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RADIO, in our country, is a very
powerful medium. Its widespread
network ensures that its voice constantly
dins into thousands of million ears. It
reaches, a large section of the population
who do not have access to the printed
word, or even to television and cinema.

Completely controlled by the central
government,radio has inevitably become
a mouthpiece for them. In a country where
the majority of people are illiterate, this
state monopoly on the aural media is
particularly significant. The people’s role
is only to listen. All talking, all
entertaining, all informing is done by the
radio set. Its voice is not the people’s
voice, it does not arise from amongst
them. It is the voice of a strangely
powerful and all knowing Big Brother.

What follows is an analysis based on
about a fortnight’s intensive listening to
all channels of All  India Radio, Delhi,
with particular attention paid to women’s
programmes.
Women’s Programmes-Time
And Timing

All India Radio recognizes women as
a special target audience. The other
groups accorded special programmes are
youth, children, the armed forces, and the
rural population. It would seem that the
purpose of this odd selection is not to
provide special treatment to discriminated
groups of people, but  rather that  All India
Radio considers the normal, ideal listener
to be a city dwelling adult man. All general
programmes are geared to the supposed
needs of this listener, and by way of
concession, all those not at his level are
given brief separate programmes.

The Delhi A station of All India Radio
puts out a 30 minute programme for
women, six days in the week. Of these,
two days are specifically devoted to rural
women. It is not clear whether the other
four days are supposed to be for urban
women or for both  urban and rural
women. There are daily programmes for
children, varying from 30 to 60 minutes in
length. An entire channel is devoted to
youth. Delhi D or Yuya Vani transmits for
a total of six hours every weekday and
seven hours on Sunday. Rural
programmes which are wholly oriented
towards rural men (kisan bhai) are given

75 minutes every day. Thus, of the special
target groups, women, who constitute
about 48 percent of the country’s
population, get the least time.

The women’s programmes are over
the air six days of the week from 12.30 to 1
in the afternoon. This timing  automatically
restricts the audience since no one who
studies or works outside the house is likely
to interrupt her work at that hour. Thus
the programme is aimed exclusively at
housewives, though it calls itself a
women’s programme. The programme, in
its timing and its contents, assumes that
women are primarily housewives,’an
assumption which ignores the reality of
the majority of women, who labour
outside the house for a livelihood.
However even if meant only for
housewives, the programme could
provide a window to the world for them.
Let us see whether it in fact attempts to
widen their world or to narrow it still
further.
The Jumbling Effect

The first thing that strikes one about
the women’s  programmes is that they are
such a strangely  mixed bag. A programme
usually consists of a short story or play, a
talk or sometimes a discussion, a couple
of songs, and maybe a recipe, which
women are asked to jot down.

The talk could be on any topic ranging
from the oppression of women to “The
moon” to “Welfare activities for children
in Delhi” (all actual topics). Thus the
listener has no idea what to expect when
she switches on, and has to make all the
mental adjustments immediately, as
directed by the compere. The various
items in a programme have no connection
whatsoever with one another. A talk on
women’s oppression  may be followed by
a folk song  in which a woman blithly
informs a young girl  that various relatives
will give her away  in marriage : “Tera

dada karega kanyadan, teri tai karegi
kanyadan, teri dadi karegi   kanyadan.”
Even more bizarrely,  a talk on widowed
life was followed by a song celebrating
infatuation with a husband, in which the
woman says that his footsteps have
become the pulsings of her otherwise
empty heart :  “Ban gayi ahat teri mere
soone  man  ki  dharkan”

The Quality Of Information
The information provided through the

various “talks” and ‘’discussions” is not
only most inadequate but often
dangerously misleading or downright
untrue. For example, a talk on “Why  do
villagers flock to cities ?” diagnoses the
problem of migration by saying that it is
the educated villagers who flock to cities,
lured by jobs, prospects of education for
their children,the city’s cleanliness, and
their own desire to see the world. They
aid  then advised to stay in the village
and are informed that “There is no
difference  now between village and
city—school, electricity, water, good
roads, all are available in the village. Men
should work on the land and women, even
if educated should not look for jobs,
because there is a shortage of jobs. They
should do the housework well and keep
the village clean.” This analysis is based
on the lie that all villages have basic
necessities such as clean water, and that
employment is available in all villages.
Secondly, it deliberately obscures reality
that most migration in countryside today
is that of starving poor who are forced to
move in search of a bare subsistence, their
tendency to gravitate towards   cities or
towards more prosperous rural areas
being “the tendency of water to flow
uphill when pushed by machinery”,
certainly not any love of wandering. The
actual misery of thousands of rural
migrants is complacently overlooked to
create the  comfortable myth that the rural

The Omnipresent Voice
Radio programmes monitored by Deepti ; article written by

Ruth and Deepti



NUMBER  SEVENTEEN (AUG-SEPT1983)     11

population  consists of employed  men
and contented housewives who are only
rendered discontented by education.

This kind of whitewashing and
deliberately   mischievous  diagnosis of
problems is best exemplified  in the   family
planning   programmes and jingles which
are imposed on listeners with sickening
repetitiveness. There seems to be no
analysis of the life conditions which
compel people to produce more
children— the poverty which makes
families dependent on the labour of
children, the cruelly high  infant   mortality
rates  which mean  that only  if poor
parents produce a number of children, can
they expect a few to survive. Instead, it is
simply assumed that people do not know
their own interests and produce too many
children out  of sheer  ignorance and  folly.
Worse, it is also assumed and proclaimed
that these children, rather than social
injustice and  inequitable distribution  of
resources, are the cause of poverty and
misery.In one talk, for instance, the
chairperson of the Central Social Welfare
Board informed women that “no family
has the right to give birth to a child unless
it can provide the child with  love   and
affection, education and training for a job.”
This means that the poor have no right to
produce even one child, and amounts to
saying that the solution to the  problem
lies in annihilation of poor people rather
than of poverty! Another talk on
laproscopy also concluded with a long
lecture to the effect that all the country’s
problems are due to overpopulation.

The talks on health are by and large
superficial and usually differ little from
beauty columns in ladies’ magazines.
Advice is given on how to get rid of body
hair, acne, dark complexion, overweight
and so on.

The talks on scientific subjects are
sometimes jumbled and always
condescending. For instance, one on
“The moon” began  with three or four
well  known facts—that the moon reflects
light from the sun, it suffers eclipses, it
affects the tides. It then went on to
mention the various festivals and rituals
associated with the moon, the
comparisons of heroines and infants to
the moon in poetry, and ended by

complacently remarking that our beliefs
and superstitions have not been shaken
one bit even though Armstrong and
others have stepped on the moon. What
purpose was served by this talk was not
at all clear.

A  talk in the rural women’s  programme
on the post and telegraph department
read like an official report, full of jargon
and figures. How many rural women are
likely to be enlightened or pleased by the
fact of the existence of ministry and boards,
satellites and electronic exchanges, when
most of them do not have access to bare
literacy or to electricity ?

Information on women’s living and
working conditions is so minimal as to be
almost non existent. There was one set of
interviews with inmates of Nari Niketan.

of us sing and sew, then we eat dinner
and  go to sleep at night.” The dishonesty
of the programme can be guaged by
reading any one of the recent reports that
have come out regarding conditions in
most Nari Niketans, which function like
jails and brothels, subjecting the inmates
to brutal exploitation, and often selling
them to pimps and perverts under the
guise of marriage (see report in Manushi
No. 10). The last two women did manage
to voice some general opinions which
were different from the compere’s
analysis. They said : “If a woman does
something, she is never forgiven. If a man
does the same thing, he is accepted in
society. But I am a woman so they will not
accept me. Why is this so ?”

Plays and  stories are invariably family
melodrama. They usually show women
causing their own problems, and being
pitted against other women. Problems are
usually solved by bringing about happy
marriages or artificially restoring
happiness to unhappy marriages. The
emphasis throughout is on house-wifery
as the only role a normal woman desires,
and the only one that gives lasting
satisfaction. The employed women who
appear occasionally in these stories are
usually waiting to give up their jobs the
moment a man appears on the scene. One
story showed the boredom and emptiness
a woman principal faces after her
retirement.

The talks on science assume that
women are idiots, ignorant of the most
elementary facts, and that any attempt to
lift them out of their idiocy or out of
superstition is futile. Brief talks on
subjects such as “Superstitions” and
“Popular sayings” are replete with banal
statements tripping over one another.
Their purpose is doubtful, their effect is
to dull and drug. Most other talks explicitly
aim at teaching listeners to be better  wives
and mothers. One doubts whether even
the limited purpose of increasing the
efficiency of the female drudge is
effectively served. So patronizing is the
tone that it tends to be off putting.
The Invisibilizing Effect

The easy assumption of an
unstratified society underlies many of the
items in both the women’s programme and

All EARS
However, instead of letting the women
speak for themselves, the interviewer
dominated, imposing her opinions,
insisting that “women are the
embodiments of love but some of them
suffer because woman herself is unjust
to woman”, and concluding that “Nari
Niketan arranges marriages for them since
they too desire to be mothers, sisters,
wives.” To make matters worse, the
interviews were so muffled as to be almost
completely indecipherable. Only one
question was asked about conditions in
the Nari Niketan, to which the answer was
: “We get up in the morning, wash, eat
breakfast, get ready, sit in class, play, some



12     MANUSHI

the rural women’s programme. They
acknowledge the existence only of upper
caste, middle class women who are taken
to be the norm.

The rural women’s programme is truly
remarkable in its total silence about
poverty. The back breaking nature of
women’s work in villages, the shortage of
fuel, fodder, water in many areas, the
malnutrition suffered by the rural poor,
particularly by women, the chronic
underemployment, are completely
blanked out of existence. By listening to
a rural women’s programme, one would
get the impression that rural women are
in most respects the counterparts of
urban middle class housewives except
that of course they are more ignorant and
less educated. However the factors that
cause girls to drop out sooner from school
and to be married earlier are not analysed.
In the course of a talk the early marriage
age was briefly mentioned but without
comment. Nor are other forms of
discrimination against female children
discussed.

The urban housewife’s  problems, for
instance, inflation, the unremitting
drudgery of  housework, the confinement
of the housewife role, are either ignored
or trivialized. Women are lectured on
topics like “This is also an art—arranging
and maintaining objects” or “The
maintenance of coloured clothes” or
“Saving time, money and fuel.” From this
last talk, it turned out that saving money
is very easy for a housewife. All she has
to do is drop small sums into a piggy bank.
With the use of a pressure cooker, non
stick pans, gas stoves, readymade spices
and bread, she can save time just as easily.
For the majority of urban listeners, who
are likely to be lower middle class women
operating on shoe string budgets, this
kind of advice can at best be ineffective
and at worst make a woman feel more
burdened and guilty if she is not able to
save time and money quite so easily as is
recommended.

In one talk “Occupational possibilities
within the village”, a village woman and
head of a mahila mandal, Chandrakanta,
said that her village has tractors,
tubewells, seeds, fertilizer, and pucca
houses. She did not mention which set of

people in her village own these resources.
She also claimed that she had availed of a
government loan to buy a buffalo and that
she runs a sewing centre. The picture that
emerged was one of idyllic rustic bliss and
contentment. It was rounded off as usual
by a eulogy of the 20 point programme.
Some misleading statistics were quoted
to “prove” that lakhs of villagers have
availed of opportunities under this
programme to set up small scale
industries and that a large proportion of
these fortunate ones are women and
backward caste people. Of course it is not
considered necessary to provide
statistical information on the life
expectancy, poverty line, sex ratio,
mortality rates, literacy rates, school drop
out rates, unemployment rates.

Violence on women is also near
completely invisibilized on the women’s
programmes. There is hardly a mention of
wife beating, sexual harassment or rape
in any of the talks, stories, plays or songs
relayed on the women’s programmes.

The way women struggle, cope with
problems, and try to change their
condition can of course find no place
since problems themselves are barely
acknowledged. Also, there is no
systematic purveying of information
which could help women explore
alternatives or solve their everyday
problems, for example, information on how
to go about finding employment, on
educational avenues, women’s hostels,
rescue homes, social work organizations
which can be approached by women in
distress, the availability of legal aid, and
so on. What could be an important
channel for providing women with life aids
is not being utilized at all.
The Big Sister Effect

While most programmes are thus
irrelevant to the lives of most women, and
do not help them deal more    effectively
with everyday problems, the programmes
are has on  the   assumption that they
providing everything the   listeners want
and need.   The comperes are consistently
patronizing in  the tone as if the listeners,
the “sisters” are idiotized children to be
preache at in their own best interests, and
soothed with toffees in the form of  songs
and   stories   between sermons. Songs

are  usually  introduced with an indulgent
remark; “Our sisters are very  fond of
enter- tainment, are they not ?”  or “Now
we’ll give you what you really want,
sisters!”

The  voices of  other  women  besides
the comperes are hardly ever allowed to
come through. Occasionally, a woman is
briefly interviewed but she is
overshadowed  by compere’s   opinions
and   theories. This  absence of the
ordinary woman’s voice makes “Letters
from listeners” a pleasure.   Once or  twice
a week, letters are read out and answered.
One is not sure of the policy dictating
the selection letters.  A large proportion
of them are complimentary. However the
few critical ones are not received  by  the
comperes. Even when the comperes   are
explicitly informed that the programmes
not in fact all that the listeners want, they
remain unshaken in their belief that there
is no room for improvement.  Thus a  letter
saying “There are problems in a woman’s
life beyond dowry and marriage...” is
answered abruptly:  “We do with such
problems. This sister must have missed
listening to the programmes.  That is why
this complaint has arisen,”   Another let
“Bhajans take up too much time. There is
not enough time left answer letters”
receives the score answer:“What a
peculiar thing say ! Everything has its own
place. Whatever   we   broadcast is  at the
request of our listeners.”

A large number of listeners write to
say that they have been listening for
years and they would like take part for a
few minutes, is not sure how many of them
the programme will be able to accomodate
and how many  will  be routinely rejected.
The heavy  preponderance of talks over
discussion and debate is a telling fact.

The dominant tone in the pro grammes
is an artificially sweetened one, which
continues to moralize  tirelessly.

The Drugging Effect
The    question    arises :  which  women

listen to these programmes and why?
Much more work would be needed to
come up with meaningful answers to these
questions. It would seem that the apparent
relevance of themes to women’s lives may
induce them to listen.The programmes do
consider some everyday problems, joys



NUMBER  SEVENTEEN (AUG-SEPT1983)     13

and sorrows of women. For instance,
there was one series on “Sambandhon
ki mitthas”  (the harmony of
relationships). However  the  analysis  and
consideration is completely   superficial
and never gets beyond the level of
moralizing. It leaves the underlying
structures  quite   untouched.   For
instance, the relations between sisters-
in-law were ascribed to the  goodness or
badness of the specific women
concerned, implying , that all that is
needed is a change of heart among
women, and making no mention  of the
family structure which makes women
rivals for the attention and favour of    men.
Similarly, casteism or communalism, when
occasionally mentioned, are dealt with in
a facile manner. Stories and plays
touching on these issues seem to suggest
that the solution lies in upper caste men
undergoing a change of heart and
marrying lower caste women, or in Hindus
and Muslims permitting an occasional

love marriage between their communities.
Another attraction of these

programmes is that they do not demand
any concentration on the part of the
listener who can continue scrubbing or
cooking, and even if called away, is not

soporific. Like Vividh Bharati  programmes,
it conditions the mind by providing
“background music” or “background
ideas”  of  a certain kind. The Hindi film
songs relayed over Vividh  Bharati befog
human values while simultaneously
dulling the intellect, and building up a
huge appetite for consumer goods
through the commercial  advertisements
interspersed between  the songs.

Through   this   cacophony,   the
jingles of government  propaganda keep
recurring,   insisting   on   the necessity to
have no more than two children,  blithely
informing us that all Indians are one unit
like the different colours of the rainbow,
or singing the glories of the 20  point
programme. The entire effort is to impose
a myth of the great progress the  country
is  making under the leadership   of the
present ruling regime, and  to  impose
decisions, ideas, theories on people,
leaving no space   for debate    or
discussion.

likely to miss much. The programme
throws out no challenge. Masquerading
as clean entertainment  with educative
value, the programme  in effect acts  as a
“harmless” drug—tranquilizer or

“I wish you’d stop wearing bathroom
slippers to college”, remarked my mother
pathetically.

“They’re strong, that’s why I wear
them,” I replied, “The leather chappals
all seem to break so easily.”

“That’s because you’re so rough
with them. Anyway, we can look for
stronger ones which won’t look so
horrible. Come with me, I’m going to the
market now to get shoes for your
brother.” I agreed, since the slippers
exposed my feet to a lot of bumps and
bruises.

Off we went in quest of strong shoes,
and entered a crowded store.

“Yes, madam, Ladies, madam ?” The
assistant waved us to a department lined
with mirrors. We looked at theshoes and
sandals displayed. “Kamini”—with six
inch spike heels. “Mohini”—with ribbon
like straps, which I could imagine
snapping in the course of my very first
sprint after a bus. “Komal” —
appropriately named, if not designed. My
mother picked up a promising looking
one from the back  row, only to discover
a three inch platform heel,at which we

gazed in silence.The assistant hovered
round us helpfully. “What about this,
madam ? It’s the  latest fashion.” He
brandished a silvery confection which
would have looked well on a fancy cake.

“She wants something strong which
won’t break easily”, my mother explained
to him.

“These are very strong, madam.
They’re guaranteed to be strong. “He
waved the platform heels of varying sizes
before us.

“But she doesn’t want heels.”
“No heels, madam ?” He turned his

attention from the weird specimen in his
hand to the one standing before him.
“But everyone wears heels these days,
madam. See, this is a very low heel.” He
hopefully proffered a two inch heel
topped by a transparent sheath.

“Look at that one.” My sister, who
had been wandering around came up
with a sturdy, well switched sandal.

“That is Gents, madam,” said the
assistant reproachfully.

“But show it to me in my size,” I said.
“We don’t have it in your size,

madam. It’s for gents.”
“Is this all you have?” We gazed

despairingly around.
“They’re the latest fashions, madam.

Very soft leather, very beautiful colours.”
He presented a pink and a parrot green
to our view, since we happened to be
wearing those colours.

“What’s happening? How long are
you going to take ?” My brother peered
in. “For heaven’s sake, must you be so
fussy ? Taking hours and hours, and
can’t choose. Look, I’ve bought mine
ages ago.” He had chosen the sandal
my sister had noticed.

“Oh well”, sighed my mother, “Let’s
buy you.a new pair of bathroom slippers
then.”

—Ruth

Why Are Women So Fussy ?


