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Wow!Imoved
mycheese
After a six-year break, Kamakshi is welting
her feet in a new career. She discovers
success depends on developing a sense
of purpose

This case study was first published in BW,
29 March 2004.

Dear Dad,
EREis so much I have been wanting to say to you, but have withheld everything for this big day.
This letter is about my evolution
in the last six years. The last time I
wrote such a long letter was in
1998 (See 'A Manager And A
Mother', BW, 22 April), when I had decided to reject my promotion from marketing controller to CEO of Resderr. I had
decided to stay on as marketing controller,
but then Subbi got transferred to Delhi. It
seemed to me then that life ~as pointing towards new directions, so I quit Resderr.
I can easily come to the point, but I want to
share the intervening period with you. I know
you were a wee bit disappointed with all these
events in my life. But I had been positive about
what the outcome of my decision would be and said
to myself that I would use the time to learn. The first
few months were spent enjoying lazy mornings, at the
gym and more involved meetings with Kabir and Radha's
teachers. But with this relocation, I also found myself caught
up with more domestic chores. Earlier, there was a balanced sharing of work: Subbi did some things, I did the others. But within a
month of being in Delhi, I was doing everything. And Subbi spent
the saved time on more work. "Everybody at my level is putting in
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------------------------~~-----------------------------that kind of time," he said about his 18-hour
days. So I was the man and the woman in my
life. I became both father and mother to my
kids. Soon there was no scope for leisure or
pleasure with Subbi travelling non-stop.
Life became a clutter: I was managing the finances; the household; the kids' education,
emotions, growth pangs and medical issues;
and, worse, equipment breakdowns. I began
getting into areas I was clueless about earlier.
(Today you should watch me change plugs that
don't work.)
So what did I have? A cluttered wall planner
with colour coding for car service, booster
shots, AC maintenance,
changing the Aqua
Guard filter, software upgrading, trading shares and what not.
The nightmare those days (albeit it proved to be a critical learning point) was the computer and Internet. I had always been techshy: I cringed if I had to handle anything that either started or
ended in wires. And now I had to deal with computer engineers
and software geeks who did not speak English. But Subbi had insanely expected that I would manage the two computers and their
perennial problems. I recall how every other day something
would conk out, and I would have these nerve-wracking dialogues with service chaps who spoke of motherboards and
memory chips.
I was supposed to be a woman ofthis world. I talked
about management issues, was a great strategist, but
an absolute failure when it came to tech. I didn't
need serious technology at work, only Net, email,
PowerPoint, et at. But it was the computer that
made my life miserable - every 10 days, a new
technician came home, spoke 'French' and finally
said: 'Saab should have been here'. But tech mistakes are not gender biased. Like the other day
Subbi bought some fancy music system, and
spent six hours programming it. At 3:00 in the
morning, without warning, Adnan Sami broke
out at volume 2l!
It was not just about being tech-shy; those
days, at any point in time, there were so many
'folders' open in my head: school, doctor,
someone coming home for dinner, a leakage in
the roof, some package to be handed over to
someone, signatures to be taken on 12 different
things. In the midst of all this, the computer
technician would arrive and fire technology at
me. He stood for all those things that I could not
cope with.
Three years ago, I decided if I also had to be a
man, then I would learn to be one. So I got the
'French-speaking' wonder to come daily for six weeks
and teach me the technology. I understood the innards
of the machine, touched every wire and chip, with a
vengeance. I guess loneliness of that kind has its merits; today, the gang calls me 'Kool Kam'. For sometime, there was a
sense of fulfilment, excitement, purpose and achievement. But I
guess I was nursing an unspeakable vacuum. I began to sense that
somewhere, my evolution was grounded. I was occupied in the
ordinary sense: I was managing almost 40 pockets like I had at
Resderr, but there was a difference.
I wrote to Louise about this (she is a jet-setting lawyer with Mi-
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crosoft, has three kids and a writer husband
who changed nap pies as easily as he did fonts).
She replied that in an organisation, everyone
puts aside time to discuss issues and then they
are resolved. In my case, there is no time set
aside to discuss issues. Issues drift, glide, coast
and somehow find their way to a bearable solution. As 'executive assistant' to Subbi, there was
no sharing of issues; Subbi, a victim of modern
day jargon, says: "It's a bandwidth issue; where's
the time?"
Sometimes lack of bandwidth leads to topof-the-head
decisions. Like when my microwave blew, Subbi declared: "It's 10 years old,
and if you depreciate it at 10 per cent per annum, it is worth almost nothing." But when I told him a new one
costs Rs 18,000, he winced. That's the difference, as they say in
Hindi: 'Aate daal ka bhaao'. Organisation management is about
cost benefit; home management on a single income is about replacement cost.
recall writing to you to justify why I was going to give up that
promotion at Resderr. Then I had said: 'If this is the kind of
stress I face as marketing controller, imagine what it would be
like when I become a CEO. My time will be even more
stretched. I will be travelling more and for longer spells. I will
not only be worrying about marketing, but also about HR, finance, recruitment... I don't think I can do justice.' Now when I
think about that letter, I wonder, my time as 'only mom' was more
stretched than it ever was. And that was worsened by one truth:
there were simply no people in my life. Yes, there was the driver,
software guys, maintenance chaps, doctors, the tennis coach, the
gardener and an assortment of mothers in a hurry. I worried
about the finances, hiring and sacking and keeping the home in
order. But at the end of it all, I didn't see my kids with the peace
that I had hoped to.
Ironically, when I was working I saw Subbi every night. We
would talk as I creamed my face or clipped my nails, while he
surfed channels. Ironically, those days he talked about having a
TV in the bedroom too, but today this house has three televisions
and Subbi has no time to watch.
By 2001, both Kabir and Radha were in high school, more involved with friends, sports and reading. To be fair, we did a lot together, but it lacked that punch. I realised time hung heavy. Gradually my heart started chanting, 'I have to work'.
'I have to work' was a phrase we women coined many years ago.
That phrase came back to haunt me, although my-decision to quit
work in 1998 was a well-thought out one. Carl tells me that my decision created a week-long debate in our head office in the US.
The whole office was divided into two factions. Each faction was
trying to align itself either with 'the working moms' or with 'the
moms-not-working-anymore'.
I have a whole pile of emails from
the teams in Houston who alternately egged me on or called foul.
All that made me more restless, but knowing it was my decision, I put up a brave front. But I missed being with professionals,
missed the energy and the bonhomie. I was missing out on adult
conversation. In short, Ineeded that old feeling of being consumed. Yes, I was enjoying growing up with Kabir and Radha, but
they grew up faster than I had expected. Today Kabir is 16, almost
out of school, Radha is an energetic 18 studying at St Stephen's.
Both have lives quite independent of me. Yes,I do chip in with my
wisdom periodically, but they have their own which is very de-
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pendable. Subbi has moved up even faster - he is now CEO,
which means as Radha puts it, 'Certainly Engaged to the Office'.
I guess you feel the vacuum only if you have experienced a full
life before: silences become louder, empty spaces bigger. Every
now and then, I thought about my aborted career and rued having
missed the chance of a lifetime to really learn finance, technology,
HR and the numerous other general management areas. Had I
been at Resderr, I would have opened every book and learnt my
business; but now with all the time in the world, I found management books frustrating and pointless. I felt so aimless.
Then, another aspect of mine surfaced. I found myself enthusiastically participating in 'world improvement' (allow me that exaggeration). I began to get into long chats with store managers
and sales people, giving them free advice on improving management. I found myself letting slip out that I had been marketing
head at Resderr. Dad, you have no idea how much I missed that
world. The store manager at a local sports store was very enthused
and he began discussing store display, ways to target audience
and window display with me. The manager loved it and I ended up
buying six pairs of Adidas shorts which Kabir didn't even need.
I could write a book on my coping strategies. Had I told you even
half of them, you would have thought I was coming apart. But today
this is all a thing of the past, and I can be objective about them. But
I often wondered, what it would feel like to have my job back. And
then Subbi brought that Fortune magazine home, the one which
had Carly Fiorina, Hewlett Packard chairman, on the cover. She
looked all cool and 'there'. Sheepishly, I examined every photograph closely to find tell-tale signs of children, husband, dog and
family vacations in her life. I mean, women do put up family pictures in their offices. But no, Fiorinas pictures did not reveal any of
those signs. Fiorina stared back at me, almost daring me. I imagined Fiorina five years hence, and she appeared to be as cool, as
'there'. And I imagined myself five years hence: I was in track pants
and 'l-shirt, standing over Kabir's shoulder serving him binomial
theorems like pasta. I winced. More than that, I found Carly Fiorina
unbearable: she stood for all that I had given up.
One morning I met Deepak Chinoy. He was supervising the
work at the garden outside the school to create a more efficient
parking lot. I almost fell off my bike when he said he was a stayat-home dad. A software engineer by training, he had chosen
to give up his full-time job with Daffodil to look after his kids. He
tied up with a few education-based websites whom he provided
with software skills sitting in his apartment. Deepak was nonchalant: "My wife Devika makes more money than I do, hates
bathing the dogs, is a disaster with housekeeping and loves travelling. My preferences are diagonally opposite, so we have happily
traded places."

CASE STUDY SPECIAL

~

Devika is a focused sales director with one of the best milkfoods
companies in the country. I thought maybe she was into photography or art, because it explains the ease of role reversals. Devika
is grateful for this arrangement, although she says Deepak pays a
price socially. He has few male friends, most giving him the miss,
alarmed by his choice oflifestyle, assuming he can at best discuss
cooking and laundry.
eeting Deepak was like an awakening. Somewhere between his wife's career needs and his kids' parenting
needs, he found balance. I would like to think he did not
find it by chance, he iterated till the point of optimality.
If you ignore the gender, our situations were identical.
But in Deepak's easy tightrope walk, I see a greater sensibility and
resilience. I knew instantly that somewhere in his acceptance of
his life, I would find my solutions.
Now I think that when we stop fighting and grieving, opportunity's knock seems more audible. Deepak called me one day and
asked: "Do you miss being at work, Kamakshi?" And I had said an
honest yes. "What did you learn working?" I said: "Marketing,
consumer relations, positioning, retailing, strategy." It was a
spontaneous answer. To that he said: "If that's all you learnt, then
will you meetVishesh?" One of the websites that Deepak worked
with wanted to start a Web retail store, and needed someone with
strong marketing skills. Deepak and I chatted online with Vishesh
who told me: "Set it up and run it. I will only provide you with support." That was how my newest baby, Daily Bazaar, was born.
Dad, perhaps I will be more honest ifI say I started Daily Bazaar
because I needed a straw to clutch on to. I needed something that
would take away the feeling of finality that had begun to take over
my life. At this point, I want to clarify - and I am not talking from
the position of comfort I have today - that I was not regretting my
earlier decision to quit working, nor were Subbi and the children
treating me like a doormat. But what I was unable to resolve was
the quiet and dull moments in my life.
Running Daily Bazaar (it is just nine months old) has been an
enriching experience for me. Everyday, I chat with a crazy lot of
people: I recruit online, interview online. There is no glass ceiling, no old boys' network, no gender identification either. The
best part is I don't have to be apologetic about being a woman.
The executives are 'cool'- I guess they have grown up in an era
where it is commonplace to have women managers. And I am so
glad that I have overcome my tech-shyness. I am now crafting a
product-mix strategy, keeping in mind (according to Vishesh's
plan) women consumers.
I am discovering a new world: a world where people are
not pushing, grabbing, attacking and plundering. I guess this
also has to do with the fact that you are not face-to-face
with most people, but are interacting with names
without face and body. You don't fall into the psychological trap of judging people by reading
their body language and mannerisms. Plus
you are brief in your chat, there are no invading personal zones. Once Vishesh hired me
(he paid me a basic salary - rewards depend on how I develop the store), he let me
be on my own.
I learnt a few lessons from Deepak: failure
is not permanent, mistakes are reversible, life
is a series of coincidences called opportunities,
and it is a good idea to look at even down trends as
opportunities. The best part is once Deepak handed
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------------~~-------------me over to Vishesh, he didn't remind me even once
how he helped me get this opportunity. He quietly went back to making chilli chicken.
One day he called to borrow my wok. I
found myself discussing with him the advantages of making Chinese cuisine in a wok.
Deepak said: "So every cuisine has its specific tools, right?" I agreed. Then he said: "So
Daily Bazaar should also get new marketing
tools." At first I thought I knew what he
meant when he brought this amazing book on
Net brands. Immediately, I began making frenzied notes on e-branding. (I realised the world of
the Net is different- I am unlearning all that I learnt
about marketing at Resderr.) Then I noticed a post-it
where Deepak had written: 'Time to start raising real capital for
Daily Bazaar, it needs professional money.'
For all my understanding of marketing and the appreciation I got
as a professional at Resderr, the financial market came to me as a
shock. I had thought that I am more computer savvy now, I can take
on the world. But not until I met venture capitalists (VCs).What a
breed! Behind those 'Dalal Street' spectacles and Raymond suits lay
minds which viewed women entrepreneurs with suspicion. I was
becoming more aware of the world outside Resderr.
My first few meetings with the VC firm were very discouraging. I
was seeing it all as a gender issue, probably because they were
hammering home points like consistency, dependability and so
on. In my fifth meeting, which started off on a bad note, the director asked me to meet one Alisha Sayeed. At first glance, I thought
she was his secretary; but when she spoke, I realised she was his
boss. She said to me: "VC funding is a risky area for us. So we look
for winning propositions and high returns. Understand the fact
that we don't want to be with you forever: we have a fixed duration
in mind, during which period we want a say on the board. And
one good day, we will want our money back, multiplied by a factor. It's a tough call for you to take. No doubt you have most of the
skills, but our wisdom adds value."
Then, almost suddenly, Sayeed asked: "Have you done a due
diligence?" Now that sounded like the 'French' my computer
engineer used to speak. Her verdict in our ninth meeting was: my
business plan was not appealing, lacked compelling economics,
had paltry margins, was high on costs.
I recall going home and crying. I wept not because I thought I
had failed, but because it all seemed so difficult. I felt that in the
intervening years much had happened in the world of business,
and I had lost touch. I talked to almost 12VC firms and by the end
of it, I was so exhausted that I began to wonder what I was doing.
It was at this stage that I spoke with Subbi. I had kept him out of
the picture for almost seven months. He was stunned in the beginning - first computer technology, then finance; it was too
much for him to digest.
During these last three months, all I have been doing is meeting
people in banks and VC firms, and redoing my business plan. In
these months, my respect for our Resderr CEO Tapas Sarkar has
rocketed sky high. If this is the kind of work he does day in and day
out, and yet manages to show profit on the balancesheet, he is
worth his weight in gold. I did take some amount of help from
Tapas and a lot from Subbi. I learnt finance almost like a professional, but the whole experience was a nightmare.
Subbi's delight at my working again did help a bit, but it did not
take away the fact that Sayeed had rejected my business plan. And
chances were high that others too had for the same reason. But
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unlike Sayeed, they did not throw it on my face and say, 'go back
lady, work harder this time'. I feel happy about the fact that
women are able to call a spade a spade - and that too loudly. It
certainly made me introspect: one morning, at 3:00 a.m., I sat
down to think what I should do to overcome the feeling of helplessness. If! have a dream, what have I done to achieve it? I began
to realise a horrifying truth: from the word go, I had believed I did
not have the right to pursue this dream, maybe because I had believed that it will come in the way of my family's dreams. Heck
dad, it was a nasty realisation. Unintentionally, I had come to
equate 'no career' with 'happy family'. What else would explain
my inability to put in my all into my business plan? Maybe I was
secretly hoping I would fail and all would come back to normal. I
could even justify to myself that I had tried.
Then I got a rap on my knuckles. Sayeed sent me an email
saying: "I thought you would present your revised business plan.
Whatever happened to your dream? Woman to woman,let me
say this: 'By now if you have succumbed to the feeling that you are
not entitled to dream, then you have chosen your destiny, chosen
to live the way you are living'." That was my wake-up call. In
essence, she was telling me: 'Where is your sense of purpose? Just
dreaming is not enough, you have to nurture your dreams to turn
them into a reality'.
Dad, all this may sound somewhat melodramatic. 'Where is
your sense of purpose?' may seem like a brief question, but for me
it has profound implications. I realised that as long as I was working at Resderr, I had a sense of purpose. The moment I left Resderr,
my sense of purpose left for school at 8:00 in the morning, came
back at 4:00 in the evening, and was easily satisfied after making a
couple of dosas.
Daily Bazaar has not become a mission for me; it is the whole
point. Until five months ago, it was something to feel busy with if it works, very good; if it does not, not too bad. I think this is a pitfall that many women fall into when they try to revive their careers. Getting back on the rails is not' 10 easy steps'. It is a process,
as I have discovered. Getting back to a job, a career, is very easy;
what is difficult is getting back that same old sense of purpose.
That wake-up call was harsh. I realised Sayeed is a toughie. Her
emailliterally whacked me and made me see the point I had
missed all along: the sense of purpose. What was critical for me
was to define new priorities and come to grips with its demands.
Daily Bazaar is not a success story yet. Tomorrow, I am presenting my improved business plan to Sayeed. I need your blessings. Now I have a sense of purpose and it should take me a long
way. Have to go, it's time to watch Astitva.
Loveyou,
Kamakshi
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Make it happen
ANITA RAMACHANDRAN
The author is CEO, Cerebrus Consultants, a well-known HR consultingfirm. This consultingfirm has
the distinction of being a virtually all-woman organisation.
was
T wonderful to know that Karnakyou have to pay a price for a trade-off. The
shi finally realised both her dreams -anguish of regretting a lost opportunity
enjoying motherhood and realising her . makes the comeback even tougher. This is
because the focus is not on trying to learn
career potential. Probably, these are
the dreams most women cherish.
and develop the skills required, but more
on what 'could have been' - money-wise
But could the process of achieving a baland professional position-wise.
ance between personal and professional
The lessons that Kamakshi learnt -first
lives have been easier than it was in Kamakshi's case? I would say it is rarely easy,
from Deepak, and then from Sayeed were important: failure is not permanent
for there are no easy answers to the dilemand you can shape your destiny.
mas we women face.
Life for women is full of trade-offs, often
Most women give up far too easily on
their attempt to 'come back' because they
between fulfilment at work and not carrytry to walk the conventional route. Perhaps
ing the guilt of missed 'moments' at home.
In hindsight, often the trade-offs may not
this is the reason why organisations respond in an equally conventional manner.
turn out to be what women expect. For
instance, this could happen as children
Today there are many opportunities. All
you have to do is dare to dream and take
grow up or the woman's career gets dethe risk offailure. Kamakshi also learnt that
railed for reasons unrelated to family comdreams are not realised without nurturing
pulsions. Perhaps Kamakshi's feeling of
them with hard work.
emptiness and frustration with the way
she ended up spending her time at home is
Kamakshi had the courage to start at a
a reflection of this.
What, of course, is critical is that Karnakshi realised that getting back 'the same
sense of purpose' - more than just getting
back to work - is the key to the actualisation of the goals she has set for herself. She did have a dream that she could
not acknowledge even to herself in the
process of the various trade-offs in her life.
I think it is important to come to terms with
what your dream really is and the fact that
it is specific to individuals. Sadly, most
Indian women do not dare to dream for
themselves. This is because they are conditioned to think in a certain manner and
that must change.
But I also think it is important to be realistic about the dreams and goals that we
set for ourselves. Big dreams need thorough preparation and persuasion to make
them happen.
Problems arise when women make a
choice and then they feel frustrated when
their career aspirations are not met because of the choice they made. Often, they
cannot come to terms with the fact that
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II is imporlantto
realise that there is a liletime to achieve one's
dreams. The sequence
Is dlnerentlor each one
01us: lor some, It could
be personal achIevements Ilrst and then
the prolesslonal ones,
while lor others It Is the
other way
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level lower than where she was when she
left Resderr. She had the guts to experiment with a new industry and a different
peer group. She did not worry about hierarchies and immersed herself completely
in the task at hand. She learnt immensely
in the process and enjoyed her work and
the stimulation it provided. Kamakshi is
now back at heading an organisation,
though this time through an unconventional route. Finally, it is not important
when she reached this stage but the fact
that she managed to be 'there'. Your ability,
determination and passion will get you to
your goal.
Also, sometimes a helping hand (like
Deepak's) and a tough but well-meaning
coach (like Sayeed) go a long way in helping you achieve your dreams. But you
have to go and look for that helping hand
and coach.
Kamakshi's efforts at developing computer skills during her sabbatical helped
her adapt more quickly. Motherhood
makes us focus on a different set of skills.
In the process, we often lose track of some
of the basics that are needed to survive in
a competitive workplace. For example, it
could be keeping up with changing
technology and developing the ability to
cope with work-related pressures. Coming
back to work after a break is like going
back to studying or going back to playing a
game after a long break - one has to work
hard at getting back in shape.
It is important to realise that there is a
lifetime to achieve one's dreams. The sequence is different for each one of us: for
some, it could be personal achievements
first and then the professional ones, while
for others it is the other way.
And sometimes the definition of work
itself needs to be changed. Time is not
necessarily running out the way we imagine: each one of us is running a different
race on a different track. Making the most
of all experiences in life is what makes it
worth living.
•
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A 360° view
ARCHANA BHASKAR
The author worked with Hindustan Lever for 10 years in various HR roles. Last year she moved to the
Netherlands tojoin the global HR team of one of the Unilever businesses.
was
t easy to empathise with Kamakshi
when she went through the dilemma
('A Manager And A Mother', BW, 22
April 1998). Women's situations can be
easily stereotyped: they face the same
situations, pulls and pushes, and difficult
choices. But solutions have to be uniquely
crafted based on the many variables. Kamakshi talks about two of them - cultural
differences and gender biases. There could
be several others: partner's disposition,
children's age, social support and the
woman's own need for nurturance.
In a world where the attrition rate of
women in the corporate world is so high,
it takes a lot of grit and character to reach
where Kamakshi did at Resderr, and a lot
more to say no to the CEO's job. So it was a
disappointment when Kamakshi simply
gave it all up after her husband was
transferred.
Kamakshi, the person, is made up ofvarious parts: a professional, a wife, a mother
and a daughter. The whole will not be in a
good shape if even one of these parts is not
in a happy state. Thus, for example, when
Kamakshi chose to give up one part of herself - her professional aspect - I am sure
it would have affected everything about
her as a person.
At one point, Kamakshi talks about her
'coping strategies' - it reflects that all was
not well with her. Life cannot have just one
dimension, and the sense of self worth
cannot be satisfied through achievements
of family members. In taking care of just
the family and the household, she has undervalued her own need for nurturance.
Sure, you can find various ways of coping, but that is not the point. The question
is: 'can you thrive?' It is about living a complete life; it is not just about surviving. And
that is what Kamakshi seems to have found
with Daily Bazaar, which she labelled as
'sense of purpose'. If you are not happy, can
you bring happiness to the lives of those
very people for whom you gave it all up in
the first place? If your children do not feel
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that you have a sense of purpose, can they
ever learn it from you?
Working mothers will tell you they are
better mothers this way than they will ever
be ifthey were to give up their profession.
In today's context, a mother's job has assumed newer proportions: it goes beyond
schooling kids to building leaders for the
future. The earlier generation of mothers
found their sense of purpose in tending to
the family, but today's women have grown
up needing much more than that.
The tightrope walk demands balancing
your time, and mental and emotional
space between your own needs and those
of your family. Awoman must accept that if
she works, it is for her own fulfilment. It is
about living 'in the moment' and about
making the most of what she is doing -'
without guilt and full of enthusiasm.

We must understand that
a career break Is a
change 01 traCk, and not
a complete derailment.
Women who make a
comeback should change
their mlndsets and expectations - making a reentry has to be lor learnIng and making contributions, not lor 'catching
up' with batchmates
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We are fortunate to be in a world where
there are so many opportunities. Most organisations ate more than willing to retain
a resource in whom they have invested so
much over a period of time. Most employers see flexi-options as a win-win situation
both for themselves and for their women
employees. So it is up to the woman employee to find an arrangement that will be
the most appropriate given her situation.
We must understand that a career break
is a change of track, and not a complete derailment. Women who make a comeback
should change their mindsets and expectations - making a re-entry into the corporate world has to be for learning and making contributions, not for 'catching up'
with batchmates. It is inevitable that if
you drop out for a while, others who had
started with you would have moved ahead.
How we define 'moving ahead' is entirely
up to us. Is it the professional position and
power that we want in the organisation, or
is it our own yardstick for professional fulfilment and achievement?
During the break, you should not forget
to nurture your professional aspect. While
you are in that period, you should consciously make an effort to add value to
what you already know and learn something completely new. Kamakshi did that
somewhat unknowingly when she took on
the challenge to understand computer
technology. In the process she overcame
her inhibitions and acquired skills that will
now help her make a success of her venture
Daily Bazaar.
Kamakshi opened new horizons for
herselfthat are beyond the corporate 'rat
race'. As she herself calls it: "a world where
people are not pushing, grabbing ...", Here,
she sets her own benchmarks. All of us
can do it in our own capacities and within
our spheres.
Kamakshi has crafted her own solution,
one that nurtures her and makes her feel
complete again. Now there is absolutely no
doubt that she will succeed.
•
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----------------------------~~---------------------------OK,so we all said that Kamakshi decided to give up her promotion as
CEObecause she wanted to be mom first; that later she even quit her
job because she felt she had to be wife first. Dr Achal Bhagat now
says to Meera Seth: "Hey, wait a minute, maybe none of those were
Kamakshi's decisions!" Men, he says, continue to subtly dominate
and hold the reins ... Read on.
MeeraSeth: Kamakshi's case actually began in 1998.
That was when she gave up an offer to become the
CEO of Resderr India to remain marketing controller. Her decision annoyed some people, who
saw it as many things, from inability to lack of
courage. This time, when she confessed that she
resigned because her husband was transferred
to Delhi, it annoyed more people. Why are
women coming under such a harsh microscope?
What is driving people to expect complete leftbrained behaviour from women? Rather, is her decision to keep the family in order a manifestation of
right-brained behaviour, i.e., emotional, or intelligent discrimination?
Achal: We live with expectations. Most expectations we face are
due to the social definitions of our roles. Gender roles are being redefined gradually. The expectation is to achieve and succeed in all
avenues of one's life. People who walk away from what society defines as success are seen to have not fulfilled their role. The difficulty is when our personal definitions of success differ from societal definitions. We are made to feel guilty for pursuing our personal
definitions as opposed to role-based definitions of success. It is
this conflict that Kamakshi and Deepak are coping with.
Meera: Critically, she says her father was disappointed too. Which
brings me to the stark duality we see in men as fathers and men as
other people. Today's father of a daughter seems to be under
greater pressure to prove his parenting. The Indian society has become startlingly divided on values. At one extreme are those who
worry over the birth of a daughter; at another are those who seem
to want to prove that a daughter is a better son. Are these values
taking birth in male minds only?
Achal: Unfortunately, not much is changing I think. Or at least the
process of change is very gradual, and evident only for a few. Men
still are dominating and controlling, with more rights and more
choices. Women are still struggling within the framework that a
male-dominated society makes for them. The choices are limited
to 'being a woman who accepts the role of a person whose dowry
has to be collected from day one' and being a like a man. The personal experiments and battles that very few women are able to try
are not cherished and nurtured by the society. When we talk of
equality between genders, we have to look for substantive equality
that is affirmative towards and supportive of women who want to
assert personal choices, as opposed to role-based choices that are
thrust upon them. Men have to playa role in achieving a substantive equality. Parents have to playa role in it. Schools and corporates, law, judiciary and policy have to playa role in it. But the substantive equality is to be seen as a right that women need not have
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bestowed upon them like a favour ..
Meera: When we examine the- cluttered life of
women like Kamakshi - who double in as
home-makers, administrative heads, home finance balancers, entertainers, educators, just
about everything - and also hear the disdain of
the masses over the fact that she does not hold a
career, one thing comes through clearly: our society has no direction setter for values. Woman as
homemaker is not a valued position. Either women
who choose home over career should be vocal enough
to justify their decision with confidence, or another valued
institution such as religious leaders, or political leaders should
place value on it. Unfortunately, even the media refers to such a
woman as a 'housewife'. This is debilitating.
Achal:Anypressures on anyone to be anyone is a violation of their
right to be able make choices for themselves. Homemaking is a
profession which should be valued equally for men and women. It
should not be a gender-based choice. It is like, if pink is a colour for
girls other colours are excluded from their choices, and pink is excluded as a choice for boys. This exclusion is not a natural exclusion, and is violation of an individual.
Meera: So maybe that's what Kamakshi experiences later in life
when she says: "If I also had to be a man, then I would learn to be
one". Why do (some) women feel they have to be a man? Once
again, read my first and second questions. Is this yet another role
being thrust upon them by a society (to make her a complete
woman?) which is feeling inadequate and incapable anyway? This
is certainly not Kamakshi's own vision; what has engendered this?
Everywhere one sees this message being hammered home. Be it
jackets, shirt sleeves, heavy watches, pub habits, crude language,
aggression, tough talk - all traditionally from the male domainthe expression is the masculine woman. What happened? When
Kamakshi says: "Forsometime there was a sense offulfillment, ex-

citement, purpose and achievement ... but I began to sense myevolution was grounded." Has she unwittingly said something else?
What she was probably missing was evolution as a person; instead
she was working at evolving as a man, maybe?
Achal: When one evolves as a person one is more able to understand one's needs, thoughts, feelings and actions. One is able to decrease the dissonance between one's needs and one's actions. One
is also able to form linkages and see the purpose of what one is doing. If the goal of one's evolution becomes narrow, like, 'to become
someone else' (whoever it is, man or a woman), then we run the
risk of not knowing what we want or what we think. So though one
needs role models, one cannot clone oneself into becoming the
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------------------------~~------------------------role model. It lacks the spontaneity that life is all about. It is like a
phony accent, and its tiring. So evolution is about accepting oneself; however, that is not equal to accepting one's plight due to gender discrimination.
Meera: Read Subbi's famous words for not having time for anything: "It's a bandwidth issue; where's the time?" Has the Indian
male become completely overwhelmed by his assumed image of
'superman' - fixing workplace fires round the clock? There is
something seriously amiss here. Women are being asked to become the complete male woman, while the man has been decimated to being the workplace slave. This is certainly not an American inheritance. Men in the west work harder on their families, go
to church regularly, and are very conscious of'family time:
Acha!: Just like women, men also carry the burden of socially constructed images. Men are not supposed to express their feelings,
men are expected to roll up their sleeves and take on the world.
Men are supposed to be man enough to take on the battles. What
you think as a person is hidden under what you are supposed to
think as a man. We kid ourselves, that all of us are chasing our own
pursuits. We are actually pursuing what society wants us to.
Meera: "I guess you feel the vacuum only if you have experienced a
full life before: silences become louder, empty spaces bigger." Ten
years ago, this is what people experienced on retiring. Is the emptiness one of people and occupation, or a misplaced sense ofloss of
glory?Today, this vacuum hits people much sooner and very often

without preparation, unlike a natural retirement.. There are early
retirements forced on employees, demotion owing to being 'out of
context' for a job, closures of companies, freezing jobs, cut backs,
etc. In these situations, the sense ofloss is more aggravated by a
feeling of real loss of status. Shouldn't organisations put managers
through 'preparing fur a sudden vacuum' training once they reach
middle management level?
Acha!: Organisations, like all other social institutions - especially
those in the business of educating people - need to include a
process of reflection. A process which helps us stop and evaluate
whether we are pursuing what we want. If there is dissonance between what we think and what we do, then there is a vacuum waiting to hit us. Rather than wait for the proverbial vacuum, we have a
choice that we assert. We balance and align what we think and
what we do.
Meera: Kamakshi is very endearing when she tells her dad about
her 'free advice' to store managers: "Ifound myself letting slip out

that I had been marketing head at Resderr... you have no idea how
much I missed that world:' We are all like that, isn't it? Unable to
shed lost glories, hanging on to the past, seeking our identity in its
debris. How does one rebuild one's identity after such a phase, a
woman or man? On the other side, those of us who still have the
halo of glory around us, why are we insensitive to the other's loss of
glory?
Acha!: Kamakshi did not lose her identity. We never lose our identities. We sometimes find our definition of ourselves getting
blurred when we lose the key point of reference that describes us.
Unfortunately, one of the key methods we use for defining ourselves is our work. When we de- focus from our work, we begin to
recognise the other aspects of us that make us a person. It is important, especially around times of stress and transition, that we
remind ourselves that we are more than our work. We are human,
we are human because we have the capacity to feel, to think, to influence, and we use these capacities everyday. We are ourselves because we use these capacities. We use the 'beyond work'. We need
to acknowledge ourselves completely by recognising this fact of
our humanness.
Meera: The case is a letter Kamakshi has written to her dad. The six
years since she resigned from Resderr till the current one where
she has found her feet again have not been easy on her. Although
when one reads the letter and its chirpy words with humour
thrown in, one may think the intervening period was fun. Fact is,
those six years have been a slow climb back into a total sense of
loss and a slower climb out of that state. She talks about her restlessness, her trying to be brave 'since it was my decision', periodically disappointed by the pace at which her kids outgrew their
need for a 24-hour mum, missing the bonhomie of the workplace ... she also says that had she talked about it then, one would
think she was coming apart. A lot of women faced with Kamakshi's
kind of life are probably going through the same feelings. Are
women more resilient about coping with change? Remember, the
Indian society expects a woman to change a lot with marriage: her
home, her name, her location, her career, her likes and dislikes and
sometimes even her friends. Yet...
Achal: Kamakshi's decision to leave Resderr was perhaps not really
hers, even though she may think it was her own decision. She does
not have the evidence that her husband is controlling and is making her change her career. But she has grown with knowledge that
mother's have to look after their children first. Her husband, who
used to contribute towards the parental role when she was work-

CASE STUDY SPECIAL

•••

BUSINESSWORLD

2005

-----------------------------~----------------------------ing, had stopped doing so when she was not.
This is reflective of the hidden role definitions in that relationship. What would have
happened if Kamakshi had not given up her
job? Would he have given up his? Would they
have stayed as a two city family? Who would
have brought up the children in that case? All
these questions were imponderables in Kamakshi's mind, and the burden of the possible answers probably influenced her decision. Perhaps it was not her decision after all.
It is because it was not her decision that it
took a lot more time for her to resolve the
conflict around it. Whenever there is a
change in our lives, we take time to end and cope with our sense of
loss before we begin. We are better able to manage changes that we
start than the changes that are imposed on us by time or others'
decisions. If Kamakshi had really decided as a career decision, to
focus on family for a few years, she would have been able to plan
for contingencies better. It was because the change was not her decision that it took her six years to recognise its impact. She had to
minimise the impact of all these years in her mind because she was
expected to make a success of the decision.
Meera: That is an eye opener, Achal... worth pondering on for a
long time. OK, now let's shift gears a bit and examine Deepak
Chinoy, the stay-at-home-dad. Says Kamakshi: "Deepak was like

Whenever you rejoin
the mainstream, it
would seem to be difficult and the best way is
to remind yourself of
your strengths

an awakening. Somewhere between his wife's career needs and
his kids' parenting needs, he found balance .... If you ignore the
gender, our situations were identical. But in Deepak's easy tight
rope walk, I see a greater sensibility and resilience." The difference between Deepak and Kamakshi lies in their internalisation
of the need for change. Both gave up their careers for exactly the
same reasons; in fact, for Deepak his decision must have also
been socially challenging. Men like Deepak are rare; rarer
still are those that are comfortable doing the extraordinary.
How come?
AchaI: I do not see the difference in Deepak's and Kamakshi's situation as a difference of personal attributes. The difference is in social descriptions of the same situation for different genders.
Whereas Deepak's action will be described as eccentric but brave,
the same society will describe Kamakshi's decision as a failure to
succeed. She would spend more time recovering from this label
and even when she decides to refocus on her needs, she would be
treated differently as unpredictable and inconsistent. Deepak, on
the other hand, will be seen as someone who has had a new life experience and is now ret~rning to a new beginning. So I think Ka-

makshi is more resilient if one were to be
comparative.
Meera: Recounting her bad meeting with the
Venture Capital firm, Kamakshi says: "I recall

going home and crying. I wept not because I
thought I had failed; I wept because it was so
difficult. Ifelt in the intervening years much
had happened in the business world and I
had lost touch." This happens time and again

to many of us for completely different reasons, not necessarily because we took a career break. We give our best to something and
it gets badly rated. Firstly, what causes this
plummeting of self esteem? Second, how do we re-motivate, revive, restore ourselves?
AchaI: Whenever you have to start running after a fall, you would
limp at first. It is not that you aren't trying your best, it is that your
muscles need time to withstand the rigour of running. Life is similar. Whenever you rejoin the mainstream, it would seem to be difficult and the best way to rejoin is remind yourself of your strengths
and evaluate the obstacles and seek support. Do all this without diminishing yourself.
Meera: Says Kamakshi: "Despite my best intentions, I had come to

equate 'no career = happy family. What else would account
for why I was unable to put my all into a business plan? Maybe in
some insidious way I was hoping I would fail and then all would
be normal again, and I could even justify to myself that I had tried."
This happens too, this conflict between what we would
like to have and what we think is right; wanting to be socially
correct and professionally right; wanting the best in both worlds.
Yes, it is a conflict, but it certainly does not generate rational
thought processes.
AchaI: The real conflict is between accepting oneself and not
accepting oneself. We have strengths and limitations. When we
accept ourselves, we accept that we have the capacity to use
our strengths to overcome our limitations. We sometimes are
forced to look at the obstacles placed in our way by our social
context as our internal limitations. This makes life's problems seem overwhelming and our strengths not enough. We
need to distinguish between our internal limitations as human
beings and the obstacles placed by the context of society. That
is a very helpful thought... and a helpful thought provides
solutions. A rational thought may only end up redefining
the problem.
_

