Chapter 1:  Introduction
“...individuals have a compelling need to create a meaningful, advantageous identity sustained in relationships with others, and this need is a potent force for social invention.  When we focus deeply on these interactions of ordinary persons, what we observe are the ‘grassroots’ of social change, the dialogical role the individual plays in constructing and transforming a heterogeneous society.” 
 

I was born in Mysore in 1964 in a middle class family.  My father was a railways employee. …He was in hockey and on the football national team, so he used to encourage me in sports.  In eighth standard I joined the NCC
, where I had lots of activities like rifle shooting, camping, social studies, aerosports, and things like that. In my family, I was the first one to enter into a college. …All my cousins and sisters were married at the age of 15 or 16.  And for the ladies here, they think marriage is the end of life.  For me also, when I was in tenth standard, they started looking for a boy.  But my father said, no, let her study.  Let her become bigger.  So when I was in PUC
 they started searching for a boy from the village, because our family background is from the village, you know, farmers.  Since I was doing all this flying, I was exposed to the outside world.  So I didn’t want to live in that village, where mixing with the boys and doing flying is taboo.  There you can’t do anything you like. …girls suffer because of so many restrictions.  …So I told my father, ‘See, I don’t want to get married to a village boy, because I want to study, stand on my own feet. …[I married my flight instructor, and after my children were in school] I decided to start my own small unit, manufacturing tents, life jackets, sleeping bags.  …I wanted to provide them at a little bit cheaper rate, so that it will encourage young people to start adventure clubs.… At first there were a lot of objections, when I was going with the boys to learn flying and things like that.  My relatives never understood what I was doing.  ‘Why should she do all these things?  She has to get married and settle down.’  That was their opinion.  But now that I have reached a good position, they are appreciating me.  Now they are feeling proud. …Though we are from a backward community, I’ve done something which in our community none has done.  … I am the only lady in the whole of the country, who has done all type of aerosports, and doing something different, entirely different from others’ (Chitra, sporting equipment manufacturer, aerosports instructor, 1998)

Uniquely situated at the confluence of class and gender, Indian middle-class women have been viewed as both beneficiaries and victims of history, but seldom as agents in its configuration.  Emphasis on their alleged conservatism, complacency, and roles in social reproduction has elided women’s deeper yearnings to come into their own as full and equal citizens of India, their agency in local social transformation, and their growing participation in the global cultural economy.  This thesis focuses on self-described ordinary women who, impelled by economic circumstances and desires for greater control over their lives, have undertaken entrepreneurship in a society characterized by ambivalent attitudes toward this move.  Life-story narratives and intergenerational interviews elucidate perceptions of change in entrenched gender norms, and women’s roles in transformation processes within a shifting postcolonial social imaginary.
Business ownership is a relatively new development for middle-class women in India.
  Working class and rural women have long been an important part of the agricultural and informal sectors of the economy, and a few educated upper-middle-class women entered professions such as teaching and medicine as early as the 19th century.
  For the middle classes, 
 however, women’s non-participation in remunerative work has been viewed as a sign of status, a distinction that set them apart from others whose women, of necessity, had to work outside of the home to earn money. 
   Although many upper-middle-class women were educated, it was usually for the purpose of making them better partners for educated husbands, and better mothers who could help their children with school work, rather than for taking up a career.
  It has only been in the last two decades that India’s social and economic climate has encouraged not only women’s employment,
 but their entry into business ownership.
  Reactions to these developments, however, have been mixed at all levels of society,
 and even today only about 15 per cent of adult middle-class women are employed full time, and less than 0.1 per cent of them own businesses.
   Since business has not been a part of expected or accepted behavior for middle-class women, those who have undertaken it are still in the pioneering phase of this phenomenon.  

This thesis centers on the life stories of women entrepreneurs in Mysore, a medium-sized city in the Southern Indian state of Karnataka. These women do not belong to India’s large informal sector in which women perform low-wage, part-time, or semi-skilled, cottage-industry work, such as bidi-rolling, vegetable vending, and the like.  Much has already been written about women who work in these low-wage sectors. The women in my study belong to higher socio-economic groups, and the majority own businesses such as factories, shops, restaurants, clinics, schools, and small manufacturing units.   These female entrepreneurs have their own set of problems and perspectives, some of which are shared in a general way by most Indian women, others more specific to the middle classes.  The study is less concerned with business per se than with how women and those around them have experienced entrepreneurship as a new undertaking for women of their social class.  It examines both women’s subjective experiences, and the ways in which they are active participants in transformational processes.  Through women’s narratives the thesis seeks to answer such questions as:  Why did these women choose to take this “bold step” as they refer to it, into entrepreneurship, and why now?  What are the conditions that made it both possible and attractive at this particular historical juncture?  What sorts of problems did these women encounter in endeavoring to undertake this new role, and why?   How did it affect their lives, their families, and possibly, their society?  
Theoretical underpinnings

Theorizing the relationship between the individual and society, or the individual and culture has been a defining focus of anthropology since its inception.  However, the primary concern with explaining the mechanics of society and culture meant that attention was directed at how the individual, viewed as a representative of culture, was affected or shaped by the larger system.  Even “psychological anthropology,” influenced as it was by Freudian determinism, was primarily interested in the ways in which “patterns of culture” created “national characters.”  In the last two decades, prompted in part by a questioning of the culture concept and by critiques emanating from feminist and subaltern studies, there has been increasing anthropological interest in, and focus upon, the formation, behavior, psychology, agency, and positionality of “persons,” “identities,” “selves,” and “subjectivities” vis-à-vis the larger systems. With cross-sharing of ideas among disciplines ranging from psychology and sociology to linguistics, literary criticism and philosophy, social scientists have continued to work over and debate the question of this relationship, and anthropologists, with their array of detailed ethnographic data, have been uniquely positioned at the center of the fray.  

In 1979 Anthony Giddens declared the relationship between structure and agency to be one of the central problems of modern social theory,
 and in recent years issues of agency, power, and subjectivity have received increasing attention in anthropology, including a growing interest in women’s agency.
  With increased awareness of the importance of gender, power relations, and positionality, debates have focused on the degree to which the subject actually has agency vis-à-vis larger systems, and in what ways it may be expressed within overarching power structures.  The theoretical spectrum has been inhabited at one extreme by what could be termed cultural or social-structural determinists persuaded by certain strands of structuralism, post-structuralism, and Marxism; and at the other extreme by the champions of the individual, who subscribe to various genres of essentialism or liberal humanism.  The queasiness with essentialism, once it was labeled as such, together with decapitation (or at least decentering) of the Cartesian free-willed, autonomous subject in the swath cut through the human sciences by ascendant poststructuralist notions of the tyranny of discourse,
 habitus and doxa, has created considerable debate about the efficacy of individual agency in affecting the system.

Some social theorists have voiced a general discontent with a formulation in which subjective experiences are viewed as being determined by macro forces.  They point out that although poststructuralist and Marxist thinkers such as Saussure, Derrida, Foucault, Bourdieu, and Althusser, and psychoanalytic theorists such as Lacan, have contributed much to our understanding of the relationship between the individual and society, they have all failed in one respect or another in producing an adequate account of agency, particularly with regard to gender.  In Giddens’s assessment, “Foucault’s history tends to have no active subjects at all.  It is history with the agency removed.  The individuals who appear in Foucault’s analyses seem impotent to determine their own destinies.”
  Linda Alcoff echoes this sentiment that, while social explanations are useful, they often lead to a total erasure of any room for maneuver by the individual.  “In Derrida’s and Foucault’s view, we are constructed by a social discourse and/or cultural practice and individuals have little choice in the matter.”
 Sherry Ortner also points out that, at least in the earlier strands of “…anti-subject or anti-agent poststructuralism… The entire theoretical apparatus is often directed toward showing the ways in which the (apparent) subject is actually an ideological effect, or discursively constructed position that cannot recognize its own constructedness.”
  She says that more recent accounts emanating from postmodernist theory have tended to emphasize the fragmentation, depthlessness and lack of coherence of the postmodern subject.

This ‘crisis of representation of the individual’ has posed particular problems for feminists, many of whom welcomed the demise of gender essentialism, but were then left with the dilemma of how to theorize women as acting subjects capable of challenging prevailing power structures.  For example, Judith Butler and Joan Scott raise questions regarding the absence of an intentional subject, or a notion of agency, in poststructuralist feminist theory.
  Dismay has been expressed by several writers who point out that this disempowering came along just at the moment when women (and other marginalized groups) had finally gained recognition as subjects rather than being viewed as passive, voiceless objects of history.
  Glimmers of hope from various quarters have lain in the possibilities inherent in the ideas that discourses (and subject positions) are competing and multiple, that meanings are not static, that the system contains fissures, that power implies resistance, that the unconscious renders practice  indeterminate, that performance provides possibilities for innovation, that construction of both the subject and society are never complete, that hegemony might be overcome through consciousness-raising and class or mass action, or that the weak might have secret weapons.  The thorny philosophical and sociological problem of individual agency has continued to provoke debate.

Giddens has attempted to move away from social determinism toward a more dialectical and mutually constructing relationship between the individual and society with his theory of ‘structuration,’
  Giddens envisions the individual as selectively and reflexively drawing upon resources made available by a particular set of rules (what he refers to as a social structure), which facilitates and constrains action, but does not determine it.  Individual actors exercise agency in that they make decisions about which course of action to take, but due to their need for “ontological security,” they tend to reproduce the social system by repeating certain normative patterns.
  Giddens’s vision of agency goes beyond this, however in his assertion that the individual can choose to “act otherwise,” and thus has an inherent power to effect changes in the larger system.
  In his view, “Structure is not to be equated with constraint but is always both constraining and enabling.”
  
Lois McNay
 has approached the problem of (gendered) agency from a psycho-social viewpoint.  Through  a critical synthesis of Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of the embodiment of habitus through practice, Paul Ricoeur’s ideas regarding the coherence of individual identity through narrative self-formation, and Cornelius Castoriadis’s psychoanalytic theories regarding the radical and social imaginary,  McNay attempts to explain individual psychology within a non-essentialist, generative paradigm that accounts for creativity, and therefore the ability of the individual to affect social change within structures of domination.  I have found McNay’s ideas useful in thinking through the problem of individual agency in the post-Cartesian, and post-poststructuralist era.  In particular, Castoriadis’s
 concepts of instituting-instituted are useful in conceptualizing an active, dialogical and mutually constituting dynamic between the individual and society. 
Hartman and Messer-Davidow, (along with several other practice theorists) have also proposed an alternative to both traditional “hyperindividualism” and poststructuralist models that diminish people as agents of knowledge and social change.  The form of “feminist social constructionism” they advocate privileges neither agents nor social structures in explaining the production of knowledge, but rather emphasizes their mutual constitution as practice.  As Hartman and Messer-Davidow put it, “knowers have perspectives, acquire values, make selections, and over time constitute (as they are constituted by) the institutions of knowledge.  ...institutions—families, schools, government agencies, media—constitute (as they are constituted by) agentic perspectives, values, and selections.”

In my thesis, I explore issues of subjectivity and agency with regard to Indian middle-class women.  For the purposes of this discussion, I am defining subjectivity as “the experience of self as a subject who acts, who has wants and desires, and who enters into relations with others and defines [his or her] sense of self through engagement with a social world.”
  I view the individual subject as always a work in progress, “…located in an interdiscursive space” “…where forces of class, gender, race, ethnicity, age group, household position, and nation intersect.”
  Drawing on life-story narratives, I examine agency defined as the active, intentional exercise of power over one’s actions that results in consequences—intended and otherwise—which may ramify through relationships and ultimately affect the larger social system.
  My approach to agency, therefore, is a sort of theoretical “middle path” out of the conundrum of structural/cultural determinism vs. individualism/voluntarism, toward an emphasis on mutual constitution and transformation by and of the individual and society.
  It views culture as a product of human practice,
 and society as “both the ever-present condition and the continually reproduced outcome of human agency,”
 or as ‘instituting-instituted’ in Castoriadis’s terms.
  This approach considers how a person becomes an agent in the construction of knowledge through dialogically created meanings for experiences, and “dialogically negotiated responsibility as a social agent” within complex power relations.
  It is practice theory that views society as a system that constrains the individual, yet provides resources that enable agency,
 and is itself “made and unmade through human action and interaction,”
  It is a view of history as something upon which ordinary people may have an affect.

In the following section, I will give a brief overview of the literature on the subject of Indian women, arguing that the vast majority of it has emphasized the ways in which women have been constructed through various discourses, or coerced through material relations, rather than the ways in which they have been active agents in social processes.  I then focus on middle-class women entrepreneurs in Mysore, showing how they express a particular form of agency which I believe has been underrated and underrepresented in the literature.  That is, the social consequences that may result when ordinary individuals intentionally and reflexively make choices to pursue personal goals in new ways and in new social spaces.

Agency and Postcolonial Constructions of Indian women
From the colonial heyday right up to the present, Indian women have been depicted as oppressed, downtrodden, voiceless victims of history and culture. 
  The
modern public discussion regarding Indian women began with the 19th-century reform movement in Bengal as part of the response to British assertions of moral and cultural superiority as a rationale for colonialism.  In the context of liberal humanist and Victorian ideals, the “condition of women” became the central focus of the British critique, and thus a focal point for nationalists in their counter attack.  Middle-class Indian intelligentsia comprising social reformers, writers and Sanskrit scholars, felt answerable to the criticisms of India’s treatment of its women, and began reconstructing the past in order to contest the negative image promulgated by the British.  They appropriated German Indologist Max Muller’s theory of a “golden age” of Aryan civilization, and began examining ancient scriptures and reinterpreting the Shastras  in order to formulate a theory of a glorious Vedic past during which women enjoyed high status.  It was argued that the current evils were only a temporary aberration due mostly to foreign (especially Muslim) invasions, and that Indians themselves were capable of restoring their superior civilization and “uplifting” their women, whether through reform or through a “return to the Vedas.”
   
This narrative, in which the status of women became an index of civilizational progress, was thus a major pretext both for colonial rule, and subsequently for an indigenous project of “upliftment” as a key nationalist counter-argument in the anti-colonial struggle.
  In both cases, women’s agency was elided.  Burton
 and Visweswaran
 have shown that, although many Indian women of the period were active in social reform and their own feminist causes, British feminists also had a stake in portraying them as passive, degraded colonial subjects, and essentialized differences between “western” and “eastern” women, partly in order to realize their own feminist objectives.
  Several authors have observed that this “Nationalist school of history,” 
  which premises an age of gender egalitarianism, a subsequent decline in women’s status due to various invasions over the centuries, resulting finally in the miserable condition in which the British found them in the 18th and 19th centuries, is still very popular among the general populace of India.
  It can also still be found in the work of several scholars in recent decades.
   
Lata Mani
 and others have argued that the real concern in these debates was not actually women, but the status of Hindu tradition and the legitimacy of colonial power which male colonial administrators, missionaries, Hindu liberals and reformers, conservatives, and nationalists conducted among themselves.  Women were merely the medium through which discourses of traditional and modernity were articulated. Tradition itself was redefined according to the ‘Nationalist school of history,’ and women came to represent ‘tradition’ for all participants, whether as weak, deluded and in need of reform, or as keepers of tradition who must be protected.  In this process, and amidst the emergence of the middle class, the bhadralok, in Bengal, a certain type of “Indian (middle-class) woman” was constructed:  the bhadramahila, or the Indian gentlewoman, who embodied both the virtues of the “traditional” pativrata (ideal Hindu wife),
 and Victorian ideals of bourgeois domesticity.
  Women were treated as icons of tradition, and new forms of control, dress, and behavior were prescribed for women by male elites.
  Scholars in recent years have argued that the gendered bifurcation of domains into the traditional, feminine, “domestic” and the westernized, male, “public” ( the home and the world ( originated in these projects of both nationalism and modernity.
  Although by no means ubiquitous, both some seclusion of women
 and a version of the home-world dichotomy existed prior the colonial era.
 Partha Chatterjee contends, however, that with the rise of the bhadralok, as part of the colonial bureaucracy, late nineteenth-century nationalist elites in Bengal came to associate interior or home with sacred Indian “tradition,” the feminized essence of the nation, thus enabling men to participate in the modern, western world of work while retaining their essential “Indian” identity.
   These standards became further entrenched in the twentieth century.    Middle-class women came to be viewed as preservers of tradition who at the same time were able to move in the modern context as educated, refined, genteel companions for their middle-class husbands.
  
Mary Hancock has discussed the ways in which this dichotomy of physical and conceptual space emerged in South India, and the convergence of nationalism and modernity in the practices of middle-class women.  Through an examination of Home Science as it developed in the Madras Presidency in the first half of the 20th century, Hancock describes the ways in which Home Science rhetoric, nationalist projects, and internationalist feminisms were conjoined in attempts to define female agency within the domestic sphere.  The home became a site where “nationalist modernities, which appropriated and contested Eurowestern behaviors and material culture, were fashioned and displayed.”
  The subsequent interventions by American Home Economists attempted to both bring scientific rationality into the home and contain women within the domestic sphere.  Feminist nationalists also championed motherhood as a defining feature Indian female identity, and privileged the domestic realm as a site of female agency in their advocacy of Home Science.  Thus, “…the home, itself, had come to be seen as a site of female action and identity-formation that, with appropriate revision, could meet the needs of a specifically Indian modernity.”

Several authors have argued that the use of women as symbols for national identity was integral to class identity, and that hierarchies and patriarchies were transferred and adapted from a caste-based, feudal system to a class-based capitalist system.
  Bharati Ray expresses a commonly-held “false consciousness” view of the bhadramahila, when he says that, although these women felt some ambivalence with regard to the opposite pulls of “modern” western and “ancient” Indian idealized models of womanhood, neither of which were based on reality, the writings of these educated women indicate that they internalized these male concepts of the new womanhood, and strived to be “worthy” companions of their husbands.
  Tharu and Lalita find in writings during the first decade of the 20th century a depiction of middle-aged, upper-caste, middle- or upper-middle-class women as preserving their “traditional” and essentially Indian ways of life.  In these writings, middle-class women are viewed as conservative moral authority figures who hold the nation together and “carry it safely into a modern era.”
   Several authors have pointed out that this conception of women as guardians of tradition continues to be the case today,
 and that what is considered ‘traditional’ by contemporary Indians, including the concept of the ‘traditional Indian woman,’ is largely a postcolonial construction.
 

A popular source of information for Orientalist scholars, Indologists, and historians on the topic of “Indian womanhood” has been the large body of religious texts, such as the Shastras and the Vedas, as well as mythology, folklore, and oral traditions.  As Suryakumari observes, “Even in contemporary times, the study of the identity of women is based almost entirely on Sanskritic models and myths conditioning women.”
  Recent authors have pointed out that these textual depictions represent, for the most part, an orthodox, elite, male Brahman perspective, providing at best, “a partial view from above,”
 and many times represent the way their male authors thought women should behave, rather than how they probably actually behaved.
  Interest among contemporary social scientists focuses on how these ancient laws, myths, stories, and traditions have impinged upon the thinking of Indians in recent history and in the present.
 Mattison Mines has decried the folly of this over-reliance on ideology and canonical texts in descriptions of people’s behavior and thought processes in daily life, contending that they elide the complexity of the person, and rob the individual of the ability to make real choices or to be a causal agent in social change.

In anthropological literature, if mentioned at all in earlier ethnographies, women were generally portrayed as lacking in individuality, their identities subsumed by the family, caste, or community;
 as unable to represent themselves, having no voice in controlling their lives; and as bound to traditional ideas based on Sanskritic or other textual models.  As was true of anthropological texts in general, women were largely absent from most of the ethnographies of India up until the 1970s.  The classic community studies by both Indian and foreign anthropologists in the 1950s and 1960s contain very little information about women’s productive or political roles, and hardly mention them except in their relationships with men.
  Caplan has observed that the urban studies that emerged in the 1960s, as well as studies of caste and class, did little to amend the imbalance.
  Much of the social science literature of the 1970s regarding Indian women focused on “modernizing” tendencies, often employing attitudinal surveys of particular categories, such as middle-class working women and the “role conflicts” they were presumed to experience, based on western models.
  

Chandra Mohanty has critiqued social science, development, and feminist literature (written mostly from the 1960s through the 1980s) that lumps women in various subject positions affected by class, culture, religion, and other ideological institutions and frameworks into one, agencyless category.  “Women in third-world countries are seen has having ‘needs’ and ‘problems,’ but few if any have ‘choices’ or the freedom to act.  …[This] “limits the definition of the female subject to gender identity.  ...sexual difference becomes coterminous with female subordination, and power is automatically defined in binary terms:” men, who have it, and women, who don’t.
  This can be seen in some of the world-systems-type analyses of Indian women.
  Mohanty observes that women have often been defined primarily in terms of their object status, for example, the way in which they are affected or not by certain institutions and systems, such as religion, the family, colonialism, or development.  Examples of this can be found in numerous treatises regarding the ‘position’ or ‘status’ of ‘women in India,’
 especially historical narratives in which ‘Indian women’ are agglomerated in an often unspecified ‘past,’
 and in studies of the ‘effect of’ kinship structures, colonialism, modernization, organization of labor, etcetera, on women.
  Many of the sociological studies of Indian women and their ‘roles’ and ‘role conflicts’ written in the 1950s-70s would come under this category.
  What is forgotten, Mohanty argues, is that women are produced through these relations as well as being implicated in forming them. 

Many authors emphasize the ways in which “traditional” discourses, seen mostly as oppressive, are internalized by Indian women. 
  While useful in delineating the various influences on women’s psyches and behavior, an unfortunate tendency in these kinds of analyses is that they often result in a false-consciousness paradigm.  For example, although she admits that the process is not always and in everyone complete, Chakravarti argues that the powerful model of the pativrata, the dutiful wife, plays a crucial role in the “taming” of women:  “Once internalized by them it also makes them complicit in their own subordination.  Ultimate social control is effectively and imperceptibly achieved when the subordinated not only accept their condition but consider it a mark of distinction.”
  Kakar maintains that ancient texts on the ideals of womanhood and motherhood today “pervade and circumscribe the identities of individual women.” 
  K. Sharma, et al. write, “Patriarchal ideology, the chief instrument of women’s oppression within the family, is all pervasive and to a large extent, women internalize their own inferiority through a process of socialization, division of labor, customs, religion and rituals, although its expression and methods of social control assume diverse manifestations at different levels and in different classes.  Women within the family themselves become the chief instrument in transmitting the patriarchal ideology which they internalize to form part of their own consciousness.”
   Numerous other examples of this type can be found in the literature. 
  
James Scott has critiqued this idea of the hegemony of “macro-definitional powers” such as that put forward by Saltzman-Chafetz.
  Although he is speaking of elites, one could substitute “men” or “patriarchy” or “tradition” or “dominant discourse” ( in other words, that which is portrayed as having pervasive power.  Scott regards this view as, “typically rest[ing] on the assumption that elites dominate not only the physical means of production but the symbolic means of production as well-and that this symbolic hegemony allows them to control the very standards by which their rule is evaluated.”
  He rejects this notion, arguing that it ignores forms of resistance that are necessarily covert, and that avoid direct confrontation with authority or with elite norms.  Scott’s view is corroborated in studies such as those of Indian school girls by Raka Ray,
 and of Rajasthani women by Raheja and Gold.
  Both of these have shown that women and girls are often well aware of the disabilities suffered on the basis of gender, yet they do not internalize submissiveness or lack of worth, and express the exercise of genuine control over the terms of their lives.  Raheja and Gold point out that, although women and girls are disadvantaged, if we fail to “hear Indian women’s self-affirming voices or to appreciate their own sense of what constitutes a good life or to see how they skillfully negotiate their chances for such a life, we perpetuate the mistaken assumption that these women have completely internalized the dominant conventions of female subordination and fragmented identity.”

Some authors have analyzed the material foundations, i.e., the economic and political interests of the emerging middle class, which motivated the definitions of the middle-class ‘Indian woman’ and the ways in which they should be ‘uplifted.’
  Some have examined the ways that women, and control of women’s sexuality, ‘honor,’ and productive labor, continue to be integral to the formation and maintenance of upper-caste and/or middle-class identity, which in turn ultimately reaps material rewards for the caste’s or family’s members, especially its male members.
  Others discuss the ways that images of middle-class women, “Indian woman” and the “new woman” continue to be disseminated by state-owned media for the purpose of “national integration,” “progress,” and/or national identity,
 or by religious fundamentalists in their struggles for political hegemony.
  Some have analyzed the symbiotic relationship of capitalism and patriarchy in which the construction of domesticity and the “housewife” is integral to an integrated and self-perpetuating system.
  Caplan, for example, maintains that the ideological designation of women to domesticity is an integral and necessary part of class formation, which simultaneously causes women to participate in and perpetuate their own subordination.
 Recent topics concern the ways middle-class women are constructed as consumers in an increasingly commodified market culture.
  With the exception of a few of these studies which include accounts of women’s agency,
 almost all take a “macro” approach to “women’s status”, emphasizing the ways in which women are discursively constructed.  

In recent years, debates regarding gender, agency, and representation, have prompted efforts to ‘recover women’s voices,’
 and to look for ways in which Indian women, past and present, may express agency that ‘resists’ dominant discourses and structural conditions for women.  Aside from biographies of a few extraordinary historical and political figures,
 some have described the ‘manipulations of the inferior’ within the domestic sphere, or the hierarchical ascension of authority with age.
  There is the agency expressed by women within bounded subcultures, 
 and the ‘parallel discourses’ found in women’s speech genres that run counter to the patriarchal grain.
  While these are all valid forms of agency, I argue that they work within a basically Foucauldian framework in that the agentive subject acts to assert herself within the constraints of a more or less static structure that is “dominant, powerful and controlling.”
  In this view, individual agency is circumscribed within prevailing dominant discourses, with little or no scope for making changes to it.  Those who do discuss social transformation for the most part refer to organized resistance by collectivities of women, such as in the nationalist movement, social and environmental actions, feminist organizations, or unions.
  Except for nationalists and some middle-class feminist groups, these forms of agency pertain most often to lower-caste, rural, working-class or peasant women.  Almost nothing has been written about the efficacy of ordinary, individual middle-class women (or men, for that matter) in changing larger structures.  In most cases, studies of middle-class women have emphasized precisely the opposite:  Their passivity, conservatism
 and complacency vis-à-vis the status quo due to their relatively comfortable class position.
  There is even a certain amount of impatience and frustration expressed by some writers in this regard, who see middle-class women, for the most part, as colluding in their own oppression. 
  While a few writers have discussed their agency, they have tended to emphasize women’s roles in ‘status production’
 activities that work to perpetuate class and gender hierarchies.   

Thus, much of the literature on Indian women during the last century, whether anthropological, sociological, historical or political, has tended to emphasize the ways in which Indian women have been oppressed by the cultural, ideological, and social structural conditions in which they live.  This oppression is viewed as basically resulting from one or both of two social forces:  coercion and internalization.  Discussions of coercion tend to emphasize the material conditions of Indian women such as the division of labor, social and legal discrimination, and economic dependence.  Those who argue internalization emphasize the construction of women’s subjectivities through religious, ‘traditional,’ colonialist, nationalist, fundamentalist, and/or capitalist discourses.  While all of these lines of inquiry and analysis are useful in attempting to understand women in the Indian context, what has been underinvestigated is how women themselves, in various subject positions, perceive and talk about their lives, and most especially, how they may effect changes in social structural conditions.  Almost all social science literature about women in India focuses on the constraining power of culture and social structure, whether in describing the conditions of women or analyzing the causes and mechanics of gender subordination.  While a few describe the various ways in which women manipulate the system to carve out an acceptable life for themselves, or resist subordination in other ways, the bulk of the literature emphasizes the ways in which women reproduce the system - either as powerless victims, or as unwitting or complacent collaborators.
  Very few talk about the ways in which they may play a role in transforming the system.  Thus it seems that the dominant view is largely social/cultural determinist a la Durkheim, Marx, Boas or Bourdieu, in which intentional action is socially constrained by a system reproduced through doxa, and “real” agency seen as a sort of incipient potential that requires mass action - “legal, political, social, economic, or...military” in order to effectively change society.
  

My Approach to the Study of Women’s Agency in Mysore

G. Janaki, in her sociological study of entrepreneurial women in Madras remarked that studies on women from an objective standpoint are many, but few have explored the subjective orientations of women.
  Jeffery and Jeffery agree that in general, the empirical basis for exploring how women view themselves and their ability to influence their own lives is “remarkably thin.”
  The Indian sociologist, T. N. Madan, laments that non-western societies have “been studied but not listened to” by a hegemonic anthropological enterprise.  He argues that his own culture has fallen victim to misrepresentation by authors who tend to generalize the Indian person as the ‘other,’ creating stereotypes such as karmic choicelessness, identification with caste, and renunciation.
  To counter the effects of ‘othering,’ Lila Abu-Lughod suggests that we focus on the lives of ordinary individuals and the ways in which they experience their society and culture.  She argues that, instead of generalizing about communities based on their institutions, one can investigate how a set of individuals experience a particular institution.  “…building a picture of it through the participants’ discussions, recollections, disagreements, and actions” highlights the constructed quality of the institution, and explains how social life proceeds.
  As P. Sudhir puts it, “we need to move beyond studies of ‘roles’ to considerations of the ways in which the world of women, both mental and material, is constructed [and to] how women perceive transitions in society.”
  

Mattison Mines has also argued that in studies of India individual agency has been given little recognition except in the more visible cases of overt resistance, contestation, or revolt against the constraints of the dominant society.
  Drawing on the insights of George Herbert Mead’s
 concepts of the self as an evolving, interactive process between society and the individual, incorporating Charles Taylor’s
 notion of a dialogic self, and the “mingled and competing voices” of heteroglossia developed by Bakhtin,
 Mines has used Tamil life stories to argue against popular totalizing concepts of the Indian person that submerge the individual in the group on the one hand, and deny the efficacy of the individual in the process of history on the other. 
    Mines contends that portrayals of Indian identity as being conjoined with or subordinated to that of family, caste, or community,
 have lead to “interpretations of agency [that obscure] the individual as a dialogical site of initiative, reason, and debate.”
  Individuals must pick and choose their way through though the labyrinthine plurality of conflicting voices.  Agency requires reflexive monitoring of the self and of one’s relationship to others in one’s social field in dialogic interaction.  Investigating what people actually do and how they come to make these decisions in the construction of the self requires what Abu-Lughod refers to as “ethnographies of the particular.”
 

In their study of Rajasthani women, Raheja and Gold advocate an approach to culture which views societies in terms of the processes through which relationships are constructed, negotiated, and contested, rather than primarily in terms of fixed structures.  The authors argue that what has appeared to others, for example, Gayatri Spivak and Ranajit Guha,
 as unquestioning obedience to authority, or a complete internalization of ‘traditional norms,’ or the capability of speaking and thinking only in terms of the dominant discourse, is in fact not unitary and dichotomous (tradition versus resistance).  Nor would it require a revolutionary change in consciousness in order to break free of these patterns of dominance and subordination.  Rather, it is an evolving process of reflexive and multiple negotiations, contestations, and alternative discourses deployed strategically in various contexts.  The authors argue that the alternative perspectives they represent may serve as a ground for possible social transformation.
  
Raheja and Gold examine women’s alternative discursive formations within ‘tradition,’ but do not elaborate the ways in which this ‘resistance’ may effect changes in larger structures.  Lois McNay, (Quoting Sztompka), agrees that change is not necessarily due to the efforts of change-oriented collectivities, but rather the result of “‘everyday conduct of common people, often quite far removed from any reformist intentions.’”
  McNay takes agency a step further, however, in arguing that, 
Although there might not be a direct causal relation, attitudinal changes may contribute to a crescive alteration in shared social practices which, in turn, may have a transformatory impact on systemic tendencies in the manner of the so-called new social movement. …The materialist emphasis on objective structures of inequality to the exclusion of a theory of agency may not detect the significant impact that such attitudinal shifts may have upon processes of social transformation.
 
When what individuals do, how they talk about their lives, and how they affect those around them becomes the focus of analysis rather than macro forces, one can begin to see the ways that women are not only maneuvering within existing power relations, but are actively exercising agency that may ultimately result in changing the larger social system. 
McNay observes that, “Highlighting processes of self-formation draws attention to an active, interpretative dynamic in agency without which an understanding of change would be rendered one-dimensional.”
  Ricoeur argues that it is through the narrative process that the individual actively interprets and understands the shifting stream of daily existence in order to construct a coherent sense of self. 
   Whether in a conversation with a family member, an e-mail from across the ocean, a television program, a politician’s speech, an ancient manuscript, or a contemporary novel, there are constant streams of heteroglossic voices, none of which are in themselves ‘determining.’  These are debated and modified according to experience, and selectively incorporated into the individual’s sense of  “self.”  She then uses these to argue, reason, make choices, and affect others’ behaviors in a dynamic and constant dialogic process.  The idea of dialogic heteroglossia thus links the individual, society, and global forces in a dynamic, interactive whole.  Ingrid Rudie envisions a similar concept:  “…in this perspective culture is seen as something that constantly happens, that is invented and re-invented, in the interface between individual and environment.”  Individuals, thus, “…may be highly instrumental in bringing [changes] about.”

Women’s life stories of provide insight into the narrative and dialogical construction of the self.  As Barbre et al. have noted, women’s personal narratives reveal how gendered subjectivity is constructed vis-à-vis overarching social structures and cultural discourses, and how women negotiate their status in their daily lives and over the course of their lives.  Life stories reveal the ways in which social constructions impinge on the individual, and the ways these institutions are affected by human agency, thus dissolving the either/or dichotomy between the two.
  
As women tell about their lives, the decisions they have made, what has been significant to their development, and how they compare themselves with others, one can hear the internal and interpersonal dialogs and debates that they have carried on as they have sought to understand and interpret events and explain their actions to themselves and others.  One can hear very clearly the competing discourses expressed in the heteroglossic voices of their narratives.  The interlocutors range relationally from the woman’s closest family members to global, historical and mythological figures, and temporally from her first memories in childhood forward into the speculative future.  Even though certain ‘hegemonic’ discourses (or doxa, or ‘social systems’) regarding gender may influence a woman’s behavior, she may, through the narrative process, ‘think otherwise,’ and seek ways to circumvent or change them.   

Unprecedented access to information via global communications in the last two decades has multiplied exponentially the tools with which to ‘think otherwise.’  Alternative ‘discourses’ are filtered, critiqued and adapted to local conditions and individual needs and desires.  Because this process varies among individuals, some may choose new courses of action that run counter to local customs, while receiving inspiration and encouragement from other spheres of sociality.  Since an individual is part of a network of relationships, others, and especially family members, are always involved in a decision that a woman takes, and are affected by its consequences.  When her actions result in positive outcomes, this may cause changes in the attitudes and perceptions of others that ripple out to become part of larger social change.  
With the exception of a handful of sociological and economic studies,
 none have focused specifically on middle-class women entrepreneurs, particularly through their own words, in order to examine what it means to enter into this new status in society, and how they view their roles in social change. 
Mysore City and State
At approximately 800,000 inhabitants, and covering an area of more than 40 square kilometers, Mysore is the second largest city in the State of Karnataka.  It is the administrative seat of the 6,268-square-kilometer Mysore District, located on the southern part of the Deccan Plateau.  Mysore City is about 60 kilometers north of the state’s borders with India’s southern-most states, Kerala and Tamil Nadu, and about 140 kilometers southwest of the Karnataka’s capital, Bangalore.  
The former capital of the Kingdom of Mysore ruled by Maharajas, Mysore City is touted as the cultural capital of Karnataka.  Its seasonal rains and abundant water resources create a lush environment year-round that supports the cultivation of many varieties of fruits and vegetables, sugar cane, rice, ragi, and hay.  In addition to agriculture, sericulture, and traditional arts and crafts, Mysore has a growing small-scale manufacturing and service industries sector.  It boasts several well-reputed engineering and medical colleges, research and arts institutes, and the University of Mysore, which attracts domestic and international students.  This ‘City of Palaces’ is also a tourist destination for both Indians and foreigners, who come to for its world-renowned yoga centers, ashrams, palaces, pilgrimage sites, gardens, and wildlife sanctuaries.  

Mysore’s culture is an eclectic mix of religions, castes, and ethnic groups.  The majority of its residents, about 86%, are Hindu, about 11% are Muslim, and 2% are Christian.  There is also a smattering of Jains, Sikhs, Parsis, Tibetans from the nearby Tibetan refugee settlement of Bylakuppe, a few expatriates from western countries, and students from Africa and other parts of Asia.   Hindu and Muslim religious communities are somewhat spatially segregated in neighborhoods, with Christians living in both areas, and other religious and ethnic groups living mostly in Hindu neighborhoods.  In general, relations between different communities are amicable although, like the rest of India, subtle undercurrents of antipathy can flare to the surface occasionally during times of regional or national crises. 
  The state language is Kannada and original Kannada is spoken by the inhabitants in this area.  English is widely spoken by the educated, and some people also speak Hindi or other regional languages.  The literacy rates for both males (80%) and females (71%) in Mysore compare favorably with India’s overall literacy rates of 76% and 54% respectively.
The city of Mysore, or Mahishur as it was called in the past, traces its origins to the mythical, when the goddess Chamundeshwari slew the buffalo-headed demon, Mahishasura, rescuing the people from his cruel rule.  To this day, Mysore’s ten-day celebration of the Dasara festival, which marks this victory, is renowned throughout India.  References to the area that eventually became the Kingdom of Mysore can be found in the Mahabharatha, and from the time of King Ashoka in the third century B.C. many different dynasties rose and fell in the area.  The principality of Mysore began in 1399 when the Wodeyar family, founders of the Mysore dynasty, ruled it as a small feudatory tributary of the great Vijayanagar kingdom.  The Wodeyar Maharajas took full control after the fall of the Vijayanars in 1565, and from the 17th to the 19th centuries their capital alternated between Mysore City and Srirangapattana, 16 kilometers  to the northeast.  
The Wodeyar family ruled the princely state of Mysore until India’s independence in 1947, except for 38 years beginning in 1761 when Hyder Ali and then his son, Tippu Sultan, ruled the State from Srirangapattana.  The Wodeyars and Tippu Sultan were great patrons of art and culture, and under their rule the Kingdom of Mysore grew to include the southern third of what is now Karnataka.  Tippu Sultan, known as the “Tiger of Mysore,” fought the British in an unsuccessful attempt to gain access to the coast.  He is viewed by locals as a hero who delayed British expansion in the south, which began only after his death in battle in 1799.  Five-year-old Prince Krishnaraja Wodeyar III was installed as the Maharaja of Mysore, and the capital of the princely state was shifted back to Mysore City.  It was at this time that the transformation of Mysore from a small town confined to the limits of the Fort into a modern township began.  The many temples, palaces, women's schools and colleges, the Mysore school of traditional painting, and famous musicians attest to the liberal grants of Mysore maharajas.  
Modernization began under the rule of Krishnaraja Wodeyar IV from 1895-1940, which is often referred to as the Golden Age of Mysore. During this period, Mysore City was laid out in its present, well-planned configuration, with wide roads, fine architecture, zoo and parks.  The Jaganmohan, Mysore, and Lalita Mahal palaces, as well as the famous Brindavan Gardens and the Krishnaraja Sagar dam were all built during this period.  Mysore was the most highly industrialized and progressive state in India in steel, silk, soaps and India’s first hydro-electric power station was built in 1902 in Shivanasamudra.  Mysore Palace was the first electrified building in India, and Bangalore was the first electrified city.  After Independence in 1947 the kingdom acceded to India, becoming Mysore State in 1950.  It was later enlarged and renamed Karnataka in 1973 and the capital was moved to Bangalore.

Today, Mysore is undergoing another kind of transition.  As a result of India’s liberalizing economy, an influx of foreign consumer items, and increased access to international media via telecommunications satellites and the Internet, have all come to Mysore in the last few years.  Considered a luxury a decade and a half ago, almost everyone now has access to television, if not in their own homes, then in the homes of people for whom they work, or in public places. 
  By the late 1990s, people with cable connections or satellite dishes could not only watch domestic programming featuring Hindi or local-language news, documentaries, movies, religious programs and sitcoms, they can also see Hollywood films, MTV, The Bold and the Beautiful, Baywatch, Santa Barbara, Oprah and Donahue.  Telephones, although still relatively expensive, are now found in many middle-class homes, and a small but growing number of people are able to afford computers and Internet connections.  Two hours away by road or rail, Bangalore, the booming state capital and India’s fifth-largest city, dubbed the ‘Silicon Valley’ of India because of its prominent IT industry, is also having a spillover effect on Mysore in terms of business and job opportunities, and cutting edge technology.  

Despite these changes, however, Mysore is widely regarded as a relatively conservative town, especially compared with larger urban centers.  While global modernities are making greater incursions into what has been considered traditional dress, roles, and behavior among the middle classes in larger metropolises, families in Mysore tend to adhere to more of the customs of previous generations.  Mysore is often described in tourism brochures and ads as “an enthralling journey into the past.”
  One web site declares, “Even with the growth of the city in response to modernization, Mysore has acquired only a mild change of pace.”
  Another says, “The contrasts with the state capital, Bangalore, couldn’t be greater.  Mysore has chosen to retain and promote its heritage while Bangalore is hell-bent on confronting the 21st century.”
  This combination of characteristics was what led me to choose Mysore as the ideal site to study social and cultural changes taking place among the middle classes.  Because middle-class women are viewed as keepers of tradition on the one hand, and role models on the other, I wanted to see how their agency in pioneering new social territory might be helping to shape the trajectory of local transformations in the context of larger global processes.  
Fieldwork Methods
I began my fieldwork in January 1998, locating initial informants through my friend, Prakash.  His assistant in the Psychology Department obtained a list of women who had participated in a special All India Radio series on women entrepreneurs in Mysore.  I sent out a letter of inquiry to each of the ten women on the list, explaining my purpose and asking whether they would be willing to participate in my project.  To my delight, I received positive replies from all of them.  I then telephoned them to set up interviews.  From these women and others, I was able to locate more informants as time went on ( what Russell Bernard refers to as a “snowball sample.”
  I was fortunate in that one of my initial informants happened to be involved with the Bangalore-based Association of Women Entrepreneurs of Karnataka (AWAKE), which was just setting up a Mysore chapter.  She invited me to their first meeting, at which she was elected president.  I was subsequently invited to the large annual meeting of AWAKE in Bangalore in April 1998, where I was given VIP treatment, introduced to all of the leaders of the organization, and to Ela Bhatt, the founder and head of SEWA, the Self-Employed Women’s Association of India.  AWAKE had just published its first directory of women entrepreneurs in Karnataka, and from that I was able to obtain many more informants over the following months.  

I eventually interviewed a total of 40 women entrepreneurs, of which I have used 37 in my aggregate data.  I eliminated two women because they appeared to be fronts for male family members.  This was a common problem among women’s entrepreneurial development programs.  Because of special loans and concessions, some men put their wives or daughters forward to obtain these facilities for themselves.  This can cause problems for women with legitimate entrepreneurial aspirations, because agencies tend to be more skeptical as a result.  A third informant, whom I call Fatima, is not counted in the numerical calculaitons for the simple reason that I lost her data.  I do, however, include some of her narrative in the thesis.  Thus, there were 38 women whose life stories I recorded, but 37 whose data, such as age, number of children, etc. I include in numerical descriptions of informants.
In addition to these ‘core’ informants, I also interviewed seven of the entrepreneurial women’s adult female relatives, primarily mothers and daughters, and 15 non-entrepreneurial women who were either employed or full-time housewives. Together with the entrepreneurs, the total number of informants was 60.  I conducted these interviews over the course of 18 months, tape recording their life stories, and interacting with many of them on an informal basis.  Whenever possible, which was 
in the majority of cases, I interviewed the women alone in their own homes or
businesses.  Most of the interviews were in English, some in Kannada, and a few in other Indian language such as Marathi, Hindi, or Urdu, or a combination of languages.
  When the interview was in a language other than English, there were usually one or two family members present to help translate.  I did not have my own assistant for any part of my project except for Mala, who helped me to translate as I transcribed interviews recorded in Kannada.  

I have used pseudonyms throughout the thesis in order to protect women’s identities.  I have tried as much as possible to quote the women verbatim, sometimes using punctuation which is not always correct, but gives a better sense of the phrasing in which the sentence was delivered.  In some instances, I have done minor corrections of grammar, or paraphrased short phrases to make their intent clearer.  I have also put laughs, chuckles and other expressions of emotion in non-italicized parentheses.  I have used underscores to indicate emphases placed by the informant on words.  

Interviews conducted in the first round were informal and open-ended in terms of the questions I asked.  My approach was to encourage women to talk about their lives as much as possible in any way that they wanted.  I first collected some basic data about the woman, her business and family, on a standard form.  Next I explained that I wanted to record her life story on my small mini-cassette recorder, because I wanted to be sure to get her exact words.  My worry that a tape recorder might be a distraction, proved needless, since none of the women seemed to be bothered by it.  I started by simply asking them to tell the story of their lives, asking about what some of their goals had been, turning points in their lives, people and events that had been important to them.  Some informants needed more help than others in getting started, but most of the women were quite articulate.  I sometimes asked for clarifications or elaborations, or asked a question to encourage them to continue.  After they had more or less completed their telling, or at some stopping places, I sometimes asked questions about their experiences of being a woman entrepreneur, such as:  Had they encountered problems as a woman in business?  How did family members and others react to their efforts and to their success? What did they think were the greatest problems that middle-class women in India face?  How would they compare their lives to those of their mothers, grandmothers, or daughters? What did they want for their daughters, or what advice would they give to young women today?  These first interviews usually lasted from one to three hours.  Over the course of subsequent months I usually returned for one or more social visits, to continue the life-story interview, or to conduct multi-generational interviews.  Two women called me back to redo the interview because they felt they had left out important information.  In the intergenerational interviews, I asked mothers and daughters to compare their respective generations and the changes that they had experienced in their lifetimes.  
After completing the first round of interviews, I formulated a set of questions for the second round.  These covered a range of issues derived primarily from social science literature on Indian women, as well as a variety of questions pertaining to the women’s daily lives, their goals, accomplishments, disappointments, and for the entrepreneurial women, questions regarding their entrepreneurial experiences.  I mailed the questionnaire to informants in advance so that they would have time to think about how they wanted to respond.  I managed to interview 25 of the original group of women entrepreneurs with this questionnaire.  I then used the same questionnaire, minus the questions pertaining to entrepreneurship, to interview the 15 non-entrepreneurial women.  Three among this latter group were professional women, and the rest were housewives.  Their ages ranged from early thirties to late sixties.

With 42 questions for the non-entrepreneurial women, and an additional 5 for the entrepreneurs, I realized that I had made a very lengthy questionnaire and wondered whether it would prove to be too grueling, since the questions were designed to elicit discussion and introspection, as opposed to simple yes/no responses.  I was pleasantly surprised and very grateful that all of the women, despite having very busy schedules, persevered with me, for what were sometimes more than five or six hours of interview time conducted over a period of several days.  Although some women initially expressed reticence regarding their abilities to answer all of the questions, I 
assured them that what I wanted was not scholarly knowledge, but opinions based on their own experiences.  The questionnaire elicited a wealth of additional life story
data, and some women even said that they had enjoyed the experience because it had caused them to think about things that they hadn’t previously analyzed in detail.  My general feeling was that most of them were happy to tell their life stories.  Several told me that they were telling things about themselves that they had never expressed to anyone before.  I was often surprised at the openness and depth of feeling that many of these women expressed even on our first meeting.  More than one woman I spoke with cried during the course of the first interview as she told her life story.  In many ways, I felt that my position as an outsider was an advantage because women did not have to worry that I might gossip about what they had told me.  It was the primary reason that I did not use assistants for interviews.  
Another advantage of being an ‘outsider,’ I believe, was that it in some sense helped to mitigate the hierarchical relationship of observer/observed.  I presented myself more or less as a neophyte having some general knowledge of Indian culture, but that they would be my instructors in matters of personal experience and the reality of women’s lives.  I tried to emphasize this relationship in the letter that I sent out for the second interview, telling them that my approach was somewhat different from the standard scientific survey, in that I regarded them not as objects of research, but as collaborators in the project of understanding the lives of middle-class women in India and in Mysore.  I came away with a profound respect and admiration for these bright, ambitious women, who were courageously pioneering new social spaces in the globalizing postcolonial landscape.
The women in my study, the city of Mysore, and India itself, are ‘between’ in a number of ways:  the women in terms of social and historical location, Mysore in terms of size and the penetration of modernity, and India in terms of shifts in its political economy and engagement with globalization.  I have attempted to show how all of these elements have converged at this particular juncture to bring about certain configurations of motivation, encouragement, and problems for women of the middle classes as they endeavor to move in new directions, and the ways in which they are active agents in social history.  
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