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students and authorities.

Why are we concerned?

In the University of Mumbai, at the University Women’s
Development Cell (UWDC), for the last eight years, we
have been handling cases of sexual harassment that have
taken place in the University and its affiliated colleges. We
have also been conducting gender sensitization workshops
for teaching and non-teaching staff of the University
and colleges. During the course of these activities, we
realized that the members who have been entrusted with the
responsibility of redressing the cases of sexual harassment,
need to develop an appropriate perspective regarding
various concerns related to sexual harassment of women
and other women'’s issues in order to implement the
guidelines of Vishaka Judgement in the true spirit. In this
context, some relevant aspects are discussed below:

The understanding of what constitutes sexual
harassment is fraught with several problems.

It is widely believed that certain types of women
when they exhibit some types of behavior invite sexual
harassment on themselves and, therefore, if such
individuals and/or such behaviour are controlled, it may be
possible to prevent sexual harassment. However, we need
to understand that the term sexual harassment reflects
a problem that is endemic to a patriarchal society and
emerges out of the power dynamics between men and
women in such a society.

Further, certain underlying attitudes towards girl
students and women in general are also visible at all levels -
not only from men, but also from women. There seems to
be a general understanding of what constitutes socially
acceptable behaviourand restraintin educational institutions.
This is evident in discussions on issues like how (specially
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girl) students should dress, relate to the opposite sex, the
type of friendship they should or should not get into/display,
and a whole lot of their other behaviour which should be
discouraged, frowned upon or chastised.

In many colleges this ‘undesirable’ behaviour has been
sought to be controlled by placing restrictions on girls and
women-on their dress, their mobility, their choice of
friendships and so on. It is believed that more freedom and
choice for students is like opening the doors to indiscipline
and/or (far worse) to sexual promiscuity between boys and
girls on the campus and, of course, to ‘moral turpitude’. Any
absence of codes of discipline regarding dress and/or
behaviour is believed to result in situations which would be
hard to manage. Therefore, itis better to control the situation
in advance so that such incidents don’t happen. The
underlying assumption seems that sexual harassment of
girls/'women would not take place if the woman/girl showed
more restraint in her behaviour, if she did not provoke
unwanted attention from men/boys, if she behaved in a
‘circumspect’ manner....... Such ‘control’ or ‘disciplining’
is seen as essential for the prevention of sexual harassment
of women/girls.

The UWDC'’s concern is that our institutions of higher
education are placing such constraints on women and girl
students studying/working in their premises. Instead of
promoting an environment that respects individual freedom
and choice, where one is free to aspire to the best of one’s
ability, where a person can explore any friendship one wants
for one’s growth, often, our institutions stifle growth and
creativity of individuals, by framing rules about (especially
for women/ girls) what is acceptable and not acceptable
within these institutions.

While promoting responsible behaviour on campus is
important, it cannot be done by restricting individual choice
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or framing rules for girls’women. Responsible behaviour
comes from respect towards and tolerance of others and by
ensuring that everyone has the same degree of freedom and
choice and everyone is free to explore friendships/
relationships by mutual consent.

Our college and university campuses are full of young
boys and girls in the age group of 18- 25 years. Many of these
young boys and girls - just past their teens- are probably
encountering this relatively ‘free’ environment for the first
time: free from constant vigil and control by parents and free
from the regimentation that our schools widely practice.
Many of them are faced with the complexities of forging new
friendships and relationships with the opposite sex for the
first time. Curiosity about sexual attraction and
awkwardness about such friendships open up a new world
of frustration and fulfillment for the young. And then there is
peer pressure to worry about.

By and large, our institutions of higher education
respond to these confusions and emotions among its
youthful students in one single manner: they try to ignore
these concerns of their students by pretending that these are
irrelevant to the processes of teaching and learning and,
therefore, of no consequence and do not deserve any
attention. That is, to deny that students have sexual identity
ofany kind. Further, disciplinary framework isimposed in the
college premises to actively discourage any possibility of
(sexual) relationships among girls and boys. This framework
takes many forms: from downright segregation of students
on the basis of gender to dress code to actual disciplinary
actionifagirlandaboy are foundtogetherin an ‘objectionable’
situation, as perceived by the college authorities. Not
surprisingly, this disciplinary framework varies enormously
from college to college and, of course, it invariably
differentiates between girls and boys: it is highly gendered.
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The UWDC, while accepting the fact that education is
the foremost duty of colleges, also wants to appeal to
colleges to realize that education should not be limited to
textbooks. Educating students about respecting differences
in gender, caste, religion and/or class, and teaching them
about responsibility in adult relationships - especially in
intimate relationships - is also the duty of institutions of higher
education. To achieve these, it is essential to encourage
dialogue, debate, discussion and interactions among
students in an environment that is friendly, open and non-
threatening to all.

Below, we discuss some common ways in which
colleges enforce the disciplinary framework for students on
their premises. These ways and instances are drawn from
observations and experiences of the UWDC team members
during theirvisits to various colleges affiliated to the University
of Mumbai, in Mumbai as well as in the mofusil areas.

Dress Code :

Dress code is the mostcommon, popularand acceptable
measure often adopted to discipline students in colleges in
Mumbai, primarily girl students though some norms are
applicable to boys as well. Often sleeveless dresses,
spaghetti straps, low-waist jeans, tight T-shirts for girls, etc.
are considered as objectionable dresses. The list normally
varies depending upon where the college is located. For
example, in one of the rural colleges of the University, we
came across a situation where girls were made to wear
aprons over their salwar-khameez. Similarly, recently, a
college in Mumbai refused to give admission to girls wearing
jean pants.

The basic charge leveled at (girl) students who dress as
they wish is that they often dress in ‘revealing’ clothes. And
inthe popular conception, if girls wear revealing clothes, they
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arrangement in a class tells a different story. Very often,
boys and girls occupy different parts or corners of the same
class. Only occasionally, a few girls and boys cross these
unstated boundaries. Many teachers, though fortunately not
all, prefer that boys and girls in the same class do not sit
together, and in any case, not on the same bench: that is, a
girl sandwiched between boys and vice versa.

Many believe that such close physical proximity
between boys and girls is asking for trouble. They fear that,
somehow, the boys are likely to be tempted; somehow,
something unwarranted may happen. Therefore, it is much
better to be cautious and not create an opportunity for
‘trouble’. To keep boys and girls segregated in a class is the
only way out. And of course, if itis a specific boy sitting with
a specific girl, if it is a ‘couple’, then, the dynamics may
change yet again with different responses. But even now,
in many colleges, such a situation warrants uncalled for
attention, gossip and /or intervention.

UwDC View :

Such interactions/friendship between boys and girls
sitting together/hanging out together should not be
discouraged at all. One should desist from acting as ‘moral
police’ and instead create an enabling atmosphere. Only
when we are not unduly worried about what might happen if
boys and girls sit on the same bench, will we be able to
encourage interactions and friendships between boys and
girls. In fact, we should inform and educate students about
how normal such interactions and attractions are, what
constitutes friendship with responsibility and how not to give
in to what one is not comfortable with.

Ideally, institutions of higher education should lay the
foundations for students to become informed and aware
citizens in a society like ours which is so diverse and
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disparate in so many ways. Students should learn to interact
with colleagues and authorities of different gender, class,
caste and/or religion. Students need to learn in colleges that
public spaces are not segregated before they participate in
these spaces as citizens and take on larger societal roles.
Since in our society, women’s participation in public domain
is very low, it becomes imperative for our colleges to train
girls/women to inhabit these spaces and to also teach boys/
men to accept women'’s presence as equals. Segregation of
all kinds is an obstacle in this process.

Time curfews at home or in hostels :

This is one basic form of discrimination that girls and
women in India face all the time. Girls and women of almost
all ages, with rare exceptions, face this problem. In many
families, and in all hostels for girls and working women, there
are strict and official curfew timings that girls and women
must abide by or risk displeasure of and punishment of all
kinds by authorities that be. Young boys and, of course, men
of all hues almost never face this problem.

The curfew timings specifically pertain to evening and
night hours. Parents’ refrain for girls is that they should not
stay out at late hours. If one is a working woman living in a
hostel or as a paying guest in a rented house, the first
question she is invariably asked is about when she will return
home from work/college, whatever. Ifthese are not ‘safe’ and
‘respectable’ hours, there is trouble in the offing.

The presumption behind these curfew hours is
essentially moral. Girls/ women who work late/ odd hours,
whose hours are not fixed, who spend time with friends or
may just be on their own late in the evening, are somehow
always deemedto be women ‘asking for trouble’ and ‘women
with loose morals’. These are often cited as bad examples
and as women who do not know what is good for them.
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Of course, there is a larger context to these curfew
timings. Late evenings and nights are times when a large
number of men are free and out in public places; not only
single men buteven men who have families athome are often
out there with their male friends and colleagues before they
return home. Society perceives these ‘free’ men
as dangerous men who may sexually harass women. While
there are many ways to deal with this situation, the popular
and widely accepted responsein Indiais to lock upthe women
and girls behind curfew hours to keep them ‘safe’ and ‘to
guard their morals’ from these men on the rampage, so to
say.

This is not to suggest that there are no women out in the
evenings and late nights in public places. However, the
crucial point is that very few of these women are out on their
own. Almost all of them out there are with some men they are
related to, for some work and so on. They are not out there,
free to do as they wish, hang out in groups or alone. If a
woman does any of these things, she is asking for ‘trouble’:
sexual harassment, to be precise. It is assumed that such
women - out in public places at a time when they should be
inside theirhomes - are ‘bad women’ and, therefore, fairgame
to all kinds of advances and atrocities.

UWDC View :

We believe that though it is important for women to be
careful and take precautions, curfew timings for women
and girls simply perpetuate the gender divide and are
discriminatory. Public authorities and the police need to
ensure that evenings and nights are not out of bounds for
women and girls. We also need to educate men about
exercising discipline and behaving civilly in public places at
alltimes. We need to create an ambience where women and
girls feel safe in all places and at all times. We realize that
such safety requires enormous and decisive changes in our
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social and political perceptions about freedom and choice
and about the presence of women and norms of behavior for
men in public places. We want to emphasize that freedom
and safety are not mutually exclusive situations and both
should be ensured for women and men at all times.

In an increasingly globalized world, the nature of jobs is
becoming increasingly diverse and is constantly changing.
This means that women need to acquire different kinds
of skills to negotiate their space in this changing context.
Long working hours and leisure time thereafter are
almost inevitable. The UWDC believes that colleges have a
responsibility to create as many opportunities for young
women as possible and not to restrict them by imposing
curfew times in the name of false ideas of safety. It also
believes that, simultaneously, colleges have a role to play to
help young men to learn to respond with sensitivity to the
changing roles of the women in a truly modern world.

What can we do?

It is in this context that the UWDC proposes to convey
this message of gender equality through workshops,
seminars and talks in university and colleges and through
training of teachers who interact with students on a day-to-
day basis. We offer this manual to teachers in the hope that
they will be able to understand our concerns, engage with us
indialogue overtheissues raised, and facilitate usin creating
an enabling and open environment in our colleges for young
women and men who come to study there.

The NSS camps conducted by most colleges in
the University of Mumbai provide a good opportunity for
teachers to discuss these issues with students. At such
camps, boys and girls come together, stay together for a few
days, undertake social service activities and generally share
a spirit of camaraderie. Of course, these camps can also be
stressful, at times, for teachers in charge who may have to
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" Men and women are equal

and have equal right to live
with dignity.

" Boys need to develop
adequate gender sensitivity
to understand the issues and
help their female colleagues
or friends on the campus to
extend their horizons of
activities.

* Girls need to develop
adequate gender sensitivity
and develop capacity to
break the shackles of

stereotypical gendered
roles.




