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This paper is a series of historical reflections on feminisms and women’s studies as it 

evolved in India, keeping a larger horizon as backdrop.  Knowledge on women in India – 

both feminist and non-feminist -- is vast, and with the field of women’s studies now more 

than three decades old – it would be an empirical impossibility to actually summarize the 

range of work that has been done at the interface of the women’s movement with the 

social sciences and humanities. At this point in time, there is no theme or issue that has 

not been addressed in some form or other.  But it is not because it would be empirically 

impossible in the space of a presentation to provide an overview of such feminism and 

the knowledges about women that it gave rise to, that I am structuring this paper quite 

differently. 

 

Rather than list and thematise the vast corpus of knowledges within the broad rubric of 

women’s studies in India, I would like to attempt something else here.  In a more 

conceptual vein, I would like to discuss the kinds of epistemes, that is to say, the broad 

discursive frames, that have played a structuring role in the history of the women’s 

question in India.  An episteme is not just an idea and much less a position or perspective 

– rather it is a frame for thinking and debate, for different positions to speak to one 

another because of the kinds of assumptions that they share. Of course there are strong  



 

 

 

 

dangers of reducing a wealth of debate, ideas and concerns into a compressed and 

simplified frame.  But I am motivated in this endeavour by its advantages.  For one thing, 

there have been distinct thematics and shifts within them over the course of the last 

century and in the more recent history of women’s studies and feminist knowledge 

production, which have played a shaping if not structuring role in our understanding of 

the problem of “women”.  Secondly, and equally importantly for the purposes of this 

paper and its context here, I hope not only to speak about India as a stand alone case, but 

would like to offer reflections that might be of broader comparative value for inter-Asian 

conversations. Even though my acquaintance with the histories of women and feminisms 

in non-Indian contexts is patchy, and suffers from the “sanctioned ignorance” so 

characteristic of a non-western intellectual’s knowledge of other non-western concerns, I 

have been privileged to be part of inter-Asian networks (such as this one), and am no 

longer where I used to be. This lecture is therefore also an opportunity to carry the 

conversation further. 

 

Here in broad outline is what I wish to reflect on:  In my view, there have been three 

main epistemes or frames of reference in the history of “women” and “feminism” in India 

– the colonial, the national, and the post-national.  The colonial episteme is by far the 

longest in temporal terms – running as it does through the 19th century into the early 

decades of the 20th – it begins to fracture during the 30s and 40s, in the years preceding 

the attainment of independence in 1947 and the ratification of the Republic and its 

Constitution in 1950, but has not, for all that, gone away. The colonial is still with us. The 

national episteme came to be constructed by a founding generation of nationalists from 

the 40s into the 50s and 60s and is subjected to critique by the 1970s and 80s – this is my 

second episteme.  The third episteme has been gathering force since the 1990s – which I 

have called the post-national – and is the one we are uneasily inhabiting at present. 
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The colonial episteme 

 

India was subjected to colonization efforts by different European powers from the time of 

the Portuguese invasion and Vasco da Gama’s first visit to the Western sea coast in 1494, 

but the most significant and far-reaching was the subsequent period of colonization under 

the British from the latter part of the 18th century till independence was achieved in 1947. 

During this long period large parts of the sub-continent came under direct British rule, 

and were administered under three different Presidencies – the Bengal Presidency in the 

east, Bombay Presidency in the West, and Madras Presidency in the South.  The colonial 

experiences within the Bengal Presidency have been the most extensively studied, and 

this includes the women’s question as well.  The first campaigns, public debates and 

fierce controversies on women and their low status, first initiated by men, which 

stretched across the 19th century, and which has come to be called the period of “social 

reform.”  The most well known issues of this period began with the first debates on the 

practice of sati or widow burning at the turn of the 19th century, followed by demands for 

widow remarriage, major controversies and campaigns over women’s education, raising 

the age of consent for marriage, and so on. Colonial society was fiercely divided over all 

these issues, even as there was considerable movement and fundamental, even 

profoundly positive changes by the turn of the century.  For instance, to take the 

extremely significant issue of women’s education – from having been opposed by many 

groups in the mid nineteenth century, a certain vision of education became part of the 

world view of a new upwardly mobile middle class by the end of that century, thus 

producing a new kind of feminine subjectivity requiring the right combination of the 

modern and the traditional. 

But my purpose here is not to provide an account of this history, but rather to point out 

what kinds of frameworks have been applied to them by scholars in their attempts at 

interpretation.  If there were debates in the past, even fierce ones, this has been true of 

present efforts to make sense of the past as well, albeit located within the halls of  
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academia.  A number of historians and feminists – Lata Mani, Partha Chatterjee, Tanika 

Sarkar, Mrinalini Sinha -- to name a few of those who have engaged with the history of 

the gender and feminism in colonial Bengal, have identified critical ingredients of the 

colonial episteme, even though there have been deep differences among them. What were 

these ingredients, then?  First and foremost, in the colonial episteme, the women’s 

question was not articulated as a political issue, but for a very long time revolved around 

the key idea of the “social” or “culture”, often articulated as a question of “tradition” – 

thus, the women’s question emerges in a relationship of tension with the political, and the 

modern more generally.  According to Lata Mani, for instance, the first debates on 

women were contained  within what she has called a colonial discourse about India – 

women, according to her reading, were not in fact the subject of these debates at all, but 

rather the ground on which the debate on “India” came to be written. Through the long 

drawn question of the status of women in ancient and contemporary times, the nature of 

Indian tradition, its authenticity through the notion of scripture was put together.  By the 

turn of the 19th century, at least in the region of colonial Bengal, social reform agendas 

were being increasingly taken over and recast by the rising politics of nationalism.  As 

Partha Chatterjee formulated it, nationalist discourses were able to successfully resolve 

the women’s question, which was accomplished, in his view, because nationalism was a 

cultural discourse well before it was a political one.  Women, then, became the bearers of 

Indian culture and tradition, but a recast, indeed modernized tradition, bearers of 

sovereignty for colonized men, in contrast to the public colonial world where they had 

been subjected by and lost to colonialism.  The inner and the outer realms, the spiritual 

and material, the cultural and political, the home and the world – these are the binaries of 

the reworked colonial episteme, with women as the fulcrum.  As a consequence, the most 

conflicted terms of the women’s question and for a first generation of feminists by the 

turn of the 20th century, were culture and modernity.  The new woman for the nation in 

the making could not be modern like the western woman, or without culture like the 

lower class women – but had to be schooled, indeed educated into the right kind of  
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tradition for the future.  The sphere of the home, of conjugal relations, of religion and 

domesticity – these were the critical spheres of sovereignty for the colonized – since the 

colonial state had conquered the material economic public political spheres.  But, 

according to Tanika Sarkar, this sphere of the home needs to be more carefully 

recognized in these nationalist discourses as being a deeply Hindu patriarchal construct, 

with infant marriage as its ideal.  By the turn of century, public debates over conjugal 

violence and the age of consent, penetrating the innermost structures of the Hindu family, 

were not just the preserve of Hindu nationalism, but also, in her view, the basis for the 

first articulations of a language of rights. 

 

Culture, the family and marriage, indeed sexuality are thus critical ingredients in the 

colonial episteme of this period. (Indeed, women’s sexuality is a constant thread in all the 

debates of this period, which has not been given the attention it requires.)  By virtue of 

this special relationship between women and culture in the national battle against 

colonialism and the West, it may be somewhat clearer how conflicted, therefore, has been 

the place that feminism (whether named as such from the turn of the century, or simply as 

short hand for the battles conducted for women) came to occupy under these 

circumstances.  With feminism on the side of modernity, and the normative woman 

(middle class Hindu upper caste, obviously heterosexual) on the side of culture, we can 

now see how the national response to colonialism in India set in motion a powerful set of 

objections to feminism in particular – as alien and in conflict with Indian culture.  The 

reason this needs to be questioned and de-naturalised is that the identification of 

feminism with the west as a problem was a highly selective one.  After all, the 

westernization of men, the entry of technology and so on, did not invite the same kinds of 

responses from most nationalists. For all the twists and turns within this episteme in the 

early decades of the 20th century – the period of late colonial rule, when the first women’s 

organizations were formed, and the women’s question was no longer mainly in the hands  
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of male social reformers – it has not withered away with the end of colonialism, but 

continues to live on in its own way, casting a shadow across the present. 

 

Let me venture to discuss this a little further by looking at what happens when we bring 

conventional definitions of gender from the west into this situation. All of us who have 

come to value the concept of gender for feminist analysis have learnt about the sex 

gender distinction, and have, moreover, appreciated the extent to which the discourses of 

medicine, psychology and psychiatry, and so on, during the 19th century especially, in 

locations such as Europe, aligned “woman” with biology and nature.  It is not for nothing 

that Simone de Beauvoir’s famous slogan was “one is not born but becomes a woman”, a 

statement meant precisely to counter the massive institutional and discursive deployment 

whereby the biological facticity of femaleness was uniquely women’s burden. Following 

de Beauvoir it has been imperative among western feminists to break the association 

between women and nature, in order to prove that the structures of patriarchy and sexual 

oppression are fully social and cultural and therefore transformable.  Biology has thus 

been central to the episteme of western feminism. 

 

I would contend that this has been somewhat different in situations like India – biological 

discourses fed into much more powerful dominant discourses on culture and tradition, to 

the point that it was the tradition/modernity dyad that became formative for a founding 

generation of feminists.  Feminists were questioned, even derided in the name of national 

culture; the obverse of this is that tradition became the prime locus for conceptualizing 

women’s oppression.  Some historians have even gone so far as to call feminism in 

colonial India “social feminism”, in implicit contrast to the feminisms of the west at this 

time – so fully engaged in the public sphere of politics, such as fighting for voting rights.  

In my view, the more important point is how this episteme created a sense of conflict 

between culture and politics, and an ambivalence towards modernity – for some, 

modernity was coterminous with emancipation and women’s rights, but for nationalists  
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this formulation was not easily available for women.  As women’s organizations became 

more active in the 1920s and 30s, many of them defined their sphere of intervention as 

“social”, believing that political matters should be left to organizations such as the Indian 

National Congress Party. Further lines of tension were drawn between the espousal of 

community identities – especially among minority groups such as Muslims, and the 

untouchable castes and depressed classes – and feminists and women’s activists who 

defined the possibilities of emancipation in universalist and individualist terms. 

 

Let me pause here for a moment and step back from the Indian situation.  I am very 

interested to see whether and how any aspects of the episteme that I have discussed so far 

resonate with other contexts in Asia.  What have been the founding configurations of 

women and feminism, culture and modernity around a similar period in say Korea or 

China?  How did, for instance, the “new” woman come to be figured at the turn of the 

20th century over against the “modern” woman?  What difference has the encounter and 

experience of western colonialism in countries like India made to the framing of 

women’s struggles in other non-western contexts where colonialism was not the 

definitive mediator of the west? On the one hand, there appear to be similarities in the re-

inventions of tradition in modernity with women as the fulcrum in many Asian contexts – 

foot-binding in China has occupied an equivalent position to, say, widow burning in India.  

Moreover, the special identification of women’s oppression with spheres such as family, 

marriage, polygamy, female infanticide, education and so on also seems to be a shared 

problematic across a number of contexts.  I have been further struck by the unique 

involvements of male political leaders in the early 20th centuries in the future of women.  

Two of the most well-known would be Mahatma Gandhi in India and Mao Zedong in 

China, but I am sure there are many others.  Notice the extent to which women’s issues 

were pivotal to their own formation – Gandhi criticized men’s proneness to violence in 

no uncertain terms, demanded an end to the moral double standard, and made a certain 

construction of femininity central to the nationalist struggle.  Mao’s famous early  
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writings on the suicide of Miss Chao, for instance, his theories of the “three iron nets” 

and “four thick ropes” that characterized Chinese society’s oppression of women are too 

well-known to all of you. 

 

At the same time, certain differences appear equally palpable, at least at this preliminary 

stage in my own reflections.  Allowing for individual idiosyncrasies, it is not accidental, 

or so it seems to me, that Gandhi’s own advancement of women’s cause took the form of 

emphasizing women’s primarily “social” role, and that the kind of masculine/feminine 

sexual praxis he advocated hinged on celibacy and chastity.  Mao’s call for free choice in 

marriage partner, and the subsequent advocacy of divorce even under the conditions of 

the Long March, found no place in Gandhi’s agenda.  Rather, it was among marginalized 

leaders – of the anti-caste movements in the South and among heterodox communist 

inspired intellectuals -- whose nationalism was made suspect -- that “radical” notions of 

women’s sexuality and choice found its adherents. 

 

Be that as it may, by the 1930s and certainly by the 40s, the prominent strands of “social 

feminism” and of “cultural nationalism” were being disturbed by other movements and 

concerns – political nationalism for one side-lined women’s issues, but on the other hand, 

communist and socialist-inspired women (and men) reached to working women and to a 

lesser extent, rural women, and made economic rights central for the first time. 

 

The National episteme and its internal critique 

 

Let me now move on to the next episteme, that I have called the national episteme.  This 

episteme came out of the successful resolution of the nationalist movement through the 

creation of the Indian nation state. After almost two centuries of colonial rule, the Indian 

nation needed to imagine itself anew, and this was achieved through the world view of 

development. Development offered a view of the future and a break from the colonial  
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past.  Under the leadership of Nehru, alternate models for the future of the nation – 

whether Gandhian, communist or right-wing were successfully contained if not violently 

suppressed. With a mix of socialist and capitalist paths, under the broad umbrella of the 

Third World and the movement of Non-alignment, the Indian version of the ideology of 

development brought together state, nation and the economy in a potent combination.  

Economic nationalism -- not cultural nationalism -- was now the central organizing 

principle, tradition was to be contained through modernization, and formal equality to all 

was enshrined within the new Constitution. Pre-independence women’s movements 

effectively handed over the task of nation-building and the progress of India’s women to 

the State. Other voices were marginalised. 

 

This conception was to remain more or less in place for the first two decades of the 1950s 

and 60s.  By the end of the 60s and certainly in the early years of the 70s, however, this 

model of nation-state development suffered its first cracks and came to crisis with the 

imposition of a state of political Emergency 1975-77 under the premiership of Indira 

Gandhi, the daughter of Nehru.  Women’s studies and a newly forged women’s 

movement were borne in this moment of political and economic turmoil and unrest.  In 

my view, women’s studies and a fresh phase of the women’s movement took the 

predominant form of an internal critique of this national episteme, composed of state-led 

economic development and liberal equality.  Let me clarify what I mean. I mean that the 

critiques of the 1970s were more or less articulated within the parameters of the nation-

state – it was to the nation-state that the first feminists and women’s studies scholars of 

this generation addressed their anger and shock at the signs of widespread failure by this 

very state. They demanded new knowledges from the perspectives of women whom the 

state had failed.  This critique was made up of two broad strands: There were the 

critiques of development and poverty, with existing evidence pointing to a worsening of 

the status of women in the very years devoted to state-led planning and progress; and 

secondly, there were critiques of the law and of society from the perspective of violence  
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against women, including by representatives of the state such as the police.  Whereas the 

colonial episteme was primarily organized around culture and tradition, this episteme was 

organized around a critique of modernity – a modernity with its claims to equality which 

had rendered patriarchy invisible. Colonial and post-colonial laws were critiqued for their 

unsuspected biases, the development process was questioned for marginalizing poor 

women, and modern middle class society was attacked for encouraging such phenomena 

as the murder of young brides by their in-laws for more dowry.  During the 1980s, when 

everyone was shocked by a case of sati that hit the headlines in the western state of 

Rajasthan, feminists were able to demonstrate that this was no vestige from the past but a 

fully modern crime.  In all these critiques, feminists demanded that the state reform its 

laws, bring genuine socialism and concern for people’s welfare. 

 

In other words, the oppositional discourses of feminism and women’s studies nonetheless 

worked (with few exceptions) within the horizon provided by the state, its policies and 

laws. As I have discussed elsewhere, both women’s studies and the women’s 

organisations were led predominantly by middle class upper caste women, who saw 

themselves as playing a representative role – standing for the large mass of women, 

speaking in their name and on their behalf, confident of their ability to do so. When they 

were attacked for being westernized feminists (as their colonial predecessors had been as 

well), they dismissed these claims as a patriarchal ploy, pointed to their understanding of 

local issues, and looked to the state for change. 

 

But by the close of the 1980s and certainly by the onset of the 1990s, feminists were to 

discover the ground moving beneath their feet again, forcing them onto unfamiliar terrain.   

A series of critical events have been disorienting and disturbing feminist perspectives – 

events from within the nation and beyond.  Globalisation is the most familiar term that 

has been used to designate the shift in paradigm in countries like India, from the thinking 

and planning led by economic nationalism described above, towards the belief that  
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greater global integration through less restricted markets, a reduced economic role of the 

state and so on, was the way to achieve growth and prosperity. However, for reasons that 

I hope will become clearer as I go along, I wish to describe the new episteme that took 

shape from the 1990s with the designation “post-national”. 

 

By post-national I mean a situation where the nation is no longer the obvious or only 

horizon or frame of reference for our questions and critiques. No single event or process 

has brought this situation into being, indeed, the diverse kinds of pressures and 

developments that have changed the place of the nation in current discourses India, and 

for feminists and women’s studies scholars in particular, cannot be overemphasized.  

Both the significance of the internal composition of the nation and its people (questions 

that the national episteme and the development it promised were supposed to have solved) 

and that of “our” relationships to the worlds beyond our borders have fundamentally 

altered the frames within which women’s studies is functioning today.  Let me list them 

quickly: 

1) Questions of caste and communalism (religious community-based affiliation and 

conflict) have become newly visible as systems of hierarchy and identity in 

contemporary society.  Muslim women’s relationship to the “nation” has become 

a highly conflicted issue. Dalit feminists -- representing caste divisions and 

discrimination – have questioned mainstream feminism in India for its exclusions 

and biases.  The earlier confidence in our secularism has been fundamentally 

shaken.  The rise of Hindu right wing forces in particular, with a powerful 

programme of making India “Hindu” has raised further questions about the nature 

of nationalism itself. 

2) Patterns of globalization, however slow and uneven in India’s case, and especially 

the powers of a global media, have also altered the horizon.  At the same time, it 

is important not to over-state the case.  For one thing, feminist responses to 

globalization have been diverse. 
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The most prominent feminist voices in the Indian context are those that have 

opposed the coming of globalisation, and for reasons well rehearsed in the literature. In 

this view, globalisation can only result in deepening processes of impoverishment and 

insecurity for the majority, with women suffering the most.  In an effort to combat the 

dominant image of the “irreversibility” of the new economic order, a common strategy 

adopted by this perspective is to claim that globalisation is really nothing more than a 

bundle of policies undertaken at the behest of international pressure by a willing Indian 

state.  Being the product of deliberate choices, this policy bundle can indeed be reversed 

by a differently oriented nation-state prepared to resist and counter the new imperialism. 

In sum, leftist critiques of globalisation-as-economic-policy remain pinned to 

state-led welfare and socialist planning.  The problems with this critique are then 

transferred to the alternative policy prescriptions offered.  Since political-ideological 

frameworks centred on economic nationalism have lost much of their authority in the 

current climate, and since the state itself has changed with globalisation, they require 

much more careful justification.  Ever since the landmark Towards Equality report, it has 

been common knowledge that the condition of women deteriorated sharply in the very 

era of socialistically oriented, import-substituting planned development – precisely the 

era that leftist critiques of globalisation hark back to today.  How can we be confident 

that a resurrected version of this state – in the adverse market-dominated conditions of 

today – will be more accountable to its women?   

A more fundamental oppositional critique has been offered by eco-feminists such 

as Vandana Shiva.  Her critique extends well beyond the latest form of globalisation to 

cover the entire period of modernity, colonialism and capitalism, and in such a manner 

that “decentralised agricultural communities” are the only alternative.  (Shiva 1998) Here, 

too, one is left with a host of unanswered questions, especially when it is claimed that 

women farmers already possess a non-hierarchical relation to production, nature, and to 

gender.  
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From a perspective that is very different from other left-oriented critiques, the 

marxist-feminist Rohini Hensman argues against reducing globalisation to a set of 

policies.  For her, globalisation is nothing short of the unfolding of a new phase in the 

evolution of world capitalism, one that demands a correspondingly international level of 

intervention and struggle.  (This includes taking advantage of controversial WTO 

directives to link trade with labour standards.) The anti-globalisation agenda, in her view, 

doesn’t make sense for Third World women workers, with its defence of national 

boundaries which foster nationalisms that, in turn, promote imperialism, fascism and war.  

(Hensman 2004) While there is much that is cogent in this account, where are the signs, 

however nascent, of such an international working class?  Indeed, has it not become that 

much easier – in the era of global outsourcing – to pit workers against each other?   

Yet others like Gail Omvedt have made the case that the new economic order 

could actually help those very groups whom the prior era of developmentalism had 

marginalised.  Thus the unviable monopolies and inefficient bureaucracies led by Hindu 

upper castes may well lose out to new multi-national corporations employing the cheap 

labour of women or lower castes.  (Omvedt and Gala 1993) But why – asks Omvedt 

polemically – should this be seen a problem?  While this argument has something in 

common with the feminisation of labour arguments made elsewhere, it too begs many 

questions:  On what basis can one expect that hitherto marginalised groups will be in a 

position to take advantage of the new situation, or that dominant groups would lose out?   

Finally, we have positions advocating what I would call a “people’s capitalism” in 

the SEWA mould.  The central argument of this perspective is that providing economic 

and financial security to poor women workers in the informal sector is the proper 

pragmatic response to a world where both the public and private sectors – in short, almost 

the entire formal sector which has been the backbone of India’s mixed economy – are 

facing erosion.  (Jhabvala and Subrahmanya 2000) The irony here is that it is 

international agencies such as the World Bank that were the first and keenest votaries of 

this way of responding to globalisation. 
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These are doubtless highly schematic, if not reductive accounts.  My simple aim 

is to show that very divergent pictures are being painted, even though we are dealing  

with only one dimension – and the best known one, at that – of globalisation, namely its 

economic aspect.  And this diversity exists in spite of the fact that all the views presented 

above are held by feminists committed to social justice, seasoned members of the 

women’s movement – these are not the responses of the neo-liberal or fundamentalist 

right wing.  In the context of this essay, however, I wish to emphasize what these diverse 

perspectives have in common.  In spite of being incommensurable on many counts, the 

above mentioned responses share an important feature – they serve to destabilise the 

globalisation narrative that is otherwise routinely seen as being beyond question. 

 

3) Non-normative sexualities have also become a significant site of multiple 

struggles – especially from the mid 1990s.  From having been a marginal question, 

sex work/prostitution debates, and also questions of sexual orientation and 

identity have become recognized within women’s organizations and by women’s 

studies.  The international dimensions and connections are themselves significant. 

4) Aspects of post-feminism – that is to say, the professionalisation of feminism and 

women’s studies on the one hand, and signs of disavowal towards feminism by a 

younger generation, on the other, are forcing us to think about the future of 

feminism and women’s studies in ways we did not have to before. 

Feminism now has a marginal presence in the syllabi of different disciplines in 

the social sciences and humanities, while women’s studies centres are proliferating across 

the country under the fiat of  the University Grants Commission.  Institutionalisation has 

congealed around the term “gender,” as state, NGOs and women’s organizations take on 

various tasks in its name.  These include: the collection of gender disaggregated data, 

gender sensitisation and training of a range of personnel, from high ranking officials to 

activists, the provision of gender-related services, legal awareness and research, and they  
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all require expertise and funding.  This means that a certain presence if not power, 
however contradictory, attaches to the subject “women”.   

Along with the greater institutional visibility of feminism today, what are the 

experiences of a younger generation, such as metropolitan  students (who spearheaded 

the women’s movement a generation ago) that appear to be generating expressions of 

disavowal towards feminism? A teacher in a Mumbai college recently described her 

disappointment, when, barring a few exceptions, most women students did not relate 

positively to issues concerning the women’s movement and feminist theorizing.  For 

some -- English-speaking, upwardly mobile and with strong professional ambitions of 

their own -- feminism was rejected because it seemed to block or mock their desires; for 

others, particularly lower middle class students, unsure of any future outside of marriage, 

feminism appeared alienating, unable to touch their destinies. (Phadke, n.d.) 

Drawing these strands together clearly calls for a conjunctural analyses of the distinct 

moments structuring the period from the 1970s into these first years of the 21st century.  

Moreover, in order to produce urgently needed – and less insular – ‘big pictures’, we 

must look towards comparative accounts of multiple feminisms and their diverse 

destinies – within South Asia, across Asia, and in relation to other regions.i  Where do 

feminisms stand in relation to “globalisation” (howsoever construed) in other spaces -- 

Pakistan or Sri Lanka, China or Korea, the U.S. or France?  

 

By way of a provisional conclusion, I would like to suggest that – at least in India -- we 

are better served using the notion of the “post-national” as a marker of the third episteme 

I have been discussing. The post-national acknowledges that the nation no longer 

occupies the sovereign position or horizon of intelligibility that it once did.  Its most 

constructive function would be to show how developments both within and beyond the 

nation are shaping the directions of feminist inquiry and the challenges before us.  
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I hope that these three epistemes provide insights not just into how feminisms have been 

developing in India but can help our conversations across inter-Asian spaces. 

 

 

 

                                                 
i For an example of recent work within Asia, see John (2007). 
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