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The Anti-Liquor Movement of 
Uttarakhand and the Identity of Women

Kamala D. Bhardwaj

Introduction: 
Alcohol abuse has become a big problem in the hills of 

Uttarakhand state today. People, especially in the rural belt, are 

living a tense and stressed life due to alcohol abuse. No ceremony 
or celebration is complete unless alcohol is served in the 
hospitality of guests. Be it marriage, religious ceremonies, birth 
celebrations or last rites; the alcohol abusers are spoiling the 
atmosphere by their activities such as, frequent fights, abusive 
language and sometimes, physical violence (Joshi, 2001). 
Increased alcohol abuse is adversely affecting the economy of 
the hills and damaging its rich social, cultural and traditional 
pattern of life. It has resulted in the disorganization of families, 

deterioration in moral values and loss of peace in society.
Younger children are now coming into the grip of alcohol 

and employable youth are becoming unfit for defence services,
which used to be a basic source of income for the hill economy. Rapid increase in incidences of tuberculosis arnd HIV infections 
is creating an alarming situation for the future of Uttarakhand.
The family structure being basically patriarchal, men are the main 
bread earners in fanmilies; and women and children depend on 
them. Having such apivotal position, men's growing indulgence on liquor is not only deteriorating the economic status of the 
families, but also creating numerous psycho-social problems for 
all the family members. Time and now, the women come out 
individually or in groups to protest against the local liquor manufacturers or the revernue policies of the government. Most 
of such sporadic actions generally fade away; but they have the 
potential to challenge the prevailing order in society Irrespective of the result, success or failure; the process of lodging protest, waging war against the perpetrators, and challenging the power 
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the social order and is oriented toward definite goals

(McLaughlin 1969; p. 4). 

Studying tihe social movements fronn tie perspective ot a 

social theory of knowledge, Eyerman& Jamison (1991) view them 

as processes in formation-" the forms of activity by which 

individuals create new kinds of social identities" (p 2). According 
to them, "social novements express shifts in the consciousness

of actors as they are articulated in the interactions between 

activists and their opponents in historically situated political and 

cultural contexts" (p. 4). In other words, social movements are 

the results of an interactional process which centres around the 
articulation of a collective identity and which occurs within the 

boundaries of a particular society. Eyerman and Jamison regard 
sodal movements as the producers of knowledge, "as moments 

of collective creation that provide societies with ideas, identities 
and even ideals" (p. 4). They see them as providing the breeding 
ground for innovations and social organization of thought.
According to them, "social movements are bearers of new ideas,

and have often been the sources of scientific theories and of whole 
scientiic fieids, as weil as new poiiticai and sociai identities" (p 
3. Rucht (1991) considers identity to be the most important 

component of social movements. Identity, according to the author,
refers to the conscious self-definition of a social actor. This 
definition is not created by conscious self-reflection but through 
a conflict, which constitutes and organizes the actor. Consequently 
organization happens only when the sodal actor realizes who 
his opponent is, constituting the principle of opposition. In other
words the actor has to be challenged by a fundamental social 
force in a conflict in which the general orientations of social lives 
are at stake. In this respect, socdal movement is defined as a 
collective behaviour, which is not directed towards the values of 

a social organization or towards participation in decision-making 
systems, but towards the stake of class contlicts. Rather than being 

dramatic and extraordinary phenomena, social movements have 
a permanent character in the heart of social life. The central task 

of a social movement, according to Klandermans (1991), is the 
formationola coliective ideniity, wiucdh is delined as a process of 

the construction of meaning completely within the groups of 
participants that constitute a social movement. The formation of 
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a collective identity, as opined by the author, is not only 
instrumental for successful collective action, but is a goal in itsel. 

The anti-liquor movement of Uttarakhand can also be 

understood from this perspective. In Uttarakhand too, there is 
immense dissatistaction among women because of the physical
and psychological suffering they have been experiencing 
deteriorating health and moral values of men, children's dark 
future, and the unhealthy environment of village as a result of 

excessive liquor abuse. By organizing various activities, the 

women who define themselves as a group on basis of their 

commonproblems, try to change their current thinking, behaviour 
and social relationships leading finally to a shifts in their 

Consdousness as women. This induced difference at the level of 
consciousness helps them in developing a collective identity. With 

new ideas, identities and prindples, they are challenging the 

discrimirnatory gender ideology of the society of which they are 

a part. This whole exercise is aimed at bringing about a change in 
their present socially and politically disadvantaged condition in 

sodety. Identity, an important part of the social movement, is 

created here also through a conflict experienced by the women 
with the liquor abusers and manufacturers. The activist women 

represent a social dass which is dominated, discriminated, and 

deprived while the opponents (liquor manufacturers and abusers) 
represemt patriarchy, power, and injustice. Thus, identity not only 

serves as a means of mobilizing women for collective action, it is 

also a goal in itself as it makes women feel that they are one, 

equally effected and equally responsible to change the fate of all 

women. 

The present paper analyses the role of identity, especially 

gender identity, in initiating and sustaining the anti-liquor 
movement of Uttarakhand; impact of participation in the 

movement on women's personality; and social movement as the 

interplay of social structure, identity and psychological 

experiences. The data is based on a qualitative case study 
conducted in four villages of District Pithoragarh - Bhurmuni,

Chhana, Hunaiti and Rawalgaon where anti-liquor programumes 

had been and were being organized from time to time as part of 

a larger movement during 2002-2004. 
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Gender Identity: Awareness of Self as Part of a Disadvantaged 

Gender Group 

Alarge proportion of the women population having shared 

similar experiences of sulferings, they identified deeply with the 

movement forning a homogenous core collective in the villages 

of Chhana and Bhumuni. According to Bourdieu (1987), agents 
who are subjected to similar conditions, tend to resemble one 

another. And because of this resemblance, they are inclined to 

assemble practically; to come together as a practical group 
reintorcing, as a result, their points of resemblance. Simon's (2004) 
research also demonstrated that collective identification increases

the likelihood of actual sodal movement participation, suggesting 
that collective identification can also comtribute to overcoming 

barriers. 

Since the majority of women were facing similar situations, 
all had a similar plight - sufferings caused by their drunkard 
husbands-therefore it did not require any extra effort on part of 

the leaders to organize women. The problem was situated within
not outside; and this fact sensitized women to respond positively 
to any step taken to ameliorate their troubles. They needed
someone to take tihe initiative, provide them with direction, 
encouragement and support, and stand by them in their struggle. 
Thus, it was the favourability of the situation and followers 
readiness to accept their leaders that made the leadership acts 
easier and effective. The anti-liquor movement which was 
basically launched to ban liquor acted also as a consciousness- 
raising movement. By regular interaction, bringing to light the 
pain of each woman through discussion about what was 
happening in each house, the women began to think at a broader, 
general and abstract level. The 'mine, 'your' and "her' problem 

became the 'women's problem'. Organized as a group and having
a collective voice, they were heard with seriousness everywhere 
- within their own group, within the tanmily and in the public 

worid. 
The impact of this unity appeared in waging of a collective 

war against liquor and stopping of liquor abuse and wife battering 
by their men. It was a social creativity strategy which the women 

used to redefine their social identity realizing that there was no 
other way to remove their inferiority. Moving trom one group to 
another was not possible as women are a different group, distinct 
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on biological ground. Seeing no possibility of acting and behaving 

like men, the women got oriented towards social action through 

which they could claim equality with men who have been 

privileged to enjoy a superior status in society. Jackson et al.s 

(1996) study also demonstrated the use of social creativity strategy 

by negatively distinctive in-groups when group boundaries are 

impermeable. In the present context too, it is this activity (the 

movement) through which women sought to create new kinds of 

sodal identities (Byerman and Jamison, 1991). Seeing positive 

results, they believed that together they can "reach the top and 

tum 'impossibility in to a possibili ty'. The new ideas, innovations 

and social organization of thought that they achieved became the 

sources of new political and social identities for them. As 

moments of collective creation, their social actions empowered 

and strengthened them as a social group. 

Impact of Participation: Experiencing Identity, Empowerment 
and Self-Growth 

The women's coming together as a group in the form of an 

organization had bestowed them with an increased sense of 

power, which reflects in the statement: "We feel as if the whole
village is in our control". The anti-liquormovement also provided 
women with the real educational context. It was the movement 

where their innate potentials got space to develop, which enabled 

them to cope with their world, in which they became aware of 
their rights and issues of importance and started searching for 

their answers, through which they challenged the exploitative 
norms of society, and where they were able to say and do what 

they wanted. In essence, the movement helped them achieve the 
real education- the flowering and development of personality. 
The'education', 'flowering' and 'growth', according to Srivastava 
(2000), have certain essential components. It is a journey towards 

self-realization and self-assertion, towards analyses and 
understanding of one's situation, and towards expression and 

articulation of one's needs, feelings and ideas. All these goals of 

education are achieved by women in the movement. 

The leaders, who were most influential in the group, did 
already have most of the above mentioned qualities of an 
"educated' person. In other words, they entered the group with 
them, and therefore were distinctly visible to emerge as a focal 
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