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. .another cell in the university beehive.”™
— Jacques Derrida

OMEN'S Studies Centres
(W3Cs), the first of its kind
founded by the sociologist
Neera Desai, not long after
theinauguration of the fiedd at Cornell Uni-
versity in 1969, rose to 163 by 2019, The
publication of “Thwards Equality: A Report
on the Status of Women in India’ in 1974
led the UGC to take cognisance of gender
disparity and socal injustice, and support
women's studies in various FiveYear
Plans thereafter. Not only were women's
studies made a part of the education poli-
oy in 1986, some of the centres, including
the one at Panjab University, were later
upgraded to statutory departments for
teaching and research.
Institutionahisation of the feminist agen-
da of gender equality was a step towards
course correction that ammed to bring about
socal transformation. Given that it has fall-
en short of bringing about marked societal
change, there is an urgent need to analyse
the current state of WsCs and the chal-
lenges they face. This compilation, edited
by Panchali Ray and Shadab Bano, eri-
tiques the contemporary state of WaCs to
unvell obdurate mindsets, ambalent
policies and capitalist pressures attempt-
ing to shift the focus from research and
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reform that empowers women enmasse to
the tokenism of representation and
urgency of professionalism.

Mindful of the Nehrivian-erma political exd-
gencies and complacency, the mdical femi-
nism of the 1970, the history of institution-
alisimg WS as an mterdi saplinary discourse
in the unversities and related pedapgogical
dilernmas like inter-discplinanty and theo-
ry, the book draws attention to the interven-
tionist nature ofthe State in knowled ge pro-
duction and its role in diverting the focus
away from the vision and objectives of the
feminist pioneers.

It argrues that the WSCs were supported by
the Centre till the 12th Frve Year Plan, piving
the “floundenng mstitubons a new lease of
life", The requirement of mandatory yearly
renewal by the UGC made the situation pre-
carious post-2014 as the “threat of discontin
uingreducing funds to all mterdisaplinary

In the Introduction, the editors write, At
the moment, when WSCs are not just
using intersectional analysis bul also
rethinking class, caste, mce, ability, Fen-
der and sexuality, not as pre-given or
transparent categories, but both syn-
chronically and diachronically pmoduced,
there are threats of shutting down such
spaces, Do WSCs now toe the povernment
line of being merely spaces that equip
women to fight for mdusion without ques-
tioning the gendered, dassed, sexaialised,
racialiethnic, and caste hemrchies to
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ensure contmuity of funds?™ It states
apprehensions not just about defunding,
but also increasing privatisation, consoli-
dation of nght-wang forres, subservience
of education to capitalist economy, skewed
emphasis on skill-based leaming, New
Education Poliey and the overall margin-
alisation of entical thought.

The paradox posed by the sweepin g post-
structurmalist thought to ferminist studies 1s
not lnst on the scholars. On one hand. the
category of 'woman' as a subject of fermi-
nist studies lies destabilised:; on the other,
ferminism cannot do without the decon-
structive thrust of theory to intermgate cul-
tural, sorial and economic strongholds, The

reader can trace the ideclogical source of
LGBTE voies pushing for renaming the
WaCs as ‘centres for gender and sexcuabity
studies’, just when the hegemonic social
order i intent on rechnstening them as
‘centres for women and family studies’.

The eight chapters are arran ged in three
interesting, theme-based sections.
Authored by prorrinent
academicians'activists like Devika Jain,
sunera Thobani and Mary E John, the arti-
cles cover the story of the discipline from
its genesis to its open-ended future. Quite
evidently, the contributors regret the pre-
vailing state of WaCs, founded as they
were as an intellectual arm of the women's
movement for the purpose of reconstnict-
ing knowledpge and catalyvsing change. Dis-
connecting from public space, the centres,
“mstead of being outward-looking have
become inward-looking”, and the “pro-
cessing of praduates” has taken prece-
dence over critical understanding of exehu-
sion, disenmination, and oppression.
Along with concerns around “depoliticisa-
tion, NGOisation, and professionalication”
of women's studies, the issue of the “elu-
sive presence” of caste in the cumricula the
realities of non-metropolitan locations and
some challenging pedagogic experiences
are articulated with élan.

This foreeful and timely edition will be a
valuable addition to book mcks of all aca-
demic departments with gender associa-
tions, or rather, unversal human concemas.
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