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SKANY group of col-
lege-going women today
tolistwhat they consider

sexual harassment and they are
likely to come upwith a list like the
onebelow:

Whistling or hissing, inviting
bywinking, soliciting or beckoning,
writing songs with suggestive
words or tunes, using amorous
words, grasping and squeezing the .
wrist, caressing, placing a footon
the toes, touching the breasts, em-
bracing and clinging, knocking
down or forcing tolie down, as-
saulting while lying down, etc.

The list would include not only
actions that can invite criminal
charges under India’s current laws
but also the many invisible forms of
harassment that women face every
day—be itat theirworkplaces or
elsewhere —and which make
them feel violated.

But here is the surprise. I did
not compile this list by talking to
students. I stumbled uponitwhile
researching India’s matrilineal
Garos for my book, 4 Field of
One’s Own.Itwas prepared in the
early 1950s by a missionary, who
wrote down the ancient oral code
of “moral laws” followed for gen-
erations by the Garos of Megha-
laya. The actions described were
punishable if reported to the
village chief.

Thelist (orrathercode)is
compelling for many reasons. To
beginwith, itisamazing thatsucha
nuanced understanding of what
can cause women “shame and em-
barrassment” existed in an agricul-
tural community solong ago. But
equally, the code remindsus that

Blurred lines

Most forms of sexual harassment are difficult to define, let alone prove

rural women—working in the
fields, grazing cattle, selling wares,
producing athome —are among
the worst sufferers of sexual ha-
rassment. The code details many
forms of harassment that could .
take place inanyspace, notjusta
defined workplace.

Many of these elements are
missing in the two major Indian
laws that seek to legally protect
women against harassment and as-
sault today: the Sexual Harass-
ment of Women at Workplace
(Prevention, Prohibition and Re-
dressal) Act, 2013, and the Crimi-
nal Law (Amendment) Act, 2013.

The most important lacuna

of the failure to recognise that the
most common form of sexual ha-
rassment in India does not even in-
volve touch or speech— onwhich
our laws are primarilybased. It in-
volves the male gaze — the way
men stare at women on the streets,
inbuses, in offices, at aruralmela,

atthevillage Ramlila etc. I'still re-

member a night performance of
Ramlila thatIwent to in my grand-
mother’svillage in Rajasthan, at
the age of 13, accompanied by two
male cousins my age. Iwas the only
femalein that gathering, and every
male eye turned to look at me
rather than the stage. Feeling
acutelyuncomfortable, I left. Itwas

Travelling in buses or local trains, clinging to their bags
with one hand and roof clamps with the other, women
have men lean too close, fall on them at every road bump,
touch them inappropriately, sandwich them deliberately.

lies in the way a workplace is con-
ceptualised. The law is framed
largely keeping in mind formal
workspaces — offices, factories,
other institutions and enterprises
—where complaints can be re-
ferred to committees set up under
the Vishaka guidelines. But a ma-
jority of women don’t workinin-
stitutions or enterprises, or in
cities. Theywork in the informal
sector — in the fields, on the
roads, or as self-employed pro-
ducers orvendors. Their work-
spaces are everywhere, and there
are nowatchdogs to prevent the
everyday forms of sexual harass-
ment they endure. How dowe ad-
dress their problems?

The second gap arises because

nowonder that the village women
avoided suchevents.

Harassment alsoliesin the
“inadvertent” touch. Travelling in
buses or local trains, clinging to
their bagswith one hand and roof
clampswith the other, women
have men lean too close, fallon
them at every road bump, touch
them inappropriately, sandwich
them deliberately. Or consider a
call centre worker whose supervi-
sor leans ever so close each time he
has to give her instructions, several
times a day. How should women
deal with these insidious man-
oeuvres, which leave them angry
and mortified?

Beyond advances oninternsin
hotel rooms, or assaults onwomen

by their bosses in lifts, are the many
stealthy forms of sexual harass-
ment that millions of women face
in publicspaces. These offences
are difficult to even define, let
alone prove. Here FIRs and courts
provide no answer.

But the ancient Garos, among
whom there were no class differ-
ences, have something to teach
us. They allowed both sexes sub-
stantial sexual freedom (when
consensual), but recognised that
unwelcome overtures, however
mild-seeming (whistling, winking,
etc) and no matter where they oc-
curred, undermine awoman’s
dignity and ability to move and
work freely. They defined a moral
code of human conduct, not are-
ligious or moralistic one, and en-
forced itsocially.

Indeed, in our culture of per-
vasive sexual harassment, such a
code can only prove effective if it
iswidely accepted and enforced
by social institutions, and not only
legal ones. It will need a society
more equal than the one we live
in. Ruralwomen in particular will
require support to speak out. And
itwill entail drawing up codes of
conduct in consultation with
women, especially invillages, and
enforcing them through the
committees they elect/select,
rather than monitoring conduct
only through the laws framed in
our cities.
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