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We will be looking back only to look forward, to see at how it all needs a change!  In the Vedic times the Indian woman was the anchor of the family, how did she get anchored through time?

The Indian woman, like her country, is an array of colours in her native dress, and the red round dot on her forehead is the mark of her husband, of her culture, her pride and her protection. 

But, with all her colours, is she at the top of the rainbow?  Nay, she cannot ride them, she only dwells in them.

To put this into a perspective, one needs to understand the Indian psyche – so seeped in its culture, a rule book for the Indian man and woman.

Can, and how far has the Indian woman – an academic, in the mainstream of Higher Education, emerge as a leader, decocoon herself from her in-laid culture? How far is the other sex going to allow her, enable her, empower her, and recognize her as a woman of substance?

Here, it is imperative to trace Indian History.  In  India in the Vedic times (2000 BC – 1500) between 13th & 16th centuries, the women were learned, and scholarly, all her learning was equitable to men – Religious rites, ceremonies were performed by women in the home, not only as priestesses, but as an erudite family member.  Equality of men and women was practiced and propagated.

Then came the conquering hordes, through the Khyber Pass in Northern India.  The armies of the famous Greek, Alexander the Great, invaded India, and the then famous Indian Universities of Nalanda & Takshashila were ruined – The death knell of Indian Educational Institutes. It is said they could be compared to the best of Institutes of today – an Ivy League of those days!

Then, came the barbarians of Chengiskhan, then Taimur, all who came to ruin, ravage, loot and return home, loaded with the booty.  They all came as plunderers not as settlers!  Then, came Baber the Brave, the first Mogul, who settled and established the Mogul empire.  Here too the Islamic religion had its own ravages on the Hindus of India. 

Here, History forced the menfolk to protect their women – not to allow them to move freely – to be seen or to be heard, the fear of foreigners spread far and wide in the country. Protection was the raison d’ etre for the women of the land falling back.  The retrogression set in unobtrusively.  The geometric pace of the regression put a state of amnesia for any form of retrospect or recovery.  The prevailing times also did nothing to harness or hinder the increasing fragility of women’s education – Ebb it was!

One can witness the overall effect of the above phenomenon in the country’s distribution of literacy.  The Eastern part of the country has a rich heritage of learning and literacy – Bengali women were cultured and free to learn, though within the precincts of their respective culture.  The Southern State of Kerala today has 100% literacy – Southern India being least affected by the conquerors – remained Dravidian culture bound, but education was encouraged and proliferated equally in both the genders.  Learning was lowest in the Northern States, the Western Indian states of Gujarat & Maharashtra were amongst the first to raise the call of Education for women during the struggle of Independence. 

After the Moguls, came the East India Co. from the West, the British, initially, only wanted to trade!  Then came the real organized army of Lord Robert Clive – 200 years the history of India was written with the blood of Indians, only to result in the 1857 revolt. 

Then the Quit-India Movement, the “Sati/Shakti” paradigm became concomitant.  The deification, eroticization and brutalization had to be shed by the women themselves!  The stereotypes had to change!  A re-imaging began.  The ‘fragile’ female, the gendered body image had to change – the woman had to be self-sufficient – a power station in herself. The sacrificing of herself on her husband’s funeral pyre – the Sati, needed to emerge as the power herself, complete in her self protection, and walk shoulder-to-shoulder with men – now the empowered Shakti. 

Traditions saw the educated woman only in the home, because education was not meant for gainful employment.  In the days of the “Raj of the Indian Princes”, the courtesan ladies were educated, often including martial arts with worldly learning, to be companions and paramours to the royalty, the Kshatriyas, to the rich land owners, the zamindars,  and to the affluent traders, the Vaishyas and Banias.

Education then had a curfew of caste!  Thus the upper class Brahmins, Kshatriyas and royalty only, played the learning game.  The lower castes followed generational vocations for men, and women were harnessed as child bearers, home makers, farm workers, the younger girls as baby-sitters, care-takers, and domestic chores were their lot. Hence, before Equity, access became the telling indicator.

It was the “Underground Movement”, the anti-British wave led by Mahatma Gandhi, that brought the women out into the public, but who could come?  Those who were then literate to serve in the National Movement as frontliners, both for the success of the movement and the development of the country. 

During the British Raj, it was the Christian missionaries who first attempted to educate the Indian women. But they educated women and men who converted to Christianity, this was possible only in the masses and the lower caste, where the job was truly uphill, and slow to show results.

But, to lay hands on upper caste Hindus, they introduced European education right from schooling.  Here, Western Educated men began to recognize that their access to the inner social circle of British Society could only be through their wives and household women folk if they could speak English and acquire European manners.  European women from the laity also stepped forward to serve as governesses and teachers. 

‘Zannana’ schools began in the form of small groups of ladies being tutored – as formal education was not accessible.

Around mid 19th Century the voice against “Sati”, child marriage, female infanticide, denial of widow remarriage was gaining ground, through campaigns for education.  This began to dislodge the deeply internalized superstitions, false beliefs, and ill practices of Hindu Society. 

The seeds of women education were sown.  The interrogation of the power structures that were underlying Hindu Society began.  The public and private divide began portraying itself.  The need for freedom of movement and education now went beyond the concept of making alluring wives and mothers. 

Women, who were precursors to today’s leaders in Academia were the then urban, educated and mostly elite women. Women who became active in political life during the Freedom Movement,   also involved themselves in Social Work for upliftment of women. .  Women, by now, were the products of the formal system of education. 

The momentum of the “modernization process” accelerated changes in the Indian economy and society causing a turmoil in the women’s psyche. This resulted in “massive contradictions” amongst women’s roles, that were socially perceived, accepted and recognized.  Tumult also brewed in the real the actual and the varied roles of women.  Women in the Movement, and also Women’s movements brought recovery and discovery of the Indian woman’s role. 

The “person-non-grata” began to crack cultural codes and moulds and decocoon, enabling the birth of a diverse and somewhat differently perceived, yet self perceptive womanhood, was emerging.  Now, catching the glimpses, manifesting and vigorously articulating the multiple roles, a new multi-tasking metamorphosed woman enacted on the Indian stage.  The very framework of our gender changed gear, and speedily she peered over to the  university  portals – now covered with the intellectual mantle, clad with dauntlessness for the yet existing asphyxiating norms and beliefs, which were the barbed wired fences of Indian society. This was the desperate, fully energized break-away attempt to shed the coffin of socio-cultural and religio-demographic woodwork!

Attempts to rise from the ashes like the Phoenix were underway – and for this flight Education was the only right turn. 

The Freedom movement, brought the women out into the world of politics and rights, but to dislodge cultural conservatism what it really brought out in the Indian woman was the “freedom to choose” their post-Independence lives – their careers, their beliefs.  The new aspirations till now dormant, now manifesting and vigorously articulated, resulted in newfound wisdom towards and from education, with the total, conscientious acceptance of their responsibilities.  Broad benefits had begun dawning on us of 1) increased family income, economic empowerment; 2) reduced fertility rates, unwanted pregnancies, and reproductive health; 3) improvement in family health, protection against diseases; 4) nutrition and hygiene were on an upswing; 5) rights for protection against violence; and 6) human rights as women’s rights. 

These were the daughters of Independence, the first generation beneficiaries of equality and access provided by the Indian Constitution. The very shattering of complacency brought in its wake, shame and outrage for demolition of myth after myth about women’s roles, values, conditions and positions. Multiple roles meant multiple identities as an academician, a social scientist, political activist, social worker, no more the homemaker, the consort, orthe pulverized gender. 

The massive size and structural diversification of higher education in India are a post-independence phenomena.  The first 3 universities for European education in the country were set up at Mumbai (then Bombay), Calcutta and Madras in 1857.  Almost a century later in post Independent India in its First Five Year Plan in 1951, 28 universities were set up.  Today there are over 300 universities, plus the new mushrooming Private Universities. 

In the Indian Higher Education system, excluding the 5 Central Universities, and the esteemed Institutes of Technology and Management, in the remaining 300 odd Universities the Chancellor is the highest position held by the Governor of the State, and for the latter it is the President of India.  Next Managerial authority is the Vice-Chancellor, then administratively and hierarchically the Pro-Vice-Chancellor, then, the Registrar, the Finance & Accounts Officer, the Controller of Examinations, Director of Board of College and University Development are all in a horizontal level as University authorities.  On the academic side of it, the Dean/s are the highest, Faculty Heads, Heads of Department and then Principals of Under Graduate Colleges in the descending order. 

So far India has had a Lady Prime Minister, late Mrs. Indira Gandhi, but not a woman President!  We have had a few woman Governors, as Chancellors, 3.7% women Vice-Chancellors where their disciplines are not truly representative, they are from Social Work, Social Sciences, Music and Home Science.

Just for promotional purposes women’s representation out of 340 odd University campuses is 23%, Lecturers 27%, Readers 18%, Professors 17%, on the administrative side there are only 11 women Vice-Chancellors, 1 Pro Vice-Chancellor, 3 Women Registrars, 66 women Deans, 13 women Directors, and 12 Women Librarians.  State -wise, the statistics for women in Higher Education are dismal, and skewed.  In my State of Maharashtra a more redeemable picture occurs, because of the early establishment of the SNDT Women’s University in 1916, also the first of its kind in South East Asia, and also the presence of one of the first three Universities i.e. University of Mumbai. Data reads as Lecturers 50%, Readers 27%, and Professors 40%.  None of our prestigious Institutes of Technology or Management boast of a woman head, as yet!

Unofficial record has it – that Universities having had women Vice-Chancellors, the progress is equally mentionable, least upheavals, from Teaching and Non-Teaching staff, and also minimally controversial tenures.  A natural preference for women Vice-Chancellors is emerging, but the supply chain is abysmally deprived, as in India, Vice-Chancellors are from the indigenous field of Academicians, basically teaching professionals – an enormous void today.  

The Questions are obvious! Do woman managers of Higher Education need something different, or in addition to, in comparison with their male colleagues? How can their participation be increased and improved? Why would their contribution be special? Thankfully the answers are not oblivious, nor a conundrum.  

In spite of the fact that Indian women are natural, good home managers, leaders and team builders in the large joint family, endowed with gifts of patience, gentleness, maternal qualities of caring and nurturing, healers and heart-winners, women are not climbing to the top management, when we have already witnessed women Vice-Chancellors using all these qualities to facilitate their success, along with the Men from Mars, characteristics of clear headedness, precise and firm decision makers, initiative, insighted foresight, perseverance, determination, risk taking etc. is the dualism expected from the women from Venus!  Of course, throughout the world educated women’s commitment to teaching is established, second only to her domestic role.  99% preschool teachers are women,  75% are elementary stage teachers, 45% in high school stage, 40% at tertiary, 4% in Tertiary technical courses and at Post-Graduate and research the women are only 7%, and 2% as Professors, Heads of Departments/Deans in the Universities.  Perhaps women need to be provided with more models of successful leaders and achievers, a “public seeing” of good administrators, as being growth oriented agents of change, as equal to, but different from Men.

Research in Science has special demands in time and quantity of basic qualifications and knowledge i.e. Reading and experimentation, hence more than equity, women themselves may be shunning the same, proof of it is in the void in the scientific and technical subjects.

Redeeming feature is, for the past 10-12 years girls have been topers, and are scoring in a variety of subjects – both vocational and professional – there is a hope of a flux of women leaders in Academia soon! Alert and active, wanting to move to the higher echelons, their entry into, yet untrodden areas, has begun to make its mark in India – e.g. Agriculture, Mathematical subjects, Advanced Physics and allied fields, Environmental Sciences, Advanced Biological Sciences, Chemical Technology, Pharmacy, and of course almost all Medical and Health Science fields, and Management courses, Actuarial Sciences, Financial fields, Space Sciences, Aeronautics etc. 

Cooperation from husband, family and work colleagues is yet a distant “must” and “will”.  There must be an inculcated acceptance by the family and organization of the roles of the woman of being a committed professional and that of a perfect wife and mother. Also lack of adequate child-care facilities e.g. crèches and play schools, lack of cafeteria and subsidized canteen facilities for all employees, add to the home chores, mobility allowances, maternity leave, such are the constraints.  The culture of the land promotes, that a woman’s status and dignity does not depend on what chair she occupies, but on devotion, sincerity, sacrifices for the family and efficiency to life duties her “Dharma”. She must be like the foundation of the building, which though not seen, supports the superstructure of family name and prestige.  She must only be complementary, not equal to the man, proving to be better is unheard of, and sacrilege by practice! Hence, for the Indian woman to join the nurturing occupations of Teaching and Nursing were grudgingly accepted by the Society. 

3rd & 4th decades of the 20th century believed that educated women should not condescend to work, unless circumstances forced gainful employment.  They may enter into the field of Social Work, as was seen with the then elite women during the Independence Movement.

Gradually actualization and self worth brought women to the law education, medicine, science areas, but then none remained in Academia to be leaders in Universities!

Very often those in Universities begin with an “underachievers” notion, of being satisfied in small self-realizations, they join a “convenient” work place, as the vacations would be with kids, and greater climbing interfered with home equilibrium, so it was a fear oriented career choice, though self-made!  The ultimate goal in life is to have happiness and peace, and utilize one’s inborn talents to the best advantage primarily to the family,   then society, and last for self worth! 

These also lead to iron-clad sexist and sex role attitudes towards women’s ability to lead or perform administrative and managerial functions, causing a bottleneck for talented achievers, and strong belief patterns for “comfort-zone” oriented “underachievers”.  Thus, “Steel Grey Suits” at the top often suited women!

Thus a reluctance for women academicians to apply for these responsibility loaded promotions/positions, a major lack of motivation to achieve, or perhaps the innate fear of failure inflicted by the all pervasive supremacy myth of the male! The result is a lacuna of women leaders at the top. 

Lack of traditional mentoring opportunities for and by the women at home during the process of socialization is majorly contributive. The concept of self worth, self esteem, was not imparted, in fact servitude and selflessness, patience and self-deprivation were the codes imparted by moms and grandmoms.

Structural intransigence, obstinate acts, of male chauvinism, both at home and work do not allow convergence of discipline for all, they force parallel lines, e.g. exercising authority over male subordinates (chronologically senior), the chauvinism reflects in tangential reactions in the work itself, the women subordinates often expect greater sympathy, understanding and leniency from women superiors, often almost at the gun-point of blackmail!. To precipitate, Teaching and Educational administration are two distinct entities, which manifest two separate promotion routes.  Discriminatory Promotion practices do interfere with Equity, as, administration and governance are male domains – a male reserve! 

Higher positions are isolate positions, because of the intrinsic demands of longer hours of work, attending late meetings, long and short distance travel, dinner diplomacy, late night working at home over files and papers etc. are major blocks for Indian women to become leaders in Academia.

Indian women are afraid of character assassination – work place corruption often resulting in sexual harassment, cases of moral turpitude exist but do not surface in the Indian scene.  A silent reason of not actualizing one’s potential. Often Unionization and Litigations cause women to stay away from top controlling power positions. Interference from politicians, and politicizing of Higher Education is an area of “difficult handling” for the women.  

The glass ceiling cannot be forgotten! Thus rules must be changed before Attitudes, only then will the latter change down perceptively.  Compulsory reservation is not in sight for the Indian women.  At the Centre, at Delhi, the Parliament has not allowed the passing of 33% reservation of Women Bill, not acceptable to the men in the ‘seats’.  Though at the village / district level the Gram Panchayats have the above mentioned reservation, but they will not allow the same to move to higher slabs of gender functioning. 

During the Second World War a shortage of manpower, combined with an unprecedented rise in cost of living, forced middle class families in the Indian mega cities to accept the employment of their educated women.  This brought in a sea change in the urban outlook, on women being employed.  It was no more “a pity”, but a practical attitude of complimentarity, supplementing the family income attitude grew, and has come to stay.

The inequity and lack of access to education is not a constitutional problem.  There are explicit provisions against sex discrimination, specific laws for equality of status for education of women.  National Education Policies, Education Commissions etc. are all in favour of women’s education categorically. 

The size of the ever-growing population yet soaked in social taboos, inaccessibility to the interior, to the remote villages are retarding the progress of women education and also of educated women. 

The educated woman may have the wish to do research, or writing, or acquire doctoral or post doctoral degrees, or other academic distinctions required for promotion, to be elevated to positions of governance, but it is this extra investment of energies that are not made possible.  Or, often, after achieving all the above, administrative posts are often “non-vacation”, hence the escalation is non-acceptable.  Not to forget what is acceptable is that they are second earners which suits the family ego structure.  The net result is a generation of underachievers, a loss of human resource, a loss to womanhood and to the Academic world! 

Much is changing rapidly.  But, prospects for gender equity in Indian Universities need strategic culture habits to change, in both our men and women.  A massive launch, almost mandatory, promotion of Women’s Study Programmes to be augmented, and vigorously favoured. 

Action strategies of disproving unequal gender traits will have to be designed, practiced and taught. Confidence building for the women, though educated is a must – even elevation of self worth and self esteem will need to be activated, and a readiness to measure upto this for a distinctive contribution, which lies waiting for them, must dawn on the women. 

Education, that too free schooling for all will have to be vigorously enunciated, 2010 is not far, this is the deadline given by our President for Education for all, and inclusive education for the weaker section.  The other deadline is by 2015 of achieving de-stereotyping of education, especially courses in Higher Education, by directives and policies – which at the moment seems an illusion! 

Access and outreach to education, for the girl child – from the villages will have to be made to come true.  For education to reach them, inculcate hostel concepts, assuring safety, will need to be established and built. Teachers will have to learn to leave the cities and teach in colleges in district and rural areas – amenities to be provided by Government. 

For immediate goals – present women in education must be motivated and trained to reach top positions.  Empowering, capacity building, and problem solving individually and situational counseling be given. Senior academicians will have to foster and mentor development in fellow women academicians. 

Collecting actual administrative experiences and Best Practices sharing may be the answer, for spreading awareness in both the genders, across board i.e. superiors, peers, colleagues, and subordinates.

Role play and simulating exercises, empirical laboratories would be the Best for teacher Managers!

In spite of all this scarcity in Academia for women personnel, the Indian woman academician still has problems of equity, the issue of access to Education also multiplies the plight of Indian Women Academicians. Hope and endeavour never die, and with so many “models of success” in other countries will inspire us few, onto some more, to many, and the day of plenty is achievable and reachable! India must look forward to our gender for Academic leadership because we would be the Best Value Investment of human capital for our country. 

Indian women, by cultural inheritance have been the pall-bearers of Peace, perhaps by enhancement of women academic leaders, generated through education, we would be the ushers of and leaders in Peace building, conflict prevention and other such happenings.  We are a “NO WAR” COUNTRY FROM PAST HISTORY TO DATE!  Our peace ways of “Satyagraha”, i.e. denial and self deprivation of the famous Salt March of Gandhi, fasting, and peaceful strikes are the foundations of our anticipative leadership.  Let our today’s world leadership in IT be dovetailed by the above concept becoming a reality – a hopeful note for our gender, not only in our country, India – but for world women! Tomorrow’s India, with plenty more women in Higher Education, may be able to add and make buoyant woman power to soar heights and high positions in academics and elsewhere!  To resort to the old adage – Let the hand that rocks the cradle, also rock the Indian Academic scenario – we shall live in anticipation, not to end here, but to begin here!
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