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FOREWORD

I recall how much I learnt from Deepa through the years of our
invaluable friendship, which was cut short so unexpectedly.
With the discourse of exclusivity taking over the popular media,
I miss her involvement with multi-faith work acutely. Her
insistence on dialogue and discussion coupled with her
indomitable energy has brought so many of us together to
reinforce these values.

Deepa has been on my mind almost all the time because she
celebrated difference, and the coming together of people from
different communities and beliefs to create understanding,
tolerance and harmony. She was a woman who thought of the
other as herself, and lived her principles through in life. We seem
to be losing these values, and her absence underscores the need
to remember her, and to reinforce public assertion and dialogue.

We recognise more than ever before, the need to celebrate

Deepa’s ideology, “Ta¥e g Tt g9 e 79T (a difference in
opinion should not cause a change of heart). Fa%g is a fact

of life. It is bound to happen, because each one of us would
at some time or the other have a different opinion. But, why

TYe? Why should difference convert to dislike, hatred,

victimization and violence? Deepa’s strong conviction and
public action emphasized the need for religions and diversity to
come together, build compassion and understanding amongst

all people.

This collation of the Lecture series, captures thoughts and
ideas that resonate with what Deepa would have said, believed

and propagated.

I can imagine her, wherever she is, happy with the oration of
each speaker in this lecture series emphasizing one or more
principles she believed in. As I reflect on the memorial lectures
of the past six years, I see her varied gifts at play, and her values
underline the thoughts of these kindred spirits. Swarnamalya
spoke of multiculturalism in arts, a space Deepa inhabited.
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When Shabnam sang Kabir, she gave musical voice to Deepa’s
ideology and philosophy. Maya spoke of theatre in the
classroom, something that Deepa used effectively in her own life
as a teacher. With Pamela came the intellectual understanding
and the acumen of the journalistic world, another of Deepa’s
academic concerns. Ginny’s powerful narratives of the single
woman echoed Deepa’s pre-occupation with women’s identity.
Rajni, in her talk on non-violence, brought forward the
immense strength of compassion and respect of a human
being, completely aligned to Deepa’s faith in the goodness of
people. Deepa is with us every year in the words of these
committed and eloquent speakers in the series of lectures we
have hosted in her memory.

I have learnt the importance of writing from Deepa’s life and
letters. The written word is important because it leaves
narratives for the future generations to read and construct their
histories. This volume captures their words for now and for
posterity, and will tread its own path; reach many we know and
others we do not know, but it will surely make a difference to
their lives.

Deepa left us in her prime 19 years ago. We miss her vibrant
personality and her courage, but she left us the heritage of her
abundance of connections and her interconnections. We carry
on with the legacy of her spirit and some of her boundless
energy. We celebrate her life not only every year on her birthday,
butin ouractions, as we fight for the values she held dear.

Even after Deepa has gone, her children make sure that we
continue to remember her with love. We also deeply appreciate
St. Stephen’s School for this continuing annual lecture series,
organized with diligence and love. It is a tribute to Deepa and
her commitment to education understood in its largest
definition — of sharing a common bond with humanity.

Aruna Roy
April 2022
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AN INTRODUCTION TO
DR. DEEPA MARTINS AND
THE MEMORIAL LECTURES

“A difference of opinion, should not cause a difference in
hearts.” This oft-quoted phrase from Dr. Deepa Martins’ own
philosophy of life was a tenet she followed every single day across
the numerous roles she essayed. Born as Deepa Pant in a large
Kumaoni family on April 5, 1951 in Ajmer, values of humanity
and inclusivity were essential elements of her formative years.
She was the youngest of seven brothers and three sisters and the
most pampered child of her academician father Shri Bhagwan
Vallabh Pant. Her father, committed to the values of patriotism
and education, had a deep influence on her. His magnanimity
and the simplicity and large-heartedness of her mother Mrs.
Lakshmi Pant made the foundation of her value system. Right
from the beginning, Dr. Deepa believed in multi-dimensional
growth and besides excelling in academics, she would be deeply
involved in all co-curricular and extra-curricular activities.
Debating, dramatics and writing were areas of her special
interest.

Dr. Deepa’s wish to reach out and contribute manifested itself in
various ways right from her student days. She would constantly
encourage her friends to be involved in creative and academic
pursuits. Friendships that she nurtured in school and college
were maintained through her life. After doing her Secondary
and Intermediate from Savitri School, Ajmer, she pursued her
BA from Savitri College where she was the President of the
Student Union. She completed her Master’s in English from
Government College, Ajmer in 1972. She then worked as a
lecturer in English in Shramjeevi College and also pursued her
Master’s in Hindi. She chose her alma mater Savitri College as
her workplace where she continued to work as a lecturer in

Hindi from 1975.

As a teacher, Dr. Deepa was completely absorbed in every
dimension of her students’ lives. They'd often be seen studying
at her place when they didn’t get time and space at their own
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homes. Balancing the roles of teacher and friend, she made a
unique place in the hearts of her students who remember her
drawing examples from Keats and Wordsworth in a Chhayavaad
class of Hindi poetry. Similarly, English grammar made its way
into Functional Hindi classes. Her students would not miss her
classes because the depth of her knowledge strengthened by her
power to communicate well charmed them. She went out of her
way each time to help her students. She became and still is a role
model for so many of them and even after decades of their
graduation, their point of reference of their college days
continue to be her classes.

Dr. Deepa believed in harmony in every aspect, and just like her
academic life was a harmonious blend of two different
languages, she incorporated the broader perspective in the
choices she made and the examples she set. She chose to marry
her MA classmate and her companion of values and vision
Shri Gilroy Martins. The idea of marrying a Roman Catholic in
1973 when even inter-caste marriages were rare in Ajmer did not
discourage her. She followed what she firmly believed in and
created a family atmosphere where values, culture and
traditions of both religions coexist with no side having to
compromise on identity. Even today, the candles at the altar, and
the light of the puja lamp at her home radiate the essence of her
all-inclusive faith.

Identity and harmony formed the essence of all her work that
she undertook across various academic, cultural, social and
creative spaces. She believed that one shouldnt only
conceptualise a better society, one must get into creating it. And
so, she entered the social realm and connected herself to the
grassroots. Interfaith harmony and the quest for women's
identity were very close to her heart.

When confronted with challenges over various cases in Mahila
Samooh, an organization that she co-founded, Dr. Deepa would
stress on the importance of dialogue. She believed in supporting
a cause through protests and rallies, but would insist on finding
a way out first through dialogue and then other means. The
method that she adopted was so unique and full of empathy that
even people with strongly varied opinions would be taken in by

= 1) =

her approach to an issue. Even during her work in the activism
space, her fearless persona met her loving side and besides
rallying for a cause and taking issues head-on, she would prepare
and carry tiffins of food for her co-workers. She ensured that
each person around her was looked after well. In this way, she
added her own touch to many social, cultural, creative and
literary organizations in Ajmer — People’s Union for Civil
Liberties, Citizens Council, Adult Education Society and
Ajaymeru Press Club — to name a few.

Dr. Deepa held a unique space at St. Stephen’s. While extending
her whole-hearted support to Shri Martins in the day-to-day
aspects of the School, she was closely associated with every
activity along with managing her multiple roles in society. She
also brought all her exposure of the social world into the School
and students, teachers and the ministerial staff alike were
inspired by her positivity, energy and love.

Dr. Deepa was very keen on the individual aspect, the finer
detail and was closely involved in the lives of the expansive circle
of her close ones. Her friends and family remember her as the
first person to wish them on their special days and also as the one
person who was most regular with her communication through
letters, cards and calls.

The poet and writer in Dr. Deepa found ample expression
despite her schedule. She would pen down her reflections on
a spare piece of paper or even a notepad, when she didnt
have adequate time or space to look for a proper notebook or
diary. She would even write impromptu poems while signing
greeting cards.

A note of positivity and the faith in optimism is visible in all her
writings. Her sphere was large and she would ensure that each
member of her family and the extended family she made for
herself was given due attention. In the words of her friends,
“There were many who believed that whether or not anyone else
would stand by them, they had Deepa, and that was enough!”

A sense of celebration surrounded all Dr. Deepa’s endeavours,
whether it was having a conversation with students, leading an
issue-based rally, working on an academic conference, spending
time with family or writing poetry. Positivity, happiness,
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harmony, simplicity, sensitivity, the ability to connect with
everyone, and the unwavering will to stand for righteousness
gave her a unique place in the hearts of people. She left a legacy
that continues to radiate values and hope, and the belief in
reaching out and touching lives.

On April 5, her birthday, over the last 19 years, St. Stephen’s and
the Ajmer community have benefitted from visits of
distinguished women in various fields who have shared their
thoughts with us through this Memorial Lecture series. The
topics of these Lectures have been close to Dr. Deepa Martins’
life and work — promoting communal harmony and a secular
society, women’s issues linked to health, constitutional rights
and gender equality, Kabir, inclusive learning and social
activism through music, dance, theatre and art, the importance
of journalism, working with the marginalized and non-violence.

We have had the privilege to host luminaries including
Ms. Mrinal Pande, Dr. C. S. Lakshmi, Ms. Indira Jaising,
Ms. Madhu Kishwar, Dr. Shanta Sinha, Dr. Syeda Hameed,
Ms. Vrinda Grover, Ms. Kamla Bhasin, Dr. Meenakshi
Gopinath, Dr. Mallika Sarabhai, Prof. Tripurari Sharma,
Mr. Vinay Mahajan and Ms. Charul Bharwarda,
Dr. Swarnamalaya Ganesh, Ms. Shabnam Virmani, Ms. Maya
Krishna Rao, Ms. Pamela Philipose, Dr. Ginny Shrivastava and
most recently Ms. Rajni Bakshi. The last two connected with us
online owing to Covid protocols.

Ms. Aruna Roy, as a close friend and co-worker of Dr. Deepa
has graced us with her presence and support as a co-host of this
lecture series.

Every six years, the School brings out a compilation of these
Lectures in Deepalaya to capture these powerful messages for
posterity. This is the third volume of the publication. I invite
you on behalf of all those who have been associated with
Dr. Deepa Martins and these Lectures to cherish and imbibe the
light that Deepalaya stands for.

Shefali Martins
April 2022
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Dr. Swarnamalya Ganesh is a combination of a
performer with over 35 years of experience, a scholar of
dance history as well as a trained academician in art
practice and sociology. For her Ph.D., as a pioneering
effort, she studied the history and sources involved in the
lost performing traditions to reconstruct them. From
. The Attic (FTA) is a performance- lecture- exhibition
series based on her research.

From collaborations with artistes of various genres to reflecting the multi-
cultural historicity of dance and music in South India, FTA stands as a
unique voice that speaks of inclusivity and plurality as inherent values of
performing traditions. Jakkini, Sivalila, Gondhali and Perani are some of
her reconstructed repertoires that are widely appreciated.

Dr. Ganeshs performances in the UK, European countries as well as
Australian Arts Council tour to Asia - Topa brought excellent visibility to
From The Attic. She was one among six Indian artistes featured in the film
series #Behind The Seen produced by Arts Quotient and India Foundation
for the Arts. Her further research interests include Sadir as the subaltern form
of Bharatanatyam through gender, culture, society, stigma and political
movements. Her book Nammai Marandarai Naam Marakkamattom
(Tamil) is based on her successful stage production of the same title. Through
her production Dancing in the Parlour she brought to light the history of
dance in early 20" century Madras. Her production Choreographing
Society - a tryst with destiny raises critical questions around inherent
inequalities; identities, stigma and the legal frames in democracy. As a writer
and. thinker, some of her eminent contributions to critical theories
on performance history call for interrogation of post-colonial scholarship
through her projects Decolonising Dance History Project, Notions of
Classical in Bharatanatyam, Sex and Gender in Performance, Mired in
Dravidian Politics, Womanity and Daughters of Pandanallur — the other
story. She is also a sought after speaker on topics pertaining to Education, Art
and Culture.

As a Fulbright-Nehru Fellow for Academic and Professional Excellence,

Dr. Ganesh went to UCLA to teach and pursue post-doctoral research. She is
trained in Indian and Middle Eastern music, epigraphy, hbistory and
archaeology. She has received prestigious awards and fellowships for her
contributions. An invited member on the Ministry of Culture advisory board
Jor the Telangana Government, she is currently Professor of Practice, KREA

University, India. She is also the Director of Ranga Mandira Academy of
World Dance | Performance and Indic Studies which works at providing
education in Performing Arts. Ranga Mandira runs a community radio and
also creates a platform for sustainable ethical practices of hereditary forms.
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Dr. Swarnamalya Ganesh and Ms. Aruna Roy releasing ‘Deepalaya’, Volume Two
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DISCOVERING MULTICULTURALISM
IN INDIAN ARTS

[ havent had the fortune of knowing Dr. Deepa Martins. Butas]
was going through the book Deepalaya, 1 read a line somewhere
in it that made me understand her role in society. It said,
“Something is missing from the city of Ajmer after Dr. Deepa
Martins has departed”. I am reminded of an old Tamil film song
that roughly translates to “when some people shut their eyes for
the final sleep, they awaken the world”. In remembering Dr.
Deepa Martins every year, an opportunity is created here to
think, awaken and arise. I wish to express my heartfelt gratitude
to Shri Anupam Martins for inviting me to speak to all of you.
Of course, he only knew of me through Smt. Aruna Roy whom I
fondly address as Perima. Thank you, Perima.

I have been a dancer from the age of three. My world revolves
around music and movement. Every lesson I have learnt in
school, to me translated into either abhinaya or adavu, that is as
an expression or as a movement. Be it mathematics, science,
English or history, I related to it all in terms of dance. I was
obsessed with the form of the dance I was learning,
Bharatanatyam. Its lines, curves, patterns mattered a whole lot
to me. I practised hours on end to perfect each stance, to allow
my body to perform everything [ was taught almost like a feat.

Every Bharatanatyam dancer is taught a sloka that is considered
the formula for an elevating experience for both the performer
and the spectator.

Yatho Hasta Tato Drishti — where your hands go there your
eyes must follow

Yatho Drishti Tatho Manaha — where your eyes travel there
your mind must too

Yatho Manaha Tatho Bhavo — where your mind dwells there is
born Bhava or the emotion that is to be expressed

Yatho Bhavo Tatho Rasaha — where there is truly expressed
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emotion, there is bound to be great rasa or aesthetic pleasure
for both the viewer and performer

It was after many years of learning and performance that I
developed a curiosity to ask questions. My search for what could
have prevailed or existed before what we know as
Bharatanatyam today, led me into alife changing path.

I will share with you some aspects of the story of why I have a
new interpretation to the above sloka. This sloka is found in one
of the earliest written texts that we find on drama and dance
called the Natya Sastra. People believe that therefore the classical
dance of Bharatanatyam is at least as old as this text which could
be about 2000 years old.

This brings us to an important question. That many centuries
ago, what was India like? In what kind of an India did these arts
grow and thrive? Many mainstream historians and history text
books prescribe a “three phases theory”. The first being a
formative one, usually synonymous with the idea of ancient
India. This is imagined to be a golden era to which many of our
ideas of civilization, cultural creations are attributed. This closes
with the early centuries of the After Christ Era, the second is a
phase of confusion and decline that roughly has the same
boundaries with Islamic rule where decay of values, destruction
of cultural edifices are attributed, and then a third phase which
may be yet incomplete — which they believe is a sort of
resurgence and return to the roots era.

In South India or the Deccan, the second phase or the sad tale of
the medieval decline is often portrayed using the example of the
mighty Vijayanagara Empire as a brave attempt of the Hindu
Kings to hold out against Islamic invasion.

However, a closer look at the historical facts of Vijayanagara
history will tell us a different story. The story of the dependency
or inter- dependency between Vijayanagara and the Muslim
rulers with regards to military powers, horse-traders, Portuguese
firearms etc. and the shared court ritual styles, lifestyle, fiscal
structure, administration and even architecture between
Vijayanagara and its neighbouring kingdoms of Bahmani,
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Bijapur and Golkonda sultanates.

Cities were sacked, religious sites were destroyed and political
opponents were massacred every day by all these groups.
Notwithstanding this history of violence, power struggle and
empire building, what is most astounding is how cultures
merged. Art, architecture, sculpture, food, music, dance,
paintings, poetry, textile and handicrafts of each region were
borrowing heavily from the other. Things came and went from
not only within empires in India but from distant lands such as
Europe, Central Asia, Iran, Ottoman Empire, South East Asian,
Fast Africa, Sri Lanka etc.

It is this immediate past, medieval past that we as a nation have
access to, in terms of memories, documentation and evidence.
So this medieval India is a reality for us in a way that ancient
India can really never be. Therefore seeing the continuity of
Bharatanatyam during this medieval period was of the greatest
interest to me.

A phenomenal example of this shared and connected history is
Jakkini. Jakkini is a dance form that is found mentioned in a
number of medieval dance texts. A dance that was practised
until the 19" century in many Indian Kingdoms both in the
South and North, Jakkini was lost in memory and practice
during the 19" century when the third phase of resurgency was
initiated. The dance form is mentioned in a text called Nartana
Nirnaya as a dance and song by experts from Persia which is a
favourite of the yavanas (Persians). Therefore, that brought me
to the question of who these yavanas were. Indian coast was part
of the great spice route. The Céra and Pandya countries (South
India) were pepper kings. Merchants and travellers sailed
through India, particularly the southern regions, on their spice
route for procurement and trade. The practice of setting sail
along the monsoon winds meant that they have to spend time
in-land, between monsoons. This spice route was called
‘peruvazi padai’— the great route. In fact, the area from Pulicat to
Calicut was called mabar, which in Arabic means transit.
Historians believe that the West Asians may have very well come
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before even the Greeks and Romans to India. One of the vital
evidences is the sculpture panel at Tirukurungudi temple where
the entire retinues of Persian traders are depicted including their
horses (the famous Arabic horses), their elephants, musicians
along with musical instruments and camels carrying chests full

of trading goods.

Does the term Jakkini then have a Persian origin? ‘Thank’ means
ankle bells in the Persian language. The terms Jhanak, Jhankini
mean the sounds of the gunghur¥ or payal while dancing. The
suffix ‘ini’ as part of Jakkini or Jhankini simply is a local accent of
spoken Persian in the Deccan. Therefore, a dance form that is
performed with the sounds of ankle bells is Jakkini or Jhankini.
Jakkadi in Persian means ‘to arrest’ or ‘to hold’. I therefore began
to believe that Jakkini could perhaps mean a dance using the
sound of the ankle bells and freezes and poses interspersed. Of
course by the 17" century, a poet scholar named Pandarika
travelled from Karnataka to Akbar’s court. He wrote in his work
how Jakkiniwas a favourite of the emperor.

My research complication arose when I realized that all works
talking of Jakkini said they have to be done in the yavana bhasa.
In all Jakkinis that I discovered from manuscripts, I saw the
employment of the words “cllilam ellilam déva ellilam ellilam
lale”. Upon closer reading I was able to understand that these
were the terms ‘[lahi” with the root word ‘Ila” meaning God in
Persian. It is with this significance that Akbar named the city of
the Prayag on river as Ilahabad (Allahabad), the city of the God.
In Urdu ‘eliya’ means “look at me”. ‘Ilaha’ in Urdu too means

God or Oh! God. Therefore, the terms ‘ellilam ellilam’ mean
“Oh! Lord, oh! Lord”.

To reconstruct this lost dance form I needed more than just this
evidence. I was looking for several years at various texts. They all
said Jakkini has to be a whirling dance with freezes and poses in
between. Finally, I arrived at a set of movements where I hold
one hand up and the other down whirling continuously. This
movement closely resembles the Whirling Dervish dance
practised by the Sufi mystics who follow Jallaludin Rumi.

- 16 -

[ substantiate my finding and reconstruction with the help of
paintings that I found on the ceiling of an 18" century palace in
South India where a Hindu king is seated on his throne flanked
by two saree clad women bearing the chauri while in front of
him is a dancer wearing a long dress, resembling a kurta holding
one hand up and the other down in an animated whirling
position. Behind her is a man with a French beard wielding the
cymbals or tal. This image gave me the strength to explore and
present Bharatanatyam for the first time as a dance of shared
histories between two faiths and connected cultures.

Interestingly, Jesus Christ's last words were also
“Eloi Eloi lama sabachthani?”

“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Psalm 22)

The term Elahi here is said to be Aramaic. It is therefore
astounding to see how multiple faiths such as Judaism,
Christianity, Islam and Hinduism are bound by a simple dance

called Jakkini.

Like I said earlier, the medieval era did not stop with influences
from Persian, Islamic, Maharashtrian, Telugu, etc. but also
imbibed from the Dutch, Portuguese, French, English and
many other cultures. I'd like to tell you the story of a beautiful
English song: a padam (musical poetry), that I discovered from
the 18th century written by a Tamil courtesan dancer. She wrote
this poem for Sir Thomas Munro. The poem is in English and it
was sung and set to Carnatic music. When I discovered this, I
was fascinated by how they were able to so easily assimilate.
Thelines are:

It’s thy will that I must leave thee

Oh then best beloved farewell

[ fore bear lest I should grieve thee

Half my heart felt pangs to tell

Soon a British fair shall charm thee

Though alas her smiles must woo

But though she to rapture warm thee

Don't forget thy poor Hindoo

(Dr. Ganesh also performed these lines for the audience.)
_17-




With this understanding, I reinterpreted the sloka that I learnt
from the Natya Sastra.

Yatho Hasta Tato Drishti — our hands represent the present
form of our culture — a bit limited as it can reach only thus far.
But let our eyes or drishti travel beyond, rather inward and
seek a wholeness which breaks the shackles of what is framed
in our history books as monochromatic or single narrative of
cultural history.

Yatho Drishti Tatho Manaha — let the mind expand even
further towards the idea of India and its cultural wealth as a
gift of connected histories of the world thus reaching a little
more beyond what we can envision.

Yato Manaha Tatho Bhavo — when the mind is truly that
expansive there dwells the Bhava or expression of harmony as a
certain oneness of the universe.

Yatho Bhavo Tatho Rasaha — at a place where this harmony
exists, there true art thrives which belongs to and is appealing,
pleasurable to all - Rasaanubhava.

Therefore, to portray the epoch from 12"-18" centuries as some
sort of dark age in our history books, to tell you all that it was a
period when religions fought, one group gained control over
another or enslaved another etc. would not be the right way to
look at our past. It is after all at this time that the Mughal
influenced Khayal enriched Hindustani music, Kshetrayya a
Telugu poet, wrote the best of poems for South Indian classical
dance, the violin, a western instrument, was introduced in
Indian classical music, so on and so forth. So, we don’t need
cultural cleansing. We need cultural connectedness.
Bharatanatyam therefore to me is not anymore a normative
dance whose movements were born out of a process of selection
and exclusion, but to me, Bharatanatyam is vitality. It is life
itself, inclusive and all encompassing,

Swarnamalya Ganesh
April5, 2016
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Uferl @1 AR HoRd G T 7

T H AT HpI eaf=al q W
ST & i |G BT AT B P

T H HEGS! I YH AHR—IT H
SHSd, gAsd a1 faerd urm € ?

T BT gdal & I RRERl Bl
JTH, T B Y9I~ 919 I Rygxd urim g ?

FIT I T3] DI ATATAT Bl
A T & IMHAY TR A R <wm ® ?

T fHA THIAIT ol | TRETOT Bl
gRAT BT J24I 99 HB TSI fdERd @1 § 2

T S B FIART TR 9RIR & A7 ?
RIT S BT SYThTA H fRATdx & A1y ?

— Sf. <hur mifd~
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$al Gl & A3 ATl
D HRA™I AR ?

Al 39 FEEAT] DI AR T B ? TS ST AT GaAT
2 b 9l e & 3 do M-I 5T U
AT F ARRAT AT UHUT 8, U HRAT AR
P YH D BAd g I B T BT AR FHST H 31
ST 2 | ITEoT e | Y F1fde B AR TRBeuT I
3T IEEHR a8 FATIABRIT DI IR I 88 2 | TS
= S S SHoll g Ifad T © | 31T MaTIHAT & 314+
FUR 3T SfTBR BTIH B Bl 3R 37T €RIAA Dl
T B |

T T8 7 b WRel AR 9d S € usnhid g8 2| 8
e | AU I, HYT UTehy, STBUEl 3,
HERAAT <41 oI P BRIER & Sl Hel ol &
fawra &1 ORI B 9 Bl B B dTHd A MU
JRATT T ARTT B SIS oIS W8 & | 31 SAPI
gRUTH gy 21 ArRi® 8N IR S9a forg +ff fosh

fQR Bl BT TSI —
J <Y 3T B GBI & — ART SR TRRT R |
— Sf. <7 'fld=y
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Ms. Shabnam Virmani is a filmmaker, singer and artist in
residence at the Srishti School Institute of Art, Design and
Technology, Bangalore.

In 2003, Ms. Virmani started the Kabir Project journeys,
travelling with folk singers in Malwa, Rajasthan and
Pakistan in a quest for the spiritual and socio-political
resonances of the 15" century mystic poet Kabir in our
contemporary worlds leading to the creation of a body of work
spanning documentary films, music CDs, books of the poetry
in translation, rural yatras and urban festivals.

The Kabir Project team has since forayed into other poets and regions, and their
current work is focused on the creation of Ajab Shahar — a vast web duniya on the
oral traditions of Bhakti, Sufi and Baul poetry and song. Ms. Virmanis film,
Kabira Khada Bazaar Mein, won the Special Jury Prize at the 52" National
Awards in 2011. Inspired by the inclusive spirit of folk music, somewhere along
these journeys, she took up playing the five-stringed tambura herself and now sings
the folk songs of Kabir and other mystic poets.

In her earlier work, Ms. Virmani has been a journalist and co-founder of
the Drishti Media & Arts Collective in Ahmedabad, where she worked closely for
over a decade with the women's movement in the country through film and
community radio.

In 2002, Ms. Virmani co-directed an award-winning community radio
programme with the Kutch Mabila Vikas Sangathan in Gujarat. Her work has
won numerous awards and recognitions including the First Prize at the One
Billion Eyes Documentary Film Festival, Chennai, the Chameli Devi Jain Award
Jfor Women in_Journalism, the Best Film in the Society & Development Category,
International Video Festival (IVFEST), Thiruvananthapuram, 1995, the Special
Jury Prize at the 58" National Awards, India, June 2011 and the Grand Prize at
the Sixth Tokyo Global Environmental Film Festival.

Ms. Virmani’s work has been celebrated at numerous forums of theatre and art
across the world including the Mahindra Indo-America Arts Council Film
Festival, New York City, the World Performing Arts Festival, Lahore, Pakistan, the
Bangalore International Film Festival, the Kala Ghoda Festival, Mumbai, the
VIBGYOR International Film Festival, Thrissur, Kerala, the International
Festival of Sacred Arts, Delbi, the Chingari Video Festival, Conference on South
Asian Studies, University of Wisconsin, Madison, USA, the Margaret Mead
International Film Festival, New York City, the Margaret Mead Travelling Film
and Video Festival, Film South Asia, Kathmandu, Nepal, the Fifth Mumbai
International Film Festival, the Sakshi Film Festival, Bangalore, the Prakriti Film
Festival, Pune, the New Delhi Video Festival, the Yamagata International
Documentary Film Festival, Japan and the Fribourg Film Festival, Switzerland.

=20 () -




‘ONDARY SCHC HAAN AUR NA KE BEECH MEIN
Questioning Identity & Duality in the World of Kabir

[ feel really happy to get this morning’s assembly moment with
all these young minds and hearts to share an inspiration that has
infused my life and many people’s lives. And, whatever I have,
over the last few weeks, understood and learnt about Dr. Deepa
Martins’ life makes me feel really humbled to be invited here on
a day special to all of you.

We live in very difficult times. We open the newspaper in the
morning and we are flooded with news of despair, violence and a
lot of hatred and brutality. If you look around right now, there is
violence between genders, a lot of brutality on women, caste-
based violence, inter-nation violence and inter-religious
violence.

[ am here today to share with you an inspiration which started
around the 6" century of this country’s history in the South of
India and grew over the years and has continued to stay in our
lives, and the history of our nation as well, as a vibrant tradition,
and that is the bhakti movement. I would like to expand the idea
of bhakti to include Sufi, mysticand Baul traditions as well.

So, who were these people? They were love-intoxicated
wanderers, saint poets, singers, mystics and fierce social critics.
And over the centuries, their songs have continued to wander
and travel and have continued to inspire many of us. So, it’s an
unbroken tradition. | am mentioning this vast tradition because
if there are two things that it stood for, it stood for ‘love’ and it
stood for ‘the spirit of questioning’. And the two go together. I
am saying this with the complete conviction that no matter how
despairing we may get — when we look around us and see the
_ ‘ : terrible folly of human divisiveness leading to violence and war —
—3 N \ \ know that this is your true heritage. Please know that this spirit is

not contained in any one religious faith system. It stands outside
it, fiercely. It refuses to be contained in Hinduism or Islam or

Ms. Shabnam Virmani delivering the keynote address
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any organized religious system of faith or social ideology for that
matter. This tradition stands apart and it mirrors back our folly
to us and lovingly tells us that there is something at the core of
this violence thatis dividing us all.

Let’s see what clues this song holds to us. I thought, let me start
with this very famous song of Kabir. But before that, a
Sufipoem...

(sings)

T 3IF BT 9% ST ol el

T TR ¥ AR fHel ar \e

Who's this ¢ here, and who are you? We could be lovers. I could
be a Musalmaan and you could be a Hindu. I could be a
Pakistani and you could be an Indian. I could be gay, and you
could be straight. Tam saying toyou. ...

(sings)

$IF BT GG AT Al el

T TR ¥ AR Helr a1 §el

&t &1 TR 9 81 ar #§ S

T RT HBS H of AT |l

Put the genius of love to test, just once (ishq ka zarf aazma to sahi).
Exchange a look with me, just once.

Ifyour heart isn’t hushed, I'll take the blame.

But come into this tavern (maikada) just once.

So, this is the invitation that the mystic gives you - try it out!
The whole history of human kind has worked with hatred,
division, borders, boundaries, separation and we see where
that has brought us. It takes a lot of courage to practice love.

(sings)

Y I BR & UH I, Wlell BT R A1fe

A AR A1S &), T9 93 R HifS

So, what Kabir is saying here is that this is the house of love, it’s
not your favourite aunt’s house where you’ll be fed and
pampered. It’s a tough place to be. What does it take to enter the

o 29

house of love? “Sees utaare bhoin dhare!” Cut off your head and
put it on the floor and then walk into this house. The head here
symbolizes ego, your sense of superiority, this pride! See where
this whole idea of ‘garv’has landed us. So, these mystics ask us to
be humble and bow, only then can we taste the power of love.

(sings)

TGl I YH I9, Gl AR A

U A H 1 Wed, Q@ Gl A8 B

So, taste the sweet nectar of love or keep your prestige and your
identity intact. Two swords in one scabbard is not going to
happen. Love is not an easy, feel-good thing. There are a lot of
trials in here.

(sings)

gA § SIP A, B9 DI BIRRIR @I7?

R ATSIE AT S 9, &9 g1 9 IR F1?

1 am intoxicated on love. I don’t need to be clever or worldly-wise
anymore.

ST fags € IR 4, wedd R—9—ax fha

TART IR & B9 H, 99 BT SAaRl ar?

Those who are separated from their beloved, wander from door
to door. Those whose beloved is within them, who have they to
wait for?

7 vyt fage fa e, 7 &9 fss AR 9,
o] | I8 AN ©, B9 BT ThRINT 77
Not for a moment was I separated from this beloved.

HRT 5% BT AT, §s DI GR IR [add A
ST =TT )78 AT &, 89 iR algt 9y ar?

Kabir says, get drunk on this taste of love, of togetherness,
because the path is really delicate, and tough. It’s impossible to
walk with such a load of burden on your head. So, he talks about
‘dui’and ‘bojh’. ‘Dui’translates as ‘duality’. And, he talks about
this as a ‘bogh’, which if we carry upon us all the time, it would
make our lives tough. For the sake of this lecture, let’s argue that

this boj/’is identity.
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The root of all violence in our society is an identity that we are
clinging to. Identity is not a bad thing though. I could ask you
now, who you are, and you would give your name, say,

Aditya Sharma.

But is that who you are? asks the mystic. Every aspect of your
identity, positions you on one side of duality. It gives you a sense
of comfort and a sense of cultural belonging. All these are very
important things, but it also excludes. It defines who you are in
opposition to something or somebody else. And the whole dual
nature of our identity is a sense of self and the Other. Just think
about it! Let’s take the name ‘Aditya Sharma’. This makes you
upper caste, so, naturally on the other side of this duality. You're
Hindu, so then again on the other side. You are male, so again on
the other side of somebody else. Now, you might say I am being
super-idealistic, imagining an identity thatis free of all this.

But this is what the Sufis and the mystics ask us to do. They ask
us to question who we are. They say, Sufism asks three questions:
Who are you? Where have you come from? Where are you
going? No one asks themselves these three basic questions
because we have believed that by that accident of fate, we were
born here, at this time, in this manner, in this nation, in this
faith and we assume that is who we are. We get very attached to
that identity. Then, if people are swinging in our favour in the
country, we feel good about being X, Y or Z. And then, we go to
another country for work and someone extreme comes to
power, then we feel threatened. So, what is this sort of identity
that makes our chest swell with pride in one place and makes us
shudder with fear in another place? Is this how frail our identity
is, that wherever we go, we need to defend it, we need to protect
it, it is constantly under threat. Either it’s on the top or it is
struggling to assert itself.

Kabir says this is absolutely 70z who you are. You are something
far beyond. You are something far greater than this small, little
identity that you have attached yourself to. Think about it. It’s a
deep question, “Who am 27

I met a gentleman in Pakistan while working on the films I made
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on Kabir. He said something really special that deeply resonated
with me. He said, “IRaY, {1 Tt &7 ‘S 3R S ‘U8’
d 980 Wb BN B Jaanand' is to know something,
pehchaanana’ is to identify that thing later once you have
known it. But, these days, people identify with something first,
even before they know it. Let me explain.

You may know Rama in a way, as an experience, that he exists in
the entire universe and in your body. Or, you could identify
yourself with Rama. These are two totally different things and
people tend to short-circuit the first and jump into the second.
The whole scenario of violence around us is a game of identities.
These are ego clashes. Nobody is really stopping to experience
fully the reality they are claiming to defend.

So, this is what the mystic says to you, understand something
before you identify with it. In fact, he says, don’t identify with it.
It just is! There is a doha from Malwa, where somebody asks
Kabir, who are you?

He says,

(sings)

ST EHIRY ST SR HT0T EHRT A

I BRI §%€ & SR T gHRT TH

My caste is my soul, my name is my breath. That unknown,
unseen, invisible is my deity and my native place is the sky.
Something as limitless as sky, as vast as that. Not something
that can be contained in anything narrow.

PR ORI T ¥ AT A1g, T8 T Har?

ST BThR STeT 9 @Td, <31 Ufg af et 8 X 9187

T 91Y TR U €R o, i T Alfoldb fHeTdr g X 918?

PR IR BB H ATE TS, AR T DHRAT?

You put on all the trappings of being a pious person and you strut
about calling yourself a yogi, is this how you find your truth, is this
how you find peace?

ool BIdR AT PN, T -7 Al2d 987 & X TS 2

You shout loudly but what is the sense? Loudspeakers in this
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country are true kings, arent they? Competing loudspeakers,
because we want to proclaim our faith to the world. We don’t
want to deal with it, we don’t want to understand it intimately
like a conversation with our own soul. We want to broadcast it
first. The latest way of doing this is on social media. Before

something happens, you would have already posted it on
Facebook.

The anklet on the feet of an ant can also be heard by the Lord. That

is how subtle it is.

ERTIT ATHTET T & iR, JON Uh d8l X&dl & X 98

BT1eJ 7 Ufd, Y 781 VT, 7 81 Rl & X |18

It takes courage to embrace that sense of yourself which is free of
all these markers.

ST TR ge #, 5l R g #, Sl 9ad °< § Uh & ¥ UTs
6T HAR GAT 9IS AT, B I Bl 4T 2 X 4TS
PR IGRT TR ¥ AT ATg, FHL T BT

There is a reference in this bhajan, “g%¥ & g8l ¥&c1”. Let us not
take this as a male chauvinistic statement. By purush, Kabir
means an energy, a truth that is revealed through its
manifestation.

So, let me come to another divide — the gender divide. When we
create a very clear sense of the Other, then we suppress that part
of the Other thatis in ourselves. “l am a man, you area woman. |
am a Hindu, you are a Muslim.” That’s why, in far Eastern
philosophy, there is this symbol of the Yin and the Yang, there is
this white, there is this black. But there is a dot of white in the
black and a dot of black in the white. There is no pure duality

and here’s where we don’t getit.

I believe that a lot of brutal violence on women that we see
around us is because men are deeply uncomfortable with the
feminine in themselves. Its an energy that Gandhiji could
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embrace, it's an energy that Ramkrishna Paramhans could
embrace and it’s an energy that all the Sufis and the bhaktas and
the Bauls have embraced. As male poets and mystics, they have
embraced the feminine energy in themselves and that is why,
you would find in the poetry of Kabir, the woman’s voice. He is
not scared of being vulnerable, expressing his torment. There is
this tender voice in his work expressing yearning for union with

the beloved.

And, on the other hand, what did the women mystics do? They
set out, they challenged the house, they challenged the
supremacy of family honour, they challenged the constraints of

the walls of the house and they stepped out. Instead of taking
husband as God, they took God as their husband.

I'd like to read you a poem. There is a famous woman mystic
called Mahadevi Akka from the South. So, here is Mahadevi
Akka whose beloved was Shiva.

1 love the handsome one

He has no death

Decay nor form

No place or side

No end nor birthmarks.

1 love him O Mother. Listen.

1 love the Beautiful One
With no bond nor fear
No clan no land

No landmarks

For his beauty.

So my lord, white as jasmine, is my husband.
Take these husbands who die

Decay, and feed them

10 your kitchen fires!

And, there is one woman very, very close to you in Rajasthan,
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who said something similar.

HIRT &g 0T § T AT I, T 37T Sild BTt 7 I

T BRI AARTT 7, BRI ISl 3R 8I5 I

Meera says, Rana, look here, if I get married to you, you will live
today and die tomorrow. But if I get wedded to my beloved Krishna,
my wedding bangles are eternal.

This is a really valuable thing for all the young girls sitting here.
You can find that beloved within, you can have that strength of
purushutva, of standing autonomous, of standing alone,
standing tall like a tree, not like a vine. Don't look for a strong
tree to wind around, be a strong tree yourself (as my friend
Parvathy Baul says)!

And what’s the message here for the young boys? As Kamla
Bhasin had said in a previous lecture to you, “Learn to cry!”
There is an incredible strength in that. And, I think, a tribute to
Dr. Deepa Martins and all the women who have spoken after her
in her memory, is that women bring that strength of emotional
intelligence which makes all the difference. So, embrace that in
yourself.

Now, I am going to sing you a Baul song in which in a woman’s
voice, the poet says, ‘Aami Tomaro Lagiya Re...”

Aami tomaaro laagiya re
Ghar baari chhaadilaam re
Aar shaagar seenchilaam

re manek paivaar aashe

O bondhu re!
Tomaar paagol omi re bondhu
Jaane desher lok re

Aar paashon hui maar le chhuri
Abhagineer buke

O bondhu re!
Dutkher kopaal shukh hoi lo na
Phiri deshe deshe

Jugolraashe jonma bodhi
228

Chokher jole bhaashe

O bondhu re!

Nodeer kachhe koile re dukho
Paani jai ujaiya re

Viriksher kachhe koile re dukho
Taar paatr jaaye jhuriya

1, for your sake, have given up the home and the hearth. I am mad
about you. There is one stanza here, which I really love, where she
says, ‘I went and told the river of my sorrow, its water evaporated. I
told the tree of my sorrow, and its leaves shed.” This is a poem that
recognizes that what is outside is also within.

[ know it’s difficult for you, young people, who are being told by
society every day, “Who will you be when you grow up?” That's
the big thing, “Who am I going to become?” And consolidating
an identity is very important for you. That’s not wrong either.
But I'd like to use the image of a jacket for identity. Please wear a
jacket, but wear it in such a way, that it allows some air in. Let it
not be very tight or stiff. Don’t cling to your identity so hard that
you suffocate in it, that you are strangled by it, that you become
so uncomfortable that you make your life miserable for people
around you because of your identity. The Bauls wear a choga
(loose tunic) and the Dervishes wear big swirling robes. I think
it’s symbolic.

We delight in identity, we delight in language, culture, location,
geography, poetry. These are all about our identity. Don’t throw
the baby out with the bathwater, but always be in a state of
ecstasy. That’'s what the mystics invite you to experience. The
Greek word ‘ecstasy’ means ex-stasis. ‘ExX means outside or
separate and ‘stasis is where you become unmoving or fixed. So,
in a state of ‘ecstasy’ or ‘ex-stasis’ you step out of yourself. Let go
of that sense of ‘me’, ‘me’ and ‘me’ that you've created. Step out
of that small ‘me’ and experience a vaster sense of Self ! That’s
what these mystics have been doing,.

So the play is this stance, between being me and being the bigger
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Me. We will end with one song in which all of you would join
me. It’s a song from Malwa which tells you to do away with all
these dualities and the sense of self-importance that you have
created because of your identity. Our truth is bare from all sides
—real, pure, original — before all these markers trapped us.

So, he says,
SIDT HE T AR S7E 3T PR PR o

g1l H g1efl 9 a1, AT H & BIel
BRI JETad $HUR §S, B aTell L BT P

TRI & I AR HRAT, TIATAT H ST
R B 9T ST, YhS+ el L BT L

ST & AT ST 91 ST, Famy & el

TR AR H v fRrar, <1 g § = o
qTeTdh B B I N, G Tl I BT

STeT oret oftg ® €1 faRror, 518t < 98t Qa1
HT BER GAT 9 AT, T[S et & A o1 ot

He says, “3Teell &l &% of , STefl Bl ST & HI2, STal <% agf
q @1 . This is to do with the whole question that one raised in
the course of this talk about pehchaan’and Jaanana’. To identify
with something is one thing. To e that something, to practice it,
is quite another. And there is a world of difference between these
two. First be something, know it and believe it, before you
identify with it.

The greatancient thinker, Lao Tzu says,

When the grear Tao is forgotten, goodness and piety appear.
When the bodys intelligence declines, cleverness and knowledge step
Jorth. When there is no peace in the family, filial piety begins.
When the country falls into chaos, patriotism is born.
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So, let’s have the courage to know the One within, let’s have the
courage to experience ourselves as vast as the ocean. Kabir says,

<R Y ofex Rard & o,

IS I U, 99 AT uT,

HET SN goll b TRE 2w ?

You are a wave of particularity that has arisen in your lifetime
from this sea — that is the source — from where we come and
where we will all go. Enjoy the ride!

Once a Sufi thinker told me, “A wave arose and a thousand
droplets were thrown into the sky,” and then he stopped and
said, “We are those droplets. We are arching into the sky right
now... little droplets... the sun is winking through us, and very
soon we will land back into the ocean.”

So let’s feel this doha by Kabir,

2 70 g 4, T & W B

S AT 4G H, G faReT o

Kabir says, that the drop merges into the ocean, everyone knows.
But, that rare one is the one who realizes that the entire ocean is held
within this drop. So, that is who you are. That’s the answer to the
question the Sufi asked you. Who are you? Where have you
come from? And, where are you going?

Shabnam Virmani
April5, 2017
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ST R el Bl A1d B
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Ms. Maya Krishna Rao is a theatre artiste,
teacher and activist. In an illustrious acting career
spanning over five decades, Ms. Rao has played
leading roles in numerous plays including the
Dream of Reason, Shakespeares King Lear and
Twelfth Night, Henrik Ibsens A Doll’s House,
Aphra Behns The Rover (invited by Womens
Playbouse Trust, London); Desdemona for

Theatreworks, Singapore, among others.

Ms. Raos work has been celebrated at festivals and workshops all across the world
including many locations across the UK, USA, Jordan, Germany, Denmark, South
Africa, Finland, France, Spain, Sri Lanka, Singapore, Pakistan, Laos and the
Netherlands. Her life has been celebrated in Portrait of Maya Krishna Rao, 2 1997
film by Doordarshan and documented with video notes ar Sparrow. She was also
Jfeatured among 20 notable living Indian women of the last 50 years by the National
Book Trust.

An alumni of Miranda House, Delhi, Ms. Rao completed her Masters in Political
Studies from the Jawabarlal Nehru University. She also received a Master’s in Theatre
Arts from Leeds University, England and a Drama in Education Diploma from Trinity
College, Ireland. She has trained in Kathakali in Delhi and Kerala specializing in the
male role, with several performances in India and abroad of the Ramayana,
Mahabharata and Shakespeares Othello among others.

Ms. Rao serves on the Advisory Committee of the National School of Drama Theatre in
Education Company. She is an Advisor to the Gati Summer Dance Residency and has
served on the NCERT Drama Syllabus Committee and the Delhi University Academic
Council.

Ms. Rao lends a new dimension to contemporary Indian theatre— both on and off stage.
She devises performances that range from dance theatre to comedy and multimedia. She
has created performances over a short period of time in response to events. She also
creates comedy that offers insights into social structures and human nature. She has been
commissioned to create performances for prestigious theatre festivals ar home and
abroad. Some of her celebrated shows are Khol Do, A Deep Fried Jam, Heads Are
Meant for Walking Into, Hand Over Fist — perspectives on masculinities, Lady
Macbeth Revisited, Ravanama and Walk.

Ms. Rao has been a Profeéssor in the Department of Arts, Design and Theatre at the Shiv
Nadar University where she designed an Applied Theatre Diploma Programme -
Theatre for Education and Social Transformation, TEST. She has also taught at the
Perspectives Theatre Company in England, at the Theatre in Education Company in
Leeds and has been a Lecturer in Political Science at the Kamala Nehru College in
Delhi University. Ms. Rao has created participatory Theatre in Education programmes
Jor children, Drama Syllabus for Classes I-XII, B. Ed. courses and School Teacher
Workshops for NSD and schools all over India.

Ms. Rao’s work was recognized in the Sangeet Natak Academy Award for Acting in
2010 by the Government of India, an award she returned in 2015.
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Students watching Ms. Maya Krishna Rao's performance
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ARTS, LIFE AND EDUCATION -
SOME CONNECTIONS

I can’t tell you how happy I am to be here. I feel that I've already
been here for months. My time here began only yesterday but I
know that I have gota home and an adoptive family here, it feels
wonderful. So, thank you for having me here.

Three lovely words — Arts, Life and Education — are what I'm
going to talk about today. And, a little about acting, because I
teach acting. That's my job — to prepare actors to go on stage, to
make plays for audiences like you who watch and these actors
perform what they have rehearsed for many days. Some themes
are taken from a story or a play, they create scenes and they
rehearse it.

Please remember this word ‘rehearse’. We have heard about the
term‘role play’ in life and then there is ‘role play on stage’. So, I
spent many years doing this, and then I realized, very
fortunately for myself, and that was really connected with school
education, that there is a whole ‘other’ world of theatre, that’s
usually called drama, where there is another way of looking at
this wonderful connection between theatre and life. Also, there
is a whole range of other arts: music, dance, film, culture,
architecture, television... Today, I will focus on how theatre can
draw in together all the other arts into its folds and do some
really wonderful, magical things.

So, this is one kind of theatre (gestures towards the screen which
shows a picture of a performance on stage). There is another
kind of theatre where there is no audience, but a room full of
children. So, all the way from when life begins to where it ends,
can be enacted. Sometimes in death or just moments before
death, we get to speak to someone who’s going to go from one
world to another. And then the person passes on. And, we
prepare for that person’s spirit to be amongst us.

I feel very fortunate that Dr. Deepa Martins and Shri Gilroy
Martins are here among us in spirit. While they were here, they
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too played many roles.

Theatre is in acts of life and death. When we prepare for people’s
deaths, we choose flowers, songs, we write them, too. Some of
those songs have lived on for centuries. We still sing them. All
this is art. But what’s art is also the way in which we dress in the
morning. When you're getting ready in casual wear, youd wear a
t-shirt but sometimes tuck it in from the middle or tuck it
loosely, however you choose to wear it — that’s art. How I cook,
what I choose to put in say a gobhi aloo sabzi today, which was
different from what I did yesterday, and would be different the
day after, is also art. I'd go by how I feel today, so I add this or that
masala accordingly. It is art because, it has to do with the senses,
of taste, of touch, and when the taste goes down into the
stomach — it goes into the head, it goes into the heart, it seems to
fill the soul. Hence, there’s art in many things you do in life.
Somebody designed the way you wear a tie in the morning.
Somebody designed the tie and the knot of the tie. Can you
imagine, it’s been there for more than a century! And, that
design, the knot, i’san art.

So now, here are these two people (refers to the image on screen
of a teacher and student in a classroom). They have no audience,
they are in a classroom and they are investigating life. And that
too is theatre. We call it ‘drama’, just to make the difference.

While 30 or 40 of you are in the classroom, along with a teacher,
you can pluck a bit of life from the world outside and bring it
inside the classroom and bring it to life through drama. There is
no script, no one will tell you how to sit, how to get up, speak or
react. You just escape into another world, and live and speak in
it. Drama can start here, just in that little space of a classroom.
Some of you can stand here and make a still picture and
somebody else can act as a facilitator and say, “What do you
think is going on here?” She may ask you, “Why do you think
this one is looking angry?” Your answers could vary: Maybe, she
had a fight with someone. Maybe, she doesn’t want to go to
school today. Maybe, she has done badly in her exam. Maybe,
she’s really angry because the question paper leaked out. So
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many possibilities are there in this space from where you can
explore life, its little moments and live them in entirety. And,
from there, we can progress to the next thought, “So, she’s really
mad at her friend!” “Ahh! What could be the cause?” And, of
course you would give many causes. Then, the teacher will say,
can we go along with that cause which he (one of the students)
suggested? Following this, she divides you into groups and then
you go and make little sequences where you create this girl and
her friend and give them names. And then they create a sequence
which is all about how that fight happened. Then, we can get
into the next stage — what should we do about this fight. Some
children may say, “Let’s find out some ways to resolve it. Because
we want them to be friends.” So again, through suggestion and
creating still pictures, where the still pictures comes to life, all of
you explore life because you know what friendships mean, you
know what it is when friendships break. There is a lovely word in
English called ‘negotiate’. You may decide what the angry girl is
thinking, Shall I keep quiet for a few days? Let them come to me.
Would they? May be not! Should I write a note for them asking them

to meet me? This is all negotiation. You are exploring life.

So, in a nutshell, you are plucking a bit of life, bringing it into
the classroom and exploring it. In a way, you are rehearsing life
so that when you are at your current stage of life or later on, you
know better what to do in a moment of crisis. In fact, you know
much better than people who haven’t done drama. Youd say to
yourself, “This is what I've already practised in the classroom. I
know what it is to negotiate, I know what it is to be in a conflict,
I know how it is to look at a picture in the newspaper and
actually read it.”

By read, I mean analyse. For example, here is a picture where
Indian and Pakistani soldiers are standing in front of each other
and the clash is about to begin. You already know how to look at
this picture and analyse it —What goes behind those soldiers? There
is a government. What goes behind the government? There are
ministers, there is policy, there is a notion of war. Where does it come
from? Etc. You become a person who can look at a problem and
ask a series of questions that lie, invisibly, behind it, the causes of
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itand therefore, what possible solutions could be found .

We heard about Dr. Martins earlier today. How she just decided
to get into life trying to help people with their problems. And
then, of course, as a wonderful teacher, what she learnt from
people’s problems, she brought it back to education.

Drama loves looking at problems and observing what’s
happening and the possibilities of what could happen. Which is

why, we don’t need an audience, we play for ourselves.

Now, how did all this start, why did we think to bring drama
into the classroom. It came from a very wonderful, universal
thing. I remember when I was very little, I would go to my
uncle’s room on Sunday afternoons when everyone would be
asleep and pick up his briefcase that hed carry to his office
because I'd feel very important. My cousin would wrap a towel
around his head and play my ‘wife’. And, we would immediately
get into playing ‘Mummy - Papa’. I would get into the role of
Papa and shout, “Where is my tiffin, why isn’t it ready? I have to
go to office. I am getting late.” I'd just become a very bossy
husband. Now here, I didn't have to imagine to become a man.
just became one because I had observed my uncle and my father.
My cousin, playing my wife, would say, “I don't have time, [am a
teacher. I have to rush to school.” My cousin had observed his
aunt. In this way, we would play for hours. Nobody told us to do
this. I am sure if I was going to have a conversation with you
now, many people would raise their hands and say, “Of course
we have played these role play games like chor sipaahi, doctor-
patient and the like.” Did anyone ask you to play these? No! You
could play like this for hours together. Your smiles are telling me
that I am right. This whole business of going and escaping into
another world and becoming somebody else for real, not for the
stage, is what all of us have done. The body lifts, the mind lifts
when we escape into another world.

Child psychologists and educationists found that this roleplay
that children are busy with for hours is not just entertainment.
They learn a lot as they play. In fact, that’s why we use the word
‘play’ for a stage theatre. We say we are doing a play, but actually
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this is play! So, they thought if children will get into drama
without anybody telling them, “Come and be a part of drama,”
and if they are also learning something from this, then we better
bring it into the classroom. In this way, drama started getting
used in the classroom.

We call one theatre, that comes on the stage, and we call the
other one drama. So, these are all images (pointing towards
photographs on screen) from a college where they are actually
living it. They are not preparing for a play on stage. These are
young women who are training to become teachers and are
experimenting with drama. I am standing right there in the
corner, I'm their teacher and trying to excite them to get into the
world. I asked them, “Should we go to the forest?” These young
girls who are actually 20 and 21 are becoming little children of
three or four and imagining the forest. Will there be a lion in the
Jungle, what about snakes? Ob, its going to be so dark! All these
thoughts cross their minds. The next thought then, “What
would we do to help each other?” The three-four-year-old’s
mind would think, “Let’s hold hands!” Already, the idea has
arrived that if we move together, we can fight fear. We all know
from life, the things that we can do when we are together work
out much better sometimes. In this roleplay here, these 21-year-
olds have entered the jungle and then I, as teacher said, “It’s cold
in the forest.” Without thinking, all of them piled up on each
other, to keep each other warm! I didn’t tell them to do that. My
next prompt was — “such lovely grass”. They promptly began to
roll in imaginary grass. In this way, they escaped into another
world which of course is wonderful for a three or four-year-old

child. And, itis such fun!

[ can start drama in a classroom with a picture. It can start with
this (points towards a Moghul miniature of a portrait of a
woman on a horseback bowing towards a deer; her bow is
around its neck) — who is this woman? Where did she learn to
sling her bow on this deer? This can start a whole drama
exploration of the medieval world. You can go into the library
and look for books. You can see this painting is from the Mughal
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times. How did people live those days? How did they trade?
How did they become warriors? Were women also soldiers? You
would research a bit about this and then you would come back
and your teacher will guide you into another world. You may
make little scenes of families of that time and some of them
preparing to go to war, and so on.

There is a story in the NCERT EVS book of Class V, Chapter
18. It’s about this man Jatryabhai who had to migrate from his
village with his family as a dam was to be constructed. The story
begins in Bombay. It starts with him looking at his daughter
while the daughter is watching television playing in the
neighbour’s house through a window. And then the story winds
back to the time he was a boy and lived happily in his native
village. Itisa lovely thing in theatre - you can rewind and go back
in time, you can also move forward in time. Coming back to this
story, Jatryabhai has to make a bundle of his belongings and
move to another place where he can neither sow, nor is there
water. When he puts his children into the school, they don’t
understand the language. His daughter feels lonely and they are
all unhappy. Then, his relative calls him to Mumbai and so they
move again.

I designed a little drama where we are not following the story
entirely but its wider theme. I start by asking the students, what
do you think is the main theme going on in the story and many
of them said — loss. The loss of one’s home, the loss of a familiar
river, fields, the loss of one’s whole world. Then I pull out a
gamcha and put it on the ground and say — “This belongs to
Jatryabhai. The bus is about to leave and he’s packing the last few
belongings into a bundle and will close the house and leave.”
Along with the gamcha, 1 keep alittle wooden bullock cart—as a
representation of a toy that belonged to Jatryabhai when he was
alittle boy. Now, I ask the students to watch me. I pick up the toy
and first play with it. Then, I go to the entrance of the house and
make the action of digging a hole just outside the door. I then
carefully ‘bury’ the toy. I don't say anything. Jatryabhai is alone
with his thoughts. Then I run to the imaginary river and kick the
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waters — angry and sad. I then go back to the ‘house’ and hear
people call out for me. “Yes, I am coming. Wait, wait, don't let
the bus leave!”, I shout out. I stop for one last moment at the
place where I have buried the toy and run on. All this is done in
only two minutes of drama. When I finish I ask the students,
“What just had happened here?” There are so many possibilities.
The students may say, “Jatryabhai buried his toy here as a
remembrance. Others may say, as a time capsule. Even though
tomorrow this place will be submerged in water, a part of him
will continue to live here. There would be some sign of him.
This is what we call civilization! Jatryabhai is leaving a specimen
of his civilization. We can analyse various aspects of this act. The
teacher can ask, “Why did he behave that way when he went to
the river?” The student can reply, “Oh, he was very angry with
the river, because he was to leave his house as a dam was to be
built on it. If there was no river, there would be no dam.” The
teacher can break the students into groups and ask them to
explore what could happen next.

It doesn’t have to be Jatryabhai’s life. It can be any situation in
which you have experienced a kind of loss. How do you feel
when you move from one class to the next? How does it feel
when your parents get transferred to another city and you've to
say goodbye to your friends. You can make little sequences and
share them. In this particular version of the drama, the villagers
of Kheri Gaon (Jatryabhai’s original village) go and meet the
Collector to negotiate better terms for themselves, “If you are
asking us to move bag and baggage from here, then there are
some provisions you will have to make for us”. Or, “Why have
you decided to make the dam on your own, why didn’t you
consult us first, this is our river, we can advise you how to use its
waters.” So, then another drama process begins. The children sit
down and talk about what they want to discuss with the
government officer. And then I come in as this very fierce
‘Collector Sahib’ and say, “Come, sit. Let’s discuss!” We set up a
whole table and the representatives of the village (students like
you) put forward the set of demands: “Take us to the proposed
place where you want to send us. Is there water, are there fields,
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will we be able to sow, will we be able to go to school? We want to
know all of this before we resettle into a new place”. Or, “We can
advise you about thisriver. .. adam can create floods and destroy
homes and crops...” It all depends on how the students — in role
as villagers along with their teacher (me) — decide to take matters
forward. So, through this act, they learn to negotiate. They learn
about real problems in society. And itall started with a chapter in

the EVS textbook.

You can create a whole play with just a series of charcoal
sketches, where you can examine various parts and gestures of
the sketch and take the story forward in your own way. You can
create something with a single picture of this man drowning in
the sea (points to a picture from the refugee crisis). You can
decide what happens to him, what preceded this picture and
what came after through your imagination. The buzz word here
is possibilities! The central idea being — what could have
happened! We are creating multiple possibilities of life, we are
rehearsing it and doing it in our own classroom without
judgments about our acting skills. There is no question of
acting, because we are believing it!

Now, I want to tell you about another way of doing drama. I'd
like to tell you about Pandita Ramabai Dongre Medhavi (points
at the picture on the screen). Ramabai was born in Maharashtra,
British India to a knowledgeable Brahmin scholar. The family
fell on bad times and Ramabai, her parents and brother had to
leave their home. They walked from Maharashtra to Kashmir to
Bengal, homeless. On the way, Ramabai lost her parents and her
brother. All three died of hunger. Ramabai walked alone till she
reached Bengal. As a Brahmin, Ramabai had learnt several
shlokas and the wisdom behind them from her parents. So when
she arrived in Bengal, leaders of the social reform movement
were amazed to meet her. They gave her the title, Pandita.
But soon after, to their utter shock, this free-spirited Ramabai
decided to marry a Christian! Her husband died some time later.
She went back to her home in Maharashtra, setup a home for
child widows. When people stopped giving her money to run
the institution, so firm was her resolve, that she got into a boat,
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went to America and travelled up and down the country and
collected funds. She came back, set up a printing press, a
hospital, etc. She would go in disguise and pick up famine struck
children and bring them to her institution Mukti Bhawan.

So, we were so inspired by this true story that we created a
theatre programme based on Panditas life where we got the
audience — students like yourselves — to explore the kinds of
problems that she had to face.

I believe one of the best ways to learn or to educate yourself is to
escape into drama. If you want to do drama and you want to do
theatre and you want to make your own little plays, the first
thing you have to be is a really good listener in every space.
When you're travelling by bus, keep listening to conversations
around you, you will pick up many things. By listening I mean
total listening — you observe every detail while you listen. How
people use their hands, their face, their mannersims.

The biggest thing in drama is that you are ready to jump into
life, and the life that you recreate in your classroom. You
are ready to take every risk, you are not worried about being
judged, you are not worried about being laughed at and you
are not worried about being alone with your views, like
Pandita Ramabai.

I’'m going to give you an idea for an activity you can do. You are a
bunch of five people, let’s say for example. For this month, each
one chooses one person — it could be the newspaper boy, the
vegetable vendor, the person who comes to clean or the guard of
the school —and spends some time with that person. You sit with
them and observe them, talk to them — how they sit and walk,
how they speak, how they eat. You listen to what they say, and
what they don’t say and their attitude to themselves. You can also
ask them about a life-changing event. Then, five of you think of
a place where the five characters could meet. Now, these five
people come to life and you play the person you chose and create
scenes with them. Since you have observed the person you are
playing so closely, you know how they may interact with the
others. So, five of you could create these five-minute pieces —
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glimpses — of these peoples lives.

The next month you choose another bunch of people — maybe
your family members — and do the same exercise. Very soon, you
would have observed so much oflife! The more you observe, the
more you listen, the more you learn about life. Not only do you
educate yourself, but you also become a better person. And that’s
because youve been observing people with empathy, with
sensitivity and consideration.

Nobody taught it to you, you learnt it for yourself! And then, the
next step from there is, when you feel so much for some people,
if you find something wrong being done to them, you'll say, “I
have the power of drama. I will come out on the street and make
something to be able to tell the world, ‘this is their life, don’t
spoil it for them’.”

(The lecture culminated in Ms. Raos iconic performance ‘Walk’)

Maya Krishna Rao
April 5,2018
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Journalist and author Ms. Pamela Philipose, who is
presently the Public Editor of the New Delhi based news
portal The Wire.in, was until 2014 the director and
editor-in-chief of Women’s Feature Service (WFS), a

media agency mandated to highlight gender concerns in

mainstream media coverage. She was an advisor to the

Media Task Force of the Government of Indias High

Level Status of Women Committee Report over the years
2013-2014. She was awarded a senior fellowship by the
Indian Council of Social Science Research between 2014 and 2016, during
the course of which she also studied the impact of mediatisation on

contemporary India.

As senior associate editor with The Indian Express, Ms. Philipose anchored
the edit page and wrote extensive commentary on a range of issues, including
those of conflict, gender, development and the media. The Indian Express ran

her satirical column, Straight Face, for 10 years. She was awarded the
Chameli Devi Jain Award for Outstanding Woman Journalist in 1999 and
the Zee-Astitva Award for Constructive Journalism in 2007.

Ms. Philipose has authored Laugh All The Way To The Vote Bank, a book of
political satire and Media's Shifting Terrain, @ book on Indias changing
patterns of mediatisation. Besides, she has co-written and extensively
contributed to many anthologies. She has co-edited Across the Crossfire:

Women and Conflict In India and Women's Employment: Work In

Progress. She has contributed to various anthologies including Memoirs

From The Women s Movement In India: Making A Difference as well as

Making News, Breaking News, Her Own Way and Practising Journalism:

Values, Constraints, Implications. A 2017 book on The Mothers of
Manipur: Twelve Women Who Made History by Teresa Rehman carries an

introduction by ber.

Ms. Philipose has been invited to present papers and speak at various

international fora. Among other occasions, she presented a paper on Crossing

Borderlines in South Asia: Women, Divided Identities, Uncertain

Destinies at a seminar on Immigrants, Refugees and Women at Meiji

Gakuin University, Tokyo in 2005. In 2013, she participated in an

international conférence at the South Asian Studies Council, Yale Universizy,

on Inequality, Mobility, and Sociality in Contemporary India during which

she presented a paper entitled Changing Expressions: Youth, Media and

Public Culture. Iz January 2017, she was invited to speak at the 11" Ewha

Global Empowerment Programme, Ewha Woman’s University, Seoul, on

Anti-GBV Feminist Activism in India — New Breakthroughs, New

Challenges. She delivered a keynote address ar the University of Chicago’s

17" Annual South Asia Graduate Student Conference in March 2019.
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Ms. Shefali Martins addressing the gathering,
Ms. Bharti Tolumbia walking with Ms. Pamela Philipose
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SO YOU WANT TO BE A JOURNALIST?

There is so much to learn from the life of Dr. Deepa Martins. As
I read her daughter, Shefali Martins’ reminiscences, ‘My Sir’, my
respect for this quiet yet dynamic woman only grew. Though the
book is primarily the story of Gilroy Martins, the father of two
brilliant, loving children, Anupam and Shefali, it provides
important insights into the figure of Deepa Martins, her
wisdom, understanding, ability to give all of herself to not just
her family, but her students and larger society.

Deepa Martins’ belief in interfaith relationships, her civil
activism as a part of PUCL, and the manner in which she
reached out to the local community are all extremely inspiring.
You are lucky to have an icon such as her, and I am honoured to
be delivering the Sixteenth Dr. Deepa Martins Memorial
Lecture. Thank you for inviting me here to your beautiful city

and the School.

[ want to speak here of great journalism. Not the bad journalism
spewing out of many television channels, newspapers and social
media platforms today, a lot of which is all about putting out
fake news in order to benefit some powerful group, institution
or personality. Learning to distinguish between good journalism
and bad journalism is something we — as citizens, as members of
civil society, as people who cherish human rights and human
values, must learn to do. It is never too early — and there are a lot
of young faces in this room — and it is never too late to do this.
Each one of us should critically engage with what we read, see
and like in the media, not just accept at face value what is put out
for public consumption. For aspiring journalists, especially, this
sense of discriminating between good and bad journalists
becomes extremely important.

In order to be able to distinguish bad journalism from good
journalism, we need to first understand what journalism is all
about. Here we come to the basic principles that underlie such
journalism. The first of these is a commitment to the truth. But
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how do journalists arrive at the truth? Through a process of fact-
finding, usually done by reporters, and through a process of fact-
checking, usually done by sub-editors who work in the
newsroom and who finalise the material brought in by the
reporters before it becomes public.

As eye-witnesses to events and developments, journalists tell the
rest of us what is really going on. Another principle that is
central to journalism is keeping in mind the people for whom
these facts are being gathered. Journalists should be loyal first of
all to their public — readers, viewers, those who engage on digital
platforms. They should ensure that the words they produce
serve a public interest. Public interest rises above all other
interests, including the interests of the owner of a media
establishment or the interests of a politician who may want to
influence media content, or even advertisers who pay these
publications money to have their products promoted. This is
why itis said that good journalism is “without fear or favour”.

The sense of the public also means that journalists should keep
not just one section — say very rich and powerful people — in
mind when they do their stories. If their work is in public
interest, it means that it should be relevant to the whole of
society. If you ignore one section of the public in your reporting,
it is almost as if you disenfranchise them, as if you are ensuring
that they do not exist. Unfortunately, in India, because the
media is so focused on the urban middle and upper classes, we
are seeing the disturbing trend of rural India being ignored
greatly. The concerns of people in the agricultural sector do not
figure in the news, as much as those in the corporate sector.
According to one study, it was found that India’s highest
circulating Hindi and English newspapers devoted just two per
cent of their coverage to “rural issues”. Of this, 36 per cent was
devoted to “non-agrarian issues”, like crime, violence and the
like, and only 28 per cent focused on agrarian themes. We see
news on farmers’ suicides occasionally. It is only when farmers
are driven to choose death over life, do their concerns figure in
the news. If, instead, the media were reporting consistently on
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farmers’ problems, the government and local authorities may
have been forced to take action on these concerns, and then
perhaps things may not have come to the point where those who
grow our food for us feel they have no options but to end their
lives.

Let’s now go to the third important principle that journalists
should always keep in mind: independence. We have spoken of
truth, loyalty to the audience, and now let us talk about
professional independence that can ensure that the powerful
people within society do not get to control what a journalist
writes or records or films. This is not easy, especially today when
there are attempts constantly being made by powerful
corporations and politicians, to control the media, and even
silence them. It sometimes requires extraordinary courage not to
be intimidated by power or to succumb to the enticements and
allurements that those in important position may offer.

Attempts are always being made to influence journalistic writing
and it is the independence and integrity of the journalist that
ensures that he or she doesn’t fall prey to the offer of better
job prospects or a valuable gift, in exchange for putting out
fake news.

Independent journalists are not just passive takers of notes, they
are curious observers who work hard, talk to many people,
research, piece together background details and thus put
together the many pieces that make up a story. The source of
journalistic independence then is not devotion to a particular
interest group or outcome, but accuracy, intellectual fairness
and this ability to inform. This is why they say good journalism
is about “speaking truth to power”, “about holding up a mirror
to society”, aboutbeinga “watchdog” of society’s interests.

When we consider great journalism, we need to also have a
keener sense of what we mean by news, because news is an
important part of journalism. Gathering news is an attempt to
make sense of those times that are out of the ordinary: that we
played with a pet dog does not make news, if our pet dog bit
somebody, it still would not make news, but if someone bit our
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pet dog, that could be news. News is also about highlighting
those developments that impact many people, not the
individual person. So at the moment, we are having elections,
and news on the elections is important because they decide the
future of the country as a whole. News is also about exciting
things that happen — when India wins the World Cup it
instantly becomes news — in fact on front pages and prime time
news bulletins. But news can also be about things that are going
wrong, such as that terrible accident, a human-made disaster
that occurred in Bhopal in 1984. It also has a social function and
is supposed to make society more aware of democratic values —
which is why reporting on the poor, or those suffering from
tuberculosis become important. Journalism of this kind
provokes society to take action to address the issue.

The biggest challenge journalists face is in making their
journalism more interesting, so that it gets read. Among the
tools that journalists have, to make their stories more
interesting, is their power of description. As we will see in the
story on the Salt March, the reader is able to feel the “skin” of
that story, almost feel the blows that rained on the heads of
Gandhi’s followers.

This takes us to the second attribute of a good development
story, the power of building rapport with the subject, so that the
reader empathises with the subject. One way of doing this is to
focus on one or two people who representall the others. In other
words, there is a human face that is given to the subject. Take the
case of a tribal girl child who loves learning arithmetic, but
cannot go to school because she has to fill up three buckets for
her family every morning. Then there is the right angle — not
what you hear about in geometry class — but the angle of the
story that is put out. Every story can be told in innumerable
ways, so it is important to get the angle that would best convey
the story.

Journalists, in order to make their stories more credible, ensure
that they use the power of information. In order to do this, they
would need to research into the subject they are writing on and
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collect data that is relevant to their story. There are many other
tools that journalists use in the course of their work, and one
particularly I would like to flag here is the interview. It is only by
going to the spotand talking directly to the people involved, can
an important story become a great story. What people affected
by the disaster or who participated in the winning match tell you
themselves, lifts the story by several notches.

Good journalism is often described as the first draft of history.
Some of the world’s best thinkers and doers were also journalists.
Karl Marx was for many years a correspondent of the New York
Daily Tribune. In fact, in one of his dispatches as a journalist, on
June 25, 1853, he wrote about how badly the British treated
India: “There cannot, however, remain any doubt but that the
misery inflicted by the British on Hindostan is of an essentially
different and infinitely more intensive kind than all Hindostan

had to suffer before”.

As many of you may know, Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi,
was also a journalist and was the editor of four newspapers over
hislifetime, beginning with Indian Opinion in South Africa, and
Young India, followed by Navajivan and Harijan after his return
to India. He used each of these publications to convey his

thoughts, beliefs and plans to the public.

[t all began for him when, as a 19-year-old, he went to London
for his studies in law, and read a newspaper for the first time. He
was later to recall in his autobiography that this experience of
reading newspapers inspired him to write articles and thus
began a brief career as a freelance journalist. During his three-
year stay in London he contributed nine articles for a local
newspaper! As he evolved as a political activist, he began to
perceive journalism as a public cause. He was to say later that the
“sole aim of journalism should be service”. So he had very little
patience with news stories that were sensational or which were
economical with the truth.

In August 1929, he even wrote a piece in Young India, expressing
his annoyance with contemporary journalists, under the
heading “Reporters, a nuisance”. It was a reaction to a story that
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was circulating then about how his weight had been reduced to
80 Ibs and that he was so ill that he fainted. “This was baseless,”
he stated emphatically. You could call this an early reaction to
“fake news”!

Women's contribution to Indian journalism tends to be
underplayed. Yet, as early as 1875, we had a woman writer,
Srimati Mayasundari, document discrimination against women
in a newspaper called Bangamahila. She wrote, “From birth we
are deprived of good fortune; even our parents and relatives are
unhappy about us. The father who wished for a boy, expresses
his disgust at being the father of a girl child. We are unable to
understand what prevents us from being the apple of his eye.”
This dislike for the girl child has translated, we know, into a
multi-crore medical industry based on sex-selective abortions.
Among the first to report on this ugly trend was Ritambara
Shastri writing for the United News of India. Her investigation,
carried in 1982, noted how a private medical practitioner and
his gynaecologist wife in Amritsar were conducting a thriving
practice in administering amniocentesis tests to detect the sex of
the foetus and then offering abortion services.

[t is not entirely surprising that it happened to be a woman who
broke this story. Here we come to one of the most important
arguments for why equal representation of women in media
concerns is so important. Women represent 50 per cent of the
world and it follows that what happens to them constitutes a
major proportion of human experience and therefore should be
part of what constitutes news. Just as it is important to have, for
instance, the voices of Dalit journalists or religious minorities in
media content.

Finally, journalism is about harnessing the power of words. I
have always believed that good journalism, like good literature,
lives on long after the event it describes passes into history.
Sometimes good journalism even becomes great literature. Let
me read some excerpts of great journalism from various
historical moments.

The first is Webb Miller’s eye witness account of what happened
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during the Dandi March of May 21, 1930 that appeared in a
newspaper called New Freeman: “By eleven, the heat reached
116 degrees in the shade and the activities of the Gandhi
volunteers subsided. I went back to the temporary hospital to
examine the wounded. They lay in rows on the bare ground in
the shade of an open, palm-thatched shed. I counted 320
injured, many still insensible with fractured skulls, others
writhing in agony from kicks in the testicles and stomachs. The
Gandhi men had been able to gather only a few native doctors,
who were doing the best they could with the inadequate
facilities. Scores of the injured had received no treatment for
hours and two had died. I was the only foreign correspondent
who had witnessed the amazing scene — a classic example of
satyagraha or non-violent civil disobedience.”

Note how the writer describes the scene. The heat, the way
people were writhing in agony, the lack of medical attention —
and yet he recognized the historical moment this protest
signified when he observes that it was “a classic example of
satyagraha or non-violent civil disobedience”.

When the US dropped an atomic bomb over the Japanese city of
Hiroshima on August 6, 1945, no western newspaper reported
on the widespread devastation that it had caused because the US
army ruled that it was out of bounds. Slowly the world came to
know about the sheer enormity and barbaric nature of the
bombing — it was nothing but mass annihilation. The first
reporter who told the story of Hiroshima to the world, Peter
Burchett, correspondent of the Daily Express, reached the scene
almosta month after the bombing. It is said that he travelled 400
miles from Tokyo alone and unarmed, carrying rations for seven
meals — food is almost unobtainable in Japan —a black umbrella,
and a typewriter. His report, which came out a month after the
bombing, was carried under the heading, ‘I Write This as a
Warning to the World’.

He wrote, “In Hiroshima, 30 days after the first atomic bomb
destroyed the city and shook the world, people are still dying,
mysteriously and horribly — people who were uninjured by the
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cataclysm — from an unknown something which I can only
describe as an atomic plague... Hiroshima does not look like a
bombed city. It looks as if a monster steamroller had passed over
it and squashed it out of existence. I write these facts as
dispassionately as I can in the hope that they will act asa warning
to the world. In this first testing ground of the atomic bomb I
have seen the most terrible and frightening desolation in four
yearsof war ...

When you arrive in Hiroshima you can look around and for 25,
perhaps 30, square miles you can hardly see a building. It gives
you an empty feeling in the stomach to see such man-made
devastation. And so the people of Hiroshima today are walking
through the forlorn desolation of their once proud city with
gauze masks over their mouths and noses. It probably does not

help them physically. But it helps them mentally...

I picked my way to a shack (sic) used as a temporary police
headquarters in the middle of the vanished city. Looking south
from there I could see about three miles of reddish rubble. That
is all the atomic bomb left of dozens of blocks of city streets, of
buildings, homes, factories and human beings. There is just
nothing standing except about 20 factory chimneys — chimneys
with no factories. I looked west. A group of half a dozen gutted
buildings. And then again nothing. The police chief of
Hiroshima welcomed me eagerly as the first allied
correspondent to reach the city. With the local manager of
Domei, aleading Japanese news agency, he drove me through, or
perhaps I should say over, the city. And he took me to hospitals
where the victims of the bomb are still being treated... In these
hospitals I found people who, when the bomb fell, suffered
absolutely no injuries, but now are dying from the uncanny
after-effects. For no apparent reason their health began to fail.
They lost appetite. Their hair fell out. Bluish spots appeared on
their bodies. And the bleeding began from the ears, nose and
mouth. At first the doctors told me they thought these were the
symptoms of general debility. They gave their patients Vitamin
A injections. The results were horrible. The flesh started rotting
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away from the hole caused by the injection of the needle. And in
every case the victim died...

My nose detected a peculiar odour unlike anything I have ever
smelled before. It is something like sulphur, but not quite. I
could smell it when I passed a fire that was still smouldering, or
at a spot where they were still recovering bodies from the
wreckage. But I could also smell it where everything was still
deserted. They believe it is given off by the poisonous gas still
issuing from the earth soaked with radioactivity released by the
split uranium atom.

... They counted dead numbering 53,000. Another 30,000 are
missing, which means ‘certainly dead’. In the day I stayed in
Hiroshima —and this is nearly a month after the bombing — 100
people have died from its effects... They were some of the
13,000 seriously injured by the explosion. They have been dying
at the rate of 100 a day. And they will probably all die. Another
40,000 were slightly injured.”

And this isa BBC report on the event that occurred much closer
to us: Bhopal on the night of the Bhopal December 2-3, 1984:
“Chaos and panic broke out in the city and surrounding areas as
tens of thousands of people attempted to escape. More than
20,000 people have required hospital treatment for symptoms
including swollen eyes, frothing at the mouth and breathing
difficulties. .. Thousands of dead cats, dogs, cows and birds litter
the streets and the city's mortuaries are filling up fast. Bhopal
resident, Ahmed Khan, said: “We were choking and our eyes
were burning. We could barely see the road through the fog, and
sirens were blaring. We didnt know which way to run.
Everybody was very confused. Mothers didn’t know their
children had died. Children didnt know their mothers had died

and men didn’t know their whole families had died.”

Each of these reports, selected randomly, testify not just the
terrible scenes that were witnessed, but also the unique power of
the media to capture a fleeting and decisive moment and make
sense of it for the world. In other words, to bear witness.
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Today, despite having this unique power to interpret the times
for the community and country, we are acutely conscious that
somewhere the mainstream media’s role as witness is fading.
Many of you, young people may consider a career in journalism
and it is my hope that should you do so, you will become the
generation that will change the unhappy reality that prevails at
present, that you will truly be eye-witnesses to history in your
role as journalists.

I began this address by appealing to you all, as part of civil
society, to become more involved in the world of the media. As
intelligent, critical readers, as viewers, as social media users. As
pointed out earlier, one of the reasons why we are seeing the rise
of paid news, news television that blindly promotes those in
power, and the disturbing rise of fake news is precisely because
civil society has failed to do this, passively receiving information
and often forwarding the material to their circles without any
application of mind or thought. Fake news has extremely
dangerous and disturbing consequences. For the last two or
three years, fake messages, claiming that child traffickers and
robbers have their neighbourhoods, have led hundreds of people
to take to mob violence and vigilante murders. This is a pattern
that has been replicated across the country and indicates a
planned use of spiked information for purposes of spreading
communal hatred.

If true journalism has to withstand the onslaught of fake news as
itis meant to do, it is only through a unrelenting quest for truth,
despite the attempts of many, including the most powerful
forces in the country and the world, to control the truth. That
quest for truth is linked crucially to our constitutional guarantee
of the right to freedom of expression, which in turn draws on the
right to information, a principle that Aruna Roy —who delivered
the Dr. Deepa Martins Memorial Lecture in 2011 — and others
have struggled so hard to achieve for the people of India.

There will be efforts by the powerful to derail that quest. Many
journalists have been killed for their pursuit of the truth — and
we all remember the courageous Gauri Lankesh who was
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gunned down in September 2017 by those who wanted to stop
her from writing. Similarly, nearly a hundred Right to
Information activists have been killed over the past years. It is
this tragic context that makes it crucial for ordinary people to
speak up and support the quest for truth, which is inherent in
the work of honest journalists and courageous right to
information defenders.

So I end with the question that makes up the title of this keynote
address: “So you want to be a journalist?” Implicit in this is yet
another question, “Why do you want to be a journalist?” I go
with the words with which a woman media person responded, “I

became a journalist to come as close as possible to the heart (and
mind) of the world.”

Pamela Philipose
April 5, 2019
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Dr. Ginny Shrivastava holds a doctoral degree in Adulr
Education from the University of Toronto, Canada— the
country of her birth. She came to India in October, 1970
after she married Shri Om Shrivastava of Rajasthan,
and has been in the state ever since. Since 1986, her base
has been at Astha Sansthan, Udaipur.

Dr. Shrivastava has worked with Bhil tribals and with
rural women. From 1998 to date, she has been working
with low-income single women (widows, separated, divorced, older-never-
married women,).

A recipient of the Stree Shakti Award by the Government of India,
Dr. Shrivastava has also been awarded for her work by Queen’s University,
Canada. She was one of the India nominees among the 1000 Peace Women
nominatedfor the Nobel Peace Prize in 2005.

In addition, Dr. Shrivastava is the President of the Budget Analysis and
Research Centre Trust (BARC) based in Jaipur, Rajasthan. She continues
to support work with women, in particular, single women in Rajasthan and
inIndia.

Dr. Shrivastava is an inspiration for giving hope, a sense of dignity and a
transformed life to thousands of women in India. She stands for fighting
effectively against the long-set traditions against women. She has devoted her
entire life to working for people across borders and nationality.
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IN FROM THE MARGINS
Working With The Marginalized Towards Inclusion

It is a great pleasure for me to be invited by the Deepa Martins
Memorial Lecture Committee, and St. Stephen’s School, and
given the opportunity to speak to you. Apart from the fact that
Dr. Deepa Martins was concerned and active in relation to many
aspects of society which I also share — women’s empowerment
and activism, communal harmony, value-based education — it
was the stated key values of the School — “discipline, humanism,
secularism and the pursuit of excellence in every sphere” that
attracted me to accept the invitation to speak to you. You may
think that these values are common values, of every school or
institution — but these days, they are special. Even the “pursuit of
excellence in every sphere” is special — we live in a “Chalega”
society — “Sab cheez chalega”. 1have coined a new “kahavar”—
“Chalega Nahi Chalega)” Keep working for excellence, don't be
satisfied with “chalega”. But thatisa topic for another lecture!!

Today, I am going to share with you some of the exciting work I
have done with marginalized people — low-income Single
Women, who are widows, separated, divorced, older-never-
married women. There are many marginalized people in society
— those who have been pushed to the margins of Mainstream
Society, by Mainstream Society. In India, everyone knows about
Scheduled Caste people, Dalits, who at one time in history were
even called “out-castes” — so many, gone to the margins, even
today! Through no fault of their own, nothing they had done,
just the happenstance of birth made them “marginalized” by all
the other castes who thought they themselves were
“mainstream”. To some extent, physically handicapped or
“differently abled” persons are marginalized, because Indian
society has only recently woken up to the need for special ramps,
railings, and lifts in public buildings for people in wheelchairs.
The deaf, the blind, they also need special provisions to enable
them to participate in society as equal citizens, but we have not
yet provided for them.
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“Marginalized” usually has the meaning that someone, or some
group of people, have been pushed to the margin — away from
the mainstream, by the mainstream’s ideas, actions, (or
inactions), prejudices, stereotypes, misunderstandings. Most
often it is through no fault of their own that people are
marginalized. Widows, for example, are thought to be
inauspicious, because people think they have somehow been
responsible for their husband’s death! So they cannot participate
fully in happy social ceremonies like marriages and all the
various functions associated with marriages. Single Women,
living without a man as their life partner, are thought to be
“loose women”, ready to go with just any man, and so are
marginalized because many in the society think they have a bad
character. In fact, most Single Women do not want to re-marry,
particularly if they have children. They want to live safely, with
dignity, and bring up their children. Some Single Women are
called “witches” in an attempt to get them to move away from
the community. They are blamed for bad things that happen in
the community — sickness, problems with cows not giving milk,
etc. Those with some enmity, or feeling of revenge, manipulate
simple people’s superstitions. In fact, those who start such
rumours either want the Single Woman’s land, or have been
shunned and denied sexual favours, or something. Old customs,
some of which continue to the present day, restrict widows from
wearing colourful clothing and jewellery, prevent them from
eating tasty food. In this way, low-income Single Women have
been pushed to the margins of social life within the
communities in which they live.

Sometimes, if it is just one person who has been marginalized, it
is because of something that the person did. That is different.
For example, in a school setting, if a student 75 2 bully, the rest of
the students may “marginalize” him or her and refuse to do
school projects with him, or socialize with him in the school
grounds or after school.

Today, I will be talking mostly about categories or groups of
people who, through no fault of their own, are marginalized,
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who are made to feel that they are not supposed to participate in
society in the same way that other people do. When there are
whole groups of people who have done nothing to deserve this
“pushing out of the Mainstream” of society, it is unjust and
cruel. Not only do the people so marginalized suffer, but the
Society suffers too — for each person has strengths and abilities
that are not used for the development and well-being of the
Society asawhole.

I will now start to share with you about work with low-income
Single Women in Rajasthan, done from a base in the NGO,
Astha Sansthan. We, who want to work with and for
marginalized people, must have a certain perspective, a set of
values that guide the strategizing and decision-making. From
my experience, I think the following would be at least some of
the necessary values and perspectives necessary. Indeed, to
eliminate marginalization of any group of people in society, a//
people should have the following values and perspectives :

e Faithin “The People”
e Commitment to Diversity and Inclusion
e Empowermentand Human Rights, Not Only Welfare

¢ A Strong Humanitarian Perspective

Faith in “The People” — While working with low-income Single
Women, many of them living in rural areas as well as in urban
areas, we have faith that each of these women has strength and
ability that neither they nor society recognized. Almost the fact
that they were still alive, bringing up their children single-
handedly, is proof that they are strong, not weak! After the death
or desertion by their husband, society perceives the Single
Woman as “helpless”. A woman without a man behind her —
what else would a patriarchal society believe! Even a place to live
is a big issue — the marital family does not want her when the
husband is no longer with her, and her natal family will help for
a short time, but are not happy about long-term support. But
somehow, she does daily wage labouring, or fights for her land
and property rights and grows food on her own land, and
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survives. More often than not, her children go to school, even
on to high school. But society still marginalizes her, doubts her
character, thinks she is inauspicious or of loose character. She
feels isolated, and lacks self-confidence to “come forward”. And
from over 20 years of work with low-income Single Women in
Rajasthan, having faith in their strength and ability has not been
misplaced. Listen to this true story:

Premvati had a complaint about the government school in her
village. There was no water or electricity facility in this school. The
children had to go across the highway to drink water. It was
dangerous for them to cross the highway. Premuvati spoke to the
villagers and the elected representatives about these issues, but she
could not get a solution to the problems. Troubled by their responses,

Premuvati went to meet the District Collector of Dholpur with eight
members of the Single Women organization, the Association of
Strong Women Alone (ASWA). Suchi Tyagi, the District Collector
made them wait for a long time and then came out of her office to

proceed to another meeting, without meeting them. Premvati
caught hold of the Collector's hand, stopped her, and told her about
the Water and Electricity problem in the village school. She told her
about the Association of Strong Women Alone as well. About two

weeks later, electricity was provided to the school, but water was still
a problem. Premuvati spoke to the former Sarpanch of the village who

made arrangements for water to be available at school. With the
efforts of Premvati and the single women of ASWA, electricity and
water were provided at the school. Premvati says, “All this was
possible with the knowledge and self-confidence that I received from

the Association.”

Another value that is necessary for work in helping marginalized
people to come in from the margins, is:

Commitment to Diversity and Inclusion — The population of
India, indeed of all countries of the world, is made up of people
of different ages, life conditions, talents, castes, classes, religions,
sexes, skin colours, education, occupations, marital status. The
differences in people make the country strong. Together we can
thrive — alone, each would have trouble even surviving! A strong
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commitment to diversity and inclusion of everyone in all aspects
of the community life, of the nation’s life, is necessary. We do not
want people of only one way of thinking, only one religion, only
men and no women, etc. Nazi Germany, before and during the
Second World War, eliminated thousands of Jewish people in an
attempt to get rid of those who were not of the Aryan race. It was
racial discrimination, not religious. That was an extreme. But in
working with different groups and categories of Indias
marginalized people, diversity and the principle of inclusion are
values that must be firmly held. In working with low-income
Single Women, for example, organizations of Single Women
have been formed and there are women of all ages — old, young
and middle-aged; literate and illiterate; Hindu, Muslim,
Christian, Jain, Sikh; tribals, and all castes within Hinduism.
The thing they have in common is their “singleness”, each is now
living without a partner — without a husband or another person
in a marriage or marriage-like relationship.

Here is a true story of two women, Chanda Banu and Lakshma
Bai, of Tonk Districtin Rajasthan:

Chanda Banu, age 45 and a Muslim, lost her husband five years
ago, and was a member of the Association of Strong Women Alone.
Lakshma Bai was a poor Hindu woman. Her husband was a
labourer. Both the women were great friends.

Lakshma Bai's son was to get married in May. Lakshma did not
have any brother, because of which she was very sad. There was
nobody for her to do the ritual of “mayara”. Chanda Banu could
not see her friend so sad. She told her, “I am alive now and we are
everything for each other. I will perform the ritual of mayara for
your sons marriage.” From Tonk, she got a beautiful chunari and
gave Lakshma Bai a mayara of Rs. 10,000. She was like a true
sibling for Lakshma Bai and for the entire family. Whoever saw this
could not believe what they saw... and said, relationships should not

be based on caste or religion, they should be based on humanity, just
like Chanda Banu and Lakshma Bai.

Empowerment and Human Rights, Not Just Welfare — Work
with the marginalized, as we have said, is from a perspective of
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“faith in the strength and ability of the people”, and so our
approach to them is not one of “pity”; we do not seek to give
them welfare. We seck to empower them to recognize the
strength and ability they have in themselves, and to work to
solve their problems and overcome the challenges that face
them. They too are citizens of India, and so a struggle to fight
for their rights, to live with dignity, claiming their full
citizenship rights, is an objective. A welfare approach makes the
receivers of the welfare dependent on the givers of welfare. If
and when the welfare stops, the marginalized will be still in the
same situation as they were before, or & little better off. We seek
to help them to be able to solve their problems, with the help of
others, and more — affirming their personhood, helping them to
become self-confident, empowered, agents of change in their
lives, and in the lives of the people of their families and the
communities in which they live. This is the approach and the
objective.

Here is a true story about almost 50 Single Women, who had
been allotted Housing Scheme grants (under /ndira Awas
Yojana) in the rural areas. They got their second and third
installments out of the government when the Block officials
were not inclined to transfer the money to them! With the
efforts of the single women of the Association of Strong Women
Alone, 48 people got their installments of the Indira Awas
Yojana.

Jaina of Barmer District, along with Mohan Bai, Jabra Bai, Bhavri
Bai, Rajo Bai and others had all proclaimed that, ‘once you make up
your mind then, nothing is impossible. In Barmer District,
Sindhari Block, there were 48 beneficiaries of the Housing Scheme
and all had gotten their first installment credited into their bank
accounts, including the five Single Women beneficiaries. But none
of them received their second installment!

When they spoke about this in their Single Women Block meeting,
they got together and went to their Block Office to sort out the
problems. The clerk in Sindhari Block said that they would get their

installments credited into their accounts after the elections. A few
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months after the elections when the women went to enquire about
their money, they were told that the Block Office had not received the
funds, and once they receive the funds, the amounts would be
transferred to their accounts.

Some time later, a development camp was organized in their village.
The District Collector was also an invitee at the camp. The women
of the Association of Strong Women Alone spoke about this problem
to the Collector. He immediately asked the Block Development
Officer and the Panchayat Secretary of the village why they were not
transferring the funds to the beneficiaries. Immediately, the BDO
and clerk agreed to transfer the funds.

But when the Single Women reached the Block Office, they found
that the BDO, the clerk and the Panchayat Secretary were all angry
with the Single Women because they had complained ro the
Collector! The government functionaries also said, “you can go and
complain anywhere you want, you are not going to get your money
under any circumstance”! The Single Women said that they were
associated with the Association of Strong Women Alone which
would certainly help them to get their money. “If we don’t get our
Indira Awas Yojana installments credited in to our accounts, then

we would meet higher officials for help.”

After 3-4 days, the amounts were credited into the bank accounts. In
total, 48 persons who were not getting their second installments
paid, received their money. When the Committee meeting of the
Block was going on, the single women members of ASWA
approached the BDO and told him that the beneficiaries should all
receive their third installment also in time! “We will not leave a
single rupee, and demand full benefit from this scheme — the money,
after all, belongs to us” Then the Housing Scheme benefits reached
the people— in totality.

With the thousands of members of the Single Women’s
Association spread all over Rajasthan, it will be possible for the
women to address one of the main problems of “development”
in the state — the problem of implementation. There are many
good laws and schemes, India’s Constitution is one of the best
possible, and yet the government employees often do not
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implement the programmes or enforce the laws correctly and
sincerely.

You can see from this housing case study, that Single Women,
organized and aware, can fight for their rights. Like in the
previous story, they can reach out and help others, as the Muslim
widow did. And in the first story, of the school’s electricity and
water, even though Premvati did not herself have children in the
school, she acted for the benefit of the community’s children. All
these characteristics and behaviour are what we mean by
“empowerment”. It is not that the widow or deserted woman
just sits and waits for someone to arrange her pension, or her
housing installment, or tolerates injustices in society — she,
with the strength of others, goes out and demands her rights and
attempts to put right whatever she sees that is wrong!

A Strong Humanitarian Perspective — This is necessary for
effective work with marginalized people in India. A
“humanitarian perspective” means that you see all people
basically as human beings, and treat all people with respect and
dignity. It sounds simple and logical, but as you know, many
people treat rich people one way, and poor people another way;
some people will rent their house to a Hindu but not to a
Muslim. All people living in India, have their humanity in
common, and to marginalize some of them because of class,
caste, region, religion, nationality, gender, colour means that
some categories of people are made to feel excluded, different,
marginalized. Differences can be recognized — boys are indeed
different from girls; at Christmas we go to visit our friends who
are Christian, and on Eid we visit our Muslim friends; and so on.
In working with low-income Single Women, we see them as
equal human beings and try to promote and strengthen in them
the perspective that they too should treat all people equally.

Here is one true story about how Single Women saved a “Hijra”
or “third gender” person, a transgender person, from
persecution:

In Baran District, Atru Block, Piplod panchayat during the month
of March, after the harvest, several Hijras go around in groups
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asking for charity. This particular year, a single Hijra had come
asking for charity and had collected it from half of the village. When
he was going back to his home, at the crossroads there were about 7-8
rowdy and unruly men who were playing cards. When they saw the
Hijra coming their way, they started teasing him and took away all
the money he had collected. They started to rip off his clothing. They
were abusing him, and other villagers also began to gather there.
The Hijra was pleading for help bur nobody came forward; they

were all mere spectators.

Janaki Bai, Miriam Bai and Kastoori Bai, members of ASWA came

to know this was going on. They asked three others from the
Association to join them. All of them went to the place where the
Hijra was being tortured. They saved the Hijra from the rowdy men,
and questioned the men and bystanders about their humanity. How
could they see such an inhumane thing happening in front of them?
Wasn't the Hijra a human being as well??

Then Miriam Banu informed the police. The police arrived at the
spot and chided the men and warned them not to do any such thing
in the future. The members of ASWA wanted more severe action.
They insisted on going to the police station and filed a report against
those men. The police had no choice but to arrest the offenders, and
the others learnt a lesson too.

You can see that the Single Women members of this Association
of over 70,000 low-income Single Women in Rajasthan are
indeed empowered, compassionate, knowledgeable women,
bringing needed changes in society. And the members also have
new meaning and purpose in their lives. The Association acts
like an alternate family, and has brought them in from the
margins of society.

From what has been said and reported, there are a few effective
strategies we have used in working with large numbers of
marginalized Single Women:

e Build a Collective or Organization, run on Democratic
principles
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e Leadership for the Collective from the Members of the
Organization

e Train Leadersin Needed Skills and Knowledge
e Members of the Collective Advocate Rights

A Collective or Organization — The Rajasthan organization of
Single Women was formed in the year 1999 at a widow
convention held in Bassi, Jaipur District. The objectives were to
help to form an organization in which Single Women could help
each other to solve their problems. To date, there are over 73,000
members of ASWA all across the 33 Districts of Rajasthan.
There are so many Single Women in society, that neither a
government nor a non-government project could touch the lives
of the hundreds and thousands of them. Rajasthan has
16,73,885 Single Women according to the last census, and there
are 5 crore or over 50 million Single Women in India! Not all are
“low-income”, but at least half are! When marginalized people
get together, they become visible, and society and policy makers
take note of them. Also, individually, no one person can bring
large numbers of marginalized people into the mainstream of
society. Members of an organization of marginalized people can
do so.

The organization, ASWA, has Gram Panchayat level groups at
the local level; Block Level and District Level Committees; and a
State Level Committee of three Single Women from each
District in the State. There is also an Executive Committee of 11
Single Women from across Rajasthan.

We have also found that members of the organization are
strengthened by wearing an ASWA badge! A badge signifies
membership in an Organization. It gives the women
confidence, and it lets people who see them know that “she is not
alone—she is part of alarge organization”.

Closely related to the need for an organization of marginalized
people, is the need for leadership for the work of the

organization.
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Leaders for the Collective come from the Members of the
Organization — It has been my experience that while we can
work with groups of marginalized people, the strongest and
most tenacious and compassionate leadership comes from
leaders who emerge from amongst the members of the
marginalized. Why would this be so? I think it is because the
leader then is “one of the marginalized” and knows how it feels
to experience some of the pain of being shoved to the margins.
They then work with more energy, understanding, and feeling
for the issues taken up. When I began work with the Single
Women, my husband was alive, I was not a “Single Woman”. I
thought I was working with full commitment. In 2003, when
my husband died, I could sense a difference in the way Single
Women related to me — I was now “one of them”, and the
relationship was more affectionate and close. This work in
solving individual cases of violence takes time. It needs
counseling of in-laws who are abusing their daughters-in-law; it
requires struggling for the possession of land over which a
widow has legal rights, but is denied possession by her brothers-
in-law, or others or is called a “witch” and driven from the
village. Since all this work takes time, perseverance, courage and
commitment, those who themselves know how it feels to be
“down” and “out” are the most effective leaders to help others
solve their problems and to advocate with political and
administrative decision-makers for the need for a new law or
policy, rule or scheme.

Training in skills and knowledge for Leaders — Of course, the
leaders of the organizations of marginalized people need
training to acquire the skills and knowledge necessary to
perform their leadership roles. From my experience, training in
relevant laws that affect the lives of the marginalized, is
extremely important. In training, we not only include giving
knowledge and information, but also take the trainees to a
police station to break the hesitancy of ever entering such a
place! And it is not always necessary to file a case if someone is
breaking a law — a knowledge of the law can be used to get
justice. Violence, abuse, discrimination, witch-calling, illegal
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land encroachment, bribery, less payment of wages, etc. can be
taken up by organizations of marginalized people who often
need only to show that they know that if they go to the court,
they have a strong case. And, in front of confident collectives,
those exploiting the marginalized negotiate justice. Other
dimensions of leadership training programmes include building
skills in speaking in front of a group, in speaking into a
microphone — in short, helping the Marginalized to find their
Voice! And another important lesson, leaders from amongst the
members — those who are already leaders — they are the best
trainers. In the case of Single Women, the women trainees think
“If she, who is like me, can do it, I can do it too.”

One thing we have also noticed, in the work with Single
Women, is that once the leaders are trained, and they start
conducting meetings of Single Women and other meetings, and
take up cases at the local level, their status in the community
goes up, and people consult them for help in solving all kinds of
their problems. In fact, it looks like the women have moved from
the Margins of their communities to the Centre!

Members of the Collective Advocate for Rights — And so, with
an Organization of the marginalized, and leadership for the
Organization, and thousands of members, the Organization is
well positioned to advocate with the government for better laws,
policies, rules, schemes which will benefit the large numbers.
That is to say, not only will the members of the Organization
benefit, but all Single Women in the State or in the Nation will
benefit. For example, in the case of Single Women in Rajasthan,
before the organization was formed, there were few social
security provisions for low-income Single Women — only widow
pensions. Separated and divorced women whose husbands had
deserted them, taken another wife, or disappeared, had no
provision for pension — now they do, as a result of the advocacy
work of the Association of Strong Women Alone. It is not
“widow pension” but “single woman pension” now.

In 2009, the National Forum for Single Women’s Rights was
formed, and there are now 11 States and Union Territories that
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have organizations of Single Women working to help each other
solve problems. There are now Separated/Divorced Social
Security Pensions in the states of Himachal Pradesh, and
Jharkhand and others are working for this.

I hope that the stories and examples from work with Single
Women have shed some light on the work that can be done to
enable them to come in from the margins. The members of Eka/
Nari Shakti Sangathan, the Association of Strong Women
Alone, Rajasthan, aside from working together to solve their
own problems, are reaching out to help others. Today, in India,
there are other categories of people who are in some ways
“marginalized” — not included in the “mainstream” through no
fault of their own. They are differently-abled people or
“disabled” people, tribal people, Dalits, Muslims.

India, and some places in the rest of the world, have moved into
a phase of their history where diversity, and inclusion of all are
threatened. The vision of/for a country is synonymous with how
the majority of the people are, or life lived according to the
historical roots of the country. In India, the historical roots of the
country are in Hinduism, and the majority of Indian citizens are
Hindu, or are followers of religious traditions that have their
roots in India, like Jainism and Sikhism. Others are in some
ways marginalized, all-be-it to a greater or lesser extent. Added
to those are more liberal people who see some government
decisions as “in need of change”, and as a result, they are silenced
in one way or another. We see India narrowing and closing down
the inclusion and diversity which has marked India’s long
history.

This Memorial Lecture is making the main point thatall people,
male or female, are equal human beings, and that society is at its
best if the diversities that make up our large population are
accepted, celebrated, regardless of whether those differences
have their roots in social, historical, religious, or physical
reasons. And when we include all as equal citizens, making up
this diverse, great country, we all shall go forward, together, in
harmony.
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I have been able to work with large numbers of marginalized
Single Women, because I had an NGO base. Individual persons
too can reach out and include several marginalized people in
community life. If everyone, students of St. Stephen’s School,
citizens of Ajmer and of other places too, reach out to others
who seem “marginalized”, and take action, do whatever is
needed to include them — our world will be stronger and better.

Iflow-income Single Women can do so — weall can do so too!

Thank you for inviting me to speak to you this evening.

Ginny Shrivastava
December 5, 2020
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Ms. Rajni Bakshi is a Mumbai-based author, speaker
and founder of Ahimsa Conversations, an online
platform for exploring the possibilities of non-violence.
M. Bakshi’s books include:
¢ Bazaars, Conversations and Freedom: for a market
5 culture beyond greed and fear which won trwo
: Vodafone-Crossword Awards;
* Bapu Kuti: Journeys in Rediscovery of Gandhi

which inspired the 2004 Hindi film Swades;
* Long Haul: the Bombay Textile Workers Strike 1982-83
The author of several monographs, Ms. Bakshi’s works include : Trusteeship:
Business and the Economics of Well-Being (2016); Civilizational Gandhi
(2012); An Economics for Well-Being (2007); Let’s Make it Happen: a
backgrounder on New Economics (2003); A Warning and an
Opportunity: the Dispute over Swami Vivekananda s Legacy (1994).
Ms. Bakshi is a member of the Executive Committee of the Gandhi Smriti
and Darshan Samiti, an autonomous body under the Ministry of Culture,
Government of India.
An awardee of the Homi Bhabha Fellowship in 2000, Ms. Bakshi was the
Gandhi Peace Fellow at Gateway House: Indian Council on Global
Relations, a Mumbai-based foreign policy think tank, from 2013 ro 2016.
She serves on the Boards of Child Rights and You (CRY), Citizens for Peace
(CfP) and the Centre of Education and Documentation (CED).
Ms. Bakshi has a BA in Journalism and Political Science from George
Washington University and an MA in Philosophy from the University of
Rajasthan.
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Ms. Aruna Roy addressing the online audience
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THE FUTURE OF NON-VIOLENCE

I thank Bhartiji, Anupamyz, Shefaliji and the entire team behind
this Memorial lecture for inviting me to speak here today. Itis an
honour to be a part of the Dr. Deepa Martins Memorial Lecture
tradition. I begin by honouring the memory of Dr. Martins’
dedication and compassion. I also thank the staff of St Stephen’s
for sending me the thoughts and questions on their mind about
non-violence.

Since ‘non-violence’ as a theme was already decided, it is not
surprising that none of the questions sent to me are about why
we should, at all, bother about non-violence. But if we are going
to reflect on “The Future of Non-Violence’ it is imperative that
we first recognize two things:

One: The reality of violence, and
Two: The deep history of non-violence

The reality of violence is that Mahatma Gandhi was murdered.
The reality of violence is that even today there are some
people who ritually re-enact that murder and the video of that
action goes viral on social media. The reality of violence is
that many who work for equality and justice suffer — either
by being thrown in prison or by being killed. Above all,
today, social media is filled with verbal violence and threats of
physical violence.

So, if you have often felt sceptical about non-violence having
any scope or being at all effective — you are not alone. Or you
may perhaps feel that non-violence is a worthwhile aspiration
but it is too lofty an ideal — that it is not practical for ordinary
people. This is why, today I invite you to join me in exploring
how this scepticism can be challenged. In order to do this we
must ask why did Gandhi keep saying that ‘non-violence is as

old as the hills’.

But, wait a minute! Perhaps you are sceptical about Gandhi as
well. For anyone who is now under 20 years old it would be quite
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easy to be influenced by the many stories that now circulate —
depicting Gandhi as being anti-Hindu and depicting non-

violence as a form of weakness.

So, for the next 20 minutes or so, I request you to forget about
Gandhi. The story of non-violence is much older than Gandhi.
Yes, Gandhi offers us vital clues on the future of non-violence
butlet'slook at that in the end.

Deep History of Non-Violence

Most of the evidence for the deep history of non-violence is
actually coming not from historians or moralists but from the
natural sciences. There was a time when something known as
the ‘Killer Ape Theory’ dominated. This was the claim that it
was those apes who were more aggressive, more capable of
interpersonal aggression that evolved into homo sapiens.

Over the last few decades multi-disciplinary research has shown
that our ancestors capacity to cultivate cooperation,
compassion and mutual interdependence seems to have played
an equal if not greater role in the rise of our species ‘Homo
sapiens-sapiens.

Isn’t it common sense that if violent aggression were our
dominantimpulse —as a species we would not have survived. We
would have destroyed ourselves centuries ago.

In the mid-1980s, UNESCO assembled a panel of natural and
social scientists to examine whether war is a natural or dominant
trait of humans. This panel’s deliberations led to the Seville
Declaration on war, which says that:

1. War or any other violent behaviour is NOT genetically
programmed into human nature.

2. Humans do NOT have a violent brain.
3. War is NOT caused by ‘instinct’ or any single motivation.
To quote from the Seville Declaration:

“Justas ‘wars begin in the minds of men’, peace also begins in our
minds. The same species who invented war is capable of
inventing peace. The responsibility lies with each of us.”
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What then is the future of non-violence?
Whatare the strengths we can build upon?

What are the on-going challenges we must recognize and

grapple with?
And the most basic question of all — what is non-violence?
One:

Let us deal with the claim, famously made by Mao Tse Tung,
that ‘Power flows from the barrel of a gun’. A powerful counter
view to this was posed by the great political theorist Hannah
Arendt. Arendt says, “What comes out of a gun is effective
command, resulting in the most instant and perfect obedience —
but never power.”

Any group, any society in which people obey out of fear and
compulsion, rather than themselves feeling empowered, cannot
thrive for long.

Two:

Can ordinary people cultivate non-violence as a way of life and
as a way of resisting oppression? Because Gandhi is known as a
Mahatma — many of us have fallen into the habit of thinking,
only saints can be non-violent. This wrong impression persists
because there is a tendency to think of non-violence in absolute
terms. But both natural science and spiritual traditions tell us
absolute Ahimsa is not possible for human beings. All life
subsists on some form of life — even if it is fruits and vegetables.
Yet for centuries people have accepted this reality and then
cultivated ways of living that strive for non-violence.

I draw your attention to the Ahimsa Conversation with Acharya
Srivatsa Goswami of Vrindavan — in which he explores these
issues within the Indic traditions.

Three:

Ahimsa/ non-violence is often equated with weakness. Nothing
could be farther than the truth. Passivity or submission in the
face of oppression is a form of weakness. But non-violence
requires steadfast valour, the willingness to boldly speak truth to
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power — thus it can only be the weapon of the brave. Ahimsa is

NOT for the weak.

On the contrary, Gandhi often said that unless you have the
ability to defend yourself, you cannot be non-violent. Arunaji
has spoken eloquently about this in her Ahimsa Conversation
and I am eager to hear her thoughts again today.

Four:

It is also often claimed that non-violence cannot work against a
ruthless opponent. There is no doubt that specific acts of
non-violent resistance can be crushed by a brutal opponent. But
it is equally important to note that there are some cases of non-
cooperation and non-violence succeeding even against Nazis.

For example:

® During the Second World War the Norwegian government
issued a directive to make the teaching of Nazi doctrine
compulsory in schools. But so many Norwegian teachers
refused to follow the order, some even going to prison camps,
that eventually the order could not be carried out.

® In 1943, when the Nazis began to arrest Jewish men who
were married to Christian women — thousands of those
women protested peacefully for several days until their
husbands or sons were released.

® Thousands of people who struggled against apartheid in
South Africa dealt with the most brutal repression. It was
actions like the Soweto boycotts of the late 1980s, that led
eventually to the end of apartheid.

® When the Polish union Solidarity dug in for its struggle
using non-violent principles —its votaries were up against the
still powerful and ruthless Soviet regime.

® Similarly, millions came out on the streets and peacefully
overthrew the regime of General Pinochetin Chile in 1973.

If you are keen to learn more about these stories please see the
American PBS documentary called ‘A Force More Powerful’
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which uses archival footage from each of these and other
movements to show how non-violence works on the ground.

These are stories of how effective political non-violence requires
acombination of training, determination and valour.

In fact, throughout the 20(hcentury, non-violence has worked
more often than violent insurgencies. A study by Erica
Chenoweth and Maria J. Stephan has combined statistical
analysis with case studies of specific countries and territories to
show why civil resistance and non-cooperation was able to
involve far greater numbers of people and usually led to more
durable and internally peaceful democracies.

Swarthmore College in the USA has created a database on non-
violent struggles across the world — and the range of these
struggles is astounding — for it goes much beyond the more well-
known events like the Occupy Wall Street movement and Arab
spring.

Of course, struggles against oppressive regimes are merely one
dimension of the striving for non-violence. Equally important
are developments in efforts to counter violence in everyday life.
In the West, members of the Quaker community have been at
the forefront in developing non-violence training programs that
help people to resolve conflicts in communities.

The Nonviolent Peaceforce is today working with unarmed
teams to counter violence in some of the world’s most troubled
places. For details please see the Ahimsa Conversation with
Tiffany Easthom who heads Nonviolent Peaceforce.

In Latin America, a wide variety of groups have evolved methods
of conflict resolution. Much of this work has been done in
societies that have suffered from a high level of violence in daily
life, so the longing for non-violence is intense.

What then can we draw from all these developments for our
everyday lives? Some of the staff members at St Stephen’s School
kindly sent me the questions on their mind regarding non-
violence. Many of your questions are about ‘nonviolent
communication’ which is now a highly developed skill that is
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being taughtacross the world.

However, the core question, or linking thread, that ran through
all your questions was about ‘how’ we can work towards non-
violence? A related question that many of you posed was — is
non-violence possible or desirable in all situations?

In a recent episode of Ahimsa Conversations, Shri Gopal
Gandhi has eloquently pointed out that the beauty of non-
violence is that there is no fixed manual or rule book. This may
be why the ideal of ahimsa is so empowering to those who walk
down this path — because you are experimenting with yourself
and your material reality rather than just following the dictate of
anyone else.

What then are the key principles we can work with, or what
are these days called ‘takeaways’! I will close by sharing the
insights I have gained from three of the most well-known
travellers of this path:

Gandhiji, Martin Luther King Jr. and Thomas Merton, a
Christian monk and anti-war activist.

1. To be non-violent means that I cannot feel superior to
my opponent.

2. I mustat least try not to see the adversary as being totally
wicked and utterly incapable of being reasonable or well-
intentioned.

3. Such an attitude, as Merton wrote, would defeat the very
purpose of non-violence — namely, openness,
communication, dialogue. It is when these core values
are undermined that some acts of civil disobedience or
passive resistance become self-defeating because they
end up antagonizing the adversary, making him or her
more unwilling to communicate through anything other
than bullets and batons.

4. The purpose of non-violent action is not to humiliate or
destroy the opponent but to win his or her friendship
and understanding.
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5. The focus is sharply on the wrong doing, not on the

wrongdoer.

6. Action is rooted in the belief that the universe is on the
side of justice.

7. And last, but not least, there is a willingness to suffer
without retaliation.

Some, if not all of this, is possible for most of us. This is why
millions of people are deeply moved by Nelson Mandela's
famous words that:

“... to be free is not merely to cast off one’s chains, but to live in a
»
way that respects and enhances the freedom of others.

Hannah Arndet put it quite precisely:

“...the distinction between violent and non-violent action is
that the former is exclusively bent upon the destruction of the
old and the latter is chiefly concerned with the establishment of
something new.”

Non-violence is the road to a higher freedom. Arunaji and her
colleagues are a living manifestation of this striving for higher
freedom. When we think about the Future of Non-Violence it is
not a destination we can seek. It is a way of being and of striving

for this higher freedom.

The true obstacles in this striving have not so much to do with
the external reality and material circumstances — the only real
obstacles are about lack of confidence within.

Last but not least — why is Gandhi vital to this on-ward striving?
Because he approaches non-violence as a scientist would — for in
science there are no ‘failed’ experiments. Knowing what does
not work, moves us forward in the process of discovering what
does work. As Gandhiji said, we live in an age of wonders when
no one will say that an idea is worthless or impossible because it
is new.

“Things undreamt of are daily being seen, the impossible is ever
becoming possible. We are constantly being astonished these
days at the amazing discoveries in the field of violence. But I
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maintain that far more undreamt of and seemingly impossible
discoveries will be made in the field of non-violence.”

Thank you for your presence and your attention.

Om Shanti, Shanti, Shanti!

Rajni Bakshi
April 6, 2021
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Dr. Deepa Martins
1951 - 2003

r. Deepa Martins, a teacher, grassroots social activist and

litterateur was the first Secretary of the Governing Body of
St. Stephen’s Senior Secondary School, Ajmer. She was a gifted teacher,
nurturer, institution builder and a passionate social activist. In addition
to giving unflinching support to her husband, Shri Gilroy Martins, in the
educational pursuit of providing Ajmer a much-needed English medium
school, she also dedicated much of her tirne to <ociql issues in Raiasthan
at the grassroots-level through the ‘Mz ’s self-
help group she co-founded, and the Inter- Falth F11tc1n’1] A ociation —
a group that promotes inter-religious harmony in Ajmer. Dr. chpq
Martins was also involved in several other voluntar y and NGO efforts in
Rajasthan while being a model friend, parent and wife. Her life reflected
the values of hard work, improving knowledge with a career goal,
serving family, society, the nation and humanity as a w
complimentary, and starting with education.

To celebrate these dimensions of Dr. Deepa Martins’ life, and to carry
forward her unique legacy, each year the School invites stalwarts from vatious
fields to address, inspire and motivate the students and the faculty to foster
the values of secularism, communal harmony, civil liberty and gender
equality. This third volume of the Memorial lectures is a compilation of the
thoughts and values that Dr. Swarnamalya Ganesh, Ms. Shabnam Virmani,
Ms. Maya Krishna Rao, Ms. Pamela PhlhpOSL Dr. Ginny Shrivastava And
Ms. Rajni Bakshi shared with the St. Stephen’s School qull_v. The foreword
to this volume has been written by Ms. Aruna Roy, a close friend and associate
of Dr. Deepa Martins and a co-host of the lecture seties.
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