
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have to be made – trajectories in postmodern Marxism that view class as process 

rather than descriptive social category and consider its overdetermination with other 

standpoints (Resnick and Wolff 1987), re-worked understandings of ‘third world’ 

(Chaudhury, Das and Chakrabarti 2000), ‘third world woman’, and specific 

understandings of Marxism in these contexts. As Spivak would suggest, “Marx keeps 

moving for the world as the world moves” (Spivak 1999: 67). 

For the rethinking Left in Bengal today, the more powerful methodologies 

have come not so much from the need to discover a self-evidently different or ‘third 

world’ starting point for Marxism, as to explore more thoroughly the ‘travel’ and the 

possible compositions – not all innocent or incidental – that the theory could offer 

when interpreted from a different perspective. Chaudhury, Das and Chakrabarti, in 

speaking from a ‘third world Marxist’ standpoint, would make a strong case for the 

work involved for Marxism in third world spaces – 

[t]o produce and sustain a Marxist discourse that includes a world of the third 

(as distinct from the received concept of the third world) as a discursive space 

in the context of late twentieth century world capitalism  

               (Chaudhury, Das and Chakrabarti 2000: 81) 

They turn around the tricky question of “collaboration” with hegemonic 

discourses to paint a picture of conscious unrepentant collaboration. In a deliberate 

and telling formulation on theoretical spaces available to “an unrepentant postcolonial 

collaborator” in the third world, they speak of a possible reinscription of the “third 
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world” on the “margin, as a follow-up” to the closures to the postmodern totality 

introduced by “somebody in the West” 61…  

Our discourse begins where they end: on their margin, as a follow-up – 

discovery – of the consequences of such closures. Third world gets 

rehabilitated in a postmodern totality from such endeavors  

                              (Chaudhury, Das and Chakrabarti 2000: 62-3)
  

Perhaps this is also the tool lying there for the feminist to pick up, to create a 

discursive space of negotiation for ‘feminism(s) of the world of the third’ in these 

spaces, and also think a different kind of feminism? As to what work she might put 

that tool to … Aamar kichu katha chilo …62 If this is a woman speaking with a man, 

we might look at it as inchoate speech. We might, also, however, put it to work, to 

define a feminist standpoint, as a speaking with, rather than a speaking (back or 

down) to in a simple reversal of perspectives. This will also involve a re-cognition of 

the asymmetry of dialogue as not necessarily or always hierarchical, but one that 

facilitates the attempt to voice. New significations of love-politics could perhaps be 

put to work, to exceed old maps? 

And perhaps the strains of Bhowmick’s music will return to haunt both the 

feminist and her interlocutors … 

 

Ami ja dekhi tumi ta dyakho ki     Do you see what I see 

Ami ja jani tumi ta jano ki     Do you know what I know 

Ami ja bhabhi tumi ta bhabho ki     Do you think as I do 

 

  

                                                 
61 The authors are referring here to Laclau-Mouffe’s perhaps too easy definitions of open society and 
nodal points in their version of post-Marxism, and Resnick and Wolff’s postmodern Marxism. 
62 I had something to say. 




