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Abstract

Ghar and Bahir aretwo different spacesassigned towomen and men culturaly
and sociologically which prefiguretherelationa dynamicsbetweenthem. The
ghar and bahir ideology parallels other complementary pairs of gendered
characteristicslike spiritual-material, selfless-individual, and submissive-
possessive. Women's progresswas much about stepping out of thedomestic
realm of ghar into the bahir of the material world. However, during the
pandemic, when people of al genderswere bound to the house, men had to
sepintothedomestic relm of women and thespatia distinctionswereblurred.
The confrontation between men and womenin thedomestic realm, not for a
few hours, but for daysat length transformed/affected their rel ational dynamics.
Whilesomemenincreased the demand for care and attention from women,
others contributed to domestic and carework whichisthought to be essentialy
women'swork. In some places, the homestay during the pandemic partialy
diluted the gender rel ationsto create more harmonious househol dsbut in other
places, it also made the oppressive gender relationsmorerigid. The paper
would try to explore how men and women interacted within the domestic
realm affected by the pandemic and how their relational dynamicstransformed
for better or worse. To understand these subtle changesin family gender
dynamics, the paper would keep feminist utopias, Begum Rokeya's Qultana’s
Dreamand Charlotte Perkins Gilman’sHerland, ascomparative axistojudge
how utopian or dystopian were changed family dynamics.

K eywor ds: Domesticity, Household, Labour, Pandemic, Spatial, Utopia,
Dystopia
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We are the smiling comfortable homes With happy families
enthroned therein, Where baby soulsare brought to meet theworld,
Wherewomen end their duties and desires, For which men labor
asthegoal of life, That peopleworship now instead of God.

— Charlotte Perkins Gilman, “ Homes’

Few lines from Charlotte Perkins Gilman’'s poem “Homes’ depict the
glorification of homeasthefirst unit of human civilization, theoriginand aim of
humans gendered lifegoas. A homehasbeen averitable spacetoinvolveand
evolve gender experiencesof humansby the separatist formation of ghar and
bahir; the gendered division between theinside and outside the home has
created different social realitiesfor men and women wherethey havetheir
own respective mini worldsdifferent fromkinship bondswith the other gender
at home. Thestruggleto achieve gender equality hasbeen long and continuous
worldwide, and thefailure of persistent efforts makesit a Sisyphean task
wherethe pandemic has caused adlip again. With bringing unprecedented
adversities, the pandemic pushed all the gendersinside the house, forcing
these mini different worldsto collapse and co-exist in one place and creating
apossibility of new exchanges and dynamics. Two years of the pandemic
haveinitiated irrevocable changesin our livesfrom losing and gaining our
emotional, psychological, social and economic standards. Rendering women
and men together for along timewithin the domestic wallshave shifted the
tectonic plates of gendered rel ations between them for better or worse. The
gendered division of labour also dividesthe assigned places of work but for
themg ority of peoplenct part of thefrontlinework, the pandemic hasnarrowed
down the spaceto the home, where both paid and unpaid labour isto be done
to survivethefamily. The paperwould ook at the changed family dynamics
during the pandemic in Indiaand Americaand would weigh and contrast it
with century-old utopian literature by Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain and Charlotte
PerkinsGilman.

Begum Rokeyain Sultana’s Dream sarcastically questionswhat if men
areputintothezenana, “Would al their business—poalitical and commercia—
asogowiththeminto thezenana?’ (6). Animpossibility evenintheream of
utopiahas been actualised asaway of survival during the pandemic. There
werereportswhich claimed that men were morevulnerableto thevirusthan
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women. Seeing theexonerating power of thevirustokill people, theextinction
of humanswith particular sexua bodiesor major weaknessesasto bind them
to the houseis not animpossibility now. We can believe that the world of
Gilman’sHerland or RokeyaBegum'sLadyland might beapossibility inthe
distant future. When redity takesafter utopian and dystopian literary crestions,
the comparison comesinevitably to the hands.

Sultana’sdream, autopian fiction by RokeyaBegum, isabout adreamy
vigt of alady from Calcuttato aplace called Ladyland wherethrough reversed
separatism, women have overpowered men, replaced them at their social
spaces and occupations, and have sent men to the zenanaswhich are now
called mardanasto live asecluded life and do domestic chores. Here, being
in charge of public spaces, women have handled warfare, nature, and
technology inaway far better than men using progressive usesof theresources
andtheir intelligence. Rokeya Begum hasretained with severity theideaof
gendered domesticity by presenting home asaprison-like place of passivity
reserved for the weaker gender and tasksthat do not contribute to nation-
building, and thistimeitismenwho arerel egated beyond thedomesticthreshol d.
Malashri Lal notes, “thethresholdisreal aswell asasymbolic bar markinga
criticd trangtion” (25). Shearguesthat men’sposition outsdethehomealows
them “multipleexistences’ between the homeand theworld but women are
only alowed onesort of domesticated life. Withtheexchange of spacesand
roles, women have usurped advantagesreserved for meninthepatriarchal
society. Thoughinthetext, we do not get to know views of domesticated men
becausethey have been silenced aswomen have been hitherto silenced.

Gilman’sHerlandisawomen-only world wheremen have becomeextinct
and, intheir absence, women have created aprolific civilisation based on
motherhood and love. They have done away withill-fitting clothesandill-
suited housesto adopt comfortableversionsof living. Their uniqueways of
handlinglifeprocessesbewilder themenvistorsfromthedistant land of America
Thesewomen are perverseto theideaof home and do not understand how
women of the other land could be kept at home specifically for child careand
domestic work. Gilman seesthe gendered nature of the house and the separate
gphereof family asdangerousto the devel opment of both women and children.
Instead, she professes community rearing where both genders have equal
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opportunity to exploreand utilisetheir skillsat varioustasks. Gilman brings
not women of the distant land to Herland but men to introduce them to the
intelligent wayswomen are cgpabl e of. Begum Rokeyabindsmento thehouse
tomakethem tastetheir ownmedicine. Thethought of andysingfamily dynamics
during the pandemic with these century-old utopiasin the backdrop owesto
the commonality in the emergence of men to thewomen’s space, unfolding
their livesand waysof living, showing them the other world of women created
inthe absence of men’soppressive presence.

Both utopi as have displaced men from their advantageous spatial and
power-exercising positions, exchanging the positionwith thesubjugated * other’
or ‘the second sex,” thewomen. While Rokeya exchanges domestic space
withmen, Gilman disposesof it completely but the aosence of domestic space
originatesfrom the absence of men. Inthe presence of both the genders, one
hasto beins dethe domestic threshold to maintain peace and socia division
of gpaceand labour. Inthe socia imagination of utopic lives, men and women
rarely share ahabitat with ease; however, the pandemic has coal esced both
gendersforcing them to shareafeminine space, hence cregting athird form of
familia structure. Without the segregation of their placesand with no defined
rulesexcept patriarchal stricturesto shapetheir workings, men and women
stumbled upon each other’ sactivitiesdueto thelack of emotiona and physica
space, creating possibilities of new permutations of rolesbeyond orthodox
gendered segregation.

ParthaChatterjeeintheessay “ The Nationdist Resolution of theWomen's
Question” discusseshow 1950smodernity in Indiabrought aseveredriftin
theworld outside and insi de the house— ghar and bahir. Men of thefamilies
heavily adopted English cultureto adapt to thetransforming public spaceand
to compensatefor thismodernization, the house becamethe sanctum sanctorum
of Indian valuesand itswomen became depositors of nationalism and values
of the native culture. Women werewithheld from attaining modernity at the
cost of Indian spirituadity and were constrained at home, they wereidealized
asthegoddessof the hearth (grahal akshmi) and their |abour becamedevotion
to the house. Contrary to thismen-specific modernity, modernity towomen
camemaorly by stepping out of the private space and claiming socia spaces.
Women’smovement from ghar to bahir wasnot reciprocated by men’sflow
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into the house becauseit would be anti-modernity for men to chooseaweaker
space and its corresponding weaker position. We have seen that women's
occupancy of public spacewith menisfar from apeaceful co-existence, rather
itisriddenwith gendered discrimination and violence.

Americanwomen'sflow intothesocid spaceoriginated fromthenecessity
to take up jobsin the absence of menwho had goneassoldiersto serveinthe
world wars. When men returned to reclaim their space, women had to leave
thesocia spaceand return hometo liveadissatisfied life of limited avenues.
Betty Friedan describesthat the unhappinessand dissatisfaction arising from
lifeand work at home bred afeminine mystique among women. The private
space of the home has been marred by modernity’santi-home stancewhich
degradeseverything related to the house whether women, itshabitants, or the
work and productsproducedinit. In contrast to both the utopiaswhich consider
homeasaplace of seclusion and subjugation, the pandemic hasmadehomea
safe place against the havoc of the virusfor everyone but the experiences
inddethehomefor menand womenwerenot uniform. Duringtheinitial weeks
of the pandemic, men considerably enjoyed thele sure of home, getting time
to spend with their families, though men’sleisure heavily depended upontheir
economic situation. However, within afew weeks, thehome started feeling
likeaprison dueto thelimiting avenuesit offered toitsinhabitants, menhad a
chanceto experiencewomen's home-produced mel ancholy and frustration of
being bound to a place dueto reasons beyond their control.

Spaceisasocid processinitsdf and aplatformfor it playsanimperative
rolein shaping our social and salf-identification of masculinity and femininity.
Theideology of separatismthat stringently worksin the gendered division of
pacepardldsother divisonsthat gowith public and private—reason-emation,
active-passveand, materidism-spiritualism. These corresponding va uesshape
how menand women cregtethe r different subjectivitieswithintheir engagement
with each other intheir respective spaces. Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo says,
“Thegreater the socid distance between women inthehomeand meninthe
public sphere, thegreater the deval uation of women” (qtd. in Freedman 22).
Pandemic'slifestyleresonated with Rosaldo’sfeminist solutionto the separatist
inferiority of women’ssphereby increasing the overlap between the domestic
and public sphereswhich would lead to raising the status of women. Not only

64



Ghar and Bahir: Spatial and Gender Relationsin Indiaand the US during the
Pandemicin View of Feminist Utopias

women'sentry into the public sphere but men’sentry into thedomestic sphere
isnecessary for the egalitarian present with existing domestic values. The
problem arisesin theva ue system that assignsgreater valueto the operations
of the public realm than the domesticrealm.

ThePandemic’slifestylewasstruck with thefear of contamination and
death. A great amount of work wasto be doneto clean and sanitiseall the
objects brought from the outside, to wash the clothes more than usual, to
cook food onadaily basisfearing contamination of food from the outlets, to
cook interesting food to engage children and family members, inthe absence
of al thechild carefacilitiesand schools, children had to betaken carefor the
whole day at home. Women were naturally expected to take up the extra
burden of increased household work besidestheir paid work from home.
Hegung Chungin an articleworrieswhether the pandemic hasreturned 1950s
American housewiveswho now haveto takethe*third shift” for increased
domestic labour. The stay at home during lockdown demanded extramoral
and emotiond strength to wadethrough the new life patternsvarying fromthe
increased requirement of safety to extending the capacity of suffering. It wasa
test of patienceand resilience againgt al odds, women needed to bethe shock
absorber of thefamiliesowing to the characteristicsassigned to their nature.
Careethics, culturally deemed to bewomen’svirtue, wasrequired to survive
the pandemic, battlethegloom of quarantinedaysand servetheinfected people
at home.

Women wereoverburdened by providing servicesto all themembersat
home, very few men shared the workload but the majority chose not to
transgressthe patriarcha definition of women’swork. Ashwini Deshpandein
her extensive data-based research concludesthat in the first month of the
pandemic men’s hours spent on domestic choresdrastically increased but
subsided inthe other monthsasthe pandemic continued (95). By December
2020, therewasaclear increasein the gender division of domestic chores.
Women's hours spent on domestic chores have increased sharply and
significantly above the pre-pandemic average, whereas men’shourshave
declinedin bothAmericaand India Americahasdifferent family set-upsthan
Indiaas most women have paid jobs and children are sent to schoolsand
crechesfor amgor portion of theday henceminimisingwomen'sroleat home
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but increasing the pressure of earning to afford those servicesfor their children.
In Americatoo, according to Pew Center Research Analysis, thegapinthe
percentage of men and women satisfied with thedivision of household chores
between them increased during the pandemic. In October 2020, 55% of men
say they arevery satisfied with thisaspect of their rel ationship, compared with
38% of women (Barroso, Pew Research Center).

Home has been a space to domesticate and bound a particul ar gender,
itsessentiaity ismade stringent by theexistence of the public space dominated
and assigned to men. If homebecomesaspaceto uniterather than demarcate,
how the gender roleswould play out. Women'’sreturn to the home was not
seen asdrastic asit isfor men; women were expected to suddenly takeup the
householdwork culturaly assgned totheminthepatriarchd system. Returning
to the house was more displacing for American women asthe old notions of
the gendered division of labour suddenly became apparent when they had to
handle most of the care and domestic work besides their paid work from
home. Therewere no official regulationsor any other authority to dividethe
household work but mutual understanding of men and women had to tackle
the bulking load by salf-regulating their activities, over which cultural notions
took aheavy toll. The structure of ahome demandsinnumerable household
tasksfor itsupkeep and itsinhabitants' upkeep aswell, dominantly provided
by women.

The power exercised by men over the workings of the house and its
inhabitantsispartly shaped by their absence from hometo earn money. They
get the supposed right to | eisure because of the assumed hard work they do
outsidethe houseto run the expenses. Therewere men during the pandemic
who could not earn from home, their continuous presence at home should
have jeopardised their authority becauseit isculturally menwho weregiven
the advantages of the public space and ahal o of being moreimportant inthe
housethan thewomen aready init, but during the pandemic men still occupied
the position of power withinthehome. Therisein domestic violence perpetrated
by men over women, and vice-versaaswell, owes much to the continuous
vishility and availability of thevictiminfront of the oppressor. With restricted
accessto public spaces, men and women had no moment of relief or escape;
in such asituation homes became a prison besi des keeping people safefrom
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thevirus. Setting homeasarestrictive placefor al genders, dikefor menand
women, does not proveto befruitful. With the cultural baggage of gender
notions, we understand that thereal -life utopiashoul d not succumb to spatial
Separaismor unification.

Women's presencein the men-dominated outer spaceiswrecked with
gender stereotypeswherewomen are subjugated in oneway or theother. The
women'sshift from privateto public spaceisunwanted in apatriarcha society
because it makes homes less essential for women and threatens men’s
domination over both the private and public spheres. Theideal situation
demands men and women share both public and private spaceswithout any
gendered differences but before reaching that we need to analyse how other
familia setupswork. Through Gilman and Begum'’ sutopias, we have seenthat
the segregationist worldisnot anideal substitution andfor al genderstolivein
amity, spatial distinctions on the basis of gender should be eradicated.
Modernity in both the countries has mingled men and women inthe public
spacebut it still dwindleswith the gender disparity. The pandemic restricted
gendersat home but dueto the established gender ideal s, the home remained
arestrictive place not only because of thethreat of thevirusbut also because
it is considered to be awoman’s place where men had to take resort and
maintaintheir power.

Spatially and culturaly distant apart, RokeyaBegum and Gilman have
didliked home as a separate space which pigeonholeswomen and prevents
them from utilising the home asaspace of relief. Their utopiashavetried to
freewomen fromthehousesand the socia condition produced by the pandemic
too hasproved hometo beafatd placefor achieving gender parity. A patriarcha
household failed at achieving gender blending to battle the pandemiclife
distraught with fear and moreresponsibilities. LopaGhosh, aGloba Hedlth
Advocacy Incubator, wrote an articlein 2020, considering the pandemic a
purgatory to reset the gender dynamics; she imagines whether the post-
pandemic world will be afeminist one. And three years down theline, |
reluctantly would answer her that the pandemic wasjust another dipinthe
long Sisypheanjourney to achievegender parities. However, somemeninitiated
to go beyond the gendered division of labour; likethethreshold group of men
called gentlesin Sally Miller Gearhart’s The Underground and Vandyck

67



indraprasth

JenningsfromHerland, whoinitiated to learnwaysof womenintheir gendered
segregated world, few men of our pandemic laden world too gave hopefor an
evolutionary utopiainreal, notintheentirety but at least inalimited section,;
raising hopefor asociety wheremen and women and other genderscouldlive
in healthy diversity and harmony without segregating spacesand tramping
over each other’shuman rights. Separate spacesfor genders, men essentialy
inthe domestic spaceor in the public space or not present anywhereat all—
do not qualify for ahealthy society. Instead, ahealthy mix of al thegenders
would make up for abetter society, but that healthy mix should not only be
inside the domestic space as shown by the pandemic, but alsointhe public
gpace. Gilman bdlieving inthe constructive nature of domestic structure says,
“The home is a human institution. All human institutions are open to
improvement” (Home: It's Work and Influence 89). We still need social
actionsand literature which prefigures such asociety where ghar and bahir
are not diametrically opposite gendered places, but rather segregated for
different purposescommontoall thegenders.
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