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FOREWORD

DR. A. L. SHARADA

Director, Population First

The last two years were quite exhausting
and challenging for all of us. Working
closely with the media in the pandemic
times made us realize that they were the
real unsung frontline workers. We were
prepared for a very lukewarm response
to our call for entries because of the
challenges being faced by the media
persons during the Covid-19 times. However, we are very happy with
the response we received and the range of topics and depth that they
represented.

It is always a pleasure to read the entries, we get new insights, understand
issues better and feel excited that good journalism is alive and kicking.

| thank all the winners who have given their permission to feature their
article in this compilation of award-winning entries of the 11th edition of
Laadli Media and Advertising Awards for Gender Sensitivity 2021. Titled
The Flip Side — Media reporting Through Gender Lens, the book helps the
readers realize that it is the choice of the Journalists and content creator
to focus on those themes and issues which are generally not pursued in
the media and give the readers a peek into the unknown and unexplored
aspects of social reality of gender and patriarchy.

The book is divided in to seven thematic sections viz., From Insights
to Action: lIssues during the pandemic, Reporting on Gender-based
Violence & Discrimination, Policies, Programs & Practises: Decoded,
Pride & Beyond: The LGBTQ+ Community, Women’s Health & Hygiene,
Cyber Crimes & Online Sexual Harassment, Breaking Barriers: Women
empowerment. The insightful section intros and the featured articles will
help all those who wish to enhance their journalistic skills.



| congratulate the Chrysalis team for editing and designing the book. My
special thanks to Suprina Sandhu, Himangi Verma, Manasi Diwan, Trupti
Rao, Astitva Kanduri, Rishabh Choudhary and Sridarshana Mukherii for
their meticulous editing, eye for detail and the insightful intros.

| am thankful to team Laadli, particularly Pooja Nagdev for coordinating
with the winners for the content and with the Chrysalis team to ensure that
we meet the deadlines at our end.

This book was made possible by the funding support we received from
United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) and The Royal Norwegian
Embassy in India. A big thank you to them.

The writings reflect the commitment and hard work put in by the journalists.
Many of the stories had a positive impact with the government agencies,
the police and the judiciary responding to the stories and initiating action
to mend the situation or provide succour to the survivors of violence.
The stories make riveting reading and expose the various dimensions of
gender inequality and violence that prevail in the country.
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It gives me immense pleasure to convey
my warm congratulations and best
wishes to Population First on marking
11 successful years of important
contribution in engaging with the media
to mainstream gender and challenge
deeply ingrained stereotypes.

UNFPA partnered with Population
First to mainstream gender in media
through  their  Laadli  campaign.
Mainstreaming gender in the media is not just about devoting space
for issues concerning women and girls but about making sure that all
gender identities are equally represented. It is also about viewing every
story from the standpoint of its impact on men, women and persons with
alternate gender identities, whether these are routine stories around
health, education, safety, the world of business, representation in
politics or stories specific to issues like climate change, disasters and
pandemics.

The Laadli campaign has been working for over a decade to bring
about transformative change in the way media and communications
portray diverse gender identities. | am very happy that the award-
winning entries of the eleventh edition are being compiled into a book.
The stories that won awards this year, are not just fascinating but raise
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critical questions around discrimination and violence faced by vulnerable
individuals like the transgender community and sex workers during the
pandemic; there are stories that talk of the need for more eco-friendly and
sustainable solutions to menstrual hygiene; stories bringing out newer
forms of violence like online sexual harassment and cyber-bullying; stories
about the resurgence of harmful practices during the pandemic. These
stories have helped bring to the forefront the hardships of the marginalized
and vulnerable.

| hope the compilation would provoke thought and inspire young
journalists to include gender conversations and discussions around social
inclusion in their communication, thus changing narratives and debates
around gender.

| would like to conclude my remarks by thanking the Royal Norwegian

Embassy in India for their consistent support for working with the media
for enhancing the value of women and girls.

Thank You.
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THE JURY SPEAKS

“Reading the entries made me realise how much of a yeoman's
service the Laadli Awards do. They put the focus firmly on writings
that highlight women’s issues, issues of gender, of violence, various
issues read about, we hear about but put them on the back burner.”-
Kiran Manral - An author, TEDx speaker, columnist and mentor,
journalist, researcher, festival curator, and entrepreneur.

“All these steps that Laadli is taking in acknowledging and rewarding
will go a long way in getting more and more creative minds to be
more conscious of creating advertising that addresses some of the
gender stereotypical issues that we deal with in everyday life. More
power to Laadli Media Awards and more power to our creative
industry so that it may sit up and see how it can make a difference
and make society at large a more balanced society.” - Megha Tata
- President, International Advertising Association (IAA), Managing
Director, Discovery Communications India

“It is an award with a difference, they not only run for a cause, but
they even espouse the cause. The winners are not only excellent
in the work that they do, but they are making a difference in the
world and making it a better place. Such awards need to be hailed
and need to be encouraged.” - Ramesh Narayan - Author and
Founder, Canco Advertising Pvt. Ltd.
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LAADL/ MEDIA &
ADVERTISING AWARDS
FOR GENDER SENSITIVITY
2021

The Flip Side: Media reporting through the gender lens covers a collection
of award-winning entries in ten languages. The articles focus on gender
inequalities and discrimination under different thematic areas. This
compilation is a compelling commentary on the persistence of disparities
throughout society that shows how tough the fight for equality is — and
may continue to be as everyone collectively works to change the contours
of our gendered political, social and economic landscapes. From issues
faced during the pandemic to LGBTQ+ rights, from discussing policies
and programs to women fighting against odds, the articles cover a large
canvas of issues.

Media plays a key role in exposing the injustices and inequalities,
exposing the lacunae and gaps in the efforts to address the same through
policies and programmes, and creating public opinion on important
issues. This collection of articles reveals shocking ground realities of
gender inequality, delving with steadfastness and integrity info women's
lives at home, the workplace, the public sphere, and much more.



SCOPE OF LAADLI MEDIA

AWARDS

e Cover 28 States, 8 Union Territories

* 13 languages

MEDIA

Advertising:  Print, TV,
OOH, Radio,Digital and

Direct Mail

Print: Newspaper
Magazine News Features

Electronic: TV and Radio

Web:

Other Media:

Special Awards:
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CATEGORIES

Product, Service, Brand, Public Service
Announcement, and CSR.

Articles, Features, Investigative Reports,
Editorials, Op-Eds and Columns.

News Features, Features, Documentaries,
Topical Programmes and lIssue Based
Programmes Radio Play, Community
Radio, University Radio, Jingles.

E-magazines, News Features, Features,
Articles, Blogs, Columns, Special Editions,
Social Media Campaigns and Podcasts.

Theatre, Feature Films, Documentary,
Books, Most Inspiring Woman Protagonist
In ATV Serial.

Laadli Of The Century Award, Laadli
Lifetime Achievement Award, Laadli
Gender Champion Award, Laadli
‘Woman Behind The Screen Award’.
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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF
WOMEN'S HEALTH

The role of the media in disseminating information is vital. However, it
is not limited to being an information provider but also shapes public
opinion, personal beliefs, and even people’s self-perception. Health
communication links the domains of communication and health and
is critical in improving women’s health, public health policies and
programmes. Lack of health information and education impede achieving
better health outcomes.

Even though the right to health is a fundamental right (adopted in the
Constitution of WHO), many women are denied it because of the
discrimination caused by various sociocultural factors. Additionally,
unequal power equations between men and women, poverty, lack
of education, and gendered restrictions further prevent women from
benefiting from quality health services. This section has several writings
which explore the various facets of women's health.

Though menstruation is a natural process that women go through every
month, only a small percentage of women in India have access to clean
menstrual hygiene products. Moreover, culturally, a significant portion
of the population still associates the menstrual cycle with impurity
and shame.The article, ‘Tribal women in Malkangiri come together to
debunk menstrual taboo’ by Arunika Mohapatra features a group of 25
young tribal women in the Malkangiri district who have taken it upon
themselves to create awareness about menstrual hygiene.The volunteers
have successfully covered 5,000 girls in 25 residential schools of
Malkangiri district since July last year.
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The web article with the translated title, ‘The silence over periods and
sportswomen in India’ by Vandana Dhand, on the other hand, features
sports women sharing their training experiences during their periods and
the challenges they face in talking about it.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi, in his Independence Day speech from the
ramparts of the Red Fort, brought up the taboo topic of sanitary pads and
referred to the ‘Re 1 Sanitary Pad’ scheme. While this bold move by the

Prime Minister brought a smile to the women, this Hindi article, 519 IS
&g aTG] o AT IIerel by Priyam Verma brings forward the realities of the

availability of sanitary napkins at various Jan Aushadhi outlets.

Akshay Nema, in his article, ‘Afgeetf & 4R & 9 T Gagdd HaT,
highlights the increasing incidence of cervical cancer, even at the district
level. In addition, the article educates the readers on how it is caused and
identifies what women need to do to detect it early. Jyoti Shinoli, in her
article, ‘My kaat [uterus] keeps coming out’, shares the chilling stories of
Bhil women with prolapsed uteruses who cannot access medical facilities
in Maharashtra’s Nandurbar district.

The rarely discussed subject of men’s role in family planning is explored

in the article, ‘fTgeett # emer BlEg! 929 ot TEl @d F9eg!, YRR FHeH
# ug § 9rfigRY, by Parikshit Nirbhay. He brings forward shocking

statistics of the abysmally low number of men opting for vasectomy
compared to the number of women undergoing tubectomy.

The insensitivity of the system towards pregnant women working in

government organizations is exposed in the article, Al sr@e™r W T
3R ey wfgenelt it off @ 7R gAa # =Y, by Shreya Sharma &
Priti Singh. They highlight how the government has imposed election duty
on hundreds of women, including pregnant and disabled women. The
authors express their anguish that neither the school authorities nor the
election commission is sensitive to the problem of women on maternity
leave being given election duties.

ASHA workers are the first point of contact for women seeking government
health services. Not only do women depend on them for medication but
also for guidance and share their day to day health struggles with them.

Anna Keerthy George, in her video, ‘A Day With An ASHA worker’
02



takes us through the routine of ASHA workers, who have been pivotal in
Kerala’s battle against Covid-19.

One in two women faces domestic violence in India, which impacts
their physical and mental wellbeing in many ways. Unfortunately, the
internalized misogyny makes many of them accept and justify the violence
and hold themselves or their failures responsible for the violent behaviour.
An article by Feminism in India under their campaign ‘Ab Bolna hoga’
entitled, ‘M g : <ivor & Hifeq wfeemy 7eg a2 78 A dwells
on how victims of domestic violence experience Stockholm syndrome and
feel that they are victims on account of some fault of theirs. The article
focuses on ways to identify women with this syndrome and change their
mindsefs.
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PRINT & WEB MEDIA

MALKANGIRI COME TOGETHER TO

DEBUNK MENSTRUAL TABOO

Arunika Mohapatra
26 November 2020, The Times of India

BHUBANESWAR: With mothers and older women shying away from
talking about puberty and menstruation, and most importantly, lacking
proper knowledge about it, the right messages about health and hygiene
have failed to reach most adolescent girls. In the wake of this, a group
of 25 young tribal women in Malkangiri district have come up with a
solution. They have taken it upon themselves to create awareness about
menstrual hygiene in the tribal-dominated district and would meet all
expenses of the campaign from their own pocket.

Calling their group Bada Didi, these women from Paraja, Koya, Bhumig,
Kui Kandha and Bonda (a particularly vulnerable tribal group) started
their journey in July 2019. After taking permission from the district
administration, they went to the girls’ hostels of sevashram schools and
spread the message through videos, slide shows, close interactions as
well as one-on-one discussions.




The administration twice facilitated their training, which was conducted
by the UNFPA and resource persons. “We had to visit each school twice
to break the ice and often communicated with the girls in their language
for familiarity. We shared our phone numbers so that they can reach out
to us whenever required,” Jayanti Buruda, one of the volunteers from the
Koya tribe, said.

Being tribals themselves, the volunteers are well-aware of their tribal
traditions and practices. “Menstruating tribal girls are lodged in separate
huts and come home at night to sleep on the verandah. They are not
allowed to meet the male members during this period. They assume that
it's impure blood coming out of the body,” Deeparani Nayak, a volunteer
belonging to the Paraja tribe, said. So far, the group has covered
Malkangiri, Maithili, Khairput and Korukonda blocks. Besides, they have
conducted programmes in the Bonda Hills and three panchayats —
Gajalmamudi, Jadamba and Ralegada in the cut-off area or Swabimaan
Anchal in Chitrakonda block. “Hygiene is another big issue. The girls
mostly use clothes that are neither properly washed nor sun-dried for
disinfection. In some parts like the cut-off area, sunlight doesn’t reach
the ground as it is heavily forested. Being shy, the girls usually hide
their menstrual cloth under other clothes to dry them. This increases the
chances of infection,” Radhika Maijhi, a volunteer from the Bhumia tribe,
said.

The volunteers have taught the girls about cleanliness during menstruation,
the use of sanitary pads and their proper disposal. “The lack of proper
hygiene during menstruation can result in vaginal infection. It can cause
fever, white discharge and pain. In a more serious form, it can block
the fallopian tube creating problems in pregnancy later in life,” Surya
Narayan Das, retired professor of gynaecology and obstetrics at SCB
Medical College and Hospital in Cuttack, said.

As schools were shut after the outbreak of Covid-19, the girls connected
with the sarpanches and ASHA workers and visited 17 villages to raise
awareness. “Teenage girls easily share their pain with the volunteers
who are from their own community. In the pre-Covid times, the volunteers
worked on the weekends as children did not have school and could devote
more time to these workshops. The volunteers have not yet received any
funds from the administration,” Rajashekhar Reddy, aspirational district
fellow, ministry of home affairs, said.
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Reddy added the administration has approached funding agencies to
help the volunteers and was also planning to set up a cloth pad-making
unit in Malkangiri district. The volunteers also teach the teenage girls
about “Good Touch and Bad Touch” as being ignorant the girls often
become pregnant, complicating their lives.

Bada Didi volunteers have already covered 5,000 girls in 25 residential
schools of Malkangiri district since July last year, official sources said. The
campaign is important as according to the 2011 census, Malkangiri has
3,09, 568 female population with more than 50% being tribals. It has a
low female literacy rate of 38% and lack of awareness among tribes has
led to unsafe and unhealthy menstrual practices.

Bada Didi volunteers connect with girls at Goudguda village in tribal-
dominated Malkangiri district recently.

Arunika  Mohapatra is  currently
working as an Assistant Editor in The
Times of India, an organisation she
joined as a Senior Copy Editor in
2007. In her over 23-year-journey as
a journalist, she has worked in The
Indian Express and OTV after passing
out of the Indian Institute of Mass
Communication in 1998.
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(A series of 10 articles was selected for the award. This is one of them)
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MY KAAT [UTERUS] KEEPS COMING OUT

Jyoti Shinoli
17 June 2020, ruralindiaonline.org

Bhil women with a prolapsed uterus cannot access medical facilities in
Maharashtra’s Nandurbar district. They struggle with no road or mobile
connectivity, unrelenting hard labour and excruciating pain.

Pallavi Gavit, five months pregnant, had been writhing in pain on khat
(charpoy) for over three hours. Her sister-in-law Sapna Garel, 45, was
with her when Pallavi’s uterus slipped out of her vagina, a five-month-
old male foetus lifeless inside. In unbearable pain, blood and secretions
dripping onto the floor, Pallavi fell unconscious.

It was 3 a.m. on July 25, 2019. The rain was hammering down on
Pallavi’s thatched hut in Henglapaani, a hamlet of 55 Bhil families is
in the Satpuda hills. In this inaccessible part of Nandurbar district in
northwestern Maharashtra, there are no pucca roads, no mobile networks.
“Emergencies don’t come by invitation. They can occur anytime,” says
Pallavi’s husband Girish ( all names have been changed in this story ).
“Without network coverage, how can we even call an ambulance or
doctorg”

“| was terrified,” 30-year-old Girish continues. “I didn’t want her to die.”
At 4 a.m., in the dark and in pelting rain, Girish and a neighbour carried
Pallavi on a makeshift bamboo-and-bedsheet stretcher up the slushy
Satpuda hills towards Dhadgaon, 105 kilometres away.

Henglapaani hamlet is in the Toranmal gram panchayat region of Akrani
taluka . The Toranmal rural hospital would have been closer, but that
road was not safe that night. Barefoot (the wet mud makes it difficult to
wear slippers), Girish and his neighbour struggled to get a grip on the
muddy pathways. Pallavi, covered with a plastic sheet, was moaning in
pain.

They climbed uphill for nearly three hours until they reached the Toranmal
Ghat road. “It is around 30 kilometres uphill,” says Girish. From there,
they paid Rs. 1,000 to hire a jeep that drove them towards Dhadgaon
village. After five hours on the road, Pallavi was admitted to a private
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nursing home in Dhadgaon - the rural hospital there was a further 10
kilometres away. “I took her to the very first dawakhana [health facility]
| saw. It was expensive, but at least they saved my Pallavi,” he says. The
doctor charged them Rs. 3,000 and discharged her the next day. “He
said she could have died from the heavy bleeding,” Girish recalls.

Months later, Pallavi still experiences daily discomfort and pain. “My
kaat [uterus] keeps coming out from my yoni [vagina] whenever | lift a
heavy utensil or bend down,” she says. Pallavi is 23 and has a one-year-
old daughter, Khushi. She was born at home, safely, with the help of an
accredited social health activist (ASHA) from Henglapaani hamlet. But
her untreated uterine prolapse makes it difficult for her to take care of

the baby.

“I' have to bathe Khushi, feed her, lift her several times a day, play with
her,” Pallavi tells me. “With a lot of physical activity, sometimes | have a
burning sensation in my stomach, pain in the chest, and difficulty sitting
and getting up.”

While Girish takes their two cows out to graze, it is Pallavi who must
fetch water every day from the stream down the hill. “It is two kilometres
downhill. But that is the only source of water for us,” she says. By April-
May even that source dries up, forcing Pallavi and the other women in
the hamlet to climb further down in search of water.

She and Girish cultivate maize and jowar on two acres during the
monsoons. The yield on these steep slopes is poor, Girish says. “We get
four or five quintals [400-500 kilograms], of which | sell 1-2 quintals to
grocery stores in Toranmal at Rs. 15 per kilo.” When the annual harvest
is done, Girish migrates to Navsari district in neighbouring Gujarat to
find work on sugarcane farms. He manages to earn a daily wage of Rs.
250 for roughly 150 days a year.

With all the work at home and on the farm, Pallavi is left with no energy
to trek to the nearest primary health centre (PHC) in Japi village, around
35 kilometres away — though she often has a fever, feels dizzy and
even falls unconscious. The ASHA worker, she says, gives her some
medicines. “| want to go to the doctor, but how? | am very weak,” she
adds. Walking that distance through the hills with her prolapsed uterus
is almost impossible for her.
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Toranmal gram panchayat’s population of 20,000 (as estimated by a
gram panchayat member) is spread over 14 villages and 60 hamlets.
They are served by one PHC in Japi, six sub-centres, and one 30-bed
rural hospital in Toranmal June (Old) village that provides contraceptive
care like condoms, oral pills, sterilisation procedures and insertion of
IUDs, as well as prenatal and antenatal services. But because the hamlets
are in remote locations in this difficult terrain, most of the women have

home-based childbirths.

“The number of obstructed labour cases in Toranmal is high because
tribals here live on the top of hills, climbing up and down several times
a day for water, even during pregnancy. This causes complications and
premature childbirth,” says a doctor from the Japi PHC, who does not
want to be named. The PHC, staffed with two doctors, two nurses and
one ward assistant, was set up as recently as 2016, and sees only four
to five patients a day. “People come only when the situation gets really
bad or when the bhagat's [traditional healer] treatment fails,” he says.

Between April 2019 and March 2020, the doctor saw five cases of
uterine prolapse. “All of them needed 100 per cent surgical intervention.
So we referred them to the Nandurbar civil hospital. There is no facility
to treat such chronic obstetrics cases here,” he says.

Uterine prolapse occurs when the pelvic floor muscles and ligaments
stretch or weaken, and are no longer able to support the uterus.

“The uterus is a muscular structure that is held in place inside the
pelvis with various muscles, tissue and ligaments,” explains Dr Komal
Chavan, Mumbai-based chairperson of the Federation of Obstetric and
Gynaecological Societies of India. “Because of pregnancy, multiple
childbirth, prolonged labour or mishandling [of delivery], in some
women, these muscles weaken, causing prolapsed uterus.” Severe cases
may require reconstruction surgery to repair the weakened pelvic floor
tissues, or a hysterectomy (surgical removal of female reproductive
organs), depending on the age of the woman and the severity of the
problem.

A 2006-07 study of chronic obstetric morbidities (COM) among rural
women in Nashik district, Maharashtra, published in the Indian Journal
of Medical Research in 2015, found that of the 136 women reporting
COM, genital prolapse was the most prevalent (62 per cent). In addition
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to advancing age and obesity, “obstetric factors such as high parity and
deliveries conducted by traditional birth attendants were significantly
associated with the occurrence of prolapse,” the report notes.

The Nandurbar civil hospital, where Pallavi could get free surgical
treatment for her uterine prolapse, is nearly 150 kilometres away from
Henglapaani, her hamlet. Getting there would mean that three-hour climb
uphill and then a four-hour bus journey. “When | sit | feel | am sitting on
something and it hurts,” Pallavi says. “I cannot sit in one place for long.”
The state transport bus on this route makes a single trip at around 1 p.m.
from Toranmal. “Can’t doctors come here2” she asks.

With no road connectivity, patients in Toranmal have no access even
to the mobile medical units that provide healthcare at the doorstep in
remote regions, the doctor notes. In Akrani block, 31 villages and many
more hamlets are not connected by road. The Maharashtra government’s
Navsanjivani Yojana provides for mobile medical units in inaccessible
areas with one medical officer and one trained nurse, and two such units
are functional in Akrani taluka , according to the Maharashtra Tribal
Development Department’s Annual Tribal Component Schemes report for
2018-19, but they cannot reach hamlets like Pallavi’s.

The Japi PHC itself has “no electricity, no water, and no accommodation
for the staff,” the doctor there says. “I have written many letters to the
health department regarding this, but there is no progress.” The health
workers find it impossible to travel to Japi from Nandurbar every day.
“So we work here on weekdays, spending the night at an ASHA worker’s
house. We return to our homes in Nandurbar on the weekend,” the
doctor adds.

This makes the role of the ASHA workers in the area even more crucial.
But they too struggle with limited stocks of medicines and kits. “We don’t
get a regular supply of iron and folic acid tablets for pregnant women or
disposable delivery kits with mask, gloves and scissors,” says Vidya Naik
(name changed), ASHA facilitator from Henglapaani, who supervises
the work of 10 ASHAs in 10 hamlets.

Some ASHA workers are trained to conduct deliveries, but not complicated
ones. Vidya records two to three infant mortalities and one or two
maternal deaths every month that result from unsafe home deliveries.
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“We don’t need anything else — just give us a safe road to travel for safe
deliveries,” she says.

“Along with antenatal care for early intervention, qualified gynaecologists
are especially important in difficult geographical terrains, where women's
daily duties are even more challenging,” Dr. Chavan adds.

However, the Government of India’s Rural Health Statistics 2018-19
record that of 1,456 specialists required at community health centres in
Maharashtra — four at each centre, including a surgeon, gynaecologist,
physician and paediatrician — only 485 were in position by March 31,
2019, leaving a shortfall of 971 or 67 per cent.

The National Family Health Survey-4 ( NFHS-4, 2015-16) notes that only
26.5 percent of mothers in rural Nandurbar received full antenatal care,
only 52.5 per cent had institutional deliveries, and only 10.4 per cent of
those who had home deliveries were assisted by skilled health personnel.

Nandurbar district, with a large Adivasi population — predominantly
Bhil and Pawra — is at the lowest rank in the Maharashtra Human
Development Index 2012, grappling with malnourishment and poor
infant and maternal health

Around 40 kilometres from Pallavi’s house is Legapaani hamlet, on
another hilltop inside the Toranmal forest. There, in her dark thatched
hut, Sarika Wasave ( not her real name ) was boiling palash ( Butea
monosperma ) flowers in water. “My daughter has a fever. | will bathe
her with this. She will feel better,” says 30-year-old Sarika, who belongs
to the Bhil community. She is six months pregnant and finds it difficult
to sit for long in front of the stone chulha (stove). “My eyes burn. And it
hurts in there [pointing to her groin]. My back also hurts,” she says.

Fatigued and weak, Sarika also has a prolapsed uterus. But she is forced
to continue doing all the daily chores. Every time she urinates or pushes
a little hard during bowel movements, her uterus descends and protrudes
from her vagina. “I push it back with the corner of my saree; it hurts,” she
says, breathing heavily and wiping the sweat off her face. She turns her
face aside as a gust of smoke from the chulha hits her.
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She has been suffering from a prolapsed uterus for three years. In 2015,
when she was eight months pregnant, she had sudden labour pains at
1 a.m. Her mother-in-law performed the delivery and after six hours of
labour, Sarika’s uterus had slipped out of her vagina. “I felt as if someone
had dragged a part of me out,” she recalls.

“An untreated uterine prolapse can lead to further complications such as
urinary infection, bleeding upon friction, infection and pain — all leading
to discomfort in daily movements,” says Dr. Chavan. The condition can
worsen with advancing age, she adds.

Women with any degree of prolapsed uterus are told to avoid lifting
heavy weights, and advised a high-fibre, nutritious diet with plenty of
water to avoid constipation. But Sarika has to struggle to get even one
full meal a day and a pot of water. Pregnant or not, she must walk eight
kilometres downhill to the hand pump every day to collect water. The
steep climb back is slow and even more difficult. “The friction of the kaat
with my thighs causes burning. Sometimes it bleeds,” she tells me. As
soon as she gets home, she pushes the prolapsed part in.

In addition to the physical suffering, there are social and economic
consequences fo this condition. A prolapsed uterus can affect a marital
relationship, leading to abandonment or rejection by the husband, as
has happened with Sarika.

Sarika’s husband Sanjay ( name changed ) married again after she
suffered the prolapse. Sanjay works at hotels in Dhadgaon, earning Rs.
300 a day for four to five days of work a month. “He spends his income
on his second wife and son,” Sarika says. He barely ever works in the
fields. So Sarika herself cultivated one quintal of maize on their two-acre
farm during the 2019 monsoon. “My husband took 50 kilograms for his
second wife and child and the rest | ground for bhakri .”

With no source of income, often Sarika depends on the ASHA worker
and some villagers to give her rice and dal. Sometimes, she borrows
money. “| have to return the 800 rupees a villager loaned me in June
[2019] to buy rations and seeds,” she says.

And sometimes her husband beats her and forces her to have sex. “He
doesn't like my condition [prolapsed uterus]. That's why he married again.
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But he comes when he is drunk. | cry with pain [during intercourse], but
then he beats me,” she says.

The day | meet her, a pot of cooked rice is kept beside the chulha . This
is the day’s only meal for herself and her five-year-old daughter Karuna.
“Only around one kilo of rice is left at home,” she says. That is all that
remains of the three kilos of rice and eight kilos of wheat she got on
her BPL ration card. Her three goats are the only additional source of
nutrition. “I get a glass of milk every day from one goat,” she says. That
milk too she divides equally between her daughter and her four-year-old
stepson Sudhir, who lives two kilometres away with his mother.

The rural hospital in Toranmal is 15 kilometres from Sarika’s hut and
the sub-health centre is five kilometres away. It's a steep climb. The
shared jeep service is infrequent, forcing her to walk the distance. “l can't
walk much. | get breathless very quickly,” she says. During her antenatal
visits at the sub-centre, she too was detected with sickle cell disease, an
inherited blood disorder that affects haemoglobin and causes anaemia.
Toranmal rural hospital, built-in 2016, has 30 beds. The daily outpatient
department sees 30 to 50 patients, says medical officer Dr Suhas Patil.
They come with minor ailments such as fever, colds or physical injury.
Only one or two patients come for deliveries every month from some 25
surrounding villages. The hospital has two medical officers, seven nurses,
one laboratory (but no technician), and one lab assistant. There is no
position for an obstetrician and gynaecologist, or any other specialist to
treat serious cases like Sarika's.

“We don't get cases of a prolapsed uterus. Most of the cases present
pelvic bleeding and sickle cell anaemia. Even if we do get such cases,
we don't have the facility or the expertise to treat them,” says Dr Patil,
who has been working at the hospital since 2016, and stays at the
hospital’s staff quarters.

Even if they did have the facility and expertise, Sarika may not have told

the doctor about her prolapsed uterus. “It is a babpya [male] doctor.
How can | tell him that my kaat is falling out?” she asks.
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AU e 991 & 14 fA9HET gal & 7034 AGGH gl W el 12,837
Afgeial ht dret gt | fSEd 3330 Afgeredl wed g2 ) a1 3611
TTHIOT 9T R A Tgart giil |

21U goc A i & STl 8 ST

T & R Afgenst & $aTTH g8 @i @l ST G o1 @l ¢ | AR &R
f. Y79 FHHRI Fecl! & & 378 SAIUH a1 371 a7 31Tt el o & | Jr &
Tifer SHiftheR g, difelT Siffther € aar difen Siifther ot &t Jffe & IR o
N AR Y ez R 2|

AT SIET I ARt ST € JaT AigeTamHt

HAGRHT cht SIfFeRT o i gafrar 31feres Ieafed ot | et & aardt st
& <Y 31Tt St <t TR 2 2T | gTeifeh gR-gRrSTl o Tt B T R i et
It GIfehd o 311 | I & G fuehery &t gfaer e faem qu eiarer &
AT § IR gt |
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Priti Singh started as a freelancer and
then worked with newspapers and
news channels like Vividh Bharti and
Doordarshan. Her journalistic journey
allows her to give voice to the problems
of ordinary people through her writings.

Shreya Sharma has been a journalist for
four years. Having worked on nearly every
beat at the Dainik Bhaskar, she enjoys
covering women and women’s issues.

26



wigg O : wyor § difeq afgang agg i
el ATl?
14 37T 2020, SAfTsHgI8ear s g

3TFER ST BH 310 SHITE wXe] e a1 =T 2 g¢ g@d ¢ a1 36 ar o
G &, TR A H Gad Ugel 9 HaTet e ¢ fo difsan s+ o § g Sadted
TSR 1 Y TG 8¢ a8 9T 1 IRl STt AT Heg ol gl HiTI? ST o1
Tt FTgd ERT it @ 31 Sfed 98 el 6¢ gHIRT FaTel gd aRg Sa & | &
T THEr U o g wafed TE fefa & @g & e &t ik =41 72 @
TgT, Afehd gA Tl STd o S0T <l AT UG fohd T 7T 2idT & | TR
R XTvT 37 fgar fifed safart o eifean € age o ¢ | difea safet ag diem
AT & o 3T I <t fondt Terdt ht ST S 1T % 2 | 98 ST Scited Ug |l @
qg 3H 6t YeATS & T & | ST T H IR QT0T ATl 8T H3 Teld
T & TS Wl | g IH felT Tk St & STl ¢ o Q=1 T & forg <nfea
fea 31t fSigrft 3k 1t e ok A fRAfd A sl Tqr3ar e 139
HTfEe wgfi &l T A §: wided fEgi |

“TideH fHem g @1 AT Wifew A =f few IaRie = fhar o |
qret 1973 7 wied &t TSI EidhgH # Ta S Sohd 4 IR S waanidl @l
Teh G Ao a6} AT TE@T AT | Sl ol TRORITE 3R STl &l e & alg
T o el # @ 12 o S B won f3e & uer H 7 un | sfen @
IGH A & forq T off 3ohg e It FIRRT X TR & | 370 & IS & I
39 e %1 THIE @l 17 9T o 718l ared & o 36 a1 o U &l |

T4t TRE 1 wheem g g T § wRe féa & difea Afgensdt 7 | 3 37wt
T TG ! UTE STl g Sl 378 ARUIE 9d 8, 3¢ 9 H &) a-Tee T ¢,
IehT i T90T L & | 3T Icdles & IR # d dedl ¢ o ag ‘et &1 arsr
&, T8 Ff ot B otg T I T S S € | 37 fRf & ferq A g A
St AT € 37 Fiert € 3 3 gg o T ot HIfR L al AT 65 g ST
TR U ol g el 2
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el A’ B ol Ueh HRT g ¢ foh g gt # e fen <t difeerait
% forg faereq 9gd o4 § | FRIdenes <1, Ua. ded & Harfaes Tas difed Afgen
&I “CiheA G ufdd aa HH1 ST Hehdl @ 519 STH g TR A&70T F9i 37T :
Yifedr e 9o 39 <X A Siidl ¢ o 3" urek 38 Iiife a1 AMfde o
UEATQT | 9T 9 g ST AR X A1 7 & | R At ¢ o 3wet salies
T T 3TST ST ¢ STt U Tgd WK T ¢ i ag woil-oft 38 W gr
faaman & | S o 3R Ues 3fied @1 ufd g2 As 38 diedr ¢ 7R Ua foF dien &
TG 39 aTe fomR & folq & rer €, 7t I S W1 &l STt & 37 §g &l vraae
A AT 8, I8 eI oh 38 ST AN g e & |

Icdfteeh difedT ot aTex At gfar & a1 fehdit ¥ o Gudh it goferd =T o |
30 gRaR 37k el & e @ 791 T 8, 38 T 31k Giret Jifedr ) 7o)
TEAT ¢ 3R 3T 37hel IR A 1R [AehTer aa el gar | W8 A Sadies &t difgar &t
T T § ST § S7R ag "M @l ¢ % ag S oft Fear ar e €, g I9
el © | 39 g Uifear o weifan, faae ok sifedca @ dadt ¢ |

e ag TR et ¢ o6 38 aruet gt gt Icdteds 3 arer & ot & o7k
Ig TRt IHY G T A Tehelt, SHfOIY I TR T H & 9eTTs g |

SR T el R it g (dftaie) — mfiemel & ot w iR derd)
wiogm g W anutia Redr soft off dstad 7€l gian | 3uH ag G=N, a1 9
TR TR fireta STt Ueh e U g9y # fAerd € | 29 a¥e & R<d o gfvarg wr
39 0@ I & T &

1.9% ERRIT 319 UIER § T-8¥ah STt ¢ — g 394 37U WA Feld |rgm
T R el AT IHY IS HITT Ll o bl 36 X T {35 T 77T & AITY &7k 39
TR 0T Y | S8 U FTIRvT Reed H g7 3794 UTeR & Qelde a1d o 9ohd &, T
=t & difean 1A w1eg 9gd Wag @ A ¢ A1feh G IR AR A 2 |

2 9% WIHR g &1 Tgd! foh 3T T1Y 90T g1 1@ 8 — 3794 U & g
% foIg 9% & e & Te S ¢ | S, Il TEET 9gd Sieg! @l S &5 “TIerdt
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T3 & A, A1 “XITIG T Y aSTg § SH HE Si el § |7 9 A dl AR el
Bt foh TTetcl SUh UTE-R o @Td & gl ol ¢ |

3. UTER &1 QR T & folq a8 31+ RIS a1 H1Afies greid i 3Tewr &
It € — STUA ISR It g TN Y A | 9 Al o ol it ¢ o e
39 UR T g & UTeH ¢ | 36 <IN 9¢ U ¥ § 37U T hl T & it
€ 3TR Gg o TEI Dl AoIIGIST I 36 G A H ot Tget ¢ |

4. 9% 3197 QTR 1 ST G THSHT § — 98 B2 Tl 310 Sdigdh e
& TSI T & @ €, T8 I vl o GG T G F il ¢ Sif STRT el et
2| 3R FIE S a1 YRS 3T GHSA i SR & foh SHew 901 31 @1 2,
ag 39 T SHH! TR IS &l 3TN eI ¢ | IgT deh hl 3R g 3T Yok &
IR # yferd # g oft & < a8 379 U T &t 9aTd it ¢ |

5. 0w a1 9e S8 AFfde 80T Ao ITd € | 9T ggAT U SE
A R W I @ @H T 3T ¢ | AIATEe [@reed TR 30! 9gd ae1 3R
g & | ifear & fevem, Yramge, ure-giafes ey fegier (e ganfy

& &I TR 37 Gehdl ¢ |

el fUEA’ 2 o1 ek SR g ¢ foh g qarst # e fem <t difeerait
% forg faered agd &9 € | W YR H RIG! & 918 U 37k &l a19g A1
T 3T ol 37T AL AT ST | Tt 3Tl ol o siran ¢ o ufd are e oft
2, ST § HAER He AT S1e & | qeiieh et 37oft ot Uep a1 Yreg T el &
31k 3! Hferar oft 9gd et ofR SIfed § | IR € yferg oft fasaia 7di 8 oik
%% SR Yferd 37K S1gTera it i €3It 38 33 € | 31 aoTe ¥ S7Rd <wor
& g1y ST O it 8, 38 St &1 e 31 f3ed g9 adl @ 3R EieeH
fiem o RER g S 2 1

wigg G & IwRAT 9gd Hfwd ¢ W Fwedfern 3R e & IRy a8
gvg ¢ | 3G § o # fean & difea afgenst & gwifarantor 3 fog sarer @
AT Y19 IUAST it difeh 3¢ Aeg el T 3R widgH g &1 9T
AHATUS |
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ELECTRONIC MEDIA

A DAY WITH AN ASHA WORKER

Anna Keerthy George
31 May 2020, www.youtube.com/doolnews

P> Pl ¢ s06/145

#ASHAworker #ASHAworkerala #Covid19Kerala o
A day with an ASHA worker| Documentary | @Q)U0QDI@H6)
@)U 12],BHOYMCLIINS @RNUG GaldISOI)] 2106y

‘A Day With An ASHA Worker' is an attempt to take a closer look at the
lives of ASHA workers, who have been pivotal in Kerala's battle against
Covid 19. The documentary narrates the story of Sreeja, an ASHA worker
from Kozhikode. The camera incessantly follows Sreeja throughout the
documentary and her story gets unfurled before the spectator on its own,
instead of employing a third person fo recite her tale.

When a pandemic hit the world and people were caught inside their
houses without being able to connect or communicate with each other,
ASHA workers had to take up the duty of holding them closer to the
world outside. They showed up at every doorstep, checked on everyone
regularly, and became the only resort for the common man at his hardest
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times. Being a grassroot link to the health care sector, an ASHA worker
has always had a significant role to play in the community she serves.
The pandemic now stands as a testimony to this. However, these ASHA
workers come from the lowest strata of the society, and are ridiculously
underpaid considering the time and energy they invest on the field.
Everyday is a struggle for them at their workspace and household, with
the gender-specific ordeals they have to encounter. ASHA workers thus
become a representation of an underprivileged fraction of the society
themselves. The portrayal of a day from Sreeja’s life thus ceases to be a
personal account of one woman, and grows further to reflect the day-to-
day realities of ASHA workers in general.

Anna Keerthy George heads the
Multimedia division of DoolNews. Her
inferests are socially relevant issues
ranging from gender discrimination to
contemporary and world politics. She is a
postgraduate in Mass Communication and
started her journalistic career in 2018 at
Dool News.
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Tifarey R guit 3Tk faefedt U gge 3y
EETIICES
16 f&awR 2020, e TR

IR VSR & BIS H 7Mia H ASH § ST FN U ASehl SR el & AgHed Tl
3R Ufrae g o el Sitan e ol G | 55 T H 22 FTel &l Ugerar feear
HIH = e gAtferar IR bt &, At oft et S qoy W Wl 7 | IR e At
Uit 2 Forad % afeern f@ere! o off o @ € ofik a1 @ difaey ek 3g w
TS TG arett guit |

faeett & uen form 7 gag &t fifaew & a1g fgean 5@ 39 18, W a1d et € O ga
Y diedl ¢ | foear aardt €, “&2 IR defeal 3797 & &l el §ar urdl foh gh
Y UieAd ¢ | SR ¥ efgete off 3t el gid b St O o1 & | 31d aR-aR
I oI T SIel | S T T @ o 2T & & ue 1S 7 2 S | 37T 2
feaferarege Tadl € | i @l 3R UdT TedT o1 f& g A Uiserd ¢ o) al e W e
Tel 3d I | 9 Gied 8 o g1 91 e €. WTeTaR &l 3rare | UG dfed ¢ |
A TE G 9 17379 e 2 e ueh ! feest 2 7S € 8RR 9 UEt et @
HIHT hH e TSl & eifch fGear Sig) e defchal ¢ Sl @el & SR 39 gHET
Y ISR § | ATgaTdt 7R e ol dient g e gafery off Y& g2 & Hifh
29 IR EUITA S ToTe Aaed 3 8ffed O a9 areft duet Aga & |1y
Siel <l & | UHT B aTedt af g WieH S A T UH § |

TSI Taed & Grenst S o Aashd 3 Sidid § Sreeia J sarar, At
feenfedt & 38 T8 W a1 & 9t ge ¢ | AT Iyw, 39 wiew, ©ig
fary 3 feemet ganet & fog gRY €, et iR arefenal gt & forg | ST 3 @i
Uiftered, ATgaTdt R a1 &4 | Al 36 4T ol OX-9R o SITHT ST gRT |7 FHET
HATHeRAT & Y-8 grgsi & off T g3 € | i MgRT SFaRargi HRee TR
Tg Il € 31X 319 a1 faenfeat &t Fifen S € |

&t el €, “SFTT & SR feented @t s geiieT aran €. Afgen feenfedt &t 3
AT STE Bl @ o6 g2 271 & 1g U agern o1y aven & g ot Sat
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B Tl ¢ A1 919 2 e & | Afch Sgd IR, WIEaR BIel SiTel IR 39 aR & a1
T St St Rt i of e St g 2

TN dgeT o folq AT TGRT & H© G € | 37T Hel 8, “Ugal ol Hid
%! A &l TR THSTT ST&<l § | i 3TR fere! gl & faq dwm g
gy, 3G aiy Hige el & wiid @, Slaet &l M 1”@ @l
TTAT BT foh g feral S@Tl e Tl € IR GRaTee af gaferq SfenT i &t ot §
Fifeh Ik NTey Ie 1 Bid & 37X af foneht ol aram g el | e ahreheet
HaTe FRl ¢ fo feerst o forg o e-Uen i 318 il & W &g IR wisfamat
e H 4-5 2 fag o it € i 3= 5 aren 1 A8l gid o 37 SR
23T ! SR dd O HH HAST AT B |

AeaR) & ufd gH1fSies T9ar = 9% faefeal & ugeH @ wwifad o ¢ dfes
3G 91 U off SR STeraT & 136 af i @ @t gt € |

ST = |Iel 2020 H 9RA & 14 741 A W § (ST 6 15641 97 fSideh Janads,
25 HEGH anTl 3 3 el [ 5o W™ Te Afgereti & forg St 8l § 3k Iga
e SIRUT ATgaR! o7 | e, gt & Yeite fafew wWicagna §d & Farfass, 60
Hrad a3 e foh sy &t aoig & I UG THIfad gaT SR I
ZHh! gofg I S a1 Ui Sl &t | 40 HES 7 wel o g & 9T =9
IR F 91 A H G ST Hedd B € |

et U T & foIq 31erT § fesd 1 BT, @el & SR §thg &us.. Tt e
faemar o1 foieh Afger faertedl A frar 8 | Te feerst 3 e &t samr, “Sie
H 7gan off, a1 3 7R forg o<t guwr Ot | # g2 ufefiar # efgeie TR 91y daw
STl <t fos gar &l gl e = fAd | 38 ierer o 2 2 S gia e e
q o3 39T Hrgart & SRIA Aiger Raenfedl &t 7ag & foly Seniersh &l 9arl
GRS

ST 2019 H 37! Heald S o ges &Y ST o7 | 36! Toherdl ol U@
HROT Jg Ht 71 741 6 YU & IR &2 Afeen feemst & difaey &t ¢ e
ST o7 37X 39T e @ Seht S1ge STR i+t Tt St ot | e gt MeRT
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Fedl 8, “9URd H off 5Ta 9 A faenfeat i viwrsfe gt ¢ af Afger feenfeat
3 forg diftasg & oft efer g1 T1fgu | T8 # 3R wreferat fgaedt oft € <
Il I GG T & T TG 37X Y Ikl ST STR ST5e ol ST 7@ uTd | ATgan
D! TR Tl ST H bl ThgT Uit T € SHRT STeTST S8l ST T ST ST HehelT
¢ for forelt Bffedt O &t cATHe o WiRER 99 & IR H 7 91dl Ugel ad it
oft 7! ST |ehaT AT |

S 1995 i & ST Afgel Sfd TR ¢ Afgansi & forq el nieae
A et HUA § TR B § 9% qfaq 741 = foar of ife 399 sfa
TR G TR UL | <A1 egH A geanned ot ff, “efa: ofd & age #
Afger e S ol |” STafh T 31 SRR & gl o, “efg ex A fg@man fa
afgenat & grEsiF o« ot us sl amen €1 2 17

AT STgR & HaTfaeh HIfeHT FaRifaaeiar 4 el o, “Tere! gqem gre &
igd & | AfhT BH 379 liehel W & -Tg! @ Gohd & STl & 35 fAfess sier
31t & odifeh a el amed 9 3 g 2fie wEifiuwe us dfed s F ara SR |
28 feerm ) 9 7l @ TRy Afh qaT g 1

T9 § A 31T d% I agelt ¢ | oY Siat R dfed e & fage Jwa &
2009 ¥ w3 faferamg 7 e sut & fog fagma= famar s afgenen & fag
Bfed e ST § | R H |IgHT Agard o Hidt iy fagme e gt €|

g &l RAE & Fafaes, IR § S 42 Hag defeal & g Argart &
g Sfedt te S gefe Ares Iues el € | 39 9R Wden fgag & 1
R T G A A @t fohe § oot 7 Sl I W A awd gu Fer
o UTa i Afgeneti &t Ue Tud | U Hear SRarg U € | oTel fohel & roor 7
Bfed U Yeg WG Ugel ! AT 14T | I Hidhicieh A1 fowiifeieh gH & daT
€ | T 3G g & foh 2elt wg ATgardt St Hel W gel S5 gl @l | e
H1eRE off STUN T O G & THeE €, “SNER, HTedTdt Ueh @i sk €,
1 wfge feenteat @ sren sdia o4l g7 37T &H 31 alieifies Agel Siidq € af
UGt 91 & SR o WerT ghm |
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e Srgi~ 30 7, W ST ot o forg s1ut =, et 37 e oA oft gwgmman
31X 3771 a1 STS] YTEhR STt aTelt God & I ! feeedl & & U ¢ | Sei
3G 9ot TR et SfUgafRia & Tiee df Sfar € 8, o9 dart et aferfue
Bl

(Translated from Gujarati to Hindi)

Vandana Dhand is a multimedia journalist
with experience of over 20 vyears in
different roles across TV, digital and radio.
She has worked with BBC English, Hindi
and Urdu at various levels.
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POLICIES, PROGRAMS
AND PRACTICES:
DECODED

Policies do not exist in isolation. They are embedded in their environment
and the broader economic and political contexts. As a result, we influence
and also get impacted by them.

Citizens learn how government policies will affect them through the
media, and likewise, governments gain feedback on their policies and
programs through the media. The media is the primary conduit between
those who want to influence policy and policymakers controlling the
scope of political discourse and regulating the flow of information.
When you transform the beliefs of the people, politicians and political
parties transform with them. This section reflects the gamut of social issues
that India is entrenched in.These problems demand to be recognized
by individuals and governments alike to work together towards a better
future.This section has six articles on critical social issues ranging from
poverty, women empowerment fo gendered and age-specific violence.

It is a fact that policies do not necessarily translate into action and
change at the ground level, the most shocking being the practice of
manual scavenging, which continues despite it being banned. Of the 1.2
million manual scavengers in India, about 95% to 98% are women. Yet,
despite their overwhelming numbers, there is hardly any research or a
government report shedding light on these women. The report by Gaon

Connection titled, “greit & HeTr IoT &t FHwe Ief difedl & Tt 31 W&, 39 56
T 3neft 9o 3TTTIG el e g AfgATT, sheds light on this abhorrent practice
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of manual scavenging prevalent in many parts of India despite stringent
provisions in the law.

How seriously does our government take women while formulating the
budget and allocating resources to various right holders2 Jinat Rehana
Islam, in her article, ‘A false fairytale in the budget’, reports on the lack
of representation of women in the Union Budget 2021. She makes a note
of programmes and policies which should address the inherent gender
disparities. The informative article suggests setting up an independent
commission to monitor programmes like ‘Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao’ or
‘Ujjwala Yojana.’

Another article by Anagha Pathak titled, ‘Threatened and disgraced
and told to fight for my rights, which | did’, brings to the readers an
inspiring story of Sunanda. It showcases her exceptional efforts to fight
the patriarchal system to get her legal land ownership right. Notably, she
became the first woman in her village to drive a moped, earning the title
“Scootywali bai”. Now she helps other women facing similar issues.

Women in India are casting their ballots in more significant numbers over
the last few years. Today, women’s turnout is higher than men'’s in two-
thirds of India’s state elections. Juhi Smita aptly captures this remarkable
trend in a deeply patriarchal society in her article titled, ‘Afgemen @t
SR, T e, g o e AR W A FT G She
highlights how women'’s health, education and economic empowerment
can come to the forefront with increased political participation of women
in a state like Bihar.

The COVID-19 pandemic brought about unimaginable hardships for
migrant workers employed mainly in India’s informal sector. An article
by Sanskriti Talwar titled, ‘One nation, no ration card’, highlights the
food and income insecurity of the jobless migrants after the two deadly
waves of the Covid-19 pandemic. She documents one such case study of
a woman named Ruksana who failed to get her ration card and suffered
as a result of this, through the lockdown.

Not just the food and income security, but even physical safety and
security of girls and children is threatened during the Covid times. Data
by National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) highlights the grim reality

of the reported rate of child abductions which has risen at a far sharper
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pace than the overall crime rate in the country. Subhakanta Padhihary,
in his article, ‘Helpless Angles’, reports on this issue prevalent in the state
of Odisha using the case study of baby Paree. He highlights various
campaigns to address the problems and underscores how bleak and
ineffective they are.

Policies aimed at reducing gender discrimination sometimes go off the
mark and may end up impacting negatively the very people they seek
to empower- the women, if the internalized misogyny and patriarchy are
not addressed. This is beautifully depicted in a musical film by ‘Agents
of Ishq’ titled ,’Aika To The Baika: Police Complaint Lavani’, that looks
at how gender biases subvert the justice system. It highlights the fight
against mansplaining and victim-blaming. It suggests that the Gender-
sensitization of police officers may help create an ecosystem that would
help women come forward to file complaints against gender-based
violence.
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PRINT & WEB MEDIA
ol § el SO ot Ul Il Uifed! T el o1
W, 39 3 T o7t O 3G e g8 I Afgeny

Tie SeierI. i e

12 fagez 2020

Yirermera fAmTor # g2 9rel el eUq @9 giv arel TS MR | 31re ot 3 Afgery
T § Hell I8 Bl HoMR & | 719 PeiaRe ol IRy @i @@ 9Ra & Fen
JoTdt AfgeTT & Tgel 9T H Ul NfER I Afgemy fo Som ot i faawr g2
HIT ¢ SR HSTTL?

ST (IR TS o9 i Sferar et # garet i &1 6t Slegr gl ugd
TR TTHRT ht g 31Tt oft Gag 10 I Fell o o foiy g i mfert #
femer gt off | 7Teh WX TSt T Uee] STeaR 3 Hell 3T Tel o | TRt o191
H € o7 91 @ HedT (ATE Het) Sor S Wl off, oiees w)i # a1 < wiarerd el 8
T 0T 1 371G G S¢ Taa X &hid ¢ 3T W & o1g 39 TR I 311G oTel
3 & 1 2T 38 7liIg o Tk YU hl TR ¥ IS STUF Sfor # Tl € oIk
e ATl ST U 1S AT ¢ | 3STY T Hel &1 §X T ISTaR 7Ta o ATet heha
3 € | 3 SeTehT ST T I & | AR ht TR Ik 7119 # aTesiifes qgR ht
O AT oft UHT & o AT el & | TRl g H 38 39 g1 F Hell So
&l PUAT g oA ¢ |

R H @ TR B G S 999 @ T W@ 8 | e a9[ 3iR
TSl 1 UTS UgH | RISl TUT @ (T ol I & 3t @d fohd off ST R &,
AfehT 30 & e fgedl H g1y @ HeA1 I8 &1 H 37T ot ST g | 377H el
2020-21 ¥ @ R I & felq 12,300 1S F9Y I UG o ar
2 | TR &l W IR {A- IrHivr JedTse & SER 9Rd o ATHI0T &t J
&) AT 2014 39 T 10, 72, 59, 057 HrelTerd 5 94 § | Lrerera fafor
H g gTet 3fiEa 10,000 SIS T T gl @ |
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I TSR Y AT TS T e 250 fohelie g et forel &t et
T YU I Stk F T U, G WAl 45-50 TN &t AT € | ST Yarg A 37
Mg & 10-12 ORI & 219 Y AT I8M & HH 30-35 A T A W@ & 1 T HH
TR | < g3 § TR U4 g & 31T THI el g € | 39 Ul SAIg1 hrH oY
Tl UTd, Uk et it § | el o1 Ue wRA & T ga= aut & Hefl IomT geh
AL € | 3 GHGT YAEH ST 8, 3% UTH SHadhireT o hig 9T gl ¢ |
Gifed! @ Hel1 3o &1 &H1H I AT i MR B |

We Ugd gad MU A | s Ga1d 30 @ ¢ el o el @ 9ra &
IR g1 § Aelt 91 Io7 i 82 o 7119 | o1eft gt o Siaerd gl a1 4
R I 37 aoig? A gare Wt Siga H 311 Tehd ¢ o <mag #ell So™ & 578 ST
9 fAera gifi? dfe R a1 39 SiEt 39 AT 6t a1 Afgersti &l 59
HTH & TGl IS UL g fHetd | Hell 38T & agel [t i ot o A, e a1
AR A1 R &% IR YISt Sga ool e St § | g1 & Hell 3ot S9! Foradt
¢ e 372 URAR o1 Ue UTerT ¢ | YR & 717d § geeh! STl & et Ui ¥R
2139 98 U gl G1eT @ WHT A1 ¢ < {3 @ fSiees agat 3 91 7 8-10
TH (T8 Haes @rg fohe) g e €1

39 AT et R SRIRT & U RMTRIT et &, “T &l Ue wRA &
forg g & A 77g) o et U ¢ | foRd STesT o e & o ot g1y @ gl o Aelr
(=TT) IBTA Thah? TEl Bt ol 3 e WY AT? g | et a1 o €, s aR
I Bl STt &, T it o TRl WR A o e 4G A gan 17
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S o= @ 319 Fer Io ST €, TRl MY Ty HT T gl 8¢ T &
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ONE NATION, NO RATION CARD
Sanskriti Talwar
20 October 2020, Ruralindiaonline.org

Rukhsana Khatoon, a domestic worker in Delhi, has tried for years to get
a ration card in her husband’s village in Bihar — and is now desperate for
it with her family in a downward spiral due to the lockdown.

Two years ago, Rukhsana Khatoon applied for a ration card in Mohan
Bahera, her husband’s village in Bihar's Darbhanga district. With the
construction of the family’s pucca house completed that month, Rukhsana
applied for an Aadhaar card too, which she got. She had applied for
a ration card two times before, but it never came. This was her third
attempt, in August 2018, and she was ready to wait. Rukhsana, 30, and
her husband Mohammed Walkil, 34, were working hard and managing
well. From Rukhsana’s jobs as a domestic worker in five houses in West
Delhi’s Patel Nagar, and Wakil's work as a tailor, they brought home
a combined income of Rs. 27,000 a month. Even after handling all the
expenses for their family of six (three daughters aged 12, 8, 2, and a
10-year-old son) and sending Rs. 2,000 to Wakil’s mother, a homemaker,
in the village, the couple managed to save a bit every month.

The hard work was paying off. Wakil had opened his own small tailoring
shop in the New Ranjeet Nagar area of West Delhi, hoping to earn more
than the Rs. 12,000 he brought in as a tailoring shop employee. That
was on March 15, 2020.

Barely a week later, the nationwide lockdown was imposed across
India. Rukhsana’s employers told her to stop coming to work and it soon
became clear she was not going to be paid for the lockdown months.
She continued to cook in one home and earned Rs. 2,400 — instead of
Rs. 15,000 from working in five houses. By June she lost that job too, but
soon found another one cleaning and cooking, where the new employer,
concerned about the news of ‘super spreaders’, wanted to know if she
visited a mosque. “I didn’t feel bad. Everyone is scared of corona, so |
understand her concern,” Rukhsana said.
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When Rukhsana and her family couldn’t pay rent for their room in West
Delhi, the landlord asked them to leave. By June, the family’s savings
were running out. They claimed the one-time monetary assistance of Rs.
1,000 provided by the Bihar government to its migrant workers under
the Chief Minister Special Assistance Scheme, after a relative from the
village alerted them about it.

“I was able to withdraw the relief sent by Nitish Kumar, but couldn’t
withdraw the amount Modi gave,” Rukhsana said, referring to the Rs.
500 promised for three months from April under the Pradhan Mantri
Garib Kalyan scheme. The bank told her there was an error in the link
tied to her account. “ Kya hota hai 1,000 rupees se? It didnt even last
for two days,” she added.

Some relief came with the food distribution that began by the end of
March at the government-run Sarvodaya Kanya Vidyalaya near her
house — one meal at 11 a.m. and the other at 5 p.m. “Both times, they
gave us boiled rice with dal or rajma . No spices, no salt - a meal
prepared for the sick. | had to stand in a line of some 200 people. If |
reached early, | would get the meal.” Otherwise, Rukhsana turned to her
mother, also a domestic worker, who lives nearby, for some food, rice
and dal for the day. (Her father, a daily wage labourer, died many years
ago due to tuberculosis.)

The lockdown meals distributed at the school were never enough for the
entire family. “My husband and | used to have a small portion so that the
children don’t go hungry. What option did we have? We don't have a
ration card here. We had applied for one in our village, but that never




came,” Rukhsana told me. Rukhsana returned to Bihar in June with her
four children, aged 12, 10, 8 and 2 (not in the picture)

By the end of May, the food distribution was halted, with many migrants
workers returning home, said the government. After that, a former
employer gave Rukhsana some rations, including wheat, rice and dal .
“We chose to stay in Delhi because there is no work in the village. Now
it is getting difficult to live here,” Rukhsana had said to me on the phone
on June 11.

So that month, the family began planning for Wakil to stay on in Delhi,
while she and the children would return to their village in Darbhangg,
around 1,170 kilometres away. By then, three months of room rent (Rs.
15,000), plus the rent for Wakil’s new shop (Rs. 16,500) were looming.
Upon the family’s request, the landlords waived off the rent for two months.
Before leaving for Bihar, Rukhsana managed to pay a month’s rent for
the room and shop by borrowing money from her previous employers.

In Bihar, she hoped, at least some food would be assured on the ration
card they were entitled to — but still don’t have. Under the National Food
Security Act, 2013, all families below the poverty line are entitled to buy
subsidised food grain - rice at Rs. 3 a kilo, wheat at Rs. 2 and coarse
grains (millets) at Re. 1 a kilo — from designated ‘fair price shops’ (ration
outlets) of the public distribution system. ‘Priority’ category households
are entitled to a total of 25 kilos of foodgrains a month, while more
vulnerable households covered under the Antyodaya Anna Yojana can
access up to 35 kilos of foodgrains every month.

In May 2020, a nationwide rollout of the ‘One Nation, One Ration Card’
was announced by the Centre (to be completed by March 2021). This
allows for ‘portability” of the ration card (wherever it may be registered)
after it is ‘seeded’ with the person’s Aadhaar number. This will, if it's
actually implemented, enable anyone in Rukhsana’s situation to access
PDS rations from any outlet in the country.

The family’s neighbours in Patel Nagar heard of this new ‘portability’
on the news and told Rukhsana and Wakil. The family’s ration card, still
pending in Bihar, became even more critical to get hold of. “We have to
be prepared for the coming months. Who knows if we will find work in
Delhi now? We could sustain ourselves in the capital with a ration card
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in these times with this new system,” Rukhsana had said. “Otherwise, we
will return to Bihar. Even if no work is available in our village, we will at
least be able to fill our stomachs with a ration card.”

In March, Rukhsana’s husband Mohammed Wakil had opened a tailoring
shop in Delhi. Now, he is struggling to re-start work On June 17, she
and the children boarded the Bihar Sampark Kranti, a Covid-19 special
train, from New Delhi Railway Station. Wakil stayed back, hoping to
soon resume work.

Back in Bihar, extended lockdowns till early September and the floods
in Darbhanga in July and August, made things worse. Though Mohan
Bahera village wasn't flooded, travelling to enquire about the ration card
became even more difficult. Still, twice between July and August 2020,
Rukhsana made it to the Benipur Nagar Parishad, 10 kilometres away,
and found the ration office shut.

In September, she again went to Benipur to ask about her ration card.
The officials there told her it hasn’t come, and that she would have to
apply once again.

“In August 2018, when | had gone with my mother-in-law to Benipur to
apply for the ration card [a third time], the officials gave me a slip [of
paper] and said that it would arrive at our home in the village. But my
mother-in-law never received it,” she said. That was the month their pucca
house was completed in Mohan Bahera, built partly with a loan of Rs.
35,000 from the local self-help group.

lt's been five years since Rukhsana first applied for a ration card. After
each attempt, slips have been handed over, the card does not arrive.
With her third attempt in August 2018 (the last time Rukhsana went to
Bihar until June 2020) as part of the application in Benipur she had to
provide a copy of the Aadhaar cards of each of her family members.

But the family had got their Aadhaar cards made in Delhi, so she had
to get the address changed on these cards to their house in the village
to apply for the ration card. ‘My husband would rather stay hungry than
ask anyone for help,” says Rukhsana, who awaits her ration card in
Mohan Bahera village. On October 6, she told me on the phone, “For
all such work to be done, it requires money [a bribe] here. Then you can
get anything done.” She thinks her ration card has not been given after
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all these attempts perhaps because her name is still mentioned on her
mother’s card in Delhi. “That will have to be deleted. Only then | think
something will happen [here].”

That will require more trips to the ration offices, more paperwork.

Back in Delhi, Wakil has started receiving a few tailoring orders since
August. “Sometimes one or two customers show up. | earned Rs. 200-
250 that day. Otherwise there are no customers at all,” he says. He is
managing to send Rs. 500 home every month.

When the family could again not pay rent in Delhi from June to August,
the room’s owner asked Walkil to vacate, and in September he moved to
an even smaller dwelling; the rent for the shop is still pending. Rukhsana
has applied for a loan of Rs. 30,000 with the self- help group in the
village to manage rent and to repay Rs. 12,000, the couple owe to her
previous employer in Delhi, and pay off vegetable vendors and others
from whom she bought on credit. But that application too is pending.
On October 16, she took a loan of Rs. 10,000 from a villager when a
previous employer in Delhi insisted she pay back the money she borrowed
during the lockdown.

Rukhsana has decided to stay in Bihar for a while. She is unsure about
finding jobs as a domestic worker again in Delhi, and wants to wait for
the ration card in the village. “I know my husband would rather stay
hungry than ask anyone for help,” she had said. “Only the government
can do something and give us our ration card.”

Sanskriti ~ Talwar is  a  Delhi-based
independent journalist who covers gender
issues in rural India. She is currently
reporting on reproductive rights and choices
of young girls and women in rural Delhi.
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A FALSE FAIRYTALE IN THE BUDGET

Jinat Rehana Islam
5 February 2020, Anandabazar Patrika

The Budget seems to have listed many essential commodities important
to women, meaningless. Everything has been taxed, from hair clips to
coffee makers, gas stoves to utensils, combs, and even hairdryers. There
has been a change in the taxes of women who are not employed, but
has that been beneficial? Experts have been trying to find answers to
clear the doubts.

“To encourage women, the government shall provide necessary services”
was the pacification given the last time around. But, it seems nothing fruitful
has come out for women in the Budget. It does not mention eradicating
differences based on the financial background of women. Vital problems
are still unaddressed. “Women empowerment looked after in every part
of the nation” are just words in the last two pages of the Budget.

Mousumi Biswas, a farmer, does not agree with all the 16 auctions to
raise the farmer’s revenue or the proposed 2.30 lakh crores. She says,
“Subsidies in farming are delusional, which we realised while buying
machines and fertilisers.” Mousumi has still not received the money under
the Pradhan Mantri Fasal Bima Yojana. The Budget promised the self-
help group’s Gram Storage scheme would restore the position of women
in villages as Dhanlaxmi. Mousumi, with utter grief, says, “what am |
supposed to do with that? To date women farmers are not given equal
status and opportunities. They do not receive pensions.”

Women workers are facing various issues. Malaria Mandi went to
work for a brick kiln last year. She was given 80 to 120 rupees less
than a male worker. When asked about her opinion, she said, “I don't
receive remuneration for working at home, neither does the government
pay me for working outside.” Women workers who make “bidis” face
area-based payment inequality. They, too, do not receive a pension.
There is a 3:1 ratio of women workers in our country, for whom the
Budget has always proved to be worthless. Folk singer Dulli says, “Has
there been any hike in allowance for the folk singers in the Budget2”
Now the question arises, has the Budget proved fruitful for the employed
women? There's no consideration in income taxes presented in the Budget,
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made by the ‘first’ woman finance minister’s second Budget. There’s no
discount on home loans, which is necessary to encourage women to
build their own homes. It is essential to remove tax during maternity
leave as the money saved helps raise the child. The money saved can
be utilised to pay babysitters, or the Budget should introduce a fraternity
leave. The government should consider a Budget to encourage women to
run a family independently or help working and single mothers.

Women emancipation is necessary to help a nation grow. But, even
after massive incidents, there’s no provision to appoint women to help
desks nor enough policewomen to ensure safety for women in the streets.
The government should scrutinise the discrepancy between the actual
fundraised and the amount used. Not using 89% of the Nirbhaya fund
shows failure. They should set up an independent commission to monitor
“Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao” or “Ujjwala Yojana.”

(Translated from Bengali to English)

Jinat Rehana Islam is the editor of feminism.
com. She is also a teacher, columnist and
feminist activist.
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Juhi Smita has worked for Prabhat Khabar
in Patna for five years. She likes to write
on women'’s issues and their achievements
and covers women’s colleges and
institutions covering women's issues.
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HELPLESS ANGELS
Subhakanta Padhihary
27 December 2020, Sambad

The honourable Supreme Court considers a missing child’s case an
‘abduction” under Section-363, Indian Penal Code. Such cases can
be reported at a nearby police station or the District Child Protection
Unit under the Supreme Court’'s 20 points order. In addition, there is
the Integrated Child Protection Scheme, Special Juvenile Police Unit in
every district, District Child Protection Unit, tollfree number 1098 and
various child helpline centres available in our state. Operation Smile,
Muskan and Paree-2 Campaign are already in place to rescue missing
children since 2015. But sadly, these campaigns are ineffective with zero
regularity.

The laws have been hopeless, making children highly vulnerable in the
state of Orissa. As a result, numerous innocent lives are lost, precisely like
the one from Jadupur, Nayagarh.

2020 July 14 - Paree was busy playing innocently near her home. When
she did not get back home, her parents were left shattered as they ran
around, looking for her. This news spread throughout the village as fast
as lightning. Paree’s father, Ashok Sahu, reported the case at Nayagarh,
police headquarters.

However, days passed, but there was still no news regarding Paree. Ten
days later, fossils were found in a sack by the bank of a pond close to
her home. The forensic and DNA report came in and declared the fossils
belonged to Paree. Mystery prevailed as people realised it was a murder.
Her parents got no justice despite running from pillar to post. They
attempted to burn themselves in front of the Assembly on November 24.
Paree’s parents indicated the involvement of Babuli Nayak in this case
and accused the Cabinet Minister Arun Sahoo of trying to rescue Babuli
from the conviction of law. The matter shook the assembly, and people
sought justice on the National Highway. The SIT (Special Investigation
Teams) then began its investigation.

They finally arrested the main culprit after the investigation revealed some

startling facts. On July 14, Paree entered Saron’s garden to pluck and
eat blackberries. Saron took her to his home and tried raping her while
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she cried out of pain. Saron choked her neck and then continued raping
her dead body. Then he hid the dead body inside a sack by the bank
of a nearby pond. At a press meet, the head of SIT described the brutal
incident in detail.

Many such cases of innocent little kids never get solved. So the question
remains: Where are all those minors? Where are all those abducted who
haven't been saved?

Swati, Pihu, Kalia - so many names, so many murders unsloved.

After the most discussed murder case of Paree, another case of abduction
of a minor girl from Nayagarh came to light. While playing outside,
three-year-old ‘Swati’ disappeared suddenly. The investigations began,
and the goods peddlers were suspected. Five days later, Swati’s dead
body was discovered from one of the ponds near Badhipatana. Similarly,
since August, two-year-old ‘Pihu’ from the Binjharpur Police Station,
Madhusudanpur, Jajpur, has been missing. It has been more than five
months, yet no clues have been found in Pihu's case.

Meanwhile, there is another case of a three-year-old boy, ‘Kalia’, missing
from Nihalprasad, Dhenkanal. After a lengthy investigation, his dead
body was found from the nearest well. The investigation revealed how a
woman from the neighbourhood killed the little boy and threw his body
in the bore well.

(Translated from Odia to English)

Subhakanta Padhihary has been working
as a Crime Reporter for a decade. He is
currently associated with  Odia’s largest
daily newspaper Sambad. He has previously
worked in News18 Odia and two other
leading daily newspapers.
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ELECTRONIC MEDIA

‘THREATENED AND DISGRACED AND
TOLD TO FIGHT FOR MY RIGHTS, WHICH

| DID.’
Anagha Pathak
20 September 2020, BBC Marathi

What image comes to our mind when we hear the word ‘farmer’?
Probably an ageing ‘man’ gazing at the sky, looking for clouds. But in
reality, it is the women who make 70 per cent of the workforce in Indian
agriculture. So why don’t we see them, hear them or even notice them?
Believe it or not, our agrarian system is patriarchal. This patriarchy starts
by denying women their rightful ownership of the land.

Here's the story of Sunanda Mandale, a half-literate, single mother who
fought tirelessly to get her land back from her cousins after her father's
death. “Land which belonged to my father went to my uncle and his son.
He refused to give me my land. “Fight us in court if you can,” Sunanda
remembers. “I heard the word ‘Court’ and was scared out of my wits,”
she says.

Sunanda lives in Savindane village in the Pune district. With barely any
formal education, she was married off at 17. However, her marriage
didn't last as Her husband was an abusive drunkard. “My daughter was
one when | returned to my father’s house. My whole world was crashing
down in 2004 when my father passed away, leaving behind my mother,
my stepmother and my younger brother. All responsibilities fell on my
shoulders.”

Sunanda asked her cousin to return her father’s land, but he refused and
threatened her. “He mockingly said, ‘Sue me”. Until then, | had not seen
a courthouse in my entire life. | did not know any lawyer.”

She slowly started learning and decided to fight each day at a time.
Finally, a lawyer agreed to help her but asked for land documents. “I
asked him what documents? | had no clue about anything.”

Sunanda could barely read or write at that time. However, she collected
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all the necessary documents required for her court case. She struggled
for three years to get the proper documentation. People deceived her,
extorted her and government officials closed doors on her face.

“| was unaware of many things. People charged me Rs 2000-3000 for
one single 7/12 document, which was available for a nominal fee of 2
or 3 rupees.”

Sunanda and her mother worked as daily wage workers. The family
would save money for a court case, even though they sometimes had
to sleep on an empty stomach. Finally, in 2008, she filed a civil suit
for land ownership. “When the news came that my case is listed for
hearing, | felt a huge wave of satisfaction. This was my first step towards
victory. | felt empowered. | felt confident enough to win the case. | got
this new energy, and for the first time, | realised, a woman can fight in
court for her land. It's not a man’s world anymore.” Today, Sunanda
has won the title of some of her land, while the rest is still in litigation.
Sunanda learned how to read and write, and after 15 years of struggle,
she graduated and is now applying to get a law degree. She now helps
other women who need advice on land ownership issues, widows of
farmers and impoverished women with the support from NGO Mahila
Rajsatta Andolan.

“Women face many issues when it comes to land ownership. Therefore,
we started to organise legal guidance and aid seminars for these women.”
When | first saw her in her village, | instantly recognised her because
she was helping some old guy with government documents. Her body
language was confident. Her eyes sparkled like someone who had fought
a long battle and had won. People, her own distant family, would gossip
about her, spread rumours, threaten her and try to scare her off, but she
did not relent.

“| still remember when my cousin brother threatened me, told me to sue
him and get my land back. So that's exactly what | did,” she says.

She was the first woman in the entire area to learn how to ride a moped.
So today, people fondly call her ‘Scootywali bai.’

“| often tell my story to other women. | tell them that if | can fight for my
rights, why can’t you?”

(Translated from Marathi to English)
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AIKA TO THE BAIKA: POLICE COMPLAINT
LAVANI

Agents of Ishqg
8 March 2020

Bilkul Pandey and Kunti G are two cops who pride themselves on being
protectors of women. But when the time comes to Aika To The Baika
(Listen to the Women), i.e. the cracks in the pro-woman facade start to
show.

As the dazzling Lavani artists Shakku, Megha and Akanksha come
in with their complaints of domestic violence, sexual harassment, and
parental control over a woman’s romantic choices, they confront the
gender biases that make justice a faraway thing for women.

In a radically experimental style, set in a police station, Aika to The Baika
combines the sharp banter of a Lavani performance to treat a severe
subject of gender bias in the legal system with a light and inclusive hand.

The video has been produced in collaboration with the feminist legal
centre Mailis, founded in 1991 with a vision to make justice accessible
and provide quality legal help to women and children, especially those
from vulnerable and marginalized sections, and evolve innovative,
feminist legal practices. Over 25 years, the team, headed by Flavia
Agnes, has worked with over 50,000 women.

The song lyrics drew from the experiences of these lawyers in their
encounters with the justice system. During the pandemic, violence against
women, especially in the home, has become a significant and persistent
social concern. The video highlighted how gender biases could pervert
justice at the entry point, preventing women from seeking justice and
keeping them in unsafe situations.

This video's primary purpose was to be used in police training sessions
by Maijlis for the gender sensitization of cops. It attempts to address
the societal biases that may come from a policeman handling gender-
sensitive complaints correctly. The video, which hit more than 1.7 million
(17 lakh or 17,08,000 views) on Facebook, generated an intense
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discussion around these issues. Several organizations working with legal

counsel and restorative justice and gender issues have also been using
the video.

Agents of Ishq is a multimedia project
ﬁ&ﬁ @fjfé about sex, love and desire. Agents of Ishq

is brought to you by Parodevi Pictures,

A’ an independent media and art company
A based in Mumbai.
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PRIDE AND BEYOND: THE
LGBTQ+ COMMUNITY

Media reports have a proven record of using a range of colourful terms
and expressions when writing on cases of sexual abuse or stories involving
people with different gender identities. Sexually charged, derogatory
and disrespectful terms are often used for victims or those whose sexuality
does not follow society’s norms.

Research shows that the media can play a transformational role in shaping
positive attitudes towards sexuality and minorities in general, especially
affecting the views of a more impressionable younger population. While
the decriminalization of homosexuality has given the media the freedom to
discuss, highlight and explore the LGBTQ narratives, activists, journalists,
and gender experts still emphasize the need to have more representation
of the trans community in the media. The Internet, on the other hand,
has created new spaces for social interaction amongst the community.
Social media platforms such as Instagram, Twitter and Facebook have
helped increase queer awareness and visibility in India. The stories in
this section focus on breaking the silence and prejudices in reporting on
LGBTQ issues.

Lachmi Deb Roy, in her article, ‘The Rainbow Is At A New High', highlights
how different short, regional films and mainstream cinema are breaking
the stereotypes attached to the LGBTQIA+ community. Some films depict
positive stories about transgender people who faced discrimination
becoming police officers. Some describe the love stories between same
sex persons to sensitise the audience. Although there are many movies,
mainstream cinema still has a long way to go in presenting authentic
portrayals of the LGBTQIA+ community.
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While the LGBTQ+ community is now more confident to express
themselves, grow personally, and own their relationships without the
fear of discrimination and harassment, this change has primarily been
for the urban, privileged few. On the other hand, the verdict didn't do

much to change the situation for transgender people. T&sTer TH TS & HieR
i goftegar (special edition) by Ina Goel brings forth abject poverty,

discrimination that members of the Hijda community usually face in their
daily lives. It depicts the different categories in the Hijda community like
the Nirvana and the Akwa community who follow a lot of customs. The
supernatural powers attached to the Hijda community marginalizes them.
It is essential to address the ignorance and fear of the Hijda community
among people it we wish to ensure that they get their due and access to
mainstream livelihoods and benefits.

The continued use of conversion therapies to “cure” homosexuality by
changing people’s sexual orientation is a cause for concern. Navamy
Sudhish, in his article, ‘Shock treatment, exorcism, psychotropic drugs:
behind ‘ conversion therapy’ for queers’, highlights the painful and cruel
practices to ‘convert them’ into heterosexuals by seeking the services
of psychiatrists, sexologists, quacks, doctors, and sometimes even
subjecting them to shock therapy. Lack of empathy and support, often by
family members, have led some members of the LGBTQAI+ community
to commit suicide.

Business Insider’s video, ‘Inside Kashmir's ‘Invisible’ Transgender
Community’, highlights how the community has been discriminated
against in Kashmir. Their situation has become even more worrisome
due to the abolition of special status to Kashmir under article 370 of the
constitution and the pandemic. They have lost jobs, have been ostracized
by family members and society and all their traditional roles are being
replaced by newer technologies. They are often denied proper burial
and are impoverished due to the lack of economic opportunities.
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PRINT & WEB MEDIA

THE RAINBOW IS AT A NEW HIGH
Lachmi Deb Roy
22 February 2020, Outlook

When Deepa Mehta’s Fire was released in 1996, there were protests.
They revealed a society that was completely at unrest with the LGBTQ
community. Until then, Bollywood and language cinemas portrayed its
members in specific stereotypes.

They could be comical, prostitutes, and beggars. But they couldn’t be
normal, and an inherent part of the society. Less than three decades later,
things have changed, albeit not in the manner they should have. Today,
you are more likely to watch a Ladli (Hindi) or U Ushacha (Marathi).

Ladli doesn't just have the third-gender characters. It is a poignant and
true story about a transgender by the same name. It is a tale of a person
for whom life itself became a journey to find some meaning in this cruel
world. She renders tender hopes about being accepted, being part of
the society.

Instead, what she gets is harsh treatment and unkind words. She yearns
for love, real love, but realizes that it is often coupled with judgmental
behavior and conditions. Ironically, when she finds love, it is difficult for
her to accept it.

Film-maker Sudipta Kundu became obsessed with Ladli, when he saw her
brawl| with the police on a weekend night. Unlike what he had heard and
seen, the encounter was attention-grabbing. “She was spontaneous and
logical. | tried to discontinue the fight,” he reminisces. Later, he asked the
local paan-shop owner about the cause of the fight. He was told that it
was a regular fight for her survival. He was advised not to be involved.
But the brawl and comments left Kundu in deep thought over the next few
days.

Initially, the film director planned to do a photo-shoot to depict Ladli’s
life through photographs. But as he explored her life, she understood the
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cruelties and sensitivities involved, he figured out a documentary film was
the best option to show it like it was. Given the existing stereotypes in
Indian films, Kundu felt that this was a medium that had to be explored.
“In the 1990s, a few efforts were made, like Tamanna, but films on the
community were few,” he explains in an exclusive interview.

Today, people like Rohan Parashuram Kanawade, who made the short film
Ushacha, don't just portray a community member as the main protagonist.
What they add is a sketch of how they are as normal as heterosexuals,
possess the same emotions, feelings, and yearnings, and how society
still views them. The Marathi film, for instance, is about an illiterate single
mother in rural Maharashtra, who feels drawn to the female teacher of
a local primary school. Like others in love, the attraction is innocent and
pure, and empowers her. She was like any other next-door neighbor.

Kanawade was careful to stay away from popular, and wrong, perceptions
that exist among heterosexuals. It is these kinds of portrayals in our films
that make the audience think that “gay man means a feminine man, and
lesbian implies a butch woman”. At a personal level, when he came out,
some of his friends couldn’t believe it. They said that he didn’t look like
a gay. This is why he steered away from stereotypes, and attempted to
normalize the community in this, and other films he made.

“Since | made Usha, a large number of heterosexual viewers told me
that they didn’t want the film to end. In fact, they wanted to see the love
to bloom between the two lead women,” explains Kanawade. Many
advised him that he should convert it into a full-fledged feature film. This
was an achievement of sorts, a successful attempt to change the existing
mindset. More importantly, it made the audience feel that the community
members were just like any other human beings. They harbored the same
hopes, ambitions, and aspirations.

Sundar (Beautiful) is another short film made by Kanawade. The story
deals with a boy, Jayu, and is set in a chawl in Mumbai.

On the last day of the Navaratri festival, the young hero listens to the
dandiya music that makes him restless. His heart sinks as he sees the girls
dolled up for the night. Everyone is heading to the ground to dance..
Jayu takes too long to go, but his mother doesn’t want him to step out of
the house. She was embarrassed; the year before, her son had dressed
in a sari for a fancy-dress competition. Jayu, however, went for the dance.
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Onlookers laughed, mocked, and whistled at him. For them, this was
another reason fo ridicule the little boy, to make fun of him. But Jayu did
not care. He wanted to live life that way he wished, and seek personal
happiness. That is, until he spots his mother among the hecklers. Still,
Sundar is a tale of millions of people in this country, who despite being
shunned by the majority, realize their inner beauty, accept their internal
truths, and move on happily with their lives.

The above-mentioned movies, and several others, were showcased
at KASHISH, the annual International Queer Film Festival, which
is the largest in South Asia and is held in Mumbai. It deals with the
LGBTQIA+ community that comprises lesbian, gay, bisexual, pansexual,
transgender, gender queer, queer, intersexed, a-gender, asexual, and
allied sections. Every year the festival screens around 16 -80 films from
35 to 40 countries. Out of these films, 30 to 35 were from India in the
past three years.

Sridhar Rangayan, writer and director of award-winning LGBTQ-themed
films, and festival director of KASHISH, elaborates, “In 2019, we
screened two diverse and distinct films about transgenders. One from
Kolkata, Nagarkirtan, was directed by Kaushik Ganguly. It was about
a beautiful romance between a flute player and young transgender
person. It also dealt with the sensitive topic of in-fighting within the Hijra
community.” The second was a Malayalam one, Njan Marykutty. It was
about a transgender who faces discrimination from family and society,
but becomes a police officer.”

Regional films are the real game changers. Naanu Avanalla Avalu in
Kannada won two National Awards. Khejdi is a film set in Rajasthan,
and starred the popular actor, Ashish Sharma. Of course, there are the
unforgettable movies by the late Rituparno Ghosh — Arekti Premer Golpo
and Chitrangada, both in Bengali. Both of them deal with the lives of the
transgenders with sensitivity. Whether it was deliberate or not, they were
instrumental in evolking insightful realizations among their audiences.

Apart from these, a number of short films and documentaries explored
the community’s need for family acceptance, housing, jobs and love. A
Monsoon Date, which is directed by Tanuja Chandra, and stars Konkana
Sen Sharma, exposes the stigma faced by transgender persons when
they are looking for a loving partner. Another young filmmaker who has
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consistently made LGBTQ-themed films is Onir. His My Brother Nikhil
and | Am not only won awards, but stole the hearts of the viewers.
Shab, another of Onir’s movies, includes one of the most beautiful gay
characters seen in Indian cinema.

But the spectrum needs to expand. Sridhar explains, “Also, the
conversations have moved beyond the more visible trans-women to
include stories about trans-men, intersex persons, gender queer/non-
binary persons who fall under the umbrella of transgender currently.
But their issues and lives are different and distinct, and we need more
such stories to be told. That's why the 11th edition of KASHISH had the
theme, ‘Moving Forward, Together’, focused on the marginalized within
the overall LGBTQIA+.”

After Section 377 was decriminalized in September 2018, film makers
seem to feel a sense of freedom to explore narratives with more nuanced
stories. In early 2019, two films were released. Evening Shadows by
Sridhar Rangayan was about a mother-son bond that is put to test when
he tells her that he is gay, and the hardships she faces to accept him. Ek
Lladki Ko Dekha Toh Aisa Laga by Shelly Chopra Dhar starred Sonam
Kapoor in a lesbian relationship. A soon-to-be-released Ayushman
Khurana starrer, Shubh Mangal Zyaada Sawadhan, promises to be a
mainstream gay film.

The other development is the digital web series space, where one can
tell stories that are on the cutting edge. Series like Romil and Jugal,
Four More Shots and Made in Heaven have LGBTQ characters in the
lead roles, and have proven to be game-changers. Still, on-the-ground
changes are needed for the movement to take off. The first is the lack
of finances to support LGBTQ films. There are no government grants,
nor are there private funds. The film makers rely on their own funds, or
their friends’, or seek crowd-funding. Says Sridhar, “What we need are
funds dedicated to LGBTQ stories.” He confidently adds, “The mood is
upbeat, and the rainbow is flying high. What it needs is the backing of
commerce and platforms like KASHISH to break through the barrier.”
And, of course, there is a need for a sensitive and sensitized audience
that can appreciate the new narratives. Mass entertainment is a sure-fire
way to change thinking and mindset.
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TANUJA CHANDRA'S INTERVIEW

A conversation with Tanuja Chandra, whose film, The Monsoon
Date, chronicles the identity crisis of LGBTQ community.

In the film, how did you make an effort to approach it in a
sensitive manner?

| would say it was more a ‘natural’ effort than a conscious one
because | have always felt strongly and unshakably about human
rights. | am a feminist and have spoken about women in film
and the ‘female genre’ since the beginning of my career. This, is
an extension of those values. | believe in the absolute and equal
rights of people from the LGBTQ community. | believe there
should be no manner of discrimination against them in society
and stories of course, form an important part of the world we live
in. When my friend and writer, Gazal Dhaliwal, and | discussed
the seed of this story, there wasn't a doubt about how we would
approach the subject of someone who has struggled with their
identity and sexuality. And when Konkona Sen Sharma came on
board, this intent gained a compatriot and fellow believer. The
reason | use words that imply some sort of revolution is because
that's exactly what's needed. In an equal and just world, we
wouldn’t have to bother, but until that happens, the ‘conscious
effort’ you speak of, is direly needed.

Your take on how new film makers have changed their
approach?

Films reflect social attitudes but they can point out social ills, they
can inspire, films can bring about empathy, and if we're lucky,
films might shine an unblinking light on long-held untruths and
free us of their stranglehold. An oppressed community needs to
have not just a presence in mainstream storytelling but also the
world’s increased awareness of its suffering and the injustices it
has had to endure. Only when we as a culture truly respect the
rights of queer minorities and regard them with humaneness,
will it truly make us a more just nation. And then only will our
stories thrive.
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From Deepa Mehta in 1996, we have come a long way. Why did it
take so long?

Sadly, cultures are not quick to change. | feel ever since | started
out, I've been repeating myself on the topic of women in film on
and off-screen and female-led stories. And change has been painfully
slow. Even today, just a handful of films are made that center around
women, and the number of female directors is still small. And yet, is
there an option but to keep at it. We must have our voices heard over
and over again, every day, all the time.

How has the approach toward LGBTQ changed in films?

From the time | made my first film, at least one can tell a story now
without necessarily having a male hero in it, or a love story inserted in
it. A female star can get a film funded, although | must say, not nearly
as massively funded as a male star. Nevertheless, a filmmaker need
not cast a known male actor in a ‘Special Appearance’ anymore.
While one does see queer characters peppering shows on the web,
mainstream cinema largely remains wary of gay and lesbian love
stories. How far is the day when the average Friday will have queer
stories releases with regularity — very far, | would say.

Lachmi Deb Roy is working with Outlook
magazine and web. She presently holds
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Ina Goel is a former INLAKS and DAAD
scholar. She is the founder of the award-
winning online platform ‘The Hijra Project’.
She is currently a PhD candidate based
o at the Department of Anthropology, The
Chinese University of Hong Kong.
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SHOCK TREATMENT, EXORCISM,
PSYCHOTROPIC DRUGS: BEHIND

‘CONVERSION THERAPY’ FOR QUEERS
Navamy Sudhish
28 June 2020, The Hindu

Rihaan* came out to his parents in the summer of 2008 — three days
after they created a profile for him on a matrimonial site. His conservative
upper-class family in Pune reacted badly. There was confusion, rage, tears.
“My father begged me to meet a psychiatrist, who instantly diagnosed
my ‘condition” as mother-fixation.” Rihaan’s ‘treatment’ started the same
week. First it was coercion and counselling; then he was given medicines

and dragged to brothels.

“Then came the final sitting to ‘reverse my orientation and cure the
disorder’. | was locked into a room wallpapered with pictures of nude
men and they gave me some injections that made me throw up. | retched
the entire day, collapsing in between, then waking up covered in vomit.
Two days later the session was repeated and | was shown gay porn.”
Within a couple of weeks Rihaan was a defeated man. “Panic rose in
my chest even at the mention of same-sex attraction. My parents were
summoned and officially informed that my ‘conversion” was complete. |
lived like a zombie those days. | was heavily dependent on medicines
and each time | tried to stop, | was ravaged by withdrawal symptoms.
| contemplated suicide. Then, before | knew it, | was married to a cis
woman.”

Rihaan’s marriage lasted five months, but more than 10 years later, he
still gets panic attacks. He has no career or confidence. “I am unable
to have a meaningful relationship and at times the shame and pain are
unbearable,” he says. Now, Rihaan is finally on the road to recovery.

Not everyone is so lucky. Anjana Harish, the 21-year-old queer student
from Kerala who was found dead in Goa last month, was also subjected
to conversion therapy. Her friends say that Harish live-streamed a
video revealing the torture she had to endure from pseudo-therapists.
Disturbingly, it looks like the discredited concept of conversion therapy
is still being practised. Claiming fo “cure” queerness, it can involve
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everything from shock treatment to exorcism and hormones to psychotropic
drugs and kindling a sense of shame. According to medical experts, it
causes irreparable damage to the mental health of victims.

Members of the LGBTQIA+ community say conversion therapy is practised
in stealth. The ‘patients” are taken to psychiatric wards in hospitals or
de-addiction centres with falsified files. When Jay*, a trans man from
Ahmedabad, consulted a psychiatrist at a government facility for sex
reassignment surgery, the doctor insisted that he go through conversion
therapy first. “I am a 43-year-old gazetted officer and | went there with
some community members. If they could try to coerce me, think about
what they must do to younger people with no support,” says Jay.

Quacks and clerics

This so-called ‘therapy’ is dished out not just by unscrupulous health
professionals but also by preachers, naturopaths, shamans, and religious
establishments. When Marie* told her parents in Coimbatore that she
was a trans woman, they asked her to attend a course at an ashram the
family used to frequent. “On the second day of the course, | woke up in
another place where | was held prisoner for two months,” she says. “I
was slapped, body-shamed and sexually abused for being a ‘sinner’ and
acting against the ‘divine plan”.” Realising there was no point in fighting,
Marie stopped reacting and convinced them that she had changed. “I
was sent home where | continued the charade for two more months.
At the very first opportunity, | fled and never went back.” Marie has
since undergone sex reassignment surgery and works as a doctor in a
hill station where nobody knows her past. “I survived because | stayed
vigilant from the beginning. Once they break your spirit, there is no
going back.”

Salma’s* relationship with another girl became a scandal that rocked
her hometown in Lucknow. It was a cleric who advised the family to keep
her in isolation; she was raped multiple times by a close relative, a man
she called kaka (uncle). In Indig, religious institutions and representatives
play a big part in promoting conversion therapy. In the West, groups like
Exodus International openly promoted conversion therapy across nearly
20 countries, but it has been more hush-hush here, with saints, pastors
and babas doing it on the sly. Organised groups operate as de-addiction
centres, prayer groups or ashrams.
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Unlawful practice

“We condemn conversion therapy. It's unlawful,” says P.K. Dalal,
President, Indian Psychiatric Society (IPS). IPS has taken a strong stand
against it. “We have a protocol when it comes to such cases and we will
soon be coming out with a statement,” says Prof. Dalal.

Although there is no specific law prohibiting conversion therapy, legal
experts emphasise that the practice violates the Right to Privacy enshrined
under Article 21. “If sexual abuse is involved it's an IPC offence anyway
and now we have the Mental Healthcare Act 2017 that gives a lot of
agency to individuals,” says Sandhya Raju, an advocate at Kerala High
Court and part of the Human Rights Law Network. “Once mental health
review boards are constituted as part of enforcing the law, the community
can use it to protect their rights.”

It the practice is used against children below 18, the law is even more
stringent. Parents can be booked under Section 75 of the Juvenile Justice
Act, 2015. Prijith PK., president of the Thiruvananthapuram-based
Queerythm, which operates a 24x7 helpline for LGBTQIA+ people, says,
“Very often parents are involved, and doctors claim the treatment is for
depression or schizophrenia.” He thinks new legislation is needed to
address the issue. “While trans persons are protected under the NALSA
judgment, other segments — including gays, lesbians and bisexuals —
have no legal support. Same sex marriages are still not legal in India. We
talk about inclusivity and awareness, but legal backing is very important
to achieve that goal. When the discrimination ends, the rest will follow,”
he says.

While most such practitioners are quacks, there are some who strongly
believe they are offering a ‘service’. A Kerala-based psychiatrist who
practises conversion therapy said, on condition of anonymity, that his
patients “undergo the treatment willingly” as it's “easier to live as a
heterosexual individual”. According to him, many of his patients now have
a family and children. But even he admits that many of them come back
due to marital discord and are on endless medication for depression.

A Hyderabad-based sexologist is equally confident. He offers different
programmes tailored to ‘the severity of queerness’ and says, “You can fix
most homosexuals with hormone therapy. Psychiatric interventions have
been successful in most cases I've treated. For example, testosterone
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injections can reverse same-sex desire to a great extent while some
people respond to behavioural therapy.” He refuses to share his methods
and says sexual deviance often springs from childhood sexual abuse and
conditioning. He believes he is “helping” queer people by “reaffirming
their real orientation or gender identity, making them acceptable, and
protecting the honour of their families.”

Hypnotic ‘cure’

The origins of this clandestine practice date back to the 19th century,
when ‘deviant’ sexual orientations were considered sinful or criminal.
One of the first documented cases comes from the accounts of Albert von
Schrenck-Notzing, a German physician who reportedly used hypnosis
to ‘cure’ homosexuality in the 1890s. By the early 1900s, practitioners
worldwide began to use hypnosis as well as electroconvulsive therapy
and sometimes surgical procedures like lobotomy. People were tortured,
castrated and subjected to sordid corrective measures. Aversion therapy,
of the kind Rihaan underwent, was portrayed in Stanley Kubrick’'s 1971
film A Clockwork Orange.

In India, the Department of Psychiatry at AlIMS, New Delhi, conducted
a study to reverse sexual orientation between 1977and 1982. The
subjects were six homosexual people, who were administered electric
shocks using an aversion therapy apparatus set at 50 volts to control
their homoerotic fantasies. The report claimed that four persons were
successfully reoriented. By the 2000s, several doctors and healers had
popped up across the country.

In May this year, the UN published a report cataloguing the severe and
everlasting impacts of conversion therapy. The report says, “Attempts to
pathologize and erase the identity of individuals, negate their existence as
lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans or gender diverse and provoke self-loathing
have profound consequences on their physical and psychological integrity
and well-being.” It urges governments to ban conversion therapy. So far
only five countries — Germany (for under-18), Malta, Ecuador, Brazil,
Taiwan — have drawn up bills making it illegal, but efforts are on in
other countries too.

At the most basic level, conversion therapy is unethical and a human rights

violation. Even after the Supreme Court decriminalised consensual same-
sex relationships by striking down Section 377 and came out with the
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historic NALSA judgment to protect transgender rights, Indian society is
far from queerdfriendly: LGBTQIA+ individuals still face violence, hostility
and stigma. And a very real threat to their mental and physical health.

*Names changed to protect identity.

Navamy Sudhish has been a Principal
Correspondent with The Hindu for the
past few years and covers features mainly
focused on the environment, minority issues,
and development.
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INSIDE KASHMIR’S INVISIBLE
TRANSGENDER COMMUNITY

Business Insider

16 October 2020

P 0:13/848 ——

Inside Kashmir's ‘Invisible’ Transgender Community

Business Insider’s video, ‘Inside Kashmir's ‘Invisible’ Transgender
Community’,  highlights how the transgender community has been
discriminated against. Their situation has become even more worrisome
due to the abolition of 370 and the pandemic. As a result, they have
lost jobs where they danced and sang during marriages with people
more inclined to DJ)’s and female singers. Traditionally, the transgender
communities in Kashmir played the roles of matchmakers, but with
matrimonial websites and online partner search apps, this profession
has come to a halt. They have been pushed to sex trade. Moreover, they
are often denied proper burial and are ostracised by family members
and society, often subjected to poverty due to the lack of economic
opportunities. They have to lead an invisible life all throughout their lives.
Only few are lucky who can identify themselves as LGBT communities. Sex
and sexual orientation are taboo subjects in Kashmir. Transgenders here,
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fear to dress in colourful dresses, fearing that they might get ridiculed by
the society. Transgenders face discrimination, get ridiculed, they don't
have any freedom for choosing their gender. Few are lucky, but voices of
many get subdued.

Business Insider (Bl) is an American
financial and business news website
founded in 2007. Since 2015, a majority

BUSINESS stake in Business Insider’s parent company

Insider Inc. has been owned by the

German publishing house Axel Springer.
INSIDER P

It operates several international editions.
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DIGITAL INDIA : THE
GOOD THE BAD AND THE
UGLY

In India, the number of active Internet users is expected to rise by 45%
in the next five years to nearly 900 million by 2025 from 622 million,
according to the 2020 report by the IAMAI-Kantar ICUBE. However,
while connectivity can promote large-scale progress, it also leaves
our digital societies open to new vulnerabilities., While the pandemic
propelled a 500 per cent increase in telehealth consultations, a structural
shift towards online shopping with e-retail reaching 95 per cent of Indian
districts and digital payments touching the 100 million transactions per
day mark It had also amplified some alarming trends.One of which is
the ever-widening digital gap.

Half of India’s population lacks internet access, and even if they can get
online, only 20% of Indians know how to use digital services, according
to government data. Moreover, most families don’t own a computer or a
smartphone to access the Internet. As a result, the pandemic has further
aggravated the country’s digital divide - the gap between those with
the means and knowledge to use the digital means and those without
- worsening the already stark levels of inequality and bringing down
economic growth. Stories in this section highlight the good, the bad and
the ugly faces of digital India.

In her story, ‘Afge o< € eifeg e featured on feminismindia.

com, Heena Fatima, describes the gendered digital divide often being a
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triple disadvantage for women in India. First, there is a rural-urban digital
divide and secondly there is an income-based digital divide between
households. Thirdly, and most importantly, intra-household discrimination
prevents women from equitably accessing digital devices within the
domestic sphere, which further widens the genderbased digital gap
She describes how this divide reflects the widespread discrimination
women and girls face and results from the haphazard and exclusionary
penetration of digital access and lack of basic electricity facilities. Fatima
reports on how the government claims to have provided electricity to
all households in India are unsubstantiated on ground. The picture is
anything but rosy with the erratic supply of electricity. She amplifies how
the non-availability of electricity and the patriarchal societies restrict and
affect equitable access to technology for women and girls. This problem,
she states, makes online education the biggest reason for girls dropping
out of the educational system.

Another “ticking bomb”, as Sanhati Banerjee describes it in her article, is
online child sexual abuse. There has been a sustained growth in online
sexual abuse targeting children, which is outstripping the global capacity
to respond. Approximately 71 million children aged between 5-11 years
in India access the Internet on the devices of their family members,
amounting to nearly 14 per cent of the country’s active Internet user
base, especially during the lockdown. Sanhati describes how anonymity,
secrecy and interconnectedness, have resulted in potential and habitual
child sexual offenders, paedophiles, child rapists and child pornography
addicts migrating fo the Internet during the lockdown, posing a new threat
to the safety of children. Featured on feminismindia.com, this article, ‘The
ticking Bomb called Online Child Sexual Abuse’ describes how the phrase
‘boys being boys’ for a long time has been considered an excusable
part of nature in our society leading to toxic masculinity. Sanhati writes
how the lack of informed sex education, stigma, sexualization of children
on shows, efc., reinforces sexual harassment. She explains how digital
illiteracy and inadequate online safety measures expose children to the
hazards of other cyber-crimes like cyberbullying, cyberstalking, identity
theft, sexual predation, and Internet addiction.

Just like Sanhati Banerjee, Jyoti Yadav, in her article, ‘Locker Room boys to
IT cell men: India’s rape culture grows without shame and consequences’
featured in The Print, writes about the infamous Bois Locker Room
WhatsApp group incident, comprising young boys from Delhi schools
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sharing images of underage girls, with conversations ranging from ‘jokes’
about their private parts to planning a gang rape, which went viral
when the country just went into a nationwide lockdown. She also writes
about toxic trolling, a new tool by men running the IT cells of political
parties, targeting and sexualizing women who don't agree or adhere to
their doctrine. Trolling has become embedded globally in the fabric of
political life, especially in India, home to the world’s biggest democracy.
Against this backdrop, many women are often subjected to manipulated
online posts, a scary trend in a country where fake news can lead to
violence. Women's rights advocates say the large-scale trolling in India
could be an additional barrier to improving gender parity in politics
in our country. That poses a particularly pressing problem for Indig,
where women are already significantly under-represented in politics. The
women who disagree with them are sexualized, slut and body shamed,
threatened with rape by the Trolls. This behaviour, Jyoti Yadav writes,
is an extension of the same means used by “bois locker room” group
members to subjugate women in public spaces.

But, all is not lost in digital Indiq, it has had a long-lasting impact on the
way people communicate, providing a platform for those discriminated
against and giving a voice to discuss gender, women's rights, sex, and
sexuality, among others. One such platform is Mumbai based Indu.
L.Harikumar’s Instagram page which is aptly called ‘Induviduality’. With
19.1 k followers, her posts feature gender issues and the importance
of consent in a relationship. She highlights the importance of support
in relationships and women owning their sexual pleasure using solid
graphics and illustrations. In addition, her series #loveSexAndTech
documents gender-based online abuse against women, focusing on
creating a space for solidarity. This series uses gripping artwork and
words for her audience to document how patriarchy can exercise control
over women'’s lives.
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THE TICKING BOMB CALLED ONLINE
CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE

Sanhati Banerjee
12 June 2020, feminisminindia.com

According to a recent report by non-profit organisation (NGO) India
Child Protection Fund (ICPF), consumption of child pornography content
in India spiked by 95 per cent amid lockdown. Terms such as “child

porn,” “sexy child” and “teen sex videos” appeared in frequent searches
as per a report citing data from pornography website Pornhub.

As per National Center for Missing & Exploited Children, in 2018
alone, Facebook registered 16.8 million reports with it about child abuse
imagery. In 2018, India had over 480 million Internet users across the
country. This figure was projected to grow to over 660 million users by
2023. In fact, India was ranked as the second largest online market
worldwide in 2019, coming second only to China.

While the given mammoth statistic makes the situation bad, this trend of
migration of potential and habitual child sexual offenders, paedophiles,
child rapists and child pornography addicts is even more worrying as
the current coronavirus pandemic and the ensuing lockdown has resulted
in digital classrooms, bringing more and more children and teenagers
into the fold of Internet. Approximately 71 million children aged between
5-11 years in India access the Internet on devices of their family members,
constituting nearly 14 per cent of the country’s active Internet user base
of over 500 million, as per the latest Internet & Mobile Association of
India (IAMAI) ‘Digital in India’ report. The migration of child sexual
offenders online also feeds off a deep-seated systemic culture of domestic
or “offline” child sexual abuse.

Toxic Masculinity and the Need for Inclusive Sex Education.

If the recent bois locker room controversy—a group of privileged school-
going, teenage Delhi boys sharing morphed, obscene images of girls
and making objectionable comments—is anything to go by, there is a
widespread culture of toxic masculinity that is hardwired into boys from
a young age through institutionalised patriarchy. Toxic masculinity is
normalised by adults—men and women—at homes, schools, workplaces
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and now on family WhatsApp groups, and as Prabhat Kumar, deputy
director, Child Protection for Save the Children says, “boys pick their role
models early on”. A culture that prides on male children and raises a
boy and girl on a scale of inequal opportunity and standard normalises
misguided pride in manliness. But it is not toxic masculinity alone that
fuels toxic conversations around sexuality; it is as much a matter of lack
of inclusive sex education that fails to impart lessons in consent and
constructive body image perceptions to children that foster such toxicity.

Given the wide-ranging usage of the Internet for educational as well as
recreational purposes, coupled with loneliness and sometimes alienation
from parents or extended family members, a mere “with parental
permission” is not enough to deal with complexities driven by the data
world. From games to mock play-ups and message boards, simulation
to sensationalism—from facts to myth—the gaze of the Internet is
demanding. A lot of parents are still not exposed to the looming threats.

“Parents need to develop a relationship built on trust with their children,
bond with them and engage them in open communication from an early
age. Such a culture will enable the identification of patterns of threat and
behaviour of potential offenders; what is needed is more exposure,” says
Kumar.

If on the one hand, if there is a lack of informed sex education, there
is the social evil of stigma that shames the victim. Once a photograph/
video of a child is out, especially a girl child, she is stigmatised and
further harassed. If in urban areas, families and caregivers coupled with
peer pressure often fail to address the psychological trauma, low self-
esteem, anxiety pangs, trust deficit, body image issues arising out of
sexual abuse, in rural areas children from underprivileged families are
often lured, trafficked and eventually sold for pornographic content.

“Children and young adults need to be made aware of what healthy
boundaries within friendships and different relationships stand for.
Anything shared once on the Internet is out there forever, even Instagram
stories or Snapchats don't ever disappear! Sharing one’s intimate photos
may create an unhealthy power imbalance and extreme vulnerability
in some relationships, especially after a discord. Parents and teachers
need fo tell children if their friends are making them guilt trip into sharing
content that they’re not comfortable with, then the power to say a “no”
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with their head held high, is also doable,” says Sonal Kapoor, founder-
director, Protsahan India Foundation.

What Constitutes Online Child Sexual Abuse

According to Priti Mahara, director, policy research & advocacy at NGO
CRY - Child Rights and You, the greater use of Internet is associated
with some social and psychological variables such as: decline in the
size of social circle; depression; loneliness; lower self-esteem and life
satisfaction; sensation seeking; poor mental health; low family function.

“Children are made the subjects of photos that are then sent into
cyberspace, or they are advertised online as commodities, and /or they
are a Dected by violence and harms arising from other people’s online
inferactions, including the use of pornography. Gender is (also) seen
to be a risk factor, with seemingly more girls than boys appearing to
be harmed through cyberspace interactions. However, boys are also
increasingly featured in pornographic images circulating online,” says
Mahara.

“The lack of digital literacy and online safety measures also exposing
children to hazards of cyber-crimes like cyber bullying, cyber stalking,
identity theft, sexual predation and other crimes, and Internet addiction.
Associated Internet-related risks are harassment, invasion of privacy and
exposure to pornographic and violent content,” says Mahara.

Law and Questions of Jurisprudence

A recent study conducted CRY — Child Rights and You — on “Online
Safety and Internet Addiction”, conducted amongst adolescents in Delhi-
NCR reveals that, The adolescents had easy access to the Internet—93
per cent of the respondents had access to the Internet in their homes,
and 60 percent of the boys and 40 percent of the girls owned mobiles.
Eighty per cent of the boys and 59 per cent of the girls had social media
accounts and 31 percent of the adolescents had more than two accounts.
Three in five adolescents (63 per cent) said they accepted friendship/
connect requests only from people they knew while the rest said they
accepted requests from friends of friends and strangers. The same study
reflected that as the children grow, they tend to accept friendship from
persons whom they do not know offline in real life i.e. from strangers and
friends of friends.
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One in three adolescents reported going through negative experiences
on the Internet. Around 10 percent of the respondents disclosed being
subjected to cyber-bullying. Only one in two adolescents reported the
cyber-bullying incident. It is noteworthy that cyber-bullying occurred least
among adolescents who had knowledge about NCERT guidelines for
Internet Safety.

The Protection of Children from Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act 2012
is a comprehensive law to provide for the protection of children from
the offences of sexual assault, sexual harassment and pornography,
while safeguarding the interests of the child at every stage of the judicial
process. The said Act defines a child as any person below 18 years of
age, and defines different forms of sexual abuse, including penetrative
and non-penetrative assault.

“If you speak about offenders, we do not have any special offerings
either from the Information Technology Act, or POCSO Act or IPC as
to how to handle them and what else should be done other than the
punishment already prescribed, i.e. fining and sentencing to jail.

It the offender is a child then the provisions of Juvenile Justice Care and
Protection Act should be applicable. As per this law, bail may be cancelled
and the offender child may mandatorily be sent to observation home or
special home only when granting bail may be considered dangerous to
him because he may go back to the negativity because of his peer group
or the group which was using him for committing crime, and he does not
have fit guarding and care provider who may prevent him from going
back to such influencers,” says Dr. Debarati Halder, professor of Legal
Studies at Unitedworld School of Law, Ahmedabad, and author of Child
Sexual Abuse and Protection Laws in India (Sage Publishing).

In the case of adults, detention and slapping of fines are the most chosen
sentences that are prescribed by the judiciary. Even in detention or
judicial custody, there may not be an absolute possibility to guarantee
complete restriction of access to electronic devices, Internet etc.

There are multiple reports of offenders running rackets of cyber-crimes from
jails. In her book, Halder talks about using therapeutic jurisprudence and
innovative sentencing processes by judiciary in such cases which may
be beneficial for both the offender and the victim. “Truly speaking, India
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does not have any strong mechanism to monitor offenders of online child
sexual abuse because monitoring may be extremely time consuming and
costly. We need to get the proper infrastructure and the police force
must be trained properly so that they do not infringe on privacy while
tracking/monitoring offenders,” says Halder.

In January this year, the Rajya Sabha panel studying the proliferation
of child sexual abuse material on social media recommended multiple
changes to the Information Technology Act and its intermediary rules,
including allowing law enforcement agencies to break encryption to
trace people distributing such material.

Sexualised Portrayal of Children in Popular Culture

A host of reality singing, dancing and comedy television shows aired on
national television end up sexualising children, especially girl children.
From overtly sexualised clothes, makeup and accessories to moves,
gestures and expressions— children and teenagers end up imitating
the moves of adult actors/singers etc. From lip-synching to innuendos
to playing the chubby and cutesy acts, children are portrayed in an
objectionable manner, much akin to “fantasy” keyword searches like
“sexy child”, “sexy school girl”, “school girl sex” and many more. Parents
don’t complain either as the entertainment industry brings big money
and quick fame. Similarly, fashion labels that sell ridiculously funny/
morbid versions of “cute” adult wear in the kid version only help in tilting
the picture in favour of fantasising.

To understand child sexual abuse, we need to understand child rights.
Since child sexual abuse leaves children scarred and traumatised, the
legal framework must stress on child-friendly procedural, interrogation,
court rooms, police personnel and support groups, primarily families and
schools apart from child psychologists and other social stakeholders.

To raise children in a culture where they are treated as having informed
self-agency, to answer their questions with facts and sensitivity and not
in childish metaphors, and to make them understand and value their
own privacy that includes protecting their bodies are only the first steps
towards creating more empowered children. Since cyber sexual crimes
against children are not localised as the perpetrator might be sitting
anywhere between Lucknow and Luxemburg and beyond, there needs to
be collaborative efforts among global players, as Kumar points out.
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LOCKER ROOM BOYS TO IT CELL
MEN: INDIA’S RAPE CULTURE GROWS

WITHOUT SHAME OR CONSEQUENCES
Jyoti Yadav

5 May 2020, ThePrint.in

It Delhi schoolboys on Instagram privately plan to rape underage girls,
then men from IT cells of political parties publicly threaten women on
Twitter and Facebook.

India has a rape culture. When not making “victims” out of women —
young and old, newborn and dead — it breathes life into Indian boys’
and men'’s everyday public conversations and private group chats. One
such private group on Instagram, Bois Locker Room, was outed on Twitter
Sunday. Screenshots of Delhi schoolboys sharing images of underage
girls, with conversations ranging from ‘jokes’ about their private parts to
planning a gang rape, went viral. They finally drew the attention of the
Delhi Commission for Women, which sent a notice to both the police and
Instagram demanding a probe.

But while this Instagram group had about 30-35 members, thousands
of locker room boys grew up info the same sexist and misogynist adults
a long time ago, and no one took note. As members of Indian political
parties’ IT cells, they are doing publicly what Bois Locker Room boys
did privately. They log into their social media accounts every day and
go after women who wear ‘short clothes’, speak their mind, talk back
to them, don’t worship their political leaders, or don’t ascribe to their
political ideologies — everything that hits at their masculinity. IT cells of
all political parties — BJP, AAP and Congress — are part of this big boys'’
club. But the BJP IT cell is most notorious.

The tools deployed by these men to target women are the same —
threats of gang rape, mutilation, reminders of past heinous crimes, body
shaming, slut-shaming, character assassination, and spreading rumours.
These men reduce the existence of women to sexual intercourse and
their body parts and want to teach them a lesson by circulating their
nude pictures. They don’t spare their target’s mother, sister or any female
relative.
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Almost all these men swear by their religion, are “nationalists and patriots”,
and are followed by leading politicians of Indig, including Prime Minister
Narendra Modi. Some are politicians themselves, like former MLA and
BJP leader Kapil Mishra, who has targeted public figures such as Swara
Bhasker, Kavita Krishnan, Shehla Rashid, Barkha Dutt, Alka Lamba in the
past and most recently, directed his vulgarity at Jamia student Safoora
Zargar over her pregnancy.

The “shock’ is shocking

As the screenshots of ugly conversations of Bois Locker Room began
to emerge on Twitter, many expressed shock over the language, the
sexualisation of underage girls as well as the fact that they were casually
planning to rape a girl. But if the locker room boys talk mostly about
girls” breasts, the big boys of IT cells are obsessed with women'’s vaginas.
Every other day, there’s a Twitter hashtag targeting the genitals of the
mother of the person in whose name the attack is trending. But these
rarely draw anyone’s attention — be it of Twitter authorities, the Indian
police or the government. It's part of men’s everyday conversation to
refer to a mother or sister’s vagina; men’s abuses directed at other men
are centred on telling them they rape their mothers and sisters.

The sex lives of women are also of great interest to these men who use
sex as a tool to ‘shame’ their targets. Take for instance the recent case
of Safoora Zargar, a Jamia scholar, who was arrested in connection
with anti-CAA protests. Zargar is more than three months pregnant and
continues to be lodged in Tihar Jail despite social media activists and
Amnesty International calling for her release.

A barrage of tweets has been directed at her over her pregnancy by the
IT cell, which picked pace after BJP’s known rabble-rouser Kapil Mishra
put out a nasty tweet. Safoora Zargar has been trending on Twitter for
the past couple of days. Her pregnancy has been questioned, with
some bigoted trolls accusing her of becoming pregnant while still not
being married (which she is). Because of her association with Shaheen
Bagh protests, the IT cell trolls, most of whom hide behind the cloak of
anonymity, started memes on Azadi. She was linked to various men and
even to a Sikh man who sold his flat to feed the anti-CAA protesters.
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No difference between boys and men

The modus operandi of the IT cell and Bois Locker Room is the same.
Some random guy makes a random comment about ‘a night at Le
Meridien Hotel” or ‘an incident in the park’ or some such tale. Soon, a
flood of comments pour in with abuses and invoking ‘Bharatiya sanskriti’
(Indian culture). Then a person with a verified account on Twitter or
Facebook publicly chimes in with his (or her) two cents and the character
assassination process of the woman is complete. Everyone in the IT cell
thereupon starts writing anything about the woman as others laugh,
mock, and amplify the attack with cheer. Safoora Zargar faces added
vehemence because of her religion. A quick look at the comments people
like journalist Rana Ayyub or activist Shehla Rashid receive on a daily
basis will make it clear the kind of trash that women from the Muslim
community face on a daily basis simply because of their religion.

Then there are the abuses that 75-year-old Congress president Sonia
Gandhi gets from men who chant ‘Bharat Mata Ki Jai’ and claim India to
be a country where women are worshipped and respected.

Turkish author Ece Temelkuran writes about this horror in her book How
To Lose A Country: The 7 Steps from Democracy to Dictatorship. She says
these groups terrorise the language towards women and laugh at the
horror. They make abuse a new normal. In a patriarchal society, women
who are vocal or speak up against harassment are targeted on social
media in the same language that women who battle domestic abuse face
at home.

India’s rape culture is built on a loose talk where women are perceived as
sexual objects and men of all ages and groups denigrate them regularly,
whether happy or angry. And those who don’t indulge in outright abuses
provide a ‘support’ system.

They defend locker room boys as ‘kids” whose lives shouldn’t be spoiled
because of a ‘mistake’. As for the grown men, they are forever-boys
which, in a country where public rallies are taken out in the defence of
rape accused, has time and again said: “boys will be boys”.
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#LOVESEXANDTECH

Indu L. Harikumar
Instagram

#loveSexAndTech was a people-powered art project run by Indu
Harikumar on Instagram, supported by a grant (Take Back The Tech) from
APC. It aimed to document the shrinkage of internet space occupied by
women due to gender based violence in intimate relationships. It looked
at restrictions, surveillance and control placed by intimate partners, which
could lead to an unequal access to this virtual space and sometimes to
abuse and how some of us had reclaimed our space.

Website: https://individuality.com

Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/individuality

Indu.L.Haritkumar is an artist and storyteller.
She ftells stories of body, desire, love
and belonging. She has authored and
illustrated children’s books and has written
for major media houses worldwide. Her art
has been exhibited globally at Kunsthalle
Bremen, Germany.
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FROM INSIGHTS TO
ACTION: ISSUES DURING
THE PANDEMIC

COVID-19 has distressed societies to the core. One of the fault lines it
has exposed is that gender bias remains rampant in news coverage.
The media’s focus on the impact of the pandemic has been majorly on
hospitalization, deaths and other health impacts. There is less attention
on how the pandemic has exacerbated gender inequalities in our society.
The lockdown has made the road to building a gender-equal community
rockier as there seems to be a rollback on issues related to women's rights,
roles and responsibilities. Media outlets are missing out on highlighting
the vast discrimination women around the world face.

The National Commission of Women recorded a 2.5 times increase in
domestic violence during the first lockdown period. In addition, NGOs
working with women have reported receiving more complaints of domestic
violence than they had in the last ten years. Soma Basu discusses the
‘silent pandemic’ women faced in her article, ‘A parallel pandemic as
domestic abuse victims trapped with their abusers’. She highlights how
the ‘stay home and Stay Safe’ option failed to apply to battered women
facing domestic violence. The author cites multiple layers of domestic
abuse- physical, emotional, and psychological- during the lockdown that
most victims don’t recognize as violence. In addition, she documents an
increase in faunts, name-calling, and beating post the pandemic due
to the double burden of the fear of COVID-19 and increased family
responsibilities.
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The National Crime Records Bureau has also recorded about a 50 per
cent rise in the cases of child marriages in 2020 over the previous year.
Sadaf Modak reports about instances of child marriages from 3 districts
of Maharashtra in her article, ‘80 cases of child marriages stopped, 16
FIRs filed since lockdown enforced’.

A Special feature by Adrija Bose also cites many examples where
parents have got their teenaged girls married as it will mean one less
mouth to feed in her article, ‘Pulled Out of school, Pushed into Marriage’.
What the pandemic is doing to India’s teenaged girls.” Both the winning
entries point to the closure of schools, lack of financial security due to
uncertainty over livelihoods, non-availability of mid-day meals and free
sanitary napkins as significant reasons to push girls out of the education
system and into forced marriages.

Greater engagement in unpaid household work and the falling number of
jobs across sectors have skewed women’s participation in the workforce.
As a result, India’s female labour participation rate fell to 15.5 % in
April-June, 2020 and 16.1% during the July-September 2020 quarter,
which is the lowest among the major economies. These statistics reflect
the impact of the pandemic and a widening job crisis. The news report
by Somya Lakhani, ‘Women out of work: We were moving up the
ladder ab lagta hai kisi ne sidhi cheen |i’, personalised these statistics by
sharing the struggles of first-generation women bread earners in Delhi,
post COVID-19 lockdown.

An investigative story by Md. Asgar Khan titled, ‘@RIAT &t T gt Ut
oft: 3 H 9 AN Y T, ST 38 U & g Il St QTS o A, It Al bl
EGISENCIRIISE] Wﬁﬁa@@ﬁ tells us the loss of livelihood of

sex workers in Ranchi due to lockdown and imposition of restrictions. He
reports that this community is on the brink of starvation as 95% of sex
workers have been rendered unemployed since the pandemic.

Mahima Jain writes specifically about the contrast between the intended
objectives of microfinance and actual practices after lending the money
during the pandemic. In ‘As India’s Credit Sector Falters, So Do Women’s
Livelihoods', she discloses that the loan disbursement rate fell during
COVID-19 times due to volatility in incomes of the poor.
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Globally, seventy per cent of health care and social workers are women
and hence are the first responders in mitigating the pandemic outbreak.
A special feature by Rituparna Chatterjee paints a vivid picture of the
frontline workers in PPE kits facing menstrual discomfort. The article,
‘Frontline workers explain what it is like to bleed in protective gear
during Covid’, describes the challenges menstruating women face in
other professions (ASHA workers and journalists) during the pandemic
due to lack of public facilities.

Subhiksha Manoj and Bharati Kannan's blog, ‘Coping with pandemic
stress, mental health and menstrual disorders in 2020, correlates mental
health and menstruation- both taboo subjects in India. The author shares
the challenges and coping mechanisms of women who dealt with
menstrual disorders during the pandemic.

All the award winners under this section focus on various aspects of
inequality that have worsened since the onset of the covid-19 pandemic.
For example, the pandemic has reinforced gender-specific roles in society
as “breadwinner men” and “caregiver women.”
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A PARALLEL PANDEMIC AS DOMESTIC
ABUSE VICTIMS TRAPPED WITH THEIR
ABUSERS

Soma Basu
20 April 2020, The Hindu

With the COVID-19 lockdown resulting in abusers and victims trapped
together, #StayHomeStaySafe is an irony, and most caregivers are at
a loss to know how to help Mithu, 43, was all set to walk out of her
marriage and shift into a working women’s hostel on April 1. But the
COVID-19 lockdown means she is now locked in with her husband and
mother-in-law in a two-bedroom flat in Kolkata.

“Every day is a nightmare. My husband is shorttempered and foul-
mouthed. Though | am doing the household work, he is constantly
nitpicking and telling me | have ruined his life. | don't feel safe with him,”
Mithu said, over a distress call to the city’s violence helpline number at
Swayam last week.

“| called up the local police station and asked them to check on her
and also told Mithu to keep herself confined to her room, hide things
like kitchen knives and kerosene, and if need be, scream for help from
her balcony,” says Gargee Guha, Swayam’s team coordinator. The
organisation opened five new lines on April 13 and within 72 hours
received 10 calls from distraught women.

A 34-year-old woman from South 24 Parganas called the same helpline
to say how her husband, who had abandoned her for eight years for
another woman, suddenly returned during lockdown as she continued
to stay with his parents. “He is now sexually abusing me daily,” she had
sobbed over the phone.

The domestic abuse virus Domestic violence haunts women across ages
even more aggressively now, says Gargee. She talks of a 70-year-old
woman tortured by both her husband and son over money and food.

102



There are multiple layers of domestic abuse — physical, emotional,
psychological — and some victims don’t even recognise it, though their
self-esteem and confidence are crushed through taunts, name calling,

and beating, she says. It's a double burden of the fear of both COVID-19
and the family.

‘Stay Home, Stay Safe’ is the battle cry to protect everyone from the
COVID-19 pandemic ravaging the world. While the global health
emergency has posed an unprecedented threat to all, a shadow
pandemic is ironically making homes, thought of as safe spaces, unsafe
for many women. Countless women are now trapped with perpetrators:
they cannot go out, are cut off from their friends, unable to make calls
and complain, or move to a safe place like their parents’ homes.
“Whom do | fight, the distant fear of the Coronavirus or the immediate
fear of my husband who slaps me just because the dal was not cooked
properly today,” Archana recently confided, to her neighbour in an
apartment block in Dwarka, Delhi.

Archana works in a local play school and lives with her aged parents-in-
law, an unmarried sister-in-law and her two pre-teen children. Two weeks
ago, her husband was told that he may be laid off and she became
a target for his ire and insecurity. Her neighbour reports that he gets
irritated and shouts at her often, insulting her in front of other family
members. Nobody stops him. Her children are fearful. He finds fault
with what she cooks, what she wears at home, how she takes care of his
parents.

She is not sure if she will get her salary next month. Her parents live in
Kanpur, but she does not want to tell them her troubles. Her neighbour
has tried explaining to her that mental and emotional abuse is also
domestic abuse, but Archana is not yet ready to call a helpline number.
Lockdown loopholes

The police, healthcare providers, mental health counsellors, and social
workers are overwhelmed by several constraints during the essential
lockdown to fight the COVID-19 pandemic. With the exception of some
States like Telangana that have declared helplines as essential services,
in the rest of the country, immediate intervention as a rescue measure is
found wanting.
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The National Commission for Women (NCW) flagged the spike in
complaints when it received 257 online complaints between March 23
and April T (when the country was under the first lockdown phase). The
complaints more than doubled from the pre-lockdown week of March 1
to 8. But the lockdown imposition has also seen the complaints receding
subsequently.

“Women are being subjected to physical, mental, and sexual assault
but are failing to ask for help because they think all services are closed
and there is nobody to listen to them,” says Rekha Sharma, the NCW
chairperson. The NCW has now opened different channels with a
WhatsApp number (7217735372), emails (complaintcell-ncw@nic.in
/ ncw@nic.in / chairperson-ncw@nic.in), and more responsive social
media platforms  (Facebook.com/NCWiIndia, https://Twitter.com@
NCWindia).

“At the moment, we are not interested in collating data or differentiating
between old and new cases. We are taking cognizance of the complaints,
and depending on the severity of each case, seeking police help to rescue
women who are in distress,” says Sharma. So far, 69 cases of physical
violence have been reported and the respective area police have been
apprised of the matter. “We have suggested the distressed women could
be shifted to shelter homes under police protection,” she adds.

Dr. Vijaya Rukmini Rao, Executive Director of Gramya Resource Centre
for Women that runs one-stop crisis centres called Sakhi in 33 districts of
Telangana says, “Women usually come to the centre to lodge complaints.
Now, they are finding it difficult to even call their husbands around at
home. Some have managed to call surreptitiously from their bathrooms,
but it is not easy to follow up, as many of the victims are not even able
to recharge their phones. “With COVID-19 precautions and a skeletal
staff, it is not possible to do home visits,” she says, and cites a case in
Nalgonda district where the team had to seek the village sarpanch’s
intervention in resolving a complainant’'s domestic issue.

Vaishnaruby Raja, a senior clinical psychologist from Coimbatore, has
counselled six people in a week postlockdown. In one case, a wife
called to say she was depressed as her husband had taken to alcohol
abuse out of anxiety over a financial crisis. In another, a college-going
boy said his father was becoming violent, beating up his mother and
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even grandmother, because he was having alcohol withdrawals. “There
are many calls which we are not able to follow up on due to lockdown
restraints,” says Vaishnaruby. Men tend to vent their frustrations through
violence on the most intimate member. She fears a surge in domestic
problems once the lockdown is lifted. “With prolonged uncertainty of the
pandemic, patience will give way soon and the full impact of the crisis
will unfold,” she says.

Though collective countrywide data is yet to emerge on domestic violence
during the national lockdown, NGOs are finding it difficult to cope with
the complaints received online. According to the National Family Health
Survey-4, one in three women in India suffers physical and sexual violence
at home. But these are unusual times, says Delhi-based Jagori’s medical
counsellor Sunita Thakur. “In the given situation where we cannot meet
them in person, we are only able to help a distressed caller strategise her
safety,” she says. “With the support systems such as police and doctors
totally occupied with Coronavirus patients now, it is difficult to coordinate
help for domestic violence victims.”

From helpline Sneha in Mumbai to Women in Governance in Assam,
NGOs are only dealing with online calls that describe stress gone out
of control.

“We are trying to do con calls or Zoom sessions involving the family. We
encourage the vulnerable complainants to speak out instead of feeling
isolated. We are asking them to call the national helpline numbers so
that their repeated calls, even if unattended, get registered as emergency
at least,” says Gargee. “Apart from showing empathy, we are unable to
do anything more at this moment,” she adds.

What can we do?

The idea of safety within home is a very gendered area. It is important
for a battered woman to recognise that she is in an emergency situation.
Our NGOs are under-resourced and offer patchy services with their
inadequate networking with medical professionals, cops and lawyers.
Yet their timely intervention in recording a complaint is half the emotional
battle won.

This is the time for the authorities to establish more one-stop centres to
holistically deal with the issue of domestic violence and also build more
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shelters or immediately identify and use the dharamshalas for the victims
as a preventive escape. The district administrations need to be proactive
and preemptive. A minimum cash transfer to women suffering domestic
abuse, not necessarily physical attacks but economic deprivation, would
give them the hope and right to live with dignity. — Karuna Nundy,
Lawyer Perhaps a silver lining Sujata Mody, leader of the Chennai-
based women worker’s union Penn Thozhilalar Sangam, says in the less
privileged section of society, the incidence of domestic abuse seems to
be reducing. “With no money for alcohol, the men in marginally poor
families are actually sharing the burden of household work and couples
are liking the break from their rushed lives,” she says.

Dr. Vijaya Rao says Sakhi received 44 domestic violence complaints
between April 1 and 13 from across Telangana and this number is much
lower than in non-COVID-19 times.

Soma Basu works with the Tamil Nadu
bureau of The Hindu. She specialises as
a features writer and reports on various
subjects from health and lifestyle to food
and travel, environment, archaeology,
books and many other social issues.
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MAHARASHTRA: 80 CASES OF CHILD
MARRIAGE STOPPED, 16 FIRS FILED

SINCE LOCKDOWN ENFORCED
Sadaf Modak
21 June 2020, The Indian Express

After receiving letters and WhatsApp messages from minor girls seeking
help and anonymous alerts from vigilant villagers, the state government
and NGOs have intervened to stop as many as 80 instances of child
marriages in Maharashtra since the nationwide lockdown was enforced
in March. So far, FIRs have been registered in 16 other cases in which
the incidents came to light after the marriage ceremonies.

According to data collated by the state’s Women and Child Development
(WCD) department, a surge is being seen in cases of child marriages due
to factors including the lockdown, and the resultant closure of schools,
impact on rural economy and lack of financial security and uncertainty
over livelihood which has pushed many into poverty.

“Most cases were reported in Solapur, Buldhana and Aurangabad
districts so far with 11, 10 and eight cases respectively so far,” said
WCD assistant commissioner Manisha Biraris. She added that steps
were being taken fo study the reasons and to continue to stall such forced
marriages through interventions from child marriage prohibition officers
and child protection committees across the state.

The National Crime Records Bureau’s annual Crime in India report states
that only 13 cases were reported under the Prohibition of Child Marriage
Actin 2018, 20in 2017 and 16 in 2016 in the state. Officials said that
incidents in which girls as young as 13 were being forced to marry have
come to light from March to June, including in some cases to men double
their age. Most ceremonies were taking place within homes without
inviting any relatives due to the lockdown which authorities say mean
that the numbers could be higher.
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In most cases, WCD department, police and district, taluka and village
level child protection committees have been receiving alerts or calls are
being received by helplines like CHILDLINE including from the minor
girls.

“A 14-year-old girl called us and said that she wanted to study further but
was being forced to marry. We took basic details from her like her name,
age, address, venue of the marriage to ensure that she is not intimidated.
Police and other local authorities were alerted and the marriage was
stopped a few hours before the ceremony,” said Vijay Muttur, protection
officer from Solapur, where the maximum cases have been reported.

In most cases, parents of the minor girls were counselled. “In many cases,
parents told us that they did not have money to pay an extra person due
to the financial strain on them. Many children depended on their schools
for at least one meal a day,” Muttur said.

Other officials said that in some cases parents expressed apprehension
that the temporary shutdown of schools had also made the girls vulnerable
to sexual harassment within large families or neighbourhoods hence they
sought to marry them. “There is an apprehension regarding when things
will get back to normal. Many said that they did not know if they will
have enough money later to perform the marriages. The worrying trend is
the young age group of 13-15 being forced into marriages,” said Divesh
Marathe, the district child protection officer from Buldhana. He added
that detecting cases is also becoming difficult because when asked about
the whereabouts of minor girls, parents say they have gone to the homes
of relatives. “When schools are functioning regularly, the girls dropping
out or their lack of attendance for days immediately brings their absence
to notice,” Marathe said.

“We have directed gram sevaks and aganwadi workers to give us
monthly reports of adolescent girls in the villages,” said Muttur about
Solapur district. Authorities said that in some cases, it has also been
reported that gram sevaks colluded with those performing the marriages.
Appropriate action will be initiated, officials added.

“Due to the financial crisis being faced by many today, given a choice

between educating the boy or the girl in the family, there is a likelihood
of many girls being forced to drop out and hence forced into marriage.
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There is a need to strengthen the child protection committees and the
working of child marriage prohibition officers to increase community
participation to prevent such incidents,” said Santosh Shinde, child rights
activist and founder of group Vidhayak Bharti.

Other 12 districts including Mumbai, Pune, Thane, Palghar, Satarq,
Raigad, Bhandara, Sindhudurg, Nandurbar, Gadchiroli have not
reported a single case. Officials said this could also mean such instances
may have gone unreported in

these districts.

Sadaf Modak has been with The Indian
Express in Mumbai since 2016. She has
previously worked with The Telegraph and
Mumbai Mirror covering courts, crime and
= prison through gender.
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PULLED OUT OF SCHOOL, PUSHED INTO
MARRIAGE: WHAT THE PANDEMIC IS

DOING TO INDIA'S TEENAGED GIRLS
Adrija Bose
12 June 2020, News18.com

Following the 2004 tsunami, girls were forced into marriage with tsunami
widowers. After the Ebola crisis, the number of girls who dropped out
of schools almost tripled in countries that suffered. The Coronavirus
pandemic may mean thousands of girls won't go back to school and be
forced into marriages.

In Rajasthan’s Beer village, Pinky, an eighth-grade dropout, has been
preparing for her enrollment in open school examination. As the pandemic
hit, the family lost all sources of income and became dependent on the
ration that was provided by the Panchayat. With help from locals, they
were able to get MNREGA card — their only source of income. But when
liquor shops reopened as the government started easing the lockdown
rules, Pinky’s alcoholic father, who was drinking country-made liquor,
beat her, her three sisters and their mother to take away the remaining
money left in the house. A few days later, he sold off the gas cylinder
so he could buy more alcohol. With no other income left and very little
options, Pinky may not be able to get back to school.

More than 1.5 billion children are out of school due to the disruption
caused by the global coronavirus pandemic. In India, schools have been
shut since the end of March. While many of those schools have moved
to a system of online classrooms, it means very little to Pinky and a
thousand others who have only heard of the word ‘Google’.

Over a decade ago, India passed the landmark Right to Education (RTE)
Act that made education free and compulsory for children between the
ages 6 and 14 in 2009. The enrolment of girls in schools has increased
but for many reasons, the RTE Act did not help in keeping girls in schools.
The shutting down of schools has made the already difficult lives of young
girls more challenging, especially in rural India.
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“Girls will drop out, they will be made to drop out,” said Poonam Muttreja,
executive director of Population Foundation of India. Muttreja noted
that the pandemic coupled with the lockdown will be especially hard
on teenage girls. “Their mid-day meals are gone, they are not getting
sanitary napkins which were provided by schools, they are closed inside
homes with no interaction with friends,” she said.

India also has the largest number of anaemic women in the world. With
very litfle income and the absence of mid-day meals for young girls,
battling one of the biggest health crises will get more challenging.

Why school will be a fleeting dream for many ?

Earlier this month, a 14-year-old from Kerala killed herself over not being
able to aftend online classes because she did not have access to the
internet or television. The 10th grader who lived in the Mankeri Dalit
colony in Walanchery in Malappuram district had bagged the Ayyankali
scholarship. Her father, a daily wage labourer, had lost his job during
the lockdown and did not have the means to repair the television.

Kerala is one of the very few states where the government is trying to
intervene in the disrupted education system. But in a country where more
girls are enrolled in government schools and boys in private ones, a shift
to online classrooms would benefit, if at all, students in private schools. It
means, most girls would be left out.

“My daughter has been sitting idle at home. We don't have to pay the
tuition fee because she goes to a government school. But how long will
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she sit at home? Her father has lost his job and | am the sole bread
earner. | want her to study but what options do | have?” asked Rinku, a
domestic help in Delhi. Her daughter is in the 7th grade. “If | find a good
partner for her, maybe | will...” Rinku stops short of finishing the sentence,
but her plans for her daughter’s future are obvious.

The 14th Annual Status of Education Report (ASER) for 2019, based on
a survey conducted in 26 districts across 24 states in India, notes that
“Gender gaps are visible even among young children with more girls
than boys enrolled in government institutions and more boys than girls
enrolled in private institutions.”

“If a family has a son and a daughter and they can afford to send only
one of them to a private school, it's usually the son. The daughter goes
to a government school. This reflects in the quality of education that girls
receive,” said Muttreja.

The ASER report notes that among children between the ages of 4 and 5,
56.8% of girls are enrolled in government schools, compared to 50.4%
of boys, while 43.2% girls and 49.6% boys are enrolled in private pre-
schools or schools. The difference gets wider with their age. In the 6-8

years age bracket, 61.1% of the girls attend a government school, versus
52.1% of all boys.

The pandemic has also brought forward what the landmark RTE Act had
failed to acknowledge and address. The biggest reason why girls have
been unable to go to schools — housework. The burden of housework on
Indian girls has been a spiralling crisis for India. “Even before Covid-19,
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girls in India did substantially more unpaid care work than boys.

This mirrors Indian adults — Indian women have among the highest
number of hours spent per day on care work (297 minutes a day) while
Indian men have among the lowest (31 minutes),” said Antara Ganguly,
Gender Specialist at UNICEF India.

In its 2015 report on gender inequality in India, the McKinsey Global
Institute found that Indian women perform nearly 10 times the unpaid care
work as men. That's almost three times more than the global average.
The 2018 report found that girls who do two hours of housework per day
have a 63 percent probability of finishing secondary school.

Rinku’s 15-year-old daughter now cooks and cleans her house as her
mother steps out to work in others’ houses. “In India, girls are generally
less likely than boys to transition to and graduate from secondary school.
We are concerned that as Covid-19 impacts parents’ ability to invest
in all their children’s education, some of these tough choices will come
down even harder on girls,” said Ganguly.

Soon after the lockdown, Saarthi Education, an NGO that works on
underprivileged children’s education, designed and implemented a
WhatsApp-based learning program for Nursery to Grade 5 students.
Parents receive a worksheet on WhatsApp every morning. They copy out
the worksheet in their child’s notebook and guide their child to complete
the worksheet. They then click a photograph of the child’s work and
share it with their Relationship Manager and wait for feedback on their
performance.

“There is a genuine fear that children may drop out of schools because
of them being shut for a long duration. Parents are cutting expenses and
saving money - they are planning to enrol their child in school later on.
Some may not find it valuable to pay for their child to attend school for
only half a year, this might result in a longer drop out duration,” said
Smruti Savkur, Founding Partner of Saarthi Education.

The WhatsApp model was chosen keeping in mind the low internet access
and that most families don’t have more than one smartphone if they do.
However, Rajkumari, a community leader who works with families and
children living in the Jaitpur neighbourhood of Delhi-Faridabad border,
says that the partiality in how parents treat their children based on their
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gender is visible.” It's always the boys who get to finish their homework
first,” she said. The families who own two phones are only recharging one
now with their limited earnings. “Girls are naturally in a more precarious
situation,” she added.

Do Girls have Phones and Laptops ?

On the first day of June, the Kerala government had restarted classes for
school students from LKG to Class Xll with experimental virtual classes on
YouTube and through the government-run education channel, Kite Victers.
But the death of the student has highlighted the existing divide in the
country when it comes to accessing online education tools. Incidentally,
more than half of Kerala’s inhabitants have access to the internet, which
is far higher than the rest of the country.

A 2018 report by the Internet And Mobile Association of India also
showed that the state has among the highest rates of internet use by
women. Across the country, the same report noted that there are 143
million women internet users, which is approximately only 30 percent of
the total Internet users; 70 percent of the Internet users are men.

According to the Key Indicators of Household Social Consumption on
Education in India report, based on the 2017-18 National Sample Survey,
less than 15% of rural Indian households have internet (as opposed to
42% urban Indian households). A mere 13% of people surveyed (aged
above five) in rural areas — just 8.5% of females — could use the internet.
The poorest households cannot afford a smartphone or a computer.

India’s stark gender digital divide was pointed out by the 2020 GSMA
Mobile Gender Gap report that noted that women are 20 per cent
less likely to use mobile internet than men. It also noted that more than
300 million fewer women than men access the internet on a mobile,
particularly in South Asia where that gap is at around 51 per cent. This
gap is even higher in rural areas.

“Parents still do not want their daughters to use smartphones because they
are worried about what they believe might be negative consequences of
the freedom it might bring them,” said Ganguly.

Shabnam Aziiz, project leader for Adolescent Girls Programme that is

a part of the NGO ‘Educate Girls’, says that most girls in rural India are
not allowed to use phones in the fear that they will ‘taste freedom”. It’s not
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unusual for families to fear giving out mobile phones to their daughters as
even lawmakers in Karnataka have blamed mobile phones for the sexual
violence against women.

A report tabled in the Karnataka Assembly by the state’s Women and
Child Development Department in 2014 read, “There were several
instances where mobile phones were used to lure girls to remote places
and rape them. Mobile phones are debasing the educational atmosphere
in schools and colleges.”

Eighteen-year-old Seema from Nawab village in Rajasthan attempted
suicide by consuming poison after her brother slapped her for using
her cellphone ‘very frequently’. Seema, a class 8 dropout, was forcibly
withdrawn from school so she can help in domestic chores. The family
had purchased a mobile phone for use at home. During the lockdown,
as Seema’s brother and father stayed home, they observed that she was
using the phone. The abuse and violence began soon after and had it
not been for quick treatment, Seema wouldn’t have been alive.

When Seema got slightly better, her family sent her back to her husband'’s
house. Everyone in the village found out. Families of three other younger
girls in the village sent their daughters back to their abusive in-laws
fearing losing honour if they got ‘influenced’ by Seema.

Will Child Marriage Increase ?

In Odisha’s Nayagarh district, a month after the lockdown, 16-year-
old Soubhagyabati’s father, a daily wage labourer, decided to get her
married off to a 26-year-old man, a truck driver. With frontline workers
busy with the pandemic crisis and the lockdown, he thought he could
conduct the marriage without the authorities knowing. The wedding, he
thought, would also cost less as the social distancing rules meant he
would have to invite only a few guests. Soubhagyabati’s friend, who
worked at the Anganwadi centre with her, came to her rescue with a call
to the childcare helpline.

There was a dramatic upswing in child marriages and trafficking following
the Nepal earthquake in 2015. After the Ebola crisis, the number of girls
who dropped out of schools almost tripled in countries that suffered.
Following the 2004 tsunami, girls in Indonesia, India and Sri Lanka
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were forced into marriage with tsunami widowers and in many instances
did so to receive state subsidies for marrying and starting a family. In
Bangladesh and northeast India, there’s enough evidence to show that
increased extreme poverty provoked by river erosion and floods often
push families to adopt child marriage as a survival strategy.

Worldwide, an estimated 12 million girls are married every year before
the age of 18, which amounts to nearly one girl every three seconds.
Last month, the UN warned that the pandemic could lead to an extra 13
million child marriages over the next decade.

“Many girls won't return to school because they will be kept at home for
caregiving, domestic work, farm grazing and marriage. Child marriage
will increase exponentially as families already see girls as a liability
and getting them married off will mean one less mouth to feed,” said
Safeena Husain, founder and executive director at Educate Girls. An
additional four million girls are at risk of child marriage in the next two
years because of the coronavirus pandemic, a report by global charity
World Vision has warned, as deepening poverty is likely to drive many
families to marry off their daughters. The report also warns that up to 85
million children face physical, sexual and emotional violence at home
and in their communities over the next three months as the financial and
emotional pressures of the pandemic worsen.

One of the many ways that the government can encourage girls to go
back to school, Hussain feels, is to address safety. “The government
needs to ensure girls who are above 10-12 years who are at a higher
risk of child marriages in particularly high-risk areas have hostels to live
in. They need to invest in setting up places for girls to stay,” she said.
The other crisis that needs to be solved is hunger. “It can be take-home
ration or meals in schools, but hunger has to be addressed for children
to go back to school,” she added. The founder of Educate Girls also said
that policies which take care of girls’ mental health especially if they
have lived inside homes for so long and faced domestic violence should
be taken up seriously. “There should be no pressure on girls to finish the
course - a shift in transitional learning has to happen,” she added.

Priyabrata  Satapathy, M & E Manager, Ending Child Marriage
Programme, ActionAid, who is based out of Odisha, said that reports
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of child marriages came even during the lockdown. Lockdown was
supposed to keep everyone home and safe, that unfortunately, did not
happen. The organisation was able to intervene and stop many of those
marriages that were a result of a financial crisis.

While the government is mulling a staggered reopening of schools
gradually, a 15-year-old Manashi in Subarnapur district of Odisha
was married off in late March because her father wanted to reduce the
number of mouths to feed. When the Child Marriage Prohibition Officers
found out, they brought back Manashi from her in-laws and with the
help of ActionAid sent her to her parents’ home. When she turns 18, the
parents will send her off. Manashi won't go back to school.

ras B LPSF S0 /\drijo Bose is a digital journalist who
X N | gial |
. !‘J X ;‘ R writes on gender, culture, and the Internet.
- v She has worked across several newsrooms
for the last decade and is currently
working as a senior editor at BOOM.
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WOMEN OUT OF WORK: WE WERE
MOVING UP THE LADDER AND AB

LAGTA HAI KISI NE SEEDHI CHHEEN LI

Somya Lakhani
19 November 2020, The Indian Express

Strap: The Covid lockdown has set off sweeping economic distress in cities
but its crucial dimension has remained untold: the silent, devastating toll
on the working woman in the city suddenly out of work. A month into the
lockdown after she lost her job at an energy policy institute that paid Rs
24,000 a month, 29-year-old Reshma, a post-graduate in social work,
sent her four-year-old daughter to live with her parents. “l can’t afford to
take care of my child if | don’t earn anything. | can’t afford a glass of
milk a day for her... Sirf ek maa hi yeh dard samajh sakti hai,” she said.
Her husband was unemployed for a year, and got a job at a petrol pump
earlier this month.

*A 40-year-old private school teacher in south Delhi’s Sangam Vihar lost
her Rs 12,000-per-month job in April. “There is a loan of Rs 40,000 to
repay. | have borrowed money from 11 people. After five months, | got
a job as a bouncer but the salary was poor... | am ashamed of this, my
family has never seen such poverty.”

*Priya, 21, was a beautician earning Rs 10,000 per month plus tips in
south Delhi’s Moolchand. She lost her job in the lockdown, her father
lost his at a dry cleaning store. “We have no savings, just loans... | will
take up any job.” Until she gets one, she’s cutting every corner at home.
“In rations, CM Arvind Kejriwal is giving chhole so that's all we eat. We
are a middle-class family and instead of moving forward, we are going
backwards.”

The Covid lockdown has set off sweeping economic distress in cities but
its crucial dimension has remained untold: the silent, devastating toll on
the working woman in the city suddenly out of work.

In the capital, Reshma, the school teacher, and Priya tell that story.
From firsttime earners to sole breadwinners, beauticians, private school
teachers, housekeeping staff, project supervisors, restaurant and bar staff
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— many are women proud to be the first generation in their families to
work. Many left small towns to pursue — and discover — their aspirations
in the city.

Now locked out of the job market, they are being pushed into debt; some
are selling off household items their incomes had helped buy, others are
returning to places where they came from - all in desperate search for a
job. That search may take a while given the latest surge of Covid cases in
the capital and Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal’s decision to re-introduce
curbs on gatherings at weddings, and his wish to be able to temporarily
shut down markets if protocols are not followed.

That will surely be another blow for those already on the brink. Like Aarti
Kashyap, 24, who has eight siblings, and a bed-ridden father at home.
A project supervisor in a private institute in Delhi, she earned over Rs
25,000 a month, while her mother, who is a domestic help, brought in
Rs 8,000 a month working at home in Jangpura.

In April, both lost their jobs. “I checked my bank balance, it was Rs 235.
| have exhausted all my savings,” said Kashyap over the phone earlier
this month. Her family sold an old TV and almirahs and has taken a
loan of Rs 50,000 from a relative, and another Rs 30,000 from a local
money-lender.

Kashyap's is an illustrative case in a city where, as Deputy Chief Minister
Manish Sisodia underlined, 60 percent of the jobs are in the service
sector which has been hit the hardest by the pandemic.

Speaking to The Indian Express, Sisodia said the consequences of the
lockdown are only now beginning to show despite the pre-Covid safety
net. “Our schemes such as free electricity, free water and free travel
benefited a lot of women. People living in slums have told me this many
times. (Now) there is hardship, no doubt. We had anticipated this and
that is why the Chief Minister pushed for re-opening even when other
cities were not doing it. Now everyone is doing it. Apart from the disease,
there are issues such as starvation, mental stress, and joblessness.”

Which translates to a growing realisation for many working women that

upward mobility they had aspired to achieve in a city of opportunity may
be more elusive than ever.
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“We saw the family struggle as my factory-worker father was the only
breadwinner. When my brother and | started working, our financial
status improved, we bought a bike,” recalled Kashyap. Chhote mote
shauk poore kiye inn chhe saalo mein. We thought the struggle period
was over and now we were going from a lower middle class family to a
middle-class family... Look what 2020 has done to us, we are back to
struggling.”

In Noida, 38-yearold Hemalata — who has a teaching experience
of 15 years — is struggling for odd jobs to keep her afloat. A sports
teacher with a private school, she got laid off when schools shut down.
“Who wants to do PT online? Since April, | have borrowed Rs 30,000-Rs
40,000 and can only repay when | have a job. | have never seen such
financial stress in my life. | haven’t been able to pay house rent, | have
not paid my daughter’s school fee, and also had to pull out the children
from tuition,” she said.

It family expenses weigh on Hemlata, it's the price for being independent
that's turning out unaffordable for Pooja Divakar, 24, who came to Delhi
three years ago from Bareilly. It was a move that took a toll on her
relationship with her parents who didn’t want their daughter to move to a
“big city.” She found work that paid her Rs 23,000 a month, as a guest
relations executive in a restaurant in the Garden of Five Senses. She lost
that job in April and for six months, Divakar said, she cried herself to
sleep worried sick about making room rent and helping out her college-
going sister back home in Bareilly.

She ran out of savings and had to borrow Rs 8,000 from a former client
to pay her rent. This month she got a job - but at a reduced salary. “There
is no growth in a small town. My parents never imagined their child, that
too a daughter, would move to Delhi. Here, there are options...| had
saved up Rs 1 lakh to learn German at an institute in Connaught Place. |
don’t want to work in restaurants my whole life, | want to be a translator.
Now | will have to start all over again. The dream is farther away,” said
Divakar.

How important is a job — and its salary check — in resisting family
pressure and carving an independent space in the city is what 34-year-
old Mehrunisha Shokat Ali knows well. “I am from a conservative Muslim
family of Saharanpur, where women aren’t allowed to work. | fought my
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father and brother first, then the neighbours, and then fought to be called
a bouncer than a security guard.” She had two jobs, a private bouncer
to a businesswoman in Shahpur Jat in the afternoon, and at a busy bar
in Hauz Khas Village late at night. With two jobs and tips, she said, she
earned Rs 45,000-Rs 50,000 a month.

“When the money started coming in, | was the queen of the house. We
weren't poor..."” she said. Until she lost her job in the bar in March and
the businesswoman moved to Punjab.

“I had savings of Rs 3.5 lakh in my bank, and it's all over,” said Ali. She
hasn’t borrowed any money so far but each day in her Madangir home
is marked by compromises she doesn’t want to make. “I have found a job
but | don’t know how much they will pay, maybe Rs 15,000 a month. |
will take it up, | have no option,” she said. “(One time) we were moving
up the ladder and Ab lagta hai kisi ne seedhi chheen i hai.”

Somya Lakhani is a Delhi-based journalist
I working at The Quint. She has previously
| worked at the Indian Express and covered
| various topics like gender, crime, labour
and heritage.
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AS INDIA'S CREDIT SECTOR FALTERS, SO
DO WOMEN'S LIVELIHOODS

Mahima Jain
13 December 2020, fullerproject.org

The microfinance sector caters to income-insecure women with the
promise of empowerment but most often women borrow to fund men’s
assets, household expenses.

The interest rates are high, but these previously “unbanked” women do
not have other options to access credit. Lenders are now over-cautious
since the repayment rates of previous loans have fallen. In India, loan
disbursement by the microfinance sector fell by 97% in the April-June
quarter compared to prior year. This leaves income-insecure families
with no access to credit in times of need, particularly when incomes are
volatile due to COVID-19. This will result in the resurrection of unregulated
loan sharks.

In early March, 30-year-old Pinky Devi took out her latest small loan in
the densely populated state of Bihar in northern India, where she lives
with her husband and two sons. Like the other sums of rural credit Devi
has borrowed over the last 12 years, the $1,340 did not go to her
work as a seamstress but instead to her breadwinner husband. Thirty-
two-year-old carpenter Sunil Kumar Sharma needed to buy a motorcycle
for his latest furniture business so
he could zip around their village to
take orders. Taking out the loan fell
to his wife: In Indig, as it is around
the world, most microfinancing is
available primarily to women. As
long as Sharma was working, they
reasoned, paying back the steep
weekly payment of $40 would not
be a problem. After all, the couple
had used microfinancing to plug
the gap in their finances for over
a decade, and they had always
managed fo repay on time.
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But a few weeks later, COVID-19 swept through India’s heartland,
forcing the whole country into lockdown. Devi’s sewing orders instantly
dried up and Sharma, like many in India, was taken by surprise by the
government’s last-minute decision to shut down. With only a few hours’
notice, he didn’t have time to collect his tools and materials to work from
home. Getting to his workshop in fown was impossible: it sits opposite
the local police station, where officers strictly enforced the lockdown.
“All of a sudden his work stopped,” Devi says over a video call in her
bright pink home, where bare cement still covers most of the floors. “We
worried what would happen if it continued, how would we repay our
debts or even meet our expenses?”

The gap widens between men and women's access to opportunity Millions
of income-insecure women in parts of rural India take on microfinance
loans to fulfill the household needs — groceries, house repairs, seed
money for their husbands’ businesses — to counter economic downturn.
Now, with less cashflow and more debt piling up during the pandemic,
they are deferring loans with high rates that threaten their already fragile
economic security and widening the gap between men and women’s
access to opportunity.

Set up in the 1980s, microfinancing was heralded as a champion of
women’s empowerment, extending cash to women who had never used
or even visited a bank before. Devi took out a loan as part of a group of
villagers. Dubbed the peer pressure model by the industry, lenders reach
out fo women in remote areas, and rely on the power of a dozen or more
women tfo force each other to repay their loans on time. The women,
who are allowed to take up to three loans of $2,000, meet each week to
collect weekly installments for the loan officer. It's in everyone’s interest
to ensure each member pays back their loans on time: if one defaults,
the whole group could be denied future access to credit. But such social
collateral can also become the system’s Achilles heel.

Loan officers, say social workers on the ground, can become aggressive,
showing up at a woman’s doorstep without warning. Fights have broken
out between lenders and families, and there has been violence within the
groups, or even between the woman borrower and her husband. There
have been instances of domestic violence following a loan officer’s knock
on a door. Apart from facing the ire of the group, many women take to
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labouring for little wages, selling their jewellery or taking out exploitative
informal loans. “There is a problematic reinforcement of patriarchy,
even while arguing for women’s empowerment,” said Sohini Kar, who
is an Associate Professor of International Development at London School
of Economics, and has studied the socio-cultural dimensions of the
microcredit sector.

Filling in the gaps of household expenses

Like many women across India, Devi’s loans have benefited her, but
indirectly. On video, she proudly shows off her sewing machine, sitting
besides an unpainted staircase that leads to an unfinished upper floor.
Over the last decade, the house has been built in stages. Logs of wood,
a halffinished bedframe and a headboard are neatly piled in different
corners of the house. “Whenever we had money to spare, we would
finish a different part of the house,” she says, her small golden earring
and nose stud glistening in the early afternoon light. It was Devi's
borrowed credit that filled the gaps in household expenses. Her loans
have financed repairs on the house, her husband’s furniture business,
healthcare bills, and education for their two adolescent sons, both of
whom she had when she was a teenager herself.

“Over 80 percent of the women borrowers are a front for the households
and male members of the family to access these loans,” said Dr Supriya
Garikipati, a development economist at the University of Liverpool whose
work has found that women rarely use the loans to secure a livelihood.
On paper, Devi could be borrowing for an entrepreneurial venture of
her own design, but neither the banks nor India’s financial regulators
care what her loan is used for. As long as the repayments are timely, her
access to credit continues.

Her two sons study online through a smartphone since the family won't
be able to afford a computer this year. The rooftop terrace remains
unfinished.

Though her debt has funded the house and her husband’s business,
Devi is happy she lives in a better house than a decade ago. But she
has hardly any assets to her own name. Devi was relieved when India
announced a moratorium on repaying the loans four days after the late
March lockdown came into effect. But nearly six months later, when the
moratorium was lifted, her loan officer demanded she repay the credit
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with the accumulated interest right away. The couple was flummoxed.
“We were quite tense,” she says. The debt was too much to handle. “We
paid back the initial installments from our savings.”

India has the largest microcredit clientele in the world — with more than
85% of its clients women — according to PricewaterhouseCoopers, and
the industry is routinely called out for questionable lending policies. The
most problematic came around 10 years ago when the suicide of 57
indebted farmers was linked to MFI practices. The industry emerged from
the crisis with several reforms to regulate and control MFls with strict rules
on over lending, multiple lending, and caps on borrowing. But not all the
changes have been implemented.

Stuck in a vicious cycle Devi was worried the women in her group
would chide her for not having enough money to repay the loan. But in
September, at her first in-person meeting after lockdown, she discovered
that no one in the group would be in a position to pay. Interactions
with the loan officer in recent weeks have become increasingly tense.
He started showing up at the women's weekly meetings, Devi said,
demanding the loan be immediately repaid in a lump sum.

The Microfinance Institutions Network, the Indian association for the
industry, said it believed borrowers across the country were “highly
resilient”, its chief executive officer Alok Misra said in e-mailed answers.
“In most cases, we are seeing a bounce back to normalcy as livelihoods
are increasingly restored.” But Devi’s group is not the only ones who
can’t pay. Before the pandemic, repayment rates in the microcredit sector
were over 90% — a healthy amount that allowed the system to thrive. But
this fell to 70% in August and 80% in September, according to industry
lobby Sa-dhan. Experience from previous crises shows that a slip in
repayments from 95% to below 85% would render MFls insolvent in a
year, according to Greta Bull, CEO of Consultative Group to Assist the
Poor (CGAP), a global think-tank on financial inclusion.

Post-lockdown, the confusion over repayments has worsened due to
unclear policies, said Sajay Sinha, Executive Director of the microfinance
analytics firm M-Cril. The government and Reserve Bank of India (RBI)
were unclear about the moratorium’s terms, he explained. “Too much
was left to the discretion of individual institutions, lenders, the big banks
financing the sector and others,” Sinha said. Expecting poor borrowers
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mostly from India’s informal sector to repay the moratorium dues in full
is problematic, he added. The RBI did not respond to repeated requests
for comment.

Some other countries came up with different solutions. In Pakistan,
moratoria of a year was granted to borrowers for their principal payments.
Kenya rescheduled personal loans without passing on any fees to the
borrowers.

In India, the smaller lenders may collapse, Sinha says, and borrowers
may face a crunch in credit access leading to the resurrection of informal
money lending. The credit crunch is already underway: In the April-June
quarter of 2020, the number of loans and the amount disbursed by
Indian MFls dropped by 97% as compared to the same period last year.
Without an income, Devi's finances are stretched thin and if the couple
experiences another setback — such as a second lockdown or family
illness — they face becoming impoverished. Despite her current debts,
Devi has no other option but to rely on rural credit. But she is stuck in a
vicious cycle: she isn't able to repay, meaning she can’t borrow again.
If microcredit isn’t available she will have to borrow from the exploitative
and unregulated loan sharks. Successfully avoiding them has been a
source of pride, but that could now be in jeopardy. Her husband has only
now managed to start up work again.

“How will we mobilize those kinds of funds2” she wonders.

Mahima Jain is a Population Reference
Bureau Women's Media Fellow (2020-
2021) and a celebrated independent
journalist. Her work has been featured
in publications like The Guardian, The
British Medical Journal, Deutsche Welle,
Der Spiegel, Fuller Project, Mongabay,
The Caravan etc. She has also received
various grants and fellowships from Earth
Journalism Network, International Women’s
Media Foundation, and several others.
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FRONTLINE WORKERS EXPLAIN WHAT
IT'S LIKE TO BLEED IN PROTECTIVE GEAR
DURING COVID

Rituparna Chatterjee
15 May 2020, Youthkiowaaz.com

“Aapko pata hai, mai itni besharam ban gayi hoon in dinon, maine
ek male doctor se duty exchange kiya aur unko maine bol diya, ‘mera
periods hai, mai nahi kar paungi, aap karlo, I will do yours. (You know,
I've become so shameless these days, | exchanged my duty with a male
doctor and told him, ‘I'm on my period, | won't be able to do it, I'll do
your duty, you do mine)”, Dr Salma Khan, an anesthesiologist in medical
Intensive Care Unit (ICU) of the Manipal Hospital in Jaipur, laughs as she
narrates how she recently exchanged her duty with a male doctor on a
particularly painful period day.

Dr. Khan and her colleagues across India are some of the frontline
workers on duty round-the-clock right now, acting as the barrier between
a catastrophic infection and its community spread. On an average day,
she is on her feet for 12 hours at a stretch. On the first day of her period,
it means wearing a sanitary pad for that long, suffering pain, and not
getting a break to change or rest. She takes it in her stride as something
she’s learnt to adjust to in her demanding profession, but it's a daunting
challenge nonetheless.

“After six hours in heavy bleeding, how will you manage? In lockdown
we also wear PPEs (Protective Personal Equipment) because we come
in contact with patients who might be Corona positive,” she says. “Of
course | have stained my gown. There’s nothing we can do. What is the
option? So | exchanged my duty with a male doctor and told him that as
medicos, we should be able to talk about this freely,” she says.

The Covid-19 pandemic has called into work millions of frontline workers
who are labouring round the clock to provide essential services to those
in need. Many of these workers — and there are hundreds and thousands
of them right now - are also dealing with a deeply personal struggle,
invisibilized by others as a non-challenge because of its routine recurrence
— that of managing their menstruation.
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No Bathroom breaks : what wearing PPE and working for six hours in
summer looks like

Dr. Archana B. is a pulmonologist at the Kempegowda Institute of Medical
Sciences (KIMS), Bengaluru. She tests patients who come in with acute
respiratory problems for Covid-19 everyday. On a regular day, she’s on
her feet for six to eight hours. The vivid picture she paints of the bodily
discomfort women healthcare professionals go through during long and
relentless Covid duties, is indicative of an unaddressed problem in the
medical community.

“The PPEs are costly — around Rs 2000 each,” Dr. Archana says over a
phone call from Bengaluru. Which essentially means that the PPEs cannot
be mishandled. More importantly, they cannot be taken off during the
shift so as not to contract infection, which in turn means the doctors
cannot use washrooms at that time. They will be sweating inside the PPEs,
bleeding heavily but unable to get out of it till their shifts are over. Add to
that dehydration — doctors try to train their bodies by not drinking water
prior to their shift o avoid going to the bathroom.

“It's very difficult during the periods. It's not only the flow, there’s a lot of
discomfort also. Some of the women suffer from stomach pains and back
pains,” Dr. Archana says. “Because you cannot use washrooms while on
Covid duty wearing PPEs, you cannot change your pad.” What's also
worrying for her is that hospital administrators who make duty rosters
don't even give women an option to choose Covid duty days. If women
menstruators who suffer from acute dysmenorrhea could select the dates
of their Covid duty, then they’d work in some other non-isolation wards
where PPE is not a requirement on those days, which would offer them at
least some relief.

Dr. Archana says it's worrying that even women in decision making
positions do not consider this a problem. The nursing staff face the
same problem. The menstrual discomfiture is increased many folds by
dehydration, physical isolation, mental exhaustion, being in a PPE in
sweltering heat, and genital rashes she says they are likely to get from
wearing the same pad for long periods of time. The complete lack of
acknowledgement of this when assigning duties, especially by men in
charge, speak of a condition that is affecting hundreds of thousands of
menstruators, but is not being mainstreamed into conversations.

133



When Duty Trumps All Else

In rural Madhya Pradesh, Anganwadi workers, paid a meagre Rs 10,000
a month, are walking in the peak of the May heat going door to door
to reach ration, sanitary products, and other essentials to people, and
to educate them about the risks of Covid 19. Babita Bhargava, one such
Anganwadi worker in Vidisha, a city about 60 kms from the capital city
of Bhopal, cannot imagine taking a day off for acute stomach cramps.
“Kya karein, duty toh karna hai na? (what to do, duty calls), Bhargava
says. “We have to go into villages, it's about six to seven hours of work,
we keep spare pads in our bags. Thankfully, toilets are available at the
Anganwadi centre,” she says. But some days stomach cramps, summer
heat, and the work takes a toll. “I was out with a friend from Anganwadi
who | could see could not even walk because of stomach cramps,”
Bhargava, who surveys about 60-70 houses a day, says.

Anamika Devi Kurmi, an Anganwadi worker who has been on the job
for 13 years, says supervisors will not even entertain the idea of period
leave. “Leave is only for extreme illnesses — like if you are running a high
fever. Periods come every month. It will be difficult explaining a period
leave to supervisors,” she says.

When Using A Toilet Is Out Of Question

Things are tough for journalists too. On the road is Neelam Pandey, a
journalist with The Print, who has been travelling across Uttar Pradesh
and Bihar to chronicle stories of Covid. “When we had started off from
Lucknow to Bihar, | got down. There were no washrooms available
(because restaurants were also shut), so how do you go? It was quite
painful for me. | had to use the toilets that were at the petrol pumps. One
of them that | managed to get hold of, was quite dirty,” Pandey describes
her ordeal. Not all petrol pumps opened their toilets. “There were no
dustbins to even dispose of (the pad). | was carrying tissues, | wrapped
it up, put it in a polythene, and carried it with me till | could find a bin,”
she says. Even at these petrol pumps, she found only a single toilet open
which was for men and women both. Pandey says she worried that on
top of travelling in pain, she would stain her kurta too from long pad
usage due to lack of a place where she could change.

Her travel took her to villages. “You can’t just go to someone’s house and

say you want to use the loo. And at one time | even had to do that. There
was no option,” she says. She kept encountering open urinals that were
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suited for men. She speaks of women colleagues in similar situations who
have had to relieve themselves in the middle of an open field because of
lack of open toilets on the road during this time. Pandey raises the risk
that poses to the personal safety of women.

Hindustan Times journalist Prachi Bari, based in Pune, has been going
out during the lockdown to report. “I have been either going to the loo
before | step out or | hold it in till | make it back home. It's very hot
right now and the more you drink water, the more you want to go to
the bathroom so | try to finish a story as soon as possible,” Bari says. “I
would not think of using a toilet outside during Covid. Sometimes in an
emergency, we request the Pune Union of Working Journalists office to
open the ladies toilet, but there are not many on the field,” Bari says.

Manasi Saxena, a relief worker in Noida, Uttar Pradesh, has been
working long hours to reach essentials to those hit by riots in North
East Delhi during the NRC and CAA protests. When the lockdown was
enforced, her work automatically shifted to providing relief to migrants
and daily wagers. Her campaign ASHA has already raised 10,00000.

With the general stress, she says her period stress has also gone up, a
common enough problem around the world during times of disruption and
trauma. Saxena, who runs an organisation called Encompassion, that
works on strengthening communities through Nonviolent Communication
(NVC), says her periods came earlier than they usually do, for the first
time. She’s never had an issue with her cycle. “I think the stress has
gotten to me this time.”

The lack of toilets is a glaring
example of how city infrastructure
doesn’t keep menstruators in mind.
b ik “If you see the images (in news), it's
PR %HPI‘?J@ mostly men who are outside. (And)
5 :rggy%/é??rﬁ ;} it hasn't really occurred to make
— facilities for women,” Pandey points

out.

The lack of public facilities as
menstruators step out to perform
essential tasks during this lockdown,
or migrant workers take the journey
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home on foot with girls and children in tow, and callous lack of thought
that goes into assigning work for women who are afraid to ask for a
period leave fearing rebuke, makes it obvious that women’s reproductive
health isn't a priority in the struggle to keep them in the workforce.

Rituparna Chatterjee has been reporting
on women's rights, feminism, politics and
culture for two decades. Currently working
as Deputy Asia Editor at The Independent
and the India Representative of Reporters
Without Borders, she has been conferred
with the REX Karmaveer Global Fellowship
and Karmaveer Chakra gold medal for
her work on sexual violence. She was also
listed in the Forbes 2019 list of W-Power
Trailblazers.
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COPING WITH PANDEMIC STRESS,
MENTAL HEALTH AND MENSTRUAL

DISORDERS IN 2020
Subhiksha Manoj & Bharti Kannan,

livewire.thewire.in

In the wake of the global COVID-19 pandemic, healthcare systems
have faced a pivotal challenge. In India, catering to COVID-19 positive
patients and conducting tests consumed the entire system with very little
infrastructure, time and expertise allocated for other ailments, illnesses or
even medical emergencies. While the battle to tackle the physical effects
of COVID-19 are ongoing, the assistance we need to help with mental
health has largely been self prescribed/aided by the media.

Articles on how to manage mental health during lockdown have been
aplenty. Multiple circumstances have been explored and experts have
shared their two cents. For example, if you are away from your family and
home alone, here’s what you can do; if you're having troubles separating
your personal life from work in a WFH situation, this could help etc.
There are two interesting aspects to this. One, all of the articles linked
to above are borrowed from international media and our socio-cultural
realities do not allow for its easy translation into our lives. Two, a very
crucial enabler of declining mental health had been neglected — menstrual
cycles.

This, however, is unsurprising considering both mental health and
menstruation are taboo subjects — especially in India. Understanding
menstrual cycles and mental health “All women are emotional and
hormonal” is a sexist trope that has not only attached a double-edged
sword to the way we engage with the link between menstrual cycles and
mental health but has also ridiculed the effects of it. This pervasive slander
and its marriage to the taboo associated with menses has affected the
rate at which one can diagnose serious menstrual disorders like PMDD
(Premenstrual Dysphoric Disorder), PCOS (Polycystic Ovarian Syndrome)
and PME (Premenstrual Exacerbation).

Despite 1 in 20 women attesting to going through unpleasant experiences
that affect physical and mental health before their period, PMS remains
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the most understudied in menstruation. About 90% women live with
Premenstrual Syndrome (PMS), however, PMSing is still largely associated
with a woman’s personality — “over emotional” — rather than a medical
symptom that can get in the way of any menstruating person’s wellbeing.
Openly discussing the symptoms and ascertaining diagnosis is key to
debunking this trope. At the moment, getting diagnosed for any of these
disorders, especially PMDD is challenging. More than 90% of cases go
undiagnosed.

Major menstrual disorders

Allopregnanolone, a chemical released by our brain, is said to be one
of the main factors that trigger PMS symptoms. This chemical is released
as a response to the spike in the progesterone (hormone that thickens
the linings of the ovary) levels in our body post-menstruation. It acts as
a sedative. When the progesterone levels plummet pre-menstruation, our
brain is suddenly starved of allopregnanolone and “experiences a “come-
down” — kind of like an endorphin hangover. This allopregnanolone
hangover is what scientists believe contributes to the PMS symptoms of
anxiety, irritability and mood disturbances.” PME and PMDD, on the
other hand, are very clearly registered as disorders that can lead to
suicidal thoughts. PMDD especially is not just a hormone related disorder
but is listed aside mental health disorders like depression, bipolar and
general anxiety. It can result in severe mood swings, anxiety and manifest
info physical symptoms like body aches as well. These symptoms usually
precedes the period by one or two weeks and is passed in the first few
days of one's period. This is how one differentiates PME from PMDD.
PME is the premenstrual exacerbation/worsening of the symptoms of
another disorder, such as major depressive disorder or generalised
anxiety disorder.

PCOS is also a hormone imbalance where LH secretion is high.This
contributes to the high levels of androgens (male hormones) that causes
infertility, obesity, excessive facial hair in women. The mental wellbeing
of people who live with PCOS is severely affected because one “can’t
treat PCOS effectively unless we pay close attention to any signs of mental
distress”.

Experiences of people living with menstrual disorders during lockdown

The COVID-19 lockdown, coupled with mass unemployment, economic
indebtedness, domestic violence and alcohol abuse had left India at the
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brim of a mental breakdown. “At-risk populations include the 150 million
with pre-existing mental health issues, COVID-19 survivors, frontline
medical workers, young people, differently abled people, women,
workers in the unorganised sector, and the elderly,” says Nelson Vinod
Moses, a leading suicide prevention advocate in India.

Women and menstruating individuals in our country were not prepared
to respond to the storm caused by the socio- economic failures of the state
which collided with the pre-existing symptoms of menstrual disorders. It
is deeply concerning to think about the state of mind of individuals living
with chronic stress, depression, anxiety and other symptoms of menstrual
disorders but are yet to be diagnosed.

Even if the menstruators are prepared to seek help, India’s formal mental
health system has merely 9,000 counsellors and therapists available for
1.3 billion people. Large volunteer based orgs like Let's Talk, with over
300 volunteers, are also “acutely aware that it is impossible to provide
long-term support to the community.” Shekar Saxena, former director of
the WHO's Mental Health Division, says, “Mental health systems have
always been very scanty in India and during this time, the gap between
what is needed and what is available has widened markedly.” Irrespective
of the age, occupation or socio-economic backgrounds, the stories of
people living with menstrual disorders during the lockdown have mostly
been one of distress. “My shift at the hospital changes every day, so
my sleep schedule is completely messed up. The fact that | am always
scared and worried about risking myself while putting my whole family
in danger creates a lot of stress and anxiety. As a result, my periods in
the last few months have always been delayed. My mood swings have
started fluctuating a great deal owing to the PMS of a delayed period,”
says, Rushali*, a young doctor interning at a hospital in Moradabad,
Uttar Pradesh.

“As a person living by themselves with two hormonal disorders — PCOS
and PMDD, | rely heavily on my support system to get through life.
Lockdown created a dissonance and exacerbated the existing dysphoria
these conditions subject me to.

There were days of heightened depression and all my coping mechanisms

to regulate hormones organically (endorphins and oxytocin) — running,
swimming, physical support were unavailable. Getting psychiatric
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medicine (antidepressants and mood stabilisers) on e-prescriptions
was not easy and further complicated the situation. The lockdown was
undoubtedly the toughest episode of my poor mental health, and the
first when | thought about ending my life,” says Sonal Jain, co-founder of
Boondh. “Going out used to be an escape from the toxic environment of
my house. Now that | am stuck in the house | have to work a lot. It has
majorly affected my mental health and period cycle. PCOS, already used
to create a lot of problems but in the last couple of months my period
stays for more than a week, are often delayed and are excruciatingly
painful,” says Eshitaa Mudgal, a 22-year-old from Delhi who lives with
PCOS.

However, some are using the lockdown to try and navigate a better
way to deal with the effects of living with these disorders. “I was heavily
dependent on birth-control pills for a year and half but taking note of
how adversely it was affecting my physical and emotional well-being,
| stopped. Until college, | was not eating healthy, doing any form of
physical activity or controlling the intake of external stimulants which
were only worsening the problem.

After coming home, | decided to make things better, a good diet, exercise
and maintaining a healthy lifestyle are the only ways to treat PCOS so
the sooner one adapts to the change, the better it will be,” says a fresh
graduate, Ishani Vats. According to an article in The Print, Rashtriya
Kishor Swasthya Karyakram (National Adolescent Health programme)
has made significant changes in its interventions since February this
year. The scheme has included counsellors, facility-based counselling,
and the concept of social and behavioural change. However, there is
limited evidence on the roll out and implementation of these initiatives.
Biological processes that include the life cycle of a menstruating body
from menarche to menopause needs to be considered while designing
such schemes.

This must be in sync with the American College of Obstetrics and
Gynecologists Recommendation that recommends menstrual health as
the sixth vital sign for assessing health, programmes and interventions,
especially on mental health also need to take cognisance of the same.

It is time the government and civil society addressed the mental well
being of the people in our country by taking an intersectional approach
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to helping frontline workers, underserved communities, women,
LGBTQIA+ community. This is paramount at a time where socio-cultural
and economic realities have a close relationship with the mental health
individuals. It is not only important to explore and openly discuss the
need for psychoanalysis, it is necessary to acknowledge that the key
towards a healthy lifestyle is in destigamising taboo topics that have
linkages to mental health, like menstruation.

Subhiksha  Manoj is a journalism
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towards gender, environment, education,
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REPORTING ON
GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE
& DISCRIMINATION

Globally, India is known to be one of the most dangerous countries in the
world for women. Considering the fact that the country ranks very low in
the gender equality index, women continue to face discrimination in all
aspects of life. Violence against women is deep-rooted in unequal power
and gender relations, which transcend social and economic boundaries,
affecting women and girls of all socio-economic backgrounds.
Unfortunately, research shows that although media reports on violence
against women almost daily, reporting is sensational and doesn’t address
the root causes. Furthermore, the media focuses on individual violence
cases against women rather than addressing the problem in its social
context. This section highlights stories and issues that are accurate and
sensitive fo educate the public better and help bring awareness about
the Issue.

Dr. Monika Sharma draws attention to the very basis of discrimination

against women in her award-winning editorial, O I d T fgar

She cites the main reason as the mindset of men, patriarchy, which
allows gender-inequitable attitudes as drivers of violence against women.
With statistics revealing that two-thirds of women in India are victims of
violence, Dr. Monika emphasizes that serious efforts must be needed to
eradicate violence.

Sagar Galani, in his article, ‘As Capitalism Fuels Toxic Masculinity, Time
to Call Ourselves Out’, points at the deep-rooted capitalist culture that
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promotes toxic behaviour among men. He refers to recent chats named
“Bois locker room” to exemplify the pressure to indulge in “masculine”
tasks by boys to prove their superiority. The author recognizes how
exercising patriarchy and its prerogatives gives men a sense of entitlement
which develops into behaviour that encourages audacity and dominance.

In her article, ‘Rhea: The face of our broken mirror, Sudarshana
Chakraborty points to the declining state of reason-intellect-consideration
by citing the tagging of the name of Rhea Chakraborty in actor Sushant
Rajput’s death. She describes how patriarchal society does not waste
any time attaching labels on bodies of ‘independent women'.

Hrishita Rajbangshi, in her article, ‘Possessed by greed - The enduring
human toll of Assam’s Witch Hunts’, shares multiple stories of women
accused of witch-hunting and the atrocities they, along with their families,
have to endure.

Tasneem Khan, in her Hindi feature, ’W@TWWWW? 3Tt

gfear, g& are, states that 33% of women in India face domestic violence.
She provides a detailed picture across the country by listing statistics
from every state on domestic violence cases.The internalized misogyny of
the women in the country is reflected through the data that reveals that
about 45% of Indian women agree that a husband or partner is justified
in beating his wife or partner under certain circumstances.

Nandhini.V, in her article ‘Metropolitan Fisherwomen : Story of Kasimedu
women’, showcases this mindset in her video feature by bringing to the
forefront the day to day challenges faced by Kasimedu fisherwomen. Her
video report shares the struggles of these fisherwomen to sustain their
livelihood, their misfortune with alcoholic husbands and the numerous
issues they face due to the financial crisis.

Feminists and activists have been fighting to end discriminatory
practices against women for a long time. The article by Sharanya
Manivannan,Desire and gender in two novels about hereditary dancers’
describes how the burden of stigma still haunts them in different ways.
Amchi Urmila, a community radio show, focuses on the issue of early
child marriage in their show titled, ‘Ending Child Marriage’. It spreads
the message through the sensitive story of a brave girl named Rupa
who voices her anguish against her planned wedding. The pressure to
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marry escalates soon after a girl starts menstruating. For some girls, their
periods mean the end of their education and the beginning of a lifetime
of marriage, pregnancies, domestic work and even violence. Prashant

Pratyush, in the article, ‘S T Yiaew A ﬂé?f, UF TSh &, |rQ<1Ht1|<‘-|ch

g1 f3ar, points out that the onset of periods not only brings about a
dramatic change in the lives of girls, but it also affects boys.

He indicates that rarely are boys explained about periods, sowing the
seeds of patriarchy in them. Jahid Khan, in his article, ‘Afgarsti & wf
3H AHIGeRdT Sl T B, writes about the rules for women during

menstruation. He highly condemns the “two-finger test” to determine the
virginity/consent of the victim in a rape case. Similar experiences are
documented by Rudra Prassana Rath in his article, “Why marriages fail’
that talks about the various stages that a woman goes through to get
married. He points out the flimsy reasons given by the prospective groom
and his family during the process of ‘bride selection. He highlights the
unnecessary expenses incurred by the woman's family, and the impact of
frequent rejections on a woman’s self image and mental health.

Women continue to face discrimination and violence even after marriage.
The recent National Family Health Survey states that 83% of married
women between the ages of 15 and 49 who have ever suffered sexual
abuse cite their current husband as the perpetrator. Bijaya Biswal brings
forth chilling accounts of the gruesome violence that women face. In
his article, “Wedding Season brings more women to the hospital with
injuries from rape’, he covers the concept of girls consent and the absence
of laws favouring victims of sexual abuse in marriage. Dr. Shantanu
Abhyankar in, ‘A Mother Dies’ captures the plight of a pregnant tribal
woman who died due to injuries suffered while facing beating from
her husband for serving a bland curry to him. Purnima Sah, in her
article, “Women Safety: A dysfunctional tollfree women helpline in
West Bengal; Assam helpline lacks sufficient funds,” includes stories of two
women from West Bengal who faced domestic violence for many years
and remain unaware of the existence of a toll-free number to reach out for
help. She successfully brings forth the harsh reality of the dysfunctional,
understaffed and cash strapped helplines in these states. C. Vanaia, in her

article, ‘From Nirbhaya to Disha- Growing Rape Culture and Solutions

without Searching Root Causes’ talks about the growing rape culture that
has shaken the middle class and the millennium generation, leaving them
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with a sense of anger, frustration, and helplessness. The article shares
the findings of the Justice Verma committee to look at rape as something
beyond crime and punishment and look at is as a gender-related crime.
It also points to a skewed viewpoint that gender violence is restricted
to a specific society- poor in particular. Aishwarya Amritvijayraj's web
feature, Afgersll & Tvrg@ Mt ST W guit TG o wAT e ¢
speaks about the rather unspoken topic of female orgasm. The author
presents a detailed account of female orgasm - and the various myths
associated with it.

Of the total crimes recorded against women in 2020 by National
Crime Records Bureau (NCRB), kidnapping and abduction constituted
about 20%. TV9 Telugy, in their video report, “Women trafficking in
the Anantapur-Kadapa-Chittoor belt, highlights the human trafficking
situation across the Anantapur-Kadapa-Chittoor belt. The report finds
that women from this belt are taken to Gulf countries on the pretext of
housework and sexually exploited. TV9 Telugu and Saumya Jyotsna point
out the lax approach of authorities towards such cases.

Saumya, in her article, a0 ¥ : 37T 37U ST o STEARIY HT STIAR F 18

2 Hrar-foar, gives a detailed account of the investigation of Navruna’s
kidnapping and murder. She rightly points out that the pain of Navruna'’s
parents can only be understood by those who have lost their children.

Similar to this case, Ismat Ara, in her investigative report, ‘Aligarh
Hospital MLC Report on Hathras Victim Shatters UP Police’s ‘No Rape’
Claim’, highlights the shortcomings in Hathras rape investigation. She
exposes the inexplicable delay in sexual assault forensic investigation
and the neglect of duty at all levels.

In contrast to all the award-winning entries, Puja Awasthi’s article, ‘Burns
and Bias’ looks at the male survivors of acid attacks’ points to a skewed
female-centric lens for acid attack victims. Community, government,
judiciary and even the police- all presume that females are the only
victims of acid attacks. In addition, the article highlights the problems and
struggles that male acid attack victims face concerning compensation,
disability certificates and police response.
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PRINT & WEB MEDIA

gia 9G4 © Tl fgaT
<. Hiferent T@t
25 FFeR 2020, & gRyfm

3T AgelTq aTeR & el WX & ofiar off gefera 1el & | 37 a1y & ofik warean
&l e gfareR # fKiar o fava € | grame, Afgensti & gy ge are fgar 3
ot 38 ARG @ Tiftd g €, fSes 3= 79w 29 &1 719 & 7 & s |
S 9 o1 I ¢ o arHifSies @ § Sgarg 31U | g8 & 9T 3iRdl @l graH
Zoit 3 Y AFfehdT ST @ @A 6t S| 37 MmEe) & g W= & ofia 3fik
IR RIET ATEler a1 o foIg faaR 3k SragR & SR | ageld Sfed § |
YR 37R Gae1sTl @l difte fong famm g fGefaen =i wam |

aeetl 3k 9 & wRiad WX st off Afgernstt & ufd <iwor afik gram gof
&1 Hid TR ¢ | 9RA & 8 gl & Afgenaii % ufa wie R, aeiae
TATSHT 3TR Iedie &l 9Ty a¢ Tl ¢ | SR srel | off we e o7k afas
VAT bl ] BHR G¥1 & el g o &Y el @ | 3Mg § | HRa A <t
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39 HeMI § Ius fRAfGaT & € Se1 8 | 3RS § aee-the, Radie, de, weae
G a9 6t A g | S i & Uehd & a1g 9, Afgenail g asfadl & faars asft
PR 2 e, Fo & & ey fo & T @ 7 RUISH #1 o T A T
T2 Y & | 36 Ted FIIS- 19 FEmH ¥ Ted abe % e wigansit ¥ g
& & R @l A & oy o R W= afess g it st R SR g
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ST 31 ¢ | I v @R & SR # afgensti & fears f@ar & gaifad & o
WTITHeRT G 3TR 3Tl STaTeH ol GRe ol wiee TR Jarg fohg St STt
e |

R & offR B A1 AR, STt SMaTg) % T B I fEuen geAreti & atidhe Ty
Y 49 & forq off e &1 fawar 971 gU g € | iRaera & for feadt & ufa g9 arett
feaT & 9o & foiq ot & @ fgA #amn S ¢ | sfawargy Afgan fean
I foaw, g & X & | STt STaTe! & fawg feqn A, SiTeedl e
3R Gaeeier aRaw a1 6t FifRien ox fomst o1 fa grar & | Yt arsrret &t
AT YR U SARA & TITE! &l ge a7 SITar @, Sil g2 39 i 37l &
AR A UdTeT & s | SRR g1 9o ¢ | foamrona g o srqeen &
U BIeTa Afgenrstl § S o Hgot 3R TR uRay oft 4 w© & | 9
Y 9 & HaTfde Afeeal & e fean AT IeR & Seerd ¢ fSae qad
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T 3R FagATeT & dd Tar 74 & Ut fagd, féae iR Sgvma o7 Arfaes
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&t e & ox1 & 7 Tt A fohq 70 9 & ganfads ot ot 10 § @ 6 7 319
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Igv fe@ra g el feaai aam 2 o1 H, 319q 2 il &bt e e @l faawr g1

39 e # 60 HEE goul 4 Wit ¢ 3 3 319+t vt & a1y fgge aara s
21 U 31ie ggaiel & HidR g arel feadi & wramTee ok Iife Idteq
T GEATET A T BT ¢ | JATZES A dl Teh RUIE & R oft R & g
foers wieay e &1 iR § | 3971 & el 2009 H TP uRaR w@res gdeor
&t RUIE & AaTfedh gaR o 7 40 HiEg! Afgamy At foneht 7 et sgr dfd ot
HRUTE 1 ISR a7 § | $© THT Ugel 311 I ! T RUIC & A o2
H 15T 19 G ot 25 ARG RTEI[ST ASfeRal Hft 7 ol A TR SAraTeeh fear
1 RIPR g2 € | a1 & Tl Ao & Terdt wfcrity <t e & oft wfgena?i §
gATER & AFE 9T 3T § | Afgenst & Sgart & Aifedt s gRe wifear
W URE, TS SIfelT 3 Ve SIgH S 3T0vTY off 4% 99 gU € | 9ot |
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AS CAPITALISM FUELS TOXIC
MASCULINITY, TIME TO CALL OURSELVES

OUT

Sagar Galani
13 May 2020, thequint.com

Capitalism & Toxic Masculinity (& its Impact During a Pandemic)

We live in a capitalist world, and there’s no denying that; the structure
is inherently competitive. When we are so focused on getting “more,”
we build hierarchies so that we're not on the bottom level, which can
sometimes result in problematic behaviour, like toxic masculinity. The
deep-rooted capitalist culture severely impacts our perspective on
checkboxes we must attain to ‘move up the ladder.” This mindset allows us
to normalize toxic behaviour like shaming other men for not conforming
to gender stereotypes or creating Instagram groups where women are
objectified (‘Bois Locker Room’).

As the global economy begins to face a large slowdown due to the
CQOVID-19 pandemic, it's important to understand how capitalism fuels
toxic masculinity and how we can limit its manifestation.

Toxic Masculinity a Problem that Needs to be Discussed On a global
scale, toxic masculinity is used to generalize sexism and any form of male
aggression. The term allows us to distinguish toxic traits like aggression and
violence from healthy ones. It also allows us to recognize that masculinity
itself is not the sole cause of male-incited violence. Toxic masculinity needs
to be discussed because it is the root cause for a significant number of
crimes globally including domestic violence, murder, and assault. The
National Commission of Women has already announced that it has
received double the number of domestic violence complaints during the
first 25 days of the lockdown than previous periods. Toxic masculinity
is real and can have a crippling impact on us, regardless of where we
come from.

Capitalism Fuels Toxic Masculinity by Building Social Hierarchies

Capitalism’s focus on moving up a hierarchy to achieve success can
directly be linked to more selfish and goal-oriented behaviour; it's not
necessarily a bad thing but it can make us care less about others. This
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mindset impacts the way we judge others and ourselves. A man who is
‘feminine’ is made fun of because he is different and unwanted in the
‘professional club.” How often do a group of men in an office mock each
other for speaking softly or feeling anxious? Personally, | spent a large
amount of time ‘un-feminizing’ the way | laughed, walked, and spoke so
that | could avoid this mockery and become “successful.”

In his book “Healing from Hate,” Michael Kimmel argues that men who
were involved in violent political acts felt that “they had not received what
they had expected to gain through the virtue of being a man.” Essentially,
the beliet that they had not received the “capital” they were entitled to
meant that they had to take extreme measures to obtain it. The goals
given fo us by capitalism are that we should accumulate the most amount
of wealth. If | cannot achieve that, | start believing that I'm not manly and
| need to do “more” to take control of my life. Sometimes, this “more” can
translate to healthy actions of discipline, but a lot of the times it can also
manifest into the development of toxic traits like aggression, violence, or
bullying. The ‘Bois Locker Room’ incident is a clear example of young
boys feeling like they need to do “more” to prove their masculinity. This
desire allowed these boys to normalize the horrific crime of sharing
photos of underage women.

Limiting the Manifestation of Toxic Masculinity Requires Us to Call
Ourselves Out We must identify and address toxic behaviour around
us, even if they don’t seem extreme. The best way to deal with this is
by having a conversation about those actions with a mental health
professional. Being in stressful situations while working from home can
result in toxic behaviour: being slightly rude to family members or feeling
too entitled to help with household chores. While these actions may not
seem as drastic as domestic violence or an obscene Instagram group,
they are still toxic and must be addressed through conversations.

There is no ‘one-size-fits-all solution to identifying toxic traits within others
and ourselves. Personally, | know that my motivation for succeeding in
a capitalist world has made me develop biases that | need to be more
aware of. Writing this article made me think about all the times | could
have been complacent in the mockery of others who were not ‘masculine
enough.” Just because | was a victim of toxic masculinity doesn’t mean |
don’t possess those traits myself. We need to start calling ourselves out
to limit the manifestation of toxic masculinity. As we deal with one of
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the most stressful times in our capitalist society, it's easy for us to feel a
lack of “control.” It's important for us to identify toxic traits by engaging
in productive conversations so that we don’t engage in unproductive
behaviour searching for that “control”.

Sagar Galani’s writing focuses on gender
inequality and toxic masculinity in Indian
media and society.He has completed his
Bachelors in Applied Economics from
Cornell University and his Masters from the
London School of Economics. His work has
been published across multiple platforms.
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RHEA : THE FACE OF OUR BROKEN

MIRROR
Sudarshana Chakraborty
19 September 2020, groundxero.in

One thing needs to be made very clear at the outset: Rhea Chakraborty
is nothing but a pawn on a chessboard. So is Kangana Ranaut, her chief
detractor. Many understand the whole picture yet refuse to acknowledge
the same. Doing so ends the excitement and forces the people to face
a few urgent questions. It forces them to look at the country’s current
political, social, and economic situation.

A tragic death has been shamelessly used for the last seven months
amidst a raging pandemic. A female character has been placed at
the centre of the controversy to add excitement. A nausea-provoking
atmosphere has been created throughout the country to shift focus from
the state’s utter failure. A ‘surreal’ situation, like a stage show, where the
magician PC Sarkar magically made the entire Taj Mahal disappear in
front of our eyes, has been created. The whole country has been put
under a magical spell while dealing with a challenging situation like the
pandemic. Totally spellbound and immersed in a thrilling drug-murder-
mystery as they question a woman’s character. A woman whose social
life, career, relationships, everything, literally everything, has been laid
bare and put up for public consumption for twenty-four hours, seven days
a week. Rhea Chakraborty fits perfectly into this equation. She has no
choice!

Sushant Singh Rajput, a young Bollywood actor’s untimely tragic death,
gave the present government and the opposition parties an opportunity.
Unfortunately, the incident had no exciting elements to make it thrilling to
the public. Murder or suicide, drugs, money laundering, multiple women
in his life, love vs sex, lover’s conflict with his family, and friends’ role were
all available for the media to make headlines. These elements were sleazy
enough to be presented to the public continuously for twenty-four hours,
every day of the week. The Indian state and the government’s failure
to deal with the pandemic, death of migrant workers, farmer suicides,
and the near-collapse of the country’s economy were incidents pushed
to the background. The government suppressed any voices against them
and arrested activists and social workers during the Delhi riots while the
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real culprits were left off. Instead, the state-media nexus buried all these
episodes through a well-hatched plan of public brainwashing.
The likes of Rhea Chakrabortys just get used in such scenarios.

(Translated from Bengali to English)

Sudarshana Chakraborthy is a journalist,
a documentary film maker & a gender
activist with special focus on gender rights,
labour rights & disability. As a researcher,
content creator, translator, Sudarshana has
worked for CREA, Sruti Disability Research
Centre, Pratyay Gender Trust, Sanhitq,
efc. Her documentaries were screened at
various film festivals.
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POSSESSED BY GREED - THE ENDURING
HUMAN TOLL OF ASSAM’S WITCH

HUNTS
Hrishita Rajbangshi

1 October 2020, The Caravan

Birubala Rabha braved a social boycott to raise awareness about witch
hunting and support survivors. “This process will never come to an end,”
Lakhyamati Daimary told me. “For as long as you make sure that the
villagers keep believing in daina-daini”—the Bodo term for witches—
“you don’t need any other way to fool them to get your work done.”

In 2014, Lakhyamati, a cook at a primary school in Jangalgaon, a village
in Assam’s Udalguri district, was accused of practising witchcraft. “My
brother in-law said that my daughter’s friend had been possessed by Aai
Goxani”—a goddess associated with smallpox, also called Sheetala—
“and that she had claimed | was a witch, who would wreak havoc in the
entire village,” she said. “How does a 16-year-old girl claim such things
and the villagers believe her? You tell me.” Lakhyamati did not take the
accusation seriously at first, she added, “but then the villagers started
coming to our house one after the other.” They attacked the family,
severely injuring her husband and four children, and burned down their
house. At a public meeting, Lakhyamati was forced to eat human excreta
as punishment. The villagers demanded she leave the village with her
children, or they would kill the entire family.

Although the family left for a relative’s house in Kokrajhar, they returned
to Jangalgaon a month later, with the local police and the All Bodo
Students’Union helped them resettle despite widespread opposition.
Most of theirassailants fled the village for a few months, and no arrests
were made.

Their the case is pending in the high court. “We are still trying to forget
the atrocitiesthat were inflicted upon us,”"Nandeshwar, Lakhyamati’s
eldest son, told me.”“We are still in the process of bringing normalcy
to our day-to-day life.”Sonamoni Basumatary, a resident of Udalguri’s
Sapkhaiti village, faced a similar ordeal. On 28 September 2014, her
family was surrounded by their fellow villagers in the local church.
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Her brother-in-law’s daughter was suffering from dengue, and claimed
she had dreamt that her aunt had caused her to fall ill using witchcratt.
Again, nobody questioned her claim, and the Basumatary family was
told that they would be killed if they did not leave the village. “I had lived
in this village all my life, and | had to leave the place within the next two
hours,” Sonamoni’s husband, Prafulla, a retired college principal, told
me. “| was asked to never come back.” The family moved to the distant
village of Bhairabkunda, near the Bhutan border. Although they filed a
police complaint, they did not pursue the case further. “We believe in
forgiving,” Prafulla said. “We have forgiven them in spite of the fact that
they took everything from us.” His brother, who made the accusation,
occupied the property they left behind in Sapkhaiti.

As news of their ostracism spread through the regional media, their
daughter Hemi, an engineer who lives in the district town of Udalguri,
began facing trouble buying a house, as no one was willing to sell to the
daughter of a woman accused of witchcraft. According to data collected
by the Assam government, 77 people were killed, and 60 injured, in 93
cases of witch-hunting between 2010 and 2015.

Many more have been hounded out of their villages after being attacked
by their neighbours. Over the course of my research, | studied over a
dozen police complaints filed in the districts of Goalpara, Udalguri and
Kokrajhar, and met eight women who had been accused of witchcratt.
Their harrowing testimonies confirmed recent findings that, although
superstition—as well as a lack of healthcare and education facilities—
plays a part in the persistence of witch-hunts in the twenty-first century,
personal feuds and rivalries fuelled by property ownership are the
primary reasons.

It often took me several hours to track down survivors. Many of the
families had never dared to go back to their villages, abandoning their
property, despite assurances by the police and organisations that work
with survivors. Raja Soren and his wife, Jeta—daily-wage labourers
from Balajan—fled their village after five men killed his mother, Komila
Murmu, on the night of 24 March 2017.

Nobody could tell me where they were. The inspector in charge at the
local police outpost said that Raja had returned a few times to cooperate

156



with their investigation but had not contacted the police after the five men
were acquitted. The couple never returned to sell off the house in which

they had lived.

It lay abandoned, and the police suspected the villagers had stolen
their cattle. Gopal Gaur, who works at a tea estate near the village of
Sonapani, tried to explain the financial toll of having to move after a
traditional healer accused his wife, Sumitra, cursed a sick child. | had
been directed to Sonapani by Sumitra’s relatives, who were looking after
the property the couple left behind in Amlaiguri. One of their neighbours
had attacked Sumitra with a machete, injuring her hand, and the other
residents threatened to kill them if they did not leave the village. The two
of them cumulatively earned less than three hundred rupees a week,
Gopal told me, so uprooting their lives had not been easy. They sold off
their cattle to pay for a lawyer to pursue their case, but Sumitra’s assailant
was acquitted due to lack of evidence. According to data collected by
the Assam government, 77 people were killed, and 60 injured, in 93
cases of witch-hunting between 2010 and 2015.

In 2015, following years of campaigning by activists such as Birubala
Rabha, who braved a social boycott to raise awareness about witch-
hunting and support survivors, the Assam legislature made accusations of
witchcraft a cognisable, non-bailable and non-compoundable offence, to
be punished by up to seven years in prison. However, the perpetrators in
almost all the cases | studied had been acquitted, and most of them had
been on the run ever since. Although my research was restricted to the
personal fallout of accusations of witcheraft, it was difficult to ignore the
chronic failure of the police to arrest and prosecute the accusers, as well
as to protect the accused families from further repercussions.

The emotional toll of being branded a witch is considerable, especially
in a country where access to mental healthcare is restricted to the
privileged. Many of the survivors | interviewed were unwilling, or unable,
to recount the trauma they had experienced. But they appeared to me as
silent revolutionaries, as they attempted to rebuild their life and put the
accusations behind them.

Sumitra, for instance, started working at a tea plantation within a month

of being attacked and leaving Amlaiguri. She was not comfortable
sharing her story or being photographed, especially once she saw the
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crowd that had gathered at her house on my arrival. (I had to return at
a more opportun moment.) Like Sumitra, Sonamoni preferred to let her
husband recount her story. She would, however, look at me and smile
from time to time. “l know | never did any wrong to anyone, and | am not
afraid of anyone either,” she told me. “They can call me whatever they
want. All | regret is the pain that my family had to go through because
of this.”

Some of the women went beyond quiet defiance. Lakhyamati not only
resumed working as a cook soon after returning to Jangalgaon, but
was eventually elected general secretary of the cooks’ association at the
village school.

She told me that she gathered signatures from everybody in the village,
so that nobody would be able to have her removed from her job. She
had also been working tirelessly as part of the village's self-help groups.
“| know that | am empowered, and that is how | have always been,” she
said, when | asked her about working with those who had forced her to
leave the village on pain of death. “They are insecure and scared.”
Lakhyamati added that, although it took a lot of time, the women of the
village had begun expressing regret at remaining silent as their husbands
harassed her family. “If | have gained the women'’s trust,” she told me
with a smile, “I must be doing something right.”

(The original research was conducted under the Zubaan-SPF Grant for
Young Researchers 2018-19)
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DESIRE AND GENDER IN TWO NOVELS
ABOUT HEREDITARY DANCERS

Sharanya Manivannan
21 August 2020, The Caravan

For centuries, Thanjavur, in Tamil Nadu, was a major centre of medieval
and colonial artistic production. Among its artists was a matrilineal
community of erudite women dedicated to temples, who received
political and other powerful forms of patronage. Prevalently known as
“devadasis,” they were renowned for creative talents, including dance,
notably the form sometimes known as sadir-attam, which became widely
known later as Bharatanatyam.

“Devadasi” is a historical, and loaded, word. “’Devadasi’ is not a term
that South Indian hereditary artists were familiar with—it is a term the
British and the newly educated class of Indians used to gloss over women
who did not conform to patriarchal norms,” the Chennai-based dancer
Nrithya Pillai told me over an e-mail. “The term today is used only for
women from Dalit communities such as Basavi, Jogati and Mathamma and
Dalit cults such as Yellama, Jogini and Mathamma. Their marginalization
and their culture is extremely different from that of women from courtesan
communities like mine.” Since the devadasis from courtesan traditions

were not Dalits, to conflate their realities with those of Dalit women “is
epistemologically violent in itself,” Pillai added.

She advised, instead, using the phrase
“women from hereditary dance
communities” * when speaking about
women from courtesan communities
today. It is useful to keep this in mind
when approaching any work on the
historical devadasis. The existence
of contemporary hereditary dance
communities is sometimes unknown,
as the usurping of their identities
and art forms into the Brahmanical
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establishment was, and remains, extensive. This erasure began with a
reform movement in the first half of the twentieth century, influenced by
British and Brahmin moral sensibilities, which culminated in the banning
of devadasi and similar systems throughout the country—notably in
the Madras and Bombay Presidencies. The movement's self-appointed
saviours came in all stripes, from outraged women to outright misogynists
and, complexly, those who worked in social justice.

The scholar Davesh Soneji writes in Unfinished Gestures: Devadasis,
Memory and Modernity in South India: “Legal interventions in the Madras
Presidency were engineered by Muthulakshmi Reddy, daughter of a
Brahmin father and a mother from a devadasi community in Pudukottai.
Reddy was also the first female doctor in the Madras Presidency, and she
was responsible for implementing a series of reforms related to women's
physical and social health. The explicit purpose of her activities was
to criminalize the ‘dedication’ of girls [poukkautal]. For reformers, the
ritual of poukkautal enabled prostitution and the abuse of women that
resulted from relationships unsanctioned by marriage. ... The devadasi
abolition movement stood at the intersection of the Congress party and
anti-Brahmin politics in Madras, and was strongly supported by both
Gandhi and E.V. Ramasami Naicker.”

The crucial fulcrum in the Brahmin appropriation of the dance form,
executed even as the agency of the dancers themselves was being erased,
was Rukmini Devi Arundale. Arundale is widely believed to have stripped
the dance of its sensual nature, to establish the religious, internationally
famous, form known as Bharatanatyam.

Gitanjali Kolanad’s new novel, Girl Made of Gold, published this year,
is poised at the cusp of when the hereditary dance community fell into
disrespectability, leading to the laws banning their culture that came into
effect with Independence. The novel takes place in the 1920s, when the
system was beginning to face its first rumblings of change. A teenaged
dancer named Kanaka disappears suddenly, amid contentious demands
on the choices, or concessions, she must make with her life. Then, an
exquisite golden statue of a girl appears in the sanctum sanctorum of
the temple that her family’s women perform rituals in. Some are pleased
to accept this as a miraculous intervention, an exchange that proves
Kanaka's safety or even her merging into divinity. Others, including the
police, are less convinced. Another novel, published two years ago,
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that also chronicles the era when the devadasi-abolition movement
came into effect, tracing both its preamble as well as the devastation
that followed—and persists decades later—is Srividya Natarajan’s The
Undoing Dance. Girl Made of Gold carries a few of its echoes, and even
certain similarities. It is tempting to read the two novels as in simpatico,
even though their spirits are vastly different.

Natarajan and Kolanad are both Canada-based dancers who were
trained in India Kolanad trained at Chennai’s Kalakshetra, the foundation
established by Rukmini Devi Arundale, while Natarajan trained under,
among others, KP Kittappa Pillai and T Brinda, who were from hereditary
performance backgrounds. Their approaches to the originators, artists
and safekeepers of their dance form differ considerably. This divergence
reflects modern perceptions of historical devadasis and contemporary
hereditary dancers. Kolanad’s novel accepts the decline of their erq,
assigning them bleakly to history, despite its final, uplifting twist.
Natarajan’s book asserts their lives and legacies in ways that demand
better of all who have descended from the vicious erasures of the
abolition and appropriation movements, regardless of how they trace
their involvement.

Kolanad's first work of fiction was an evocative collection of short stories,
Sleeping With Movie Stars. Those stories took place mostly around the
coastal-Madras neighbourhoods where Kalakshetra still stands, and
depicted the milieu and its cast of artistic characters vividly. The character
in Girl Made of Gold whose voice comes closest to that timbre, a mix of
philosophy and poetry, is the one known only as “the priest.” The book is
told from myriad perspectives, often in the third person but occasionally,
and sometimes for very minor characters, in the soliloquy form. The
author suggests through the priest’s voice that the arbitrary nature of these
narrative choices is deliberate. As the novel’'s most compelling narrator,
he says, “There are many ways to tell a story,” citing examples such as
the “river’s flow”, “lion’s glance”, “trog’s hop” and “flower garland.”
He suggests that there are even more, recounting how he once saw a
woman enter a river all the way up to her hips to fill a pot of water, and
how he contemplated the way she would decant its contents info some
pilgrim’s hands some time later, without the pilgrim ever knowing the
lengths she went to obtain it. Such asides gild the storyline. The mystery
about Kanaka's disappearance develops very slowly, acquires a sudden
twist and takes on a thrilling urgency in the latter third of the book.
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In a novel full of sordid choices and actions undertaken by multiple
characters, it is the priest's repentance that sets him apart. Having
transcended carnal desire because of the ravages of disease, his
concerns drift between the aesthetic values of temple architecture and
the inexplicable nature of the universe—as well as his obligation to
rectify what he can. The priest, whose caste and gender, and what these
enable him to do, could easily have been painted as the villain in a more
didactic text, but is rendered in a nuanced and ultimately redemptive
way. In his way of detailing the world, and in his acceptance of life's
capriciousness, the murders, rapes and transgressions in Girl Made of
Gold are somehow rendered less lurid. This is a thriller with something
incongruous at its core, and it is this incongruity that is its most interesting
element.

However, in too many ways, Girl Made of Gold is a book about male
sexual desire and libido. There is the patron Vallabendran, thinking of how
his wife Devayani never had any of the talents of the young Nagaveni,
who performed elaborate seduction techniques using a betel leaf. He
conjures up this memory just a few minutes before an erection springs up
while receiving a massage from Janardana, a queer person who loves
to dress in the finery of his aunts and grandmother. “What appetites you
still have,” Janardana tells him. “You are @ man among men.” There are
other boasts—the British-educated Indra recalls how an English friend’s
mother insulted him at the dining table but still knelt by his bedside later
that night. A distinction is always drawn between the women who satisfy
men sexually and those who do not seem able to. Tellingly, there is an
inability to see parallels between the lawful wives who pour their sexual
frustration into religious devotion—*“So she’s embraced god as if he were
her lover. She dreams of the god, sings songs to the god, but the god is
made of stone and doesn’t respond.”—and the devadasi who has been
dedicated to the temple, and with it fo the social freedom, literacy and
artistic education that is allowed to her.

The novel’s women have no sensuality or sexuality that is not merely to
please men. Even Kanaka's brave explorations with her lover, Indra, are
described from his viewpoint. He claims he does not want a marriage
like his parents, bereft of lust, yet when she tells him that she does not
believe in the institution, he shames her. The verses that she is able to
recite by heart, thanks to her upbringing, to describe not only her stance
against marriage but also her feelings for him, are shot down by this
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blatant retort: “Don't tell me this is what you really want, to lie with one
man and then another2”

By contrast, Natarajan’s rendering of The Undoing Dance’s Kalyani, as
a girl of the same age and background as Kanaka who also finds herself
in an illicit relationship, is far more delicately etched. It is Kalyani’s inner
monologue we are privy to, not her lover's approximation of what it
might be, strongly tinted by his own perspectives. Kalyani compares her
fantasies—a mingling of lust, inexperience and ornate ambient detail—
to the pleasant but surprising realities of their coupling. These all come
together on a walk she takes with her lover, when he tugs at a bunch
of banana flowers and tells her she can drink from them. “l opened the
pink-and-purple fleshy envelopes of the inflorescence, found the flowers,
picked one and sucked from it, the nectar sweet as it touched my tongue.
We walked on, touching the walls; the buildings, the royal stables, once
full of horses and elephants, crumbled like soft biscuits. Other lovers had
been here over the years, had scratched their names with shale on the
patches of plaster, and had vanished with time.”

So much is evoked in these lines, as Kalyani absorbs the novelties she is
encountering. Natarajan allows us to experience the inner worlds of the
novel's women, even as their changing external world weighs down on
them.

Where The Undoing Dance’s women are suffused with tenderness and
nuance, the women in Girl Made of Gold are rendered, by and large, in
very sharp angles. They are manipulative and shorn of joy, and have very
little affection or solidarity for each other. Take how Ratna, Nagaveni's
daughter, responds to Janardana, when the latter enquires about how
Vallabendran could have bedded both her mother and her. Ratna
responds cynically, “Don’t the poems say that the man who's paying
can choose: the experience and skillful love-making of the mother, the
beauty and freshness of the daughter, or the untasted sweetness of the
granddaughter2”

Perhaps such verses do exist. Yet, to contrast this sentiment with not only
the classical Telugu padams of Ksetrayya and other poets, which are
rife with jealousies and longings, but also with the words of the iconic
polymath Muddupalani of the eighteenth century Thanjavur court herself,
leaves Ratna’s characterisation a little pallid. In When God is a Customer:
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Telugu Courtesan Songs by Ksetrayya and Others, translated by AK
Ramanujan, Velcheru Narayana Rao and David Shulman, following the
standard classical metonymy of the beloved reconfigured as deity, a
courtesan asks,

“Why tell lies, Muvva Gopala,

when clearly she’s the one you crave

while all the time you're making love

to mee”

Similarly, in Sandhya Mulchandani’s translation of Radhika Santawanam,
Muddupalani’s mythological Radha laments,

“Has she forgotten that she learnt

To sing like the nightingale from me?

Has she forgotten she learnt to write poetry from me?

Has she forgotten she learnt to play musical instruments from me?

Has she forgotten she even learnt to make love from me2”

In this work, the poet presumably drew inspiration from the envy she
felt toward her grandmother, Tanjanayaki, who still held sway over her
beloved Raja Pratapsimha’s affections. Muddupalani reversed her own
pain by writing, instead, about Radha’s heartbreak that her protégée
had stolen her place in Krishna’s world. The women in Girl Made of
Gold do not have such emotional palettes. We see their actions, and
must only infer what complicated sensitivities drove them.

It is arguable that an author has no moral imperative to present characters
or storylines that pass tests of sociopolitical rigour, and fiction that is
accurate to life—historical fiction in particular—must necessarily fail such
tests on certain counts. Kolanad does draw attention to casteism and
caste disparity in myriad ways, such as when the Brahmin boy Subbu,
having gotten into fisticuffs with some bullies, goes home to bathe
before proceeding to Nagaveni’s house to learn more about Kanaka’s
disappearance, or in lines such as “It was the hypocrisy practiced by all
men of good caste, that while they raised the legs of untouchable girls
onto their shoulders, they wouldn't take food from their hands.”

This is not met with similar attention to gender disparity. The sentence
illustrating caste hypocrisy is followed by this glib acknowledgement: “Yet
both sides knew, didn’t they, that in the privacy of their desire, they’d been
equals.” The internalised misogyny of most of the women in Girl Made
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of Gold is not tempered with clear delineations about the circumstances
that shaped them. The men’s inner worlds are highly detailed. As for the
women, we are left reconstructing their inner worlds from the ways that
men perceive them.

As acerbic as it is tender, The Undoing Dance is a powerful novel that
offers a meaningful contrast to Girl Made of Gold while providing a
highly relevant and modern contextualisation for what happened to the
women known as devadasis, and to the dance form they were best known
for. The book takes place over the latter half of the twentieth century,
following the vicissitudes of a lineage of disenfranchised dancers from
Kalyanikkarai, in Thanjavur district. Rajayi, among the last to perform in
temples with the sanction of state and society, makes efforts to secure a
better lot in life for her daughter Kalyani, sending her first to a convent
school and then into a marriage with an uppercaste impresario. Hema,
Kalyani’s stepdaughter, rounds out the trifecta of voices in this novel. (In
Natarajan’s book too is another Kanaka, who “danced like thatch on
fire,” although she is an ancestor, not a protagonist.)

Rajayi and Kalyani ultimately resist the notion that they dance at the end
of a lineage, beautifully showing how even that which is erased at large
can thrive tenaciously in surprising ways. They resist rendering their lives
as tragedy. In one section, Kalyani recalls the Brahmin girls who bring
their own water to the homes of nattuvanars such as Samu Vathyar, in
order to avoid the pollution of drinking from his supply. They steal his
hereditary art forms and pay him for the theft; it is they who become the
doyennes of the world of dance later on, once the refurbishment of the
dance form was complete. Natarajan lays the transaction bare over the
course of her novel. It was the mothers of those students, after all, who
were the banner-carrying women clad in khaddar saris at the forefront of
public protests that linked and conflated the end of the devadasi culture
with the end of colonial rule, while Kalyani and her foremothers watched,
fearing what was to come: “And we—we did not belong in the world
they knew they were making.”

The novel’s pivotal plot point is when the mendacious, internationally
acclaimed dancer Padmasini decides to visit Rajayi in Kalyanikkarai on
the pretext of making a film about the latter’s own renown and heritage.
The elderly Rajayi makes her living by selling flowers outside the temples
she once held court in, and some of the novel’s most scathing sequences
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revolve around Padmasini’s exploitations of her. The women whose
livelihoods were taken from them, the performers and teachers whose art
forms were stolen, and the esoteric ways of worship that were desecrated,
ironically, through their sanitisation, are rendered a fitting homage in
Natarajan’s magnificent work. Equally, its relevance to the contemporary
world of dance cannot be underestimated. Padmasini is not a caricature;
in her character are captured myriad accuracies about the bigotries and
narcissisms of the classical south Indian art sphere still prevalent today,
and canonised as upper-caste culture.

The unfortunate bevy of unflattering tropes that the women in Girl Made
of Gold illustrate—“A courtesan is like a balance, she tilts to the side that
has more gold,” a nattuvanar, a musician from a hereditary community,
observes—are depicted by Natarajan with complexity and intricacy, and
with a fuller political consciousness. In Kolanad’s novel, the pain and
disenfranchisement experienced by dancers from hereditary communities
from the 1920s onwards—a direct result of British morality and Brahmin
appropriation—is absorbed into a stoic narrative about the vagaries of
human life. The Undoing Dance, meanwhile, brims with pathos.

“Unfortunately, the stigma of belonging to criminalised (through reform)
communities persists, in fact stronger than before reform, and one can
see how the burdens of stigma still survive in different ways,” Pillai told
me. “This is why it has taken this much time to hear articulate voices
speaking of the politics of Devadasi reform from within the community.
There have been no reparative measures. Reform has definitely purged
hereditary women and their identities from public spaces. The issue
with representing hereditary women as tragic figures and propagating
false one-sided narratives is that it affects women and artists from these
communities today, inflicting pain and a certain kind of shame on us—
they attempt to paralyse voices like mine.”
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Ted H €, TTal 68 BTSN &l ATgd’I & &l ad & o folg Afgel <reri &
A 370 FUS IARA TS | 37k 419 fSigiv 98 STHMA agR o, 98 G5
ot Al off, STaSIg 36 TH ST Fcd I | I¢ DS TH Heqd el 63 |
T 3¢ g fgges @it & oTemet & 919 3 St o o T €, 98 o ¢ | S
B THTST H Afganel &t Argart &l dae oS ot 39 gied A gndard! faw
1 3 € | 1w & Fanfaes fSrg egdh! &! ATgardt 27T, 9% 39 g gited | -iel
Tift | 3U% forg gted & dgHe | Tga i ShiTg o+t § | 91 & a8 &l & geiiii-
oot 7 | 7 2 IS SR Yo wiel & o™ st | S Rt Afgen @ Argan
7T, Ueh 9T & |

Hifear fdie & garfaes 38 oTaa™ § defdal &t oma diRkasy & arial &
U Ue foTeer H Fedt et & | 51 3 ferl e ersferal 3 39 Aore # g T
&, d gieeet yRITE A fRishrad @ % erefhat diaey & gk @i, #feg, &g
3nfg & ST T € SR a1kl wiefhal @ ga-fiet 2@t €| 39 a1 @ S & forg
iRl § Fard-siare gq iR fSrgia diftaed g &t a1a @ier ¢ f 318
TERA SSUTRHEH IARE HTfeid & i gl 7T o 3 GiRaeyd @ 8! TToR W@
2 | fiifeuer & 3ramar wids & 317 Wik = A STl & 919 YAFSHS
agR o | STd dTefehdl A 39 STHMEY 3R STUHMSIH ddid & 9y faar,
ql gited I afed 3 I8 el & ag a1g ol 3% fHdTh STgerd ST gahal g |
AT 3¢ I FgH oM U gl Thel Bleee SISAT g 37K feaer hid I
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T &A1 e | o feran gan o & 7% 91y 5 e e g & I e
AT ST Hifear & 317, < STHT 99 7147 | 91 3 39 e J WAt SHdnal,
TTE 3T UL 37U & RAATE FE HIRATS et HIT 6l | TSI Higel ST
3R T AT TGN 7 T & T A, 36 R A i S & forg T
gfafa nfea & < Aifean R T gmfSe @redl & gae § y=mE &
SETHR Dictst i AT, are 37X TR 31 AT & (Gl ATHT g T
U1 | TSR o W1 ST o g3, 39 ol ot felgrst & wet el 3e2ran i depe |
T O Agelell & HIF-GHI &l a1 Bt &, Y gast 37 3% T19 38 Tg &
i IR I €, ST Skl TRHAT & faems € |

Afgenail & Ui STTHSTHE 3R SHHAE Jdid & el aredr it ToRTd &
& ® | STel Ta il U Tae e A JeehR A1 B difed Afger @ e-fR
T HUHR T & SR &1 a8 & g o1 | 39 7t 7 -foR 2we’s Ay
¥ Td @i 39 ey W ugdt o & difear & 39 16 9 § Samer € ok
Re a9 H RS & Tedfd ot | Teele Sid dg A ToRId gredhic dgdl,
At Srgrer difedr & ey & g1 | g1 HIC A TFd FIE I e Uered gy Fl,
TABR & A 7 difedt & sAd/ggafta & [uko & fau fear s aren
‘e-fthR 2% uRteyuT & g STash ade! | T U § TR ST hig BiidD
g 7Iel ¢ | I Idted 9 Ugd IR g9y & difedn & i g1 &1 3q a1d
Y BIE A1-S7 781 & o 3T g Idie & Ael H geAfd & ot ar =gl | ergrera
7 T T 7S, Sfch 3G 39 wHe § ofR off T fewoht e g¢ e, g
HIe & FII-|re fafeheq sora @l arg fgemar Sig & *e-fR 2w’ sradentae
2 | Fifeh Ig TetTer R T & s 3R 7R & 1R &l Ieera ST g |
‘TR e’ Wi areg ifafaem & R 146 3 ey fodia & €, e
Tl ¢ 6 "0 a1 W H FIfRfw & Ama & difear & gid ) gare Sem &6t
STHTT TRl BT 1756 1Y & §TE HIc A TIIe I &l 25 |Iel T TTerlt &bl
IR a1 37X SIRIT il STk T Gt ST |

TATHR 9T GHIST & A IR Ueh UET g7 B, forden ga8 Sargr g6 difed &
AT U & | SellehR & a1g off S5 & foig 39 U8-Ud st & Jeren
el ¢ foh AR SOl &l Afgerd ot STt w1ers 19l & Sie &t €|
39 AW @l ¢ afg 3, a1 T-fhR 2%, wRkiig arem Sifefaem it 9rT 146
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F WY-dY fems 7 g1 32 H gare srgrerd 7 off fGger, 2019 # 301 U
Hg@yul i # T-fRR 2% & IUGRT I 9g FA H hel o1 | IaS]g 39F
F2 IR et srgerd -fFR S’ St sMMdrT STR STuHTSTHeS fhaT &l
TTaTE o feE A A 2

Safer ag gt ufehar srdwifae SR ofika &t AT & foem® 21 98 =gl
AfgemaT # ATgar} &1 SIHT UTdhfies ¢ 37X 3 ufehan & QT o off A1, S 3
1Y HEHTE fohaT ST | 3¢ URER & sTehl G5&1 § 37T T, @IS 37 4ifie
FHRGAMT | I AN, qeyarG! AMfEEar § 3O F© el | St Afgeen &l
T Y FHHAR 3R ATEaT ST & ST UR & 3+ TS 7 ol § | 3 “Srdfder &r
Sl 8 | AT} & 39 e ot # Sia afgenst & wriiRe 3wy iR AHfds
TER ol STELd 2l ¢, s IRARI H 31T o I 919 AgTd fopar S 8 1 32
TTeTd oI © @1 SIIAT 8 | 7] Smai his 379y & fan gl | gRar df uRar sie
HIGEAT-J&Y aRTaRT ol UTS UGHT, AfgeTeT aht 319+ UL 3 Ui T ST 3TR
37 39 SRR 3 Uy TN HeT 8, < 36 TG faerammgot fef o gt
2 fiTen T T Io WX At ST S ol €, ST THIST | Afgered & ary
foiiT & MR W 24 aTel HgWIa &l qt dXg @ War foma e | Afgerat &
YT TTAT 3T ATgadt SHEt Midhfies fehaTg TR dht Ao § gt St |

Jahid Khan is a renowned freelance writer
who has been working in this field for the
past 20 years. He is popularly known for
his progressive writings related to human
issues and has penned more than 1000
articles and reviews so far.
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WHY MARRIAGES FAIL

Rudra Prassanna Rath
9 December 2020, Prameya

Marriage season kicks off soon after the festive season in Odisha and
other parts of India. Thousands of marriages will happen in every corner
of the state in the coming few months. The typical marriage season lasts
for 3-4 months. However, the industry that survives on the marriage
business has been drastically hit hard by the COVID-19 pandemic. Now,
restrictions have been lifted in many parts of the state, which will help the
marriage industry pick up. Prospective brides and grooms would have
already paid vendors and informed their relatives as everyone waits for
auspicious times and wedding bells.

However, some have to deal with broken engagements. Many meetings
for marriage begin in the drawing-room of the prospective bride’s home.
However, they don’t move beyond negotiations when the colour of one’s
skin and the inability to pay a heavy dowry become a bottleneck. The
prospective bride is demoralised with every rejection yet carries on the
facade of meeting other future grooms with garish make-up as she serves
them tea.

As per Indian customs, interviewing a girl before marriage remains a
harrowing experience for the bride. The process of interviewing a girl
usually goes up to several rounds. First the mediator, then the family
members of the proposed groom, then the groom himself. Sometimes
even the groom’s neighbours visit the prospective bride’s home two to
three times before the marriage is finalised. As these visits get prolonged,
the bride to be and her family are indebted to entertain the guests with
a fancy spread of food. Sometimes even after such lavish arrangements,
the marriage is not fixed on flimsy grounds, beyond any reasonable
comprehension. Once the marriage negotiations fall apart, everybody
goes their way. However, it's difficult for the woman to overcome the
stigma of rejection and carry on leading her normal life. She is made to
feel answerable to her family, friends and relatives. This fear of rejection
is grappling and sometimes brings in an inferiority complex. Some girls
fear stepping out and are made to feel like it's the end of the road. The
girl’s parents often resort to numerology, palmistry etc., to find answers
hoping to know of the auspicious time their child will get married, if at all.
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On the other hand, the boy’s family often takes pride in the number
of women they have rejected. Many marriages are known to have
been frequently called off so late, incurring heavy losses to the bride’s
families, who mainly bear the brunt of the expenditure of the whole
wedding. Unfortunately, the Indian legal system has no such provision
to compensate the bride’s side for the expenses incurred in last-minute
cancellations. Though the Supreme Court of India has given a verdict to
pay a bride’s family’s part of the expenditure, it is yet not fruitful. In many
cases, once a wedding is cancelled, the bride’s family is mentally low
and cannot fight out the long term battle to recoup the expenditure.

A probable solution lies in sending the women to see a therapist.
Unfortunately, most of the available therapists are not trained enough
to counsel women going through the trauma of rejection. Often girls
and their family members cannot even accept and acknowledge that a
cancelled marriage has exerted pressure requiring psychosocial care.
There have been a few instances where, unable to deal with the rejection,
girls have committed suicide.

What is the way out to handle this situation? First and foremost, we
must create awareness and build a regular support system for the
family involved. This support creates some mental peace and gives
the family some stability. Further educating our women and increasing
their livelihood also gives them the strength to deal with situations. The
groom'’s side should also be sensitised to create awareness. They should
be sensitised enough to themselves in a woman’s shoes. Can they?

(Translated from Odia to English)

Rudra  Prasanna Rath is a freelance
columnist and a development practitioner
for the last 15 years. He has been writing
on gender related issues in different
mediums and has won a number of awards
and recognitions.
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WEDDING SEASON BRINGS MORE
WOMEN TO HOSPITAL WITH INJURIES
FROM RAPE

Bijaya Biswal
24 December 2020, thecitizen.in

Is non-consensual sex a heinous crime or sacred duty?
It was a case which could easily have been interpreted as rape, had the
woman not been married.

When Subhashree is asked her age, she takes a moment to think before
saying in an inconspicuous voice, “Must be fifteen or sixteen.” She isn't
sure when she had her last period, and fumbles before giving the resident
doctor another approximate answer.

“It's normal for patients who have survived trauma to struggle with recent
memory,” the professor assures the young resident upon overhearing the
conversation.

Subhashree arrived at the hospital with a complaint of abdominal pain
and vaginal bleeding after sexual intercourse on her wedding night.
She looks intimidated and intensely in pain. An examination reveals
massive vaginal tears, suggesting... violent, traumatic sex? The insertion
of objects?

The doctors say such patients are seen frequently in the wedding season.
On other days, there are 25 year old women with their fourth miscarriage,
having lost the foetus each time to the physical violence their husband
inflicted each time they declined to have sex. There are the older brides,
married for a decade or more, their bodies bearing scars and vaginal
tears of different ages, suggesting repeated sexual violence.

Occasionally, new mothers arrive with the stitches from their C-section
reopened, oozing with blood and pus, sharing that their husbands tried
to have sex immediately after delivery. It takes four to six weeks after
childbirth for the mother’s body to heal to a considerable extent. But a
wife has obligations, and husbands can’t wait that long.
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Strenuous household labour and the pressure of caring singlehanded
for the newborn keep her occupied through the day. At night her
exhausted body must quietly cater to her husband'’s sexual expectation.
Non-consensual sex in a marriage can either be a heinous crime or a
sacred duty, depending where you were born. Poojaq, all of nineteen, had
to be referred to surgery instead of gynaecology because she needed
reconstruction of her anal sphincter which was completely torn due to
attempted anal intercourse.

When | visited Pooja to check on her after the surgery, she told me it was
an act of love-making gone wrong. Some of the men force themselves
on their wives three or four times a day, occasionally in front of their
children, not stopping even when she screams or cries or actively resists.
Some others were encouraged by their parents to consistently have sex
irrespective of her wishes, to get her pregnant sooner.

There were women whose bodies and lives were turned into rehabilitation
centres for their alcoholic partners. There were women infected by HIV
and other sexually transmitted diseases, which their husbands contracted
elsewhere. There were women who love women, and were expected to
love men after years of “corrective rape” perpetrated by their husbands,
and there were survivors of cervical cancer expected to “function
normally” now that the disease was gone. What these women had in
common, as far as | could determine, was that ideas of consent or marital
rape were missing from their imagination and vocabulary.

The historian Tanika Sarkar describes how the concept of consent was
first recognised in Indian jurisprudence when a fouryear-old married
girl allegedly “chose” to immolate herself. Child marriages were still
deemed legal, until the gruesome death of a ten-year-old girl from injuries
incurred during marital rape raised the legal minimum age of conjugal
cohabitation to twelve. This criminalisation of marital intercourse below
the age of 12 saw large scale protests where people cried, Hinduism is
in danger.

“A girl's consent now came to mean her bodily capacity to bear
infercourse without serious damage,” wrote Sarkar in her paper titled
The Prehistory of Rights: The Age of Consent Debate in Colonial Bengal.
This culture and jurisprudence of consent has seen little change in the
last one hundred twenty years.
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Although sexual violence is typically underreported in surveys, the
National Family Health Survey in 2015 found that 9% of evermarried
women between the ages of 15-49 reported that they had faced sexual
violence. 83% of those respondents said their current spouse was the
perpetrator, and another 7% said it was their former spouse.

A marital rape is still not recognised in law, rape survivors generally file
a divorce petition against their husbands citing IPC sections pertaining to
criminal intimidation and insulting the modesty of a woman.

The Domestic Violence Act too, while recognising sexual abuse in a
marriage, only offers civil remedy in terms of protection or monetary
relief. Marital rape survivors looking for redress in criminal law file cases
under the IPC sections dealing with causing ‘hurt’, ‘grievous hurt’ or the
‘cruelty’ clause in Section 498A — but the maximum punishment allowed
is much lower than for rape.

Today at least 70 countries around the world have criminalised marital
rape, taking years to refine legislations in order to cover cases like
“mistaken beliet of consent by the husband due to a history of rough

sex”, “transmission of sexually transmitted diseases”, “rape performed
under the influence of alcohol”, etc. India is not one of them.

For women like Subhashree or Pooja, sex becomes synonymous with
rape because that's the only way they have ever encountered it. It is an
act which is never about the woman, never about pleasure, always about
trauma reinforced over trauma.

They are discouraged from developing any sense of personal space,
ownership over their bodies, or righteousness regarding bodily integrity
since that would cause inconvenience to the innumerable patriarchal
worlds we are in. “Within a marriage, fighting back has consequences,”
writes author Meena Kandasamy in her book When | Hit You.

“The man who rapes me is not a stranger who runs away. He is someone
who wakes up next to me. | begin to learn that there are no screams that
are loud enough to make my husband stop. There are no screams that
cannot be silenced by the shock of a tight slap.”
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A MOTHER DIES
Dr. Shantanu Abhyankar
14 April 2020, shantanuabhyankar.blogspot.com

She was wheeled into my OPD and hauled over onto the examination
table. She lay there bloated and edematous and pulseless with a nine-
month tense, shiny belly bump. She was convulsing all the while, frothing
at the mouth and snorting and then suddenly, she died.

She stayed somewhere beyond Mahabalwshwar, in the Tapola woods,
across the Koyna backwaters. She had her first convulsion early in the
morning. People trekked for two hours to reach the road while carrying
her in a hammock. Finally, after an hour’s wait by the roadside, they got
info a Jeep, driving up the Ghat to Mahabaleshwar and rolling down to
Panchgani and Wai. It had taken her seven hours to reach my hospital.

After she was declared dead, | got busy filling up the numerous papers
and forms. | don't object to filling out paperwork because my views were
meaningless, anyway. Her death was now a part of a national problem.
It was ‘maternal death’, and the administration would investigate it. They
would push reports and queries around as papers piled up. There would
be meetings, inquiries and discussions. All this makes me feel gloomy as
her death would pervade my thoughts all day long. Any death pains a
doctor, but this one was even more painful. A young mother dying just
for timely intervention makes me feel helpless and inadequate. It was her
third pregnancy. | wondered what would happen to the three motherless
children2 How will they manage?

Four months later, one morning, | received a call from the District
Collector’s office. A rude voice ordered me to be present for a meeting
at 11 a.m. sharp the next day. Eleven was the most inconvenient hour
for me as | had scheduled appointments. It was impossible to reschedule
them all at such short notice. But | had to fall in line as you can’t argue
with the authorities.

Though | was uneasy, | attended the meeting as an inquiry into such
deaths was necessary. Moreover, they help identify the weaknesses in
the system. For example, the injured pregnant lady had sought help at
three places on the way but was asked to shift to other clinics.
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Her post-mortem report wasn't even ready yet. So the standard remark
reading, ‘viscera preserved, opinion reserved’, stared back at me from
the papers—ijust another customary routine. Viscera is removed and
examined in the forensic laboratory to rule out homicide, an illness, or
poisoning. It wasn't at all necessary in this case. The cause of death was
evident from her history. The government doctor just wanted to be extra
sure or shift the onus of the final opinion.

She suffered from high blood pressure, which was overlooked as she
convulsed due to Eclampsia and went into status eclamptic, a state of
continuous convulsions, leading to her death. Eclampsia, a result of high
blood pressure during pregnancy, strikes like a lightning bolt.  Three
doctors saw her on the way, all making the exact diagnosis and then
sent her to me.

A delayed post mortem report meant another call from the District office
for another meeting and another missed appointment. | was about to
vent my frustration with the system when | heard the Civil Surgeon was
arriving late for the meeting. | was, however, told he had the report with
him, which was a relief! Then began what's known as a ‘verbal’ post
mortem. | had certified that the death was just incidental as | had had no
chance to treat or even examine her. This was now my chance to have a
ringside view of the government’s work.

The district collector cross-examined everyone, including visitors, to her
hut. He inquired about the sub-centre in her village and the ASHA worker
responsible for her area. The District Collector was a doctor who later
opted for the Civil Service and naturally felt the loss. He, therefore, spared
no one and dissected the flaws in the administration. He identified every
weakness in the chain, giving instructions and passing down orders to
overcome further issues.

The ASHA worker had not checked the pregnant lady for four months.
According to her, ‘the people in the locality were uncooperative. They
just ignored the health workers. The men are mostly drunk and busy
bootlegging, and the women are also into moonshine. The medical officer-
in-charge, too, keeps away from this area, worried about hooligans and
molestation.” The ASHA worker before her appointment hadn’t reported
a single pregnancy. “I have dutifully registered her name. | have done my
duty. Done what | could.” The medical officer of the sub-centre, @ woman,
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was asked why she wasn’t staying in the locality. ‘I dont, but even if |
were staying there, | was on leave on that very day.” According to her,
she had to rush back to her hometown as her father in law suddenly fell
ill. She produced the older man’s death certificate and the recording of
the phone calls with her superiors asking for emergency leave.

The patient’s family brought her to a small dispensary on the way. The
elderly doctor examined her in the jeep itself. Her relatives were angry
because he didn’t even bother to record her blood pressure. “Feeling the
pulse is enough for me to diagnose such high blood pressure”, was his
explanation. The Collector looked at me. “Her GC (general condition)
was very poor,” the elderly doctor continued, “there wasn't the need to
waste time recording the BP. | don’t have the necessary injections anyway.
| don't keep them. There was no point in any detailed examination since |
treat such patients. | asked them to reach the hospital as soon as possible.
| did my duty. | did whatever was possible.” He wasn’t wrong. He had
practised ‘triage’. One concentrates on the soldiers one can save and
ignore those beyond help on a battlefield. However, it one attempts to
salvage all, the better ones worsen and die. He had rightly sensed that
this complication was beyond his abilities and refused to treat the patient.

The next stop was a more extensive, better-equipped hospital. The doctor
there had the necessary injections, knew the doses but hadn't even offered
first aid. He had just directed the patient to me. The Collector was angry
at the clear case of negligence. But the doctor calmly said, “by this time,
the patient had deteriorated further. She had vomited and aspirated the
vomitus; there were audible rales all over her chest, her lips cyanosed,
and her breathing was barely discernible. In short, she was sure to die
within minutes. Any ‘first’ aid would be her last. | didn’t want to risk
treating her,” he said. The Collector’s brow furrowed. Then, the doctor
explained, “the people from this locality had a notorious reputation.
They created a scene at the hospital next door just a week ago. Their
patient was well but disgruntled about the fees they had ganged up on,
threatened to shatter the place, paid nothing and left!”

There was an awkward silence. Then, finally, the doctor continued, ‘The
woman was to die despite my injections. But the relatives would have
shattered my hospital, blaming the injection for her death. At that hour,
neither your police nor your law would have been of help, would it?
Had | been 100% sure that my hospital would not be targeted, | would
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have given the injection, knowing that it was futile to do so. But do you
guarantee my safety? | saved and protected my hospital, my staff and
myself. It's been four months since this death. You have summoned me
today to explain my position. | have just this to say, | have safely delivered
160 women since and saved as many women and children. | have done
my duty as far as | could. Haven't 12”

There was another awkward silence. Finally, the Civil Surgeon hurriedly
entered, joined the meeting, and narrated the report. “It's a fact that
she was fullterm,” he said, “it's also a fact that she had high blood
pressure and suffered from convulsions. But, the convulsions were not
due to high blood pressure. The convulsions came and persisted due to
a cerebral bleed. The bleed in the brain resulted from trauma, resulting
from her husband banging her head against a stone.” This punishment
was meted out to her because the curry she had cooked was too bland.

A stunned silence descended on the room.
Then, | got an urgent call from my hospital about a pregnant woman
convulsing. | took leave and started to speed back to my hospital.

(Translated from Marathi to English)

Dr. Shantanu Abhyankar is a renowned
gynaecologist practising in rural areas
for the past 25 years. He has chaired the
national committee on sexual medicine
and was awarded the Dr Anandibai
Joshi Gaurav Puraskar. He has a YouTube
channel with more than 9 million hits that
tackles the anxieties and misconceptions
about sex and sexuality for adolescents.
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WOMEN SAFETY: A DYSFUNCTIONAL
TOLL-FREE WOMEN HELPLINE IN WEST
BENGAL; ASSAM HELPLINE LACKS
SUFFICIENT FUNDS

Purnima Sah
29 October 2020, gaonconnection.com

As per the National Crime Records Bureau 2019, West Bengal and Assam
are among the topive states in crime against women. West Bengal’s toll-
free 24/7 helpline is dysfunctional while its landline helpline works only
five days a week during office hours. Assam’s helpline is under-staffed
and cash-strapped.

Cooch Behar, West Bengal - Shubhashree Majumdar (name changed) of
Alipurduar in West Bengal, about 730 kilometres from the state capital
Kolkata, was only 19 years old when she married her boyfriend. Within a
year, they had a daughter. Majumdar wanted to study more and become
self-reliant, but her husband would have none of it. “He would lock me up
before he left for work. When my daughter fell ill, my neighbours broke
the lock and helped me reach the hospital. When my husband came to
know, he beat me black and blue,” she narrated to Gaon Connection.

She is divorced from her husband, but says she has lost 25 years of her
life to a bad marriage. “People ask me why | stayed quiet for so many
years and not called the police. | didn't even know there were helpline
numbers to help women like us,” she said.

In Cooch Behar, less than 25 kms away from where Majumdar lives, is
Madhuri Ghosh (name changed), who had a difficult childhood. Her
parents ill treated her, because she was a girl, she said. When other
kids her age were playing and studying, her mother made her do the
household chores and often starved her.

At 22, she grabbed at what she thought was an escape, and eloped and
got married. Barely a couple of years into the marriage, the beatings and
the mental abuse began. “We had a son and | found out my husband
was having an extra marital affair. When | questioned him, he would
beat me up. Who do | report my whole life to2” Ghosh asked Gaon
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Connection. Unlike Majumdar, Ghosh continues to live with her husband
and their now 16-year-old son. There are a number of young girls and
women like Majumdar and Ghosh who suffer physical andD mental
abuse, sometimes all their lives, but do not know where to turn for help.

Although the states in India have set up dedicated tollfree helplines
for women, many are unaware of them. As per the recently released
National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) 2019 report, crime against
women (reported cases) is on the rise in the country from 345,989 cases
in 2017 to 391,601 in 2019. Uttar Pradesh tops the list with 59,853
reported cases in 2019. West Bengal and Assam, who make it to the
top-five states, are also not far behind at 30,394 and 30,025 reported
cases of crime against women in 2019, respectively. Incidentally, West
Bengal failed to provide its 2019 data for crime against women, hence
its 2018 data had to be used in the 2019 report. Both the eastern states
have women helplines, but unlike Assam, which has a dedicated tollfree
number, the toll-free helpline in West Bengal (1091) is still to function.
For now, there are landline helpline numbers which work only during
weekdays between 10 am and 5.30pm.

The West Bengal Commission for Women'’s helpline (033-2359-5610 /
2359-5609 / 2321-0154) is available only (emphasis added) during
office hours (10 am to 5.30 pm) from Monday to Friday. It is only recently
that the chairperson of the West Bengal Commission for Women, Leena
Gangopadhyay (98309 47247) made public her mobile number
considering the surge in the number of domestic violence during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

West Bengal: Tollfree helpline doesn’t work, One-Stop-Centre missing
The West Bengal Commission for Women, started way back in 1993,
has a chairperson, vice-chairperson and nine other members (all of them
women), a secretary, two counsellors and two law officers (both women),
and a media consultant. All of them attend incoming calls on the landline
helpline numbers during office hours from Monday to Friday.

“There is no specific staff to run the helpline numbers, we handle every
call. We also have to be available on our designated mobile numbers
24/7. Several NGOs are also working with us in various locations,”
Subhadeep Bhattacharya, media consultant, West Bengal Commission
for Women, told Gaon Connection. “There is a proposal to have a 24/7
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toll free helpline number,” Gangopadhyay added. But right now, people
have to send in written complaints to the West Bengal Commission for
Women, by email, SMS or a WhatsApp message.

Those who do not have access to mobile phones have to send in a
handwritten complaint. “The difficulty during this pandemic is that women
are not able to come and report cases like they used to before,” she said.
As per Kolkata police website, on the International Women’s Day, 1091
was announced as the tollfree woman helpline number for the state.
However, 1091 is not active yet.

Gaon Connection reporter made several attempts to call this tollfree
number, but could not get through. When contacted, the Kolkata Police
Booth (98300 79999) was unable to explain why the tollfree 1091
number was not active and shared another number (8017100100) that
turned out to be an Anti-Stalking Helpline number meant only for the
residents of Kolkata, and not other parts of the state. While the toll-
free number seems only on paper, the landline helpline numbers are
often hard to reach. Many women complained that either the lines are
engaged or no one picks up their call when they are in need. When a
Gaon Connection reporter called up the landline helpline of the Women
Grievance Cell (033 2250 5175) given by the Kolkata Police (033 2250
5000), there was no response.

The situation is even worse at district levels. For instance, in Cooch Behar
district, the post of protection officer for domestic violence has been lying
vacant for almost a year now. The legal probation officer is doing both
the jobs.

According to Bhattacharya, apart from a 24/7 tollfree helpline, One
Stop Centres in the state would help matters. While the helpline centres
rescue the victim, thereafter the woman has to visit the police station to
file an FIR, go to a hospital for treatment, collect the medical reports,
then meet legal officers, a counselor and so on. On the other hand, One
Stop Centres have all the services under one roof and the victim does not
need to run from pillar to post. Efforts were made to set up such centres
in the state, but nothing concrete has happened so far. While there was
a proposal to set up a One Stop Centre in Cooch Behar a year and a
half ago, it came to nought.
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“We were told to select a government institute to set up the centre. The
building was selected, the public works department was supposed to
inaugurate it and they even fixed a budget for it,” Snehashis Chowdhury,
district child protection officer, Cooch Behar, revealed to Gaon
Connection.

The Cooch Behar Medical College was selected as the venue and a list of
those to be employed was also prepared. The centre was launched. But,
the fund that was supposed to be sanctioned by the Women and Child
Development and Social Welfare never came. It has been six months, but
the One Stop Centre is yet to become a reality.

Assam asks for aid

The neighbouring state of Assam, reported the highest rate of crimes
against women (per lakh population), according to NCRB data, 2019.
Unlike West Bengal, Assam has one helpline — 181 — and 33 Sakhi
One Stop Centers across the state’s 33 districts, which were launched six
months ago. Whenever a call is registered on 181, the case is transferred
to the nearest Sakhi Centre, so it is easier to reach the victim. From March
29, 2018 to October 6, 2020, Women Helpline Assam has received
2,731 calls for help, for cases of crimes against women that include
kidnapping, property dispute, cyber crimes, sexual violence domestic
violence and desertion.

On some days the helplines receive about four distress calls, and there
are days when the number of SOS calls go up to even 10. “The sheer
number of people appealing for help is overwhelming the helpline
officials who are struggling to help the survivors. Around 70 per cent of
cases received by 181 Women Helpline Assam, fall under the domestic
violence category,” Neelakshi Sarma, Manager, 181 Women Helpline,
Assam, told Gaon Connection.

For instance, Riya Barua (name changed), a class VIlI student in Udalguri
district of Assam, was sexually abused by her father for five years before
her elder brother found out and complained to the 181 Women Helpline
in Assam. “He often hit mother and hurt her physically. Every time he
drank alcohol, he wanted me to be with him. What is strange is that my
mother didn’t do anything about it despite knowing this was happening
to me,” Riya told Gaon Connection. It was only when Riya informed her
sister-in-law over a phone call, that her brother called 181 and the police
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came to arrest the accused who is behind bars now and the case is in
the Special Court. Even though Assam has a dedicated women helpline
and Sakhi One Stop Centre in each of its districts, the helpline services
are understaffed and overworked.

At present, Women Helpline Assam has 12 coordinators who are
working in the call centre on shift basis along with two lawyers. “Not
only are they buried under the deluge of distress calls, they are poorly
paid, and are on eleven-month contracts. Often their salaries are delayed
and they get paid anything between Rs 12,000 and Rs 40,000,” Sarma
told Gaon Connection. She spoke about the problem of official apathy
and indifference that hampered their work. “In order to get orders under
the domestic violence act, we need to depend on the advocates from the
District Legal Service Authority and this is where our real struggle begins,”
she said, adding how the advocates who are paid by the government
are indifferent and disinclined to help. “We also prepare the survivor’s
petition and share it with the advocates so that they don’t charge the
survivor money,” she added. According to her, the reason why Assam is
among the top five states with highest reported cases of crime against
women is because the state encourages women to report cases.

Meanwhile, the Women Helpline Assam hopes to widen its reach. It
plans to integrate the National Legal Services Authority Helpline 15100
(NALSA provides free legal services to people who are in need of it).
“Our idea is that we will bear the cost of installing the helpline. All the
government needs to do is place five lawyers in our office and take
care of the telephone bills. Once this helpline is integrated with the
lawyers and helplines within our office premises, it will lead to a stronger
coordination,” Sarma explained.

While helplines struggle for money for even the most basic of infrastructure,
it is significant that there is a corpus of money that is lying underutilised,
the union ministry of women and child development, by its own admission
revealed.

The Nirbhaya Fund that was set up in 2013, to rehabilitate survivors of
sexual violence and implement schemes to help them pick up the pieces
of their lives, has set aside Rs 3,024.46 crore for this very purpose.
But, only 63 per cent of it has been utilised in the last seven years. Of
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it, Assam is one of the states that has used only 32.06 per cent of the
funds allotted to it while West Bengal is one of the top utilisers at 81.7
per cent.

Often, tollfree helplines provide the much needed help at hand to women
in distress. They are the stepping stones in controlling crime against
women in the country. States need to go beyond just setting up these
helplines it women have to feel safe. Systems should be put in place and
streamlined in order to enable Helpline staff to function more efficiently.
Regular salary, better leave entitlement and more facilities, can go a
long way in increasing their efficiency in reaching out to more women
in distress.

Purnima Sah is a freelance journalist,
who previously worked as a Senior
Correspondent for the Times of India
and Deccan Chronicle Holdings Limited.
Currently she reports on women & child
health, environment and wildlife, rural
issues, gender and human rights stories
for independent publications such as
Gaon Connection.
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FROM NIRBHAYA TO DISHA : THE
GROWING RAPE CULTURE AND IT'S
SOLUTIONS WITHOUT SEARCHING THE

ROOT CAUSES
C.Vanaja
1 January 2020, Veekshnanam Monthly Magazine

It is not to say that such horrendous incidents did not happen before
Nirbhaya or after that, yet both the incidents of Nirbhaya and Disha
have a particular significance. These instances jolted the middle classes
and the millennial generation, a section that lived in the blissful privileged
upbringing that taught them neither their rights nor duties. They only
imbibed values of competition instead of cooperation, success instead
of satisfaction and selfishness instead of sacrifice. Both incidents only
brought out empathy as the rape victims hailed from ‘their middle class.’
People who never raised their voice against several similar or even more
brutal rapes of Dalits and minorities, even in police stations and military-
ruled regions, now come out onto the streets.

With a sense of anger, frustration and helplessness, these people could
not digest that there was no security that they believed existed. The same
people who rejected counter-violence as a misguided value suddenly
started posing counterviolence as a solution. At the time of the Nirbhaya
incident, the demand to hang the accused grew multifold, and by the
time of Disha’s case, the public demanded the amputation and lynching
of the accused. Perhaps this was an indication of their silent consent to
the growing lynching culture in the country.

Looking back at the Nirbhaya incident, there was significant demand for
instant justice by activists working for human rights and feminist activists
on other rapes cases. However, the government was not as enthusiastic
about promoting violence. Consequently, the Justice Verma Commission
was formed. After considering the opinions of thousands of people, in his
report, Justice Verma did not support the demand for capital punishment
that emerged from some sections of people. Justice Verma also stated
that the death penalty would only lead to the victim’s killing, to erase
evidence in a country where rape is reported every ten minutes. Thus,
the report prescribed rigorous punishments and fasttrack courts” quick
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delivery of justice. He also recommended several changes to the penal
code. Mainly, he prescribed stringent penalties to various types of
harassment, usually treated as minor and with indifference by society
and institutions.

Justice Verma's report did not restrict the problem to just crime and
punishment and recommended reforms in essential institutions to prevent
gender-based crimes. He firstly and elaborately discussed police reforms
by raising gender sensitivity training. Next, he advised the police to register
a crime when the victims complained, irrespective of jurisdiction. Finally,
he suggested action against those who refuse to register complaints.
Similarly, his suggestions included setting up security commissions at
the state level, forming rape crisis cells to investigate rapes, providing
necessary support by providing information at all levels.

Justice Verma also recommended reforms amongst politicians and
parliamentarians. He said those who committed gender-based crimes
could not sit in state legislatures and parliament. He suggested that
the People’s Representation Act be amended to deny such people an
opportunity to contest elections. The third set of reforms aimed at including
gender and sex education in all educational institutions starting from the
school level. He also suggested teaching gender equality to all those
outside educational institutions through adult education. Finally, in its last
leg, the UPA government proposed amendments in the laws on sexual
harassment and assaults and added the death penalty to gang rape,
though Justice Verma specifically opposed it.

The new government threw the recommendations of the Justice Verma
Commission. Instead, they made significant amendments to the POCSO
Act, like reducing the age to 16 years, apparently to prevent minors from
escaping punishment for heinous crimes. Introducing these amendments
in parliament, minister Maneka Gandhi even said, “poverty cannot be
a justification for crime”, implying that horrific crimes perpetrated by
uneducated poor or their age should not come in the way of punishing
them. Indeed, that was the most popular opinion in society as the
Nirbhaya and Disha cases accused were minors and uneducated poor.
But, is it true that only poor children are committing such crimes? Are the
other children not involved? Why do children of any economic group
commit such crimes?
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According to the official statistics, of the 90 per cent of children joining
primary schools (another misconception where school registers list all
the children in the village, irrespective of their attendance), half of them
drop out by the time of secondary school. By adolescence, most of these
poor children have dropped out. Girls from such backgrounds have their
reasons fo drop out by then.

Similarly, domestic violence is common in Indian families, even though
we boast of the Indian family as a pious institution. Particularly after post-
liberalisation and globalisation, pressures on the family have increased
manifold. As the state’s dependence on excise revenue increased, alcohol
consumption and domestic violence have also grown. These pressures
have broken families, and single-parent families have become common.
What is the predicament of children aged 13-14 from such families?
They do not have the correct skill-sets to find gainful employment. These
children, who crave love, security and self-respect, can easily procure
a smartphone for a thousand rupees and unlimited data for about @
hundred rupees. Children who were never exposed to gender sensitivity
or sex education can quickly access no-holds-barred porn. Some
children have seen a lot of violence throughout their lives and become
immune to a state of indifferent acceptance of violence. Some cultivate
aggressive, violent attitudes from exposure to highly glamorised violence
in films. In this scenario, the only thing missing is a vulnerable victim. The
governments that did not provide a respectable life guaranteed by the
constitution to these kids jump to bring out more stringent laws to punish
if they commit any mistake.

However, we cannot only blame any particular population for such
crimes. let us look at the middle class; they are also not far removed
from these instincts of violence. India is a country where 90 per cent
of men and even a large percentage of women feel that wife-beating
is necessary fo maintain our family system. The primary ingredients of
marriage as an institution are not the values like equality, respect and
love, but caste, dowry and are fuelled by domination. Violence, in any
measure, is an accepted value to maintain and protect dominance.
A similar relationship exists between wife and husband and between
parents and children. The roles are clearly defined - those who order
and those who follow, those who decide and those who obey. Children
cannot possibly learn any concept of equality in this kind of unequal
setting. Even if the children are taught gender equality, the familial roles
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are steeped in caste and economic inequality, not allowing the children
to learn or follow the values of equality. Instead, they learn to manage
and manipulate according to their needs and opportunity.

On the other hand, scenes of violence are prevalent in young children’s
minds from when they are young. Many children start to watch cartoons
like Tom and Jerry at age one or two. These cartoons portray highly
aggressive and violent behaviour. But the aggression is shown as a form
of play and entertainment. Children who grow up with these cartoons
treat beating as a play losing sensitivity towards the pain. These are the
traits that encourage children in school to enjoy bullying in the name of
fun. Tom and Jerry to Chota Bheem then lead children to play similar
violent games on their phones and tabs. As they grow older, they
graduate to games of bloodshed like PUBG. By the time they reach
their teens, they get accustomed to violence, aggression and weapons
as a form of entertainment. The act of killing an opponent is seen as a
symbol of success without any guilt. By their 12-13 years, they become
curious about their sexuality. Their questions are not answered in schools
that brush aside sex education and gender education. Neither is anyone
at home discussing these topics driving these children to find answers
online.

On the other hand, middle-class houses keep streaming television
serials thriving on hatred, revenge and melodrama. Or else they watch
news bulletins that sensationalise and glority violence. Indian films also
portray unbearable violence and the glamorisation of insensitivity with
stereotypical dialogues. The whole family watches the scenes and listens
to these dialogues without any criticism and implied consent to such
behaviour and attitude. The openly aggressive and gender-insensitive
exchanges encourage toxic masculinity, become routine during family
and social occasions, and even reverberate in political discussions.

Another aspect is gender violence and is not restricted to just beating
or scolding. Some films show heroism which means chasing a girl and
“wanting to have her”, declaring that she is his own and making her
his property. Such films are blockbusters in all Indian languages today.
These films are either seen in cinema halls or on television screens under
the garb of the AU certificate. If elders see it on television, younger
ones watch it on phones, but everybody has access to them despite their
certification.
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Every individual looks for satisfaction in their work and personal life,
and attaining both of these becomes essential in the prime of one’s
youth. However, in a country with a dubious distinction of 40-year high
in unemployment, one cannot necessarily lead a respectable life despite
having very high levels of education. Depression, unemployment, and
frustration lead to the only opportunity to prove his manliness through
sexual supremacy or gender violence. Lately, we've been hearing of
engineering students raping their classmates.

Moving up the social ladder, recent Whatsapp conversations of students
in higher classes where only the rich and powerful sent their children
leaked out. They revealed the discussions of under-15 boys discussing
how they wanted to rape the girls in their class. It discussed details of their
sexual desires. But there was a lot of effort to conceal these messages
and stop the news from leaking out. This is why none of the rich and
powerful families ever get prosecuted in such cases.

Then who are the victims2 They may be the girls of Hajipur, who did not
have a bus to go to school in the state that boasts of ‘Beti Padao Beti
Bachao’ and have to walk four or five miles in desolate bushy routes. It
may be the month old toddler sleeping innocently beside her mother. It
may be Disha who thought it would be safe to park her scooter in such a
crowded area. It may be Manasa who trusted her friend. It may be Teku
Lakshmi who was in a hurry to reach home after a long tiring day. It may
be Ayesha Meera or Pratyusha or some known or unknown name. The
truth is that violence is growing among people irrespective of their class.
But only when the perpetrator is from the poor or middle class does the
crime become news, and the accused get punished. On the other hand,
suppose the criminals are from the upper classes with the proper political
backing, then the truth never comes out like the Pratyusha case. The real
perpetrators never get booked in such cases, as in the Ayesha Meera
case.

Society and the state produce the perpetrators and the victims in a way
that never take responsibility for changing or reforming them and further
raise the demand for stringent punishments only when a terrible crime
surfaces. The governments that provide hundreds of crores for statues fail
to assist the rape victims. They take every opportunity to boast about the
Indian culture but do nothing to check the rape culture. The governments
capable of spreading the message of compulsory polio drops to every
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village can also use the same network to educate men about consent.
The need is to plug these loopholes in society and the administration
rather than point fingers at the criminal. The act of killing the criminal
gains prominence over killing the crime. When the criminals become
political leaders and crime become authority and rules, it always needs
smalll fish for the big fish to eat.

Police machinery plays a crucial role in crime and punishment. This is
evident from Justice Verma's list of reforms that first recommends sensitising
the police force. When the police get a complaint of a missing woman,
whether a 10-year-old girl or an elderly 70-year-old senior citizen, their
first response is to judge the woman’s character. A woman who complains
of domestic violence is also considered someone who probably deserved
it and tries to destroy family prestige. A rape case is seen as a nuisance.
Generally, the police show criminal negligence towards most crimes
against women. The negligence begins by not registering an FIR, not
filing charge sheets or filing improper ones; all these failures lead to
lower conviction rates.

On the other hand, when there is an incident of rape, the Panchayats,
to police stations to courts, are more than enthusiastic about making
compromises and arranging marriages. Sometime back, even the
Chennai High Court exuded such exuberance and withdrew after the
Supreme Court’s intervened. This proves the widespread negligence and
approval towards rape culture.

This negligent attitude encourages mistakes. When Nirbhaya fought
for her life on the road with severe injuries, precious time was wasted
identifying the proper jurisdiction. The recommendations of the Justice
Verma Commission on the training of gender sensitivity and his advice on
the ways to handle crimes against women have still not been executed.
Ultimately even in the Disha case, the same kind of criminal negligence
was evident. When the worried parents called the police that their
daughter was in trouble, one precious hour was wasted identifying the
correct jurisdiction to file the case. When the parents finally found out the
jurisdiction and complained, the police officer had the cheek to comment
that she might have eloped with somebody. This audacity and rudeness
are the outcomes of criminal negligence.
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It is a fact that Disha would have survived if there had been an immediate
response. The establishment that cannot answer the loss due to its criminal
negligence is now trying fo overcome that guilt and change its image by
killing the accused in a fake encounter. Disha would have survived if the
same establishment had changed its ways and attitude after committing
the same blunder leading to the death of three young girls in Hajipur.
Other officers would have learned the lesson if any action had been
initiated against the officer who spoke in the same vein in Haijipur. This
establishment that is more interested in punishing crimes cannot do that.

Anyway, there are no chances lessons will be learnt for changes. Gender
sensitivity has to be encouraged and taught. Unfortunately, our state does
not have that much time or willingness to impart the correct training on
sensitivity. It is enough to book those who question the status quo in false
cases and keep them inside jails. It is enough to make a fake encounter
to dispel the public anger that may arise once in a while. Probably,
strengthened by the present encounter and the colossal response, they
might continue to kill somebody in a meeting instead of booking an
innocent and keeping him in jail for years together as in the Ayesha
Meera case. It is just like raping and killing to erase the evidence.

Usually, two other arguments come up after these kinds of gory incidents.
One is that these incidents occur because of how girls dress up. This
attitude is a typical tactic for victim-blaming and refusal to recognise the
problem, or even worse, to cover up the mentality. Another argument
is blaming the family for being irresponsible in child upbringing. But
now the situation has changed. For some parents, their life itself is a
struggle, and for some others, it is a constant fight for success. Children
grow up in closed houses or schools where no one has time for children.
There is no playing, no singing, no wholesome entertainment. Perhaps,
children have never before been subjected to this kind of pressure. There
is a proverb that an entire village rears a child. However, society and
governments feel no responsibility in collectively creating situations for
the betterment of the youth; instead, they jump to punish them at the first
instance of their wrongdoing.

However, is society alone to be blamed for such growing pressure in social
life2 Aren’t our policies responsible for turning life into a pressure cooker?
Why does the entire country lag in the happiness index? Why does it feel
as if an aggressive atmosphere engulfs us?2 Why does everybody lose
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confidence in all institutions? Why is killing and amputating becoming
a form of justice?

It a country’s culture has to change, the style of governance must change
first: When members of Parliament and Assemblies themselves are
charged with sexual offences, how can they change the culture of rape
in the country?2 Otherwise, we may have to wait till the following brutal
incident. Meanwhile, the little education and the few jobs women have
gained over the last five or ten decades will erode with growing insecurity.
By then, the idea of a gender-just society will not even remain a dream.

(Translated from Telugu to English)
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filmmaker. She is the first Telugu journalist
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award as a journalist, followed by many
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T GAYA, Afgeel & @an, a4 fGar & 5 g, 9t fes-Tg afie
HRIATE 3N | TE) Yo TSlohsie oht it & Fagaes THmmh & §a9 & IR
# Sia 2 | 28 difea) # foman man dine siiifes ik amde & gF arat B
ST H STHI STEAT @l 3 & | Aigelrail & 3iiiem d Ieh! gHer fQfd
T GIY BIT B | STTT- 37T AfGel YRR JTeT- 37T g hl IoTT ol SMTierH
B €Y el 8 | AE G I HIFI GaTd ol geehl Bl €, SRYCt Sgar Ll
2, 3T 919 G99 T § Agg T 2 |

JATSTH & SR Afad HI T YHR I G4 3cdTg T 2l 8, Jad H o1
Il 8, ST I Y@ Hegd Bl €, gad 37X TR 6t i dedt ¢, Fo
Afgeq Ufees afiy/ar A & AgufRel o gorae Sya @l &1 fohedt
SIS STec) Tl BT 3T HGTHSD AT URIRSD dR U D3R Al &1 | Ig it
SE T o Al Sied vTa-TeTsh €4 € S[S! gl dhad Sul o 919 Ig 319 ax
ke € | 3 T ATt R € 1 3 foreg St @R ue oft gt STa Afgelnq gt &
TS Tl &l dIga 310 TRIX 37R 5! STEd! &l Fged gd gQ 37U Jagarel
ek ¥ 28 IR H 91d & YT | 3T STa 379 S UTE 2 9141 U 3791 g7
TG At A SIS FaT & He, § IR 3T a1 I SHAN, e
ST S 37X ST ot 3T Afel & afkel ¥ aTeg Ueh AT ORe] ST
&I Siae 6t gedT & a¥g f@ 1 g IS 3fR ag fhed Tegt s | 28
U 3R & T’ SeAH geld ST i ST gL a1 & AT H 39 W aradid
& IATH W ST 6l ST ha ¢ |

Aishwarya  Amritvijayraj, a recent
Philosophy graduate writes as a
freelancer about gender and  other
social identities. A painter, a poet, and
a visual medium artist, she constantly
understands feminism not only in theory
but through an inclusive perspective.




TGS &y : 37 3TY] St & TARY &l IASIE H

Tg g Arar-fuar
e ST
9 fager 2020, BAfFASHEAS ST H A

Ueh S Sid Uk Ied & felq ot 319 Arar-fudn <t e1al & afigret f ot &, a9
3G ATaT-foar < 2 334 2 | 319 319 iU 3R Us I 3194 Hrar-fuar
&l aTial @ i 371S 9Tl 4 3= @, 3§ Ai-919 <l f&fd a1 sigrar o9 o
T € | fogR & qoremgr foet 3 TeA aret 31qed aghact 37 Hat aehad &l
31 et ot 31t 9t B = e & forw avEt € 1 gry @ St gevige
3R S g% & ATT-fOdr @l 8, Id1 & ST Tgi & A Bt o § R 39
AT ol ietans W IR AT & FRiifes Ta%on i g/ STUgon it 31t I
T geTet ekt | di 3770 Well ot dedhiahid o d1g ot Ta%UT hie U TG H
UG SRR g |

T Tt gt 18 fadeR 2012 § Y€ gkl &, 519 Sfated arel A€ | g ardt
e 3R Felt Tsharcit o X § Ih! 12 HIeT &l ISt FIE0T Tgharci! o Rageht
& i diEd o e 3T9geul o fear STt € 1 19 fder ot 5ta Af 31ut 3¢t
&I ST & T SR ol gRaTsT We@erd! g 37k Siard A7 fieq 0 a1ee e
e T el & O 37 I 32 T ¢ | 32t HAR H 71 feAdt g 3R emeure
HIdt-forara faeR gu d € | 9t 1 A § T TRt gue dd AT @i-
G o gl Ul TTTd & 37X MR H g gaTaR ¢l fiee W 3 o anll &
T TAFRIIR AR AT UG & SIR 7= 9t &t axmigiht & fog TR ama
€ | YTATEAE ST AT T ST g Fadl €, “STagH g giferg 37 SiTe 31g
oft Ul SIS | el I WG & HIT TS BTt 1 e & 39 9 R 31qed ashad
faeit e gU el 9T, “HIgd, SFR HITHI BidT Al g T1C Wt AITT, Raga!
e gl | 319 U THTTSY el o 1 8l ST |” 3 TXg | Fa%0N &l i e
e g |
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3T & ol Ieht 9t § wa Fo oY, W H I9a 79 72l A a1 o SR fonht
SR <ht STTRTRT T fet ST ST @M o7 | 7G0T & S7U0T hl Wek gL SITg Thed
T2 | dR-9R erea Soat, aree, o, oN. Sife ga-ad & W1y uged €
TR ST <l Ufehar 31 9eT1E STTal € | 3T9gL0T &t TTafieh! gof e & Siral @ 37iR
Y &l FAHGRY SHide SIfFd HAR &l 4id &t Sk ¢ | Ioars g4 R &5
IS A Tl 3T & HRUT TG€UT & AIT-UdT STHGE ! araql 3d ¢ | 36
1A I @ §U 22 ST I SIS o G IR LN &l sRAGT & felg
faR S AR 6t STt ¢ |

26 TR 2012 I TG€UN & GR F GHA o9 1 &l ISel St ¢, fSrad
Y T el SIS (T STTaT g | ATl gI-T I8 STTETehT STaTs STt @ fob dheprer
TN T B Tl ¢ | IH T 3 G o HaTel 384 Y& gl 971 &, Sid- 39 R
e § Hig g I Tl M2 gretiter I TaTet foegpat anform ¢ o e &t
ST R A Thell? ST STaTd 31TaT ¢ o &1 Tera € Hae & TR & e
ZicHic e thehl T B | ST &l UfshaT 3THT Sigq & 91 39 o< & TaTATHIT
&) 19 G AT B | W1, T heled e & 91g 3G UgdH ae gl gl dahdt
¢ o ag oeds &l § a7 ceeh! &t | 3Ht S 31qed 3iR Helt @ SIYAY Sirg &l &
Tl T2 W 3Igi4 HT o 337 | 37 o 99801 &t SRHS] ol da? [AAg-Uew
B @ | B X AT G0N & folq S17aTst 381 ot Hifes goft AvTient Aaeomn
&l @aR AIfgq ot |

ARl o1 ot

T 31 3R forelt a3 &1 STl @l ST, 9 o1 Hi-aT9 37R 39 & A # off
T & TG N A ¢ b el 90 a1y off Ut "er 1 & S} | $© wefhdt 9
T TIE0T HE B AR d1d o i 3TR Fradia J S garan fob Taeen FE &
TG 3TH S T WIT O & 14T 9T SRA1Teh 36 ol o d1G ereiohal O | f qrierd
Heqd el dHh o | Geil fegeh! T ST @l AT o1 Hifch Ta%T ol TR0l fegeh!
% JIS Tl AT &l & 1GAT 9T | 30 TR 2012 &l et faAfaae™ & o
Y GRI AT AFETGRR SN § TG20N (s H Ugel i ol @R aills
ST € 3TR fGgeR & ugel g & Y S # A1fien gt & & ki € |
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7 SFEdt 2013 @ Gl FHIc 7 Ao WHR gF & a1g 25 TRas! Sl gaars
F TG T S 5T TIHR 37 o) @l gifeirk g & foag Fifeq e fear
ST

GAATS &l ARG ToTgles 31T -311d JRe Rt et 3 §f Ae ag f9iia @
SR § TR GAaTS el @ o HIRVT ARG ol TgTeRe O 1 S[eTTS o o & ST
&, fOTd R g SIed ke gRT SISid! @ig Skl 8 TR goars 7 7
2013 HI gial ¢ | STgf T TIHR & gehlel g1 Bik8es Ra1S &6t Hifdes ST
& It 8 1 Tt off BRI Raie 19t 89 & HRoT SIfeed diel ey ST
T U SATYT< STeT € | gletifes 25 AT 2014 31 JoIFHIYE & THhUHETT o
TGET & ATe-UdT 31T se7e qad 3 g |

16 | UdT Iedn ¢ foh g A qaeun i g ¢, 3R 9 31ugor 4 Aek e #
Tl B ST ¢ | 35 916 Y& &l & ARal ol fHaAfier 3R ae gerd ¢ gRrE-
19 &t A1g | 18 f8daR 2013 i TG0 A &l S & folq Hieiens S
ST 3 G SIRH €, AR Hieans g Jeawat ol faumiisr ol AoRsig &Y
T3 ST €1 25 F9aR &l GHiH e H gaTs | 39 A 6 ieters & @iy
fea stran €, fSred Faeon & A1dr-Udr &) dgeet! ferd) @ o a1d 3= =a1g 3%
AT | giF @I & 9NeW & FAa 3 AE aIg Tetens 9 14 WRad 2014
! THSTESTR ot Bicil & | 18 WRad 2014 T Hidtars & e yodres & fog
fAerert & | Tieteng ot W 9 bet Fa%on & Arar-oar 4 yodrs &6, e ag
1 T ST € 135 8 gl T & felq 12 |t ht 7ol &l STageoT g o |

39 SR HY AP AFAIESHR SR GRT 59 AHaIHR SR & &e
SR BT &, STt SeaTs ST Y& 2 & 91§ e 9% a1 STa & | 36 e
TGEUT & HIAT-TUaT 9T 9} 379 St &l ARA 3T 3TU0 i & SRY dvTd
21 T 3R U fUar 319t 9t & foig ofe @ ¢ 3R 38 W 3TRiul it disR g
SRt € | =g TR A % o Aeted seifed d STeed gt § i
=g ARl # e € | 5 a2 g 31qed iR Hal & Wiy aiifes deteng 7
ARGl 1 U STTeT G1 foh 720N &8 JRal H &l 9e 7T | Tifehe] Aa€0M & =1
& T 71T 7! fGTs | it 6 HEiA a1 aart | 77T ot et 4 HglA ol g,
Faeun 4 H femedt el 718 S7R ATar-fUar = dt o9 # 9 | 379 ief 2012
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T 2020 3T HIR ALV &1 TRl el Yerst Hent | 3113 |l deh HaT3Ts dhad
HATE H ST TGt AR AGLN & 1Y AT 37T, I8! hig @aX el ol Tl | 27
TR 1 GHIA HIE H 30 A it 31w gas g2 o, STef didtens grI gha
I T Sra H 3R T9F g1 Y AT g2 ot | I A dieitens &t siftm w0 § 2 7gH
1 GHY ST o ferg @ a1, St 27 foger &l gl g arett € |

39 IR G @ic 7 Hidies & Wy ¥ 9 ol o & 39 siftw a’ie & ag
TTeiRite Ht TEd Y afch STH Ugdl g HEtals 4 TooRqR &if iRy Fietang
JreTed ® 31! g KA gafid & <t g | 40 udl &) Rafe # &g & aelior
D I G IS § | TIEUT & HIal- a1 Sietens Sig & g § i 3%
STYt ISt Sl SRR dek gl (Hett, TS dhepdd & e &l a1d JTFe 31 off,
STTe H U1 <ol o foh 9g 7% & 3l 31aRY § AR didienE 3 q9%un & rawiet
T I 3G HIAT-TOaT a1 gl GIT § | 3TU-T 3t 3 3TUgLur &t Tt gergmma-
A I AR AN &f {7 31 7Tq TR 9 ¢! gergt 9ol | 7980T &
HIT-TUT & 33, ! Shael gl GHST TehdT 8, [ 319 s &l @i gf, 7TR a9
&) < STier gl & 19 7 IRiig i fohor ot Sifear & «ide fear g | s &t
G G 37X ATT- O At 311 TITET TR I X1 & FaTel o Wel 6, R ST
frdt g g ¢ |

Saumya Jyotsna from Muzaffarpur, Bihar,
has been a freelance writer and journalist
for the past five years. She also works with
Pratilipi as Design Operation Manager as
a freelancer. She has been the recipient of
the Laadli Media and Advertising Awards
and received the SATB Fellowship for
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BURNS AND BIAS

Puja Awasthi
18 January 2020, The Week

Though more women have been victims of acid attacks, men, too, have
bore the brunt of the hate crime The last visual memory that Shahnawaz
(uses just one name) has is of watching Shaktimaan—the Hindi serial
about a superhero. He was five then. That night, as Shahnawaz lay
asleep next to his mother, he sensed a searing heat on his face. “It felt as
though someone had flung hot tea on me,” he recalls. “Then, a thousand
electric currents began racing across my face. When | covered my face,
my hands felt the same heat and then pain.”

Shahnawaz's face had been bathed in acid. His alleged attacker,
Kayyum, was a tenant of his father, Said Ahmed. The two had fallen
out as Ahmed had asked Kayyum to vacate the house. Ahmed’s eldest
daughter was to be married and the family needed money, for which
they wanted to sell the house. On the night of the attack in August 1997,
Ahmed, a cement supplier, was not at their home in Meerut. Well aware
of the layout of the house—which has a courtyard with a gate that leads
to the road outside—Kayyum, an electrician, had snapped the electricity
connection and pocketed the keys to the courtyard gate. To reach the
house, he had hopped over a row of connected terraces in the densely
packed locality of Zaidi Farm. He waited on the roof till the night grew
darker. When he jumped from the roof onto the courtyard, his mask
slipped. Shahnawaz's elder sister, who looked out on hearing the thud,
saw him in the moonlight. Before she could cry out, he flung the liquid on
Shahnawaz's face and fled with the gate keys.

It was easy to identify where Shahnawaz slept—he was the only child
on the cot; his four sisters had their bedding laid down on the floor.
“Attacking me was his way to render my father useless,” says Shahnawaz.
“Daughters get married and have other responsibilities. | was the only
one who would have grown up to take care of my parents.”

Two hours passed before Shahnawaz was taken to the hospital. Though
the family’s cries had brought the neighbours to their doorstep, no one
could get in because the gate was locked. The only other way was to climb
an electric pole and scale the courtyard wall. Neither the neighbours nor
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the family inside had the presence of mind to break open the gate. It was
Ahmed who, upon his return from Delhi, climbed the pole.

“He wrapped me in a thick blanket and took me to the nearest doctor,”
recalls Shahnawaz. By then Shahnawaz’s mouth was full of blisters and
though he desperately wanted to ask his father for reassurance, no words
would come out. “That is what frightened me the most—that | would
never be able to speak to my father,” he says. Later, the police found a
glass bottle of acid, half empty, in a drain outside their home and a pair
of slippers on the roof. “They [slippers] had been bought by my father for
Kayyum,” says Shahnawaz. “My father thought of him as a son.” Kayyum
was subsequently arrested and jailed. Shahnawaz's family, meanwhile,
ran from Meerut to Hapur (in the National Capital Region) and then to
Delhi for treatment. Months later, they would come to know that Kayyum
had been granted bail. He has been absconding since.

Shahnawaz is part of the larger untold story of acid attack survivors in
India. He is a man. His attacker was not, as per common understanding,
a rejected or disgruntled lover. He was the victim of a hate crime, which,
though claims more female victims, does not spare males.

In November 2016, Aslam Khan, 32, a native of Hapur and an e-rickshaw
driver, was hired by three men to drop them off at a temple on the road
that led from Hapur to Delhi. The men, however, kept asking him to go
further from the destination, leading him to a deserted patch on the road.
“One of them whipped out a knife and slashed my neck. Another flung
acid on my face,” he says. “They took away my wallet and fled with
my e-rickshaw. | had my mobile and pressed the last dialled number
(that) of a friend. | gave him my location and pleaded that he come
and save me.” The attack left Aslam blind. Though his attackers were
arrested, he is yet to receive any compensation despite having completed
the requisite paperwork. His greatest worry is over the future of his three
children, the youngest of whom is four. Tradition does not permit him
to allow his wife, Reshma, to step out to work. Earlier, the family had a
sewing machine on which Reshma worked on and off. It has since been
sold off to fund Aslam’s frequent visits to Chennai for treatment at the
Sankara Nethralaya.

Another dominant thread in the narrative of acid survivors is that it is a
crime committed only by men. So, on October 24, 2019, when a report
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was sought to be lodged against Muskaan Hilal, 19—who had flung
acid on Faizad Zafar, 20—at the Quarsi police station in Aligarh, sub-
inspector Lakhami Singh was stumped. “This is the first time | have come
across such an incident,” says Singh, the investigating officer in the case.
“The girl confessed that she had flung acid as the boy was refusing to
marry her. Medical investigation has confirmed that the liquid used was
acid—the kind that is used to clean toilets. The boy has lost vision in one
eye”, he said.

Three and a half years ago, when acid was poured on Meerut-based
Umerdaraj’s neck; it was a woman who lured him to the site of the attack.
He had a tiff with the local goon Irfan and his wife Rizwana had been
calling Umerdaraj repeatedly to end the feud. “That day, too, it was she
who called me for a meeting,” says Umerdaraj, 37. “As we stood talking,
two strangers threw acid on my neck. | turned around. Some of it fell on
my chest. It felt as though my heart would stop beating.”

A father of four, he pulled his eldest child out of school in the aftermath
of the attack, and took a loan of Rs1.5 lakh to undergo three surgeries.
He needs more surgeries, but cannot afford them, he says. The District
Legal Services Authority (DLSA) offered him Rs 1 lakh as compensation.
Though an FIR was filed against Irfan, Rizwana and two unknown
persons, only Irfan was arrested. The police were unable to find Rizwana.
Umerdaraj, meanwhile, keeps his neck covered and avoids going out as
his neighbours call him ‘Jalawa’ (the burnt one) to his face.

In July 2013, the Supreme Court ruled that acid attack victims shall be
paid a compensation of at least Rs 3 lakh by the state government/Union
territory towards after care and rehabilitation. Any victim compensation
schemes in existence then or brought into effect post the ruling would
have to comply with the said order. This was to be in addition to any
fines to be paid under Section 326A (a section added to the Indian
Penal Code in 2013, along with Section 326B to recognise, define and
penalise acid attacks and attempts to attack with acid). None of these
are gender-specific. But within the government and judicial apparatus,
these are presumed to apply only to female victims.

In 2014, Chandrahass Mishra (36), who had been attacked by acid in
2011, approached the DLSA in Meerut to claim compensation. He was
told that there was no provision for male survivors. “This does not happen
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to men, they told me,” says Mishra. The attacker was his landlord’s son,
Akshay Khanna, who was miffed over Mishra’s constant objection to
his indecent comments and actions towards women. Mishra had gone
as far as threatening his attacker with a police complaint if he did not
stop. “In school, | was part of the Scouts and Guide team. | have a
sister and female cousins,” says Mishra. “It was only natural to object
to indecent behaviour.” The acid that had landed on the right side of
Mishra’s face had scalded his scalp and ear before trickling down to his
chest and arm. The medical measure of his burns was less than 40 per
cent, and so he was not eligible for a disability certificate. After multiple
surgeries and postoperative care burnt through his savings, he started
his struggle for compensation. The police were clueless about it, as were
the district magistrate’s office and the office of the chiet medical officer.
Mishra’s persistence with the DLSA got him Rs 1 lakh under a generic
compensation scheme applicable to victims of acid attack, rape, human
trafficking and murder. His initial reaction was to reject it, but then he
accepted it.

Mishra’s case is one of the 12, a Delhi based lawyer Anuja Kapur has
used to start a public interest litigation which, among other prayers, calls
upon the Supreme Court to consider that “present laws involving acid
attack are women-centric and gender-biased in nature”. The broader
plea of the PIL, titled Anuja Kapur vs Union of India and others, is to
call upon state and Union territories to file their responses on what has
been done on ground since acid attacks were recognised as a specific
and separate form of crime. It thus asks for directions to be issued for
maintenance of records related to “jobs and education, compensation,
medical facilities and legal aid and services, provided to the victim of
acid attack at the Central and state level”. It also calls for termination of
licenses of shopkeepers for illegal overthe-counter sale of acid.

Kapur, an advocate practising in the Supreme Court, says that till date,
of the 42 respondents named in the PIL, only 28 have filed counter
affidavits. Among those yet to respond are the ministry of health and
family welfare and the state of Uttar Pradesh, which recorded the highest
number of acid attacks as per the latest data released by the National
Crime Records Bureau. “The law is handicapped as it is not serving
its purpose,” says Kapur. On the last hearing of the PIL on August 5,
2019, the court directed the respondents to file responses within four
weeks, failing which they would be liable to a penalty of Rs 50,000. The
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next hearing is on January 24. Meanwhile, Shahnawaz, who has never
sought compensation, has a disability certificate that reads “He has got
100 per cent disability”. He has no vision in his left eye. The right one
has some. The skin on his neck folds and crumbles, so it appears that his
neck is fused to his face. He has difficulty moving his head. But he does
not want his story to be one of pity or defeat. He has a hand-operated
plastic moulding machine through which he makes a living. “I am very
good at my work,” he says. “Tell me of a plastic part used anywhere, say,
in a car, and | will make it for you. All | need is financial assistance to get
an automatic machine that does a neater and quicker job.”

He clearly needs no superheroes to mould his future.

Puja Awasthi presently working as Senior
Special Correspondent, The Week, has
spent the last two decades reporting on
politics and social justice from North India.
She is a recipient of various prestigious
fellowships and awards in recognition of
her work, being the first recipient of the
Omidyar Network’s Land Rights Fellowship
in India as a noteworthy achievement.
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ALIGARH HOSPITAL MLC REPORT ON
HATHRAS VICTIM SHATTERS UP POLICE’S
‘NO RAPE’ CLAIM

Ismat Ara

3 October 2020, thewire.in

Official document notes use of force against woman, notes the detail she
provided of penetration by penis. Curiously, the sexual assault forensic
exam was only conducted on September 22, eight days after she was
admitted and examined.

New Delhi: Contrary to the Uttar Pradesh Police claim that the Dalit
teenager at Hathras who succumbed to her grievous injuries on September
29 was not raped, the medico-legal examination report (MLC) prepared
by the Jawaharlal Nehru Medical College Hospital (JNMCH) at Aligarh,
where she was first admitted, reveals that doctors had recorded the
detail provided by her of the “complete penetration of the vagina” and
indicated the use of force in their preliminary examination.

In line with the Union health ministry’s protocol for medical examination of
victims of sexual assault which stipulates that examining doctors “should
neither refute nor confirm” whether a sexual offence had occurred, the
hospital reserved its opinion on whether the assault on the victim involved
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rape or not, and referred the case for further examination by the state
government-run Forensic Science Laboratory in Agra.

The medical examiner Dr. Faiz Ahmed, assistant professor at the JNMCH,
concluded, “On the basis of local examination, | am of the opinion that
there are signs of use of force. However, opinion regarding penetrative
infercourse is reserved pending availability of FSL reports.”

The 54 page JNMCH report, which The Wire has accessed, recorded
various details of the crime that the 19-year-old woman who died after
battling for life for two weeks, provided, including “penetration by penis”
and that she was “strangled by her dupatta”. It also found “quadriparesis”
— a condition characterised by weakness in all four limbs (both arms and
both legs) — and “paraplegia” in the woman'’s body that caused “sensory
loss” in lower limbs up to the level of her hips.

Key pages from the MLC report on the Hathras rape victim, produced by
the Jawaharlal Nehru Medical College Hospital at Aligarh.

The report claims that the victim, who was admitted to the hospital on
September 14, informed the doctors about her sexual assault only on
September 22. On the same day, the JNMCH referred the case to FSL,
Agra. “As alleged by the informant, the survivor was sexually assaulted
by four known persons of the same village when she was doing some
work in the fields of the village Bulgarhi on 14/09/2020 at 9.00 a.m.
There is a history of loss of consciousness during the incident,” the MLC
said.

The subsequent FSL report, for which samples were collected from the
JNMCH only on September 25 — that is three days after INMCH referred
the case to FSL and 11 days after she was first examined — has become
the basis for UP police officials to deny the possibility of rape in the case.
On Thursday, Prashant Kumar, additional director general (law and
order) of Uttar Pradesh police, cited the absence of sperm in samples
that the FSL collected as proof that the victim was not raped and the
matter was “twisted fo stir caste tension.”

Speaking to The Wire on Friday, Kumar, however, indicated that he knew

of the presence of the INMCH report when he had made this claim.
Inexplicable delay in sexual assault forensic examination Curiously,
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the MLC report, which begins with an account of the hospital’s first
examination of the woman at 4:10 pm on September 14, describes the
‘present illness’ of the woman as merely ‘strangulation” and records the
claim that the assailant was unknown.

Given the fact that she had already stated on video that she had been
raped and had named her attackers, the omission of this incident in the
initial MLC raises doubts about the efforts put in by the policemen who
brought her there and the hospital authorities examining the grievously
injured woman to establish the full picture.

Ironically, these videos have been circulated by BJP leaders on Twitter in
order to suggest the woman was not raped, whereas she clearly speaks
about ‘zabardasti’, or force, being done - a well-known euphemism
for rape — and also names some of the attackers. These videos were
apparently shot by unidentified persons in the Chandpa police station
before she was taken to the Aligarh hospital. The MLC report includes a
note dated September 22 from Prof M.F. Huda, chairman, department of
neurosurgery at the hospital in which he says ‘Patient is critical so kindly
arrange a magistrate dying declaration’. The magistrate recorded her
declaration that day in which she described the rape and, coincidentally,
the hospital finally conducted its sexual assault forensic examination on
September 22 too — claiming, “Patient didn’t gave [sic] any history of
sexual assault at the time of admission to the hospital. She told about the
incident [sic] for the first time on Sept 22”. Details of the MLC In section
16 of the MLC performed by the JNMCH, the doctors record that the
victim’s vagina had been penetrated by a penis during the incident. In
the next column, the doctors said that the penetration was “complete”.

The other subsections which seek to know whether there was ‘emission
of semen’, ‘did the assailant use condom’, and ‘status of condom,” have
been marked ‘DNK’, an acronym for ‘do not know’. Against the sub-
section which seeks to record whether there was use of any weapons
during the assault, the doctors have written, ‘no’ but added that the ‘the
survivor was gagged’. The document also mentions that the victim was
given a threat of murder during the incident. The JNMCH had performed
the initial medical examination on her, in order to file a medico-legal
case (MLC) report. This MLC report also mentions the names of the four
accused persons, all members of the Thakur community, whose names
were disclosed to the hospital by the victim’s family.
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UP Police’s contention The Aligarh hospital record furthers the claim
made by journalists, activists and opposition parties that the Adityanath
government in Uttar Pradesh has been attempting to downplay the gravity
of the crime.After the woman’s body was cremated without her family’s
consent by district police, reports have shown that the administration
has attempted to intimidate the victim’s family and prevent media and
political leaders from entering Boolgarhi, her village in Hathras. ADG
Kumar had discounted rape on two counts. One, that the FSL report has
said that “no sperm or ova were found in the samples collected from
vaginal swab”. And two, the post mortem report has suggested that the
cause of death of the deceased was because of trauma following injury
in the neck. “The post-mortem report says the victim died due to her neck
injury. The FSL report hasn’t found sperm in samples, making it clear that
some people twisted the matter to stir caste-based tension. Such people
will be identified and legal action will be taken,” Kumar said.

With the JNMCH report leaning towards the possibility of rape, it is not
clear why the UP police is insisting there was no rape. Speaking to The
Wire, a JNMCH official said, “This (MLC) is the final report we prepared
after the examination of the victim. This is the same document that will
also be presented in court.” The MLC was examined and attested by
the CMO (Chief Medical Officer) of the hospital, Dr. Obaid Imtiyazul
Haque.

The report also clearly shows the Hathras superintendent of police
Vikrant Vir was being economical with the truth when he told the news
agency ANl earlier that the report by the Aligarh hospital, where she was
admitted before she was brought to Satdarjung hospital does not confirm
rape. “The medical report from the Aligarh Muslim University Medical
College (JNMCH) mentions that there were injuries but it does not confirm
forced sexual intercourse. They are waiting for a forensics report. As of
now, doctors say that they’re not confirming rape,” he had said. The
report could more accurately be characterized as neither confirming nor
denying rape but Vir chose to play it one way. Indeed, under the Ministry
of Health and Family Welfare guidelines and protocols for medico-legal
care of survivors/victims of sexual violence, “The examining doctor should
clarify in the court that normal examination findings neither refute nor
confirm whether the sexual offence occurred or not. They must ensure that
a medical opinion cannot be given on whether ‘rape’ occurred because
‘rape’ is a legal term.” ‘FSL considered sperm collected 11 days after
crime’.
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The forensic report, according to reports, had not found any traces of
sperm. Doctors from JNMCH have told The Wire that the sample for
the FSL (Forensic Science Laboratory) report which has been cited by
the ADG, was collected as late as September 25, 11 days after the
incident. It is, therefore, unreliable, they said. “There are no chances of
finding sperm, as its life cycle is hardly 2-3 days. If a sample is collected
within 72 hours, that too with the condition that the girl has not used the
bathroom to relieve herself or hasn't taken a bath...only then it will be
valid,” Hamza Malik, junior resident doctor, at the INMCH hospital said.
He added that it is not necessary for ejaculation to have occurred for the
offence to be considered rape.

Dr. Asrar-ul-Haque, assistant professor at the forensics department of
AMU hospital, confirmed the same to The Wire. “Given the fact that
the life cycle of a sperm is not more than 3 days, it is highly improbable
that it would be found in the FSL report.” He also said that in order
to probe rape, all the swabs should be taken. Although the INMCH
officials collected the vaginal swabs only on September 22 — the date
the hospital claims the victim informed them about her sexual assault
— the doctors pointed out qualitative concerns about those samples.
Apart from the delay in collecting swabs, the MLC mentioned that the
woman had washed herself before reporting to the hospital, and that she
changed clothes, wore cleaned or washed clothes, and also changed
her underwear at the time of admission.

The Wire has been able to confirm that the samples for the FSL report
were indeed collected on September 25. In any case, say lawyers, the
police’s statement concerning the requirements of presence of sperm
to prove rape is patently erroneous and contrary to settled law, which
considers even the slightest of non-consensual penetration as an act of
rape. The victim’s post mortem report, which the ADG Kumar referred to,
was made at Safdarjung Hospital, New Delhi, where she was shifted on
September 28 — 14 days after the incident. The report did not specity if
rape had occurred. However, it says that there were multiple old, healed
tears in the victim’s hymen. The uterus contained blood clots and the
anal orifice showed old, healed tear. It also mentions that blood was
present in the vagina, calling it ‘menstrual blood’. The victim’s mother
had initially alleged that the bleeding had occurred due to the rape. The
report also held that the spinal injury sustained by the victim was the
cause of her paralysis and ultimately, death.
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When The Wire reached out to the ADG (law and order) Prashant
Kumar, he said he had only stated a fact about the FSL report but was
not exonerating the accused. “I only stated a fact about the FSL report:
that sperm was not found. | insisted that the investigation is still ongoing,
who are we to give a clean chit to anybody,” he told The Wire, adding
that the media reports had cherry-picked his statements to create a false
narrative. In fact, an official note of the UP Police formally circulated
to the media on October 1 says categorically, “Putting to rest all the
speculation, the Forensic Science Laboratory (FSL) report on the vaginal
sample of the 19-year-old girl of Hathras has revealed that she was not
raped.”

On being asked about the INMCH report, ADG Kumar appeared to
underline the significance of the FSL report over the initial MLC. “The
AMU report has been formed on the basis of local examination. AMU
hospital is a semi-autonomous body,” he said. Curiously, however, he did
not mention the JNMCH medical report at this press briefing, and chose
to only speak on the FSL and post mortem reports while discounting
the possibility of rape in the Hathras assault case. He went on to say,
“Some people are projecting this as a case of mass rape even though the
victim’s brother himself gave us in writing that there was only one person
involved. We believed the victim’s version from the very beginning and
also arrested the accused immediately. We have nothing to hide and we
know the definition of rape.”

Legal experts well-versed in cases of sexual violence said, that the victim's
claim that she was sexually assaulted would hold greater significance
over laboratory tests which were possibly done on contaminated samples.

Senior advocate Rebecca John says that an FSL report is not the legal
requirement to constitute rape and is hence irrelevant. She says, “In the
facts and circumstances of this case, the FSL report is largely irrelevant.
Collecting a vaginal swab after 8 days (at the INMCH) - after she has
urinated, washed her vagina, where is the question of any semen to be
found? It was an irrelevant exercise that was conducted.” She also believed
that “given the circumstances, the FSL report can be corroborative, not
substantial.”She said that contrary to what the UP police has claimed,
the FSL report cannot be used to discount the possibility of rape. “You
cannot rule out rape by the FSL report, but you can affirmatively confirm
rape in case the FSL finds something. The provisional opinion is not ruling
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out rape,” she said. She added that the MLC in its conclusion clearly
mentions the use of force, which is a reference to sexual assault. “The
effort on part of the police authorities has been to establish that there was
no rape. Whereas the effort should have been to establish the opposite.
Far from the UP police’s version of the AMU hospital report that it has
ruled out rape, it is leaning towards it,” she told The Wire. “The Supreme
Court has been consistent on the fact that the victim’s statement is of
sterling quality. That's the only test you have to pass,” the senior advocate

added.

Vrinda Grover, a lawyer in Delhi, has also raised concerns over the
swabs for the FSL report being collected almost two weeks after the
incident. “Why were the vaginal swabs taken only on 22 September?
There was a young woman who was found lying without her clothes, in
a mutilated condition. The first response should have been to collect all
possible samples. This is a dereliction of duty at all levels.”

lsmat Ara, a reporter with The Wire, works
mostly on gender, communalism, human
rights, child rights and education. Her
work has also appeared in The Hindy,
Newslaundry, Oxfam India, News18.com,
Firstpost, HuffPost India, The Quint and the
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METROPOLITAN FISHERWOMEN : STORY

OF KASIMEDU WOMEN
Nandhini.V
8 March 2020, hindutamil.in

The fisherwomen of Kasimedu lay wide awake while Chennai city sleeps.
Their work starts at 1.00 a.m. The auction begins at 1T a.m. and ends
around 3 or 4 a.m. on weekdays extending to nearly 6 a.m. on the
weekends.

Men are responsible for procuring fish from the sea. However, the business
on the shore is run by women. The women procure fish, prawns, and
crabs and sell them in the harbour. These women selling the fish belong
to Kuppam and Naguranthottam, around the Kasimedu — Thiruvottriyur
stretch. The lifestyle and livelihood of these fishermen involve fish and
its allies, which drives the life of the modern ‘Neythal’ land of Tamil
metropolitan.

One evening in the Kasimedu harbour, | met a few women who sell fish.
It is easy to identify them with their restless faces, salty blackened skin,
carelessly tied sarees. Yet, contrary to their clothing, they smile despite
the numerous problems they face.

“My mom sold fish here. | grew up watching my mom selling fish from
the age of 12. | am now doing the same job after her death. | have been
selling fish for the past 20 years. | wake up at 1 a.m., if | sleep at around
8 p.m., to get good quality fish. Any slight delay will lower my chance of
getting fresh quality fish”, says Kanchana (44). She belongs to the area
and has studied just till the 2nd standard. Her husband sells water cans
to the boats, while Kanchana sells fish to save the family from poverty.

The business in Kasimedu goes on till noon on Sundays and gets over
by 9 to 10 a.m. on other days.”l earn around Rs. 500 to 1000 per day.
My sister helps me, and | take care of her tea and food. That's how we
manage while taking care of each other,” says Kanchana. Dhatchayini
(39), Kanchana's sister, cleans the fish bought at the auction. “Earning
Rs.100 a day, doing this, is a big task,” says Dhatchayini, her hands
littered with scratches from knives and sickles used to clean the fish.
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“My husband died vomiting blood due to his ganja addiction. | have two
sons and one daughter. The daughter is married but her husband is in
jail for a theft case. She has three kids and | am taking care of them as
well,” says Dhatchayini.

They earn Rs.100 to 150 for cleaning one basket of fish. The payment,
however, varies on the type and size of the fish. They are paid Rs.40
for prawns and Rs.30 for lobsters. Few of them settle to pay only Rs.20
after a hard bargain. “They give the procured fish for cleaning to the
cleaners who are close to them. We have to pay Rs.30 for the water that
is required to clean the fishes, and | have to pay Rs. 1200 from this paltry
sum for my house rent,” frowns Datchayini.

Through their conversation, one could understand that most of their
husbands have died of alcohol addiction. Some of them are living alone
due to various incorrigible differences. The sea is their only family and
livelihood.

“Alcohol addiction took away my husband’s life. After his demise, I've
been surviving by cleaning fish for the past year. We're helpless. We can't
control their drinking even if we try to. They say that alcohol soothes their
body pain after riding in the seas for long periods.” says Muthulakshmi.
“My alcohol-addicted husband died four years ago, suffering a heart
attack. | had a grown-up son and a seven-month-old daughter at the
time of his death. Now | am selling fish and helping my sister, says the
40-year-old Kalvi. Her sister’s name is Desam, whom she also supports.
While chatting, they mention, smiling, that Desam and Desarani are the
names of their family deities.

Kalvi has studied till the fifth standard. “She flunked in studies despite
being named Kalvi”, all the women there, including Kalvi, had a hearty
laugh when Desam trolls Kalvi's name. “My husband also went to the
seas. He died due to alcohol addiction as well. My son who had to step
in his father’s shoes wanted to study further but | had to let him leave
his studies and work for the family to sustain. My husband used to give
Rs. 500 a day till he was alive. After his demise, | have to take care of
everything,” says Kalvi.

Desam helped Kalvi set up by sharing her knowledge of the fish business.
“We have to touch and feel the fish find out its health. If it is pulpy, it is
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terrible. If it is sturdy and robust, it is good.” Her confidence is evident
from her twenty-year experience in the field.

Her 23-year-old son, who has studied till 2nd standard, also died of a
heart attack in an inebriated state.”The Seer fish goes for Rs.600 per
kg. One can earn from Rs.500 to Rs.5000 per day. One day it will be
a major profit, and the next day you will incur a loss. It is like gambling.
Return on your investment is uncertain. If everything works out, it will be
a profit. Else it will be a loss. | have incurred a loss of up to Rs. 5000 in
a day,” says Desam. “My husband goes to the sea. He splurges his day’s
earning into drinking. My mom and grandmother also used to auction
fishes in this area, but now they are no more,” says Desam, whose sad
words reflect the sorrow of most fisherwomen.

The men'’s death due to alcohol addiction and their refusal to give money
to run their family pushes these women towards marginalisation. Sleep
and rest have been a long-lost dream for these women. After finishing
their business in the afternoon, they go back to take care of the household
chores. When Desam says, “If | went to sleep in the evening, | would be
asleep by night, and my husband will not like it if | don’t give him time
and not talking to him at all,” all the other women in the group share a
hearty laugh forgetting their sorrows. Desam’s swollen legs are just a part
of these women's health issues. Sitting for very long hours result in severe
neck and back pain without adequate sleep or rest. “My husband is not
working since he is unwell, so | am cleaning the fish. One can earn up to
Rs.500 on Sundays and Rs.200 to 300 on other days. My hips get stiff
as | have to sit for more than three hours,” says Janaka.

| spoke to Devi (41), who procures the fish in Kasimedu and sells it on the
streets of Thiruvottiyur, 12 KM away from Kasimedu. “My husband has
died. | have two daughters and one son. | somehow learned to sell fish.
| have frequent headaches from carrying the basket of fish on my head.
Popping a tablet might help for the time being. It would be good if the
government provided a goods cycle or rickshaw. | already suffer from a
wheezing cough problem. It will be cold during the winters, and when
| put my hand in cold water, | fall sick. | have borrowed Rs.20000 on
interest, for which | pay Rs. 300 daily as interest.”

The primary issue that these women face is debt. Due to lack of income,
they borrow money and pay it back at a very high-interest rate.
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“There is work only if the fish arrives; otherwise, we have to sit here all
day and leave empty-handed. We get Rs.60 a day but sometimes even
that isn’t possible. My husband drowns himself in alcohol. He asks for my
hard-earned money to get an extra ‘peg’. We eat only on my earnings
since he doesn’t shed his share. | have two sons, who paid for their own
weddings | have a debt of Rs. 20,000 and | pay interest on that.” says
51-year-old Desarani, who cleans the fish. “Have to pay Rs.1500 speed
interest for Rs. 10,000,” Dhatchayini tells her story.

During the fishing ban, women in this locality were in debt as the Rs.5000
government subsidy was not enough. Moreover, there is a lack of basic
amenities like toilets, water and stands to clean the fish. “Earlier, the men
wouldn't sell fish. Now they are also selling fish without going to the
sea. This is not good for us,” says Desam. However, they don’t complain
about the sea and fish that helps them sustain their livelihood despite
their troubles.

“We have never wondered why we were born to be fisherwomen. On the
contrary, we are delighted in our hearts,” declares Desam. Kalvi agrees,
stating that “The sea has given us our livelihood from the times of our
father and grandfather. We cannot curse the sea even in our dreams”.

Ms Velvizhi, the chief scientist of the M.S.Swaminathan Fish Research
and Training Centre, spoke about the exploitation of the fisherwoman
and the steps needed to be taken by the government to uplift their life.
“Fishing stands second among the most dangerous jobs in the world.
Usually, men stay out in the sea for nearly 10- 15 days to catch the
fish. They start drinking at first to overcome the tiredness and become
addicted to alcohol over time. The people most affected due to this is
the fisherwomen. One can say there will be no fishing if there is no
fisherwoman. Even though the men go deep into the sea for fishing, the
women take care of their needs to prepare them to clean, auction and
sell.

In places like Rameswaram, the women directly catch the fish using a
specialised net. The sea isn't rough in the Gulf of Mannar because of
which the women procure beads. The surge of corporatisation causes an
increase in exporting quality fish. The remaining small and low-quality
fish is left for the women. Due to this, even if there is foreign investment, the
marginalised fisherwomen are pushed further away from the periphery.
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Numerous issues arise in their homes due to the financial crisis. Society,
in general, is still hesitant to allow fisherwomen with a basket on their
heads to board a bus. The government must provide ID cards and three-
wheelers to these women. By setting up selling stations, providing small
loans, improving the infrastructure, and providing space for them to air
out the dry fish, the government should provide regular training to the
fisherwoman as well honour them with a professional life,” Says Velvizhi.

(Translated from Tamil to English)

Nandhini.V, Sub-Editor of he Hindu
Tamil Thisai Digital Team, is a journalist
committed to empowering oppressed
people. In line with her commitment to
highlighting issues faced by oppressed
people, her video on the life of Kasimedu
fisherwomen brings to the forefront the
day-to-day challenges they face.
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Tasneem Khan is a writer, reporter and
storyteller for the past 16 years and is
currently working with Palika TV. She is
the scriptwriter and host of the TV show
“Aadhi Duniya, Puri Baat”.
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AMCHI URMILA : ENDING CHILD
MARRIAGE

Various Community Radio Stations in Maharashtra

28 October 2020

The episode titled “Ending Child Marriage” of the Marathi radio play,
Amchi Urmila focused on saving young girls from yet another socio-
economic impact of Covid-19, early child marriage. It tells the story of
bright, brave Rupa who voices her anguish against her planned wedding.
The story depicts the role of the community in being vigilant to prevent
child marriage, and also in supporting families through their economic
crisis. Taking a holistic approach and through sensitive story-telling, the
creative team of Can Communicate and Centre for Social and Behaviour
Change Communication (SBC3) have highlighted the need for agency
among girls and women in matters relating to their lives, the health impact
of early child marriage, and ultimately appeal for girls’ ambitions and
dreams to be realized. The radio play was used extensively by UNICEF
by airing it on 22 community radio stations in Maharashtra in 2020.

(Translated from Marathi to English)

Amchi Urmila is a 10-episodic Marathi
radio play conceptualised and created
by Can Communicate, jointly with
Centre for Social and Behaviour Change
Communication (SBC3) for UNICEF in
Maharashtra.
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WOMEN TRAFFICKING IN THE
ANANTAPUR-KADAPA-CHITTOOR BELT

TV9Telugu
14 March 2020

Anantapur district in Andhra Pradesh has been a drought-prone area
for three decades. The farming sector is at stake as famine continues
to destroy the area. Severely deficient rainfall has resulted in the drying
up of fields and wells. Migration and trafficking remain at the top of
the most devastating effects of the years of drought and agrarian crisis,
especially across ten mandals in the Anantapur-Kadapa-Chittoor belt.

Local brokers prey on women and youngsters looking for ways to earn
a living. Based on the data collected by the NGO REDS (Rural and
Environment Development Society), between 2005 and 2011, 1,240
women were trafficked from this belt. Further, a survey by district officials
in Anantapur in 2016 found that another whopping 6,200 women were
susceptible to trafficking.

Women from Anantapur are taken to Gulf countries and other Indian
states on the pretext of housework and then sexually exploited. In the
Anantapur tribe, women are most vulnerable to trafficking. The primarily
targeted group is Muslims, Dalits and women from Backward castes.

At Kalasamudram in Kadiri town, there’s the poignant and distressing
story of Mudin. “I was sold to a brothel house in Delhi and fed a single
meal a day. | was forced to wear skimpy clothing and | wished to die as
| could not bear men abusing my body one after the other. | wondered
why women are made to go through such a hell.” She had cigarette
burns, cuts, and bruises on her hands and breasts. Housed in a single
room combined with a bathroom, she said she was not even allowed to
talk to the girl next door.

REDS NGO founder says that the authorities’ approach to trafficking is
lax, and they don't see it as a serious social issue. Even though some
women are back home, it's not as though they have come back to the
acceptance and affection of their families. The stigma and discrimination
that began at home permeate the entire community.
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While most of the women TV9 spoke to had made some effort to take
legal action against their offenders, several families didnt even know
that this was an option. Furthermore, REDS found that even the police are

unaware of booking people under the Immoral Trafficking (Prevention)
Act of 1956.

The state does have laws in place to tackle human trafficking. Government
orders set up district-level committees, anti-trafficking squads and shelter
homes. Those rescued from trafficking are eligible for free healthcare
services, including those who are HIV positive. Children and women
survivors are also entitled to immediate relief of Rs 20,000.

Anantapur MP Gorantla Madhav, SP and Joint Collector, visited
trafficking-prone Rayalaseema areas but didn't do much. It is high time

the government takes the matter seriously and stops trafficking.

(Translated from Telugu to English)

TV9 Telugu is an Indian Telugu language
channel primarily beamed in the state
of Andhra Pradesh and Telangana.
Rajinikanth Vellalacheruvu is the managing
editor for TV9 Telugu. TV9 Network owned
by Associated Broadcasting Company
Private Limited.
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BREAKING BARRIERS:
WOMEN EMPOWERMENT
THROUGH ADVERSITY

The Global Media Monitoring Project finds that women are more likely
than men to be victims in news stories. Women are also far less likely
than men to be featured in the world’s news headlines and relied upon
as ‘spokespeople’ or as ‘experts’. Specific categories of women, such as
the poor, older women, or those belonging to ethnic minorities, are even
less visible. When adversity strikes and brings along its accompanying
challenges, women face the same while carrying their gender-specific
roles without a fair portrayal in the media. The stories in this section
focus on identifying and addressing these various gender imbalances
and gaps in the media. The women featured here are engaged in diverse
occupations and have gone through different trajectories to succeed. Their
motivations differ, with some responding to practical concerns and others
following their passions, having one thing in common: an indomitable
resolve to be counted as equal citizens.

Smashing stereotypes is the theme of the article titled, “Fgd 31Tt 3foear
Ue-4: g3 99 7 WY 39T A A G § gl o gAY, published in Gaon
Connection’s Special feature on the occasion of Women's Day. The article
describes thirty-seven-year-old Tarannum’s journey from poverty to fixing
punctured tyres for a living. This brave mother took to the hammer and
wrench to provide her children with education fixing bicycle to truck tyres
and is well known in Lucknow. She defies all norms and lives life on her
terms and conditions. Bhartesh Singh's article, ‘Meet the ‘agony aunts’ of
Haryana’, describes the brave women who operate the women’s helpline
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addressing problems ranging from domestic abuse to stalking. At times
these brave women have even provided marriage counselling to fighting
couples. Run from a small room in a Police Station in Panchkula, the
helpline has completed one year recently.

Education changes life. This proven fact is highlighted in Sikander Pareek’s
story, RRif&rT gia Gg Fifedt al, 37 el Tet fRie <t 7% A struggle in

rural areas to access education. He tells us the story of sisters Sita and
Leela Garasiya from the tribal-dominated Koylavav village of Pali district.
Through grit and determination, they translate ‘where there is a will; there
is a way’ into reality. Leela, one of the sisters, is now a Headmistress in
a government school where she promotes education for girls.

On the other hand, Nitasha Natuy, in her story, ‘Trafficked girls script
success stories at Deonar shelter’, tells us about the success stories from
this shelter in Maharashtra. According to the National Crime Records
Bureau 2018 data, Maharashtra led in the number of victims. The
Deonar shelter home provides rescued girls a place to stay and educates
them to help integrate them back into society. The shelter assists them in
finishing their education, and provides them with skill training. These
rescued girls from Deonar are now working as hairstylists and nurses,
replacing a life of force, deception, fear and pain with hope and dignity.

Ravi Shankar Upadhyay’s story titled, ‘@erT g+ atett afeat = fomar wame,
Afees wden # Tt v fRediom @ g8 T, optly describes that no matter
where you start, what matters is where you finish. He writes about the five
girls from the Musahar community of rag pickers who have passed the
matriculation examination with a first division from Bihar Open School.
These girls are the first to study and secure good marks in an exam,
becoming an inspiration to the children around the area.

Reports of water shortage and conflicts on drinking water are reported
every year. Instead of just turning on a tap for water, women in many
households in India walk long distances, sometimes two-three times

a day, to fetch water. Nida Rehman, in her article,’3FRIST: 107 Hiex

TgIS Pl alelt ‘Siet Heferal e+ Tid ot ariRY g, fells us the story of
the strong women of Agrotha, a small village in Chhatarpur district of
Madhya Pradesh. After 18 months of hard work, these women cut a
mountain of about 107 meters and made a drain to fill water in the pond
adjacent to the mountain. The aim was to aid farming activities and help
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livestock, besides addressing the water crisis in the village. Similarly,
Shalin Maria Lawrence, in her story, ‘Fight like a woman’, compares
women who display aggression during their water filling task to female
animals who are ready to pounce to provide for and protect their families.
Shalin wishes that women would show this strength and steadfastness in
political representation too, thus promoting women'’s sense of self-worth,
ability to make their own choices, and right to influence social change
for themselves and others.

The podcast series, ‘beliEVE’ by ElsaMarie D’Silva celebrates women
achievers. In a world where ideas of what it means to be a man or
a woman are often still narrowly defined by stereotypes and media
messages, ElsaMarie celebrates these vanguards of change. From an IPS
Officer to a composer, from the Postmaster General to a former Naval
officer, ElsaMarie has talked to a range of successtul women who have
broken barriers through their careers. Bijaya Dwibedi, in his article,
‘The Journey to Make Difference : From a Banker to a Successful Farmer’,
writes about Jayanti Mohapatra, who quit her job as a banker in the
US and relocated to the Kalahandi district in Orissa to start her agro-
based business called Manikstu Agro. Her company integrates high-tech
farming, animal husbandry and food processing.. He describes how her
mental resilience and fighting spirit is helping her pave the way for a
better future for the people in her area.

The BBC Hindi video by Vandana Dhand, focusing on Indian
sportswomen, features Vinesh Phogat and is titled, Rt feeret 31w
g $IX: fo=1 ®iTIe 3fieifUes T Tard g @ aTait? This short video further

celebrates the woman who, against all odds, was the first Indian woman
wrestler to win gold in both the Commonwealth and Asian Games and
her difficult journey to reach this far.

Highlighting the steadfastness and determination of women is the video
report by Zeba Warsi titled, ‘Anti-CAA Protests : How Protest Politics
Acquired a Feminist Undertone’, describes the role of Indian Muslim
women at frontlines of anti-CAA protests. The report documents these
protests as a symbolic journey for women who have broken away from
their traditional ‘caregivers’ roles. Participation in these protests has
provided them with a new identity that will change the pre-defined
gender roles.
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Finally, TRT World’s video titled, ‘First Rohingya Woman to Get into an
Indian University’, highlights 21-year-old Tasmida Johar's journey from a
refugee to a student. She is studying for a bachelor’s degree in Political
Science from Delhi University, making her one of the few refugees
pursuing university studies anywhere in the world.

All the featured articles highlight strong women and girls with unique
journeys, with only one common destination: independence, the
transformation of their lives, and making a positive impact on the lives
of others.
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professionally  run  rural newspaper
founded by Neelesh Misra. He has
covered some of the biggest stories out of
South Asia.
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MEET THE ‘AGONY AUNTS’ OF

HARYANA
Bhartesh Singh Thakur
11 January 2020, The Tribune

From absurd, funny to heinous crimes, their job is to tackle everything
patiently as they respond to hundreds of calls of hapless women with
utmost dexterity at round-the-clock Haryana Women Helpline-181. They
are abused and threatened at times, but still maintain their calm and stay
polite.

Meet Ritu Rani (30) a postgraduate (PG) in human development, Priya
(31) and Ritu Dahiya (32), post graduates in law, and Monika Bharadwaj
(33), who has studied public administration. All four women take turns in
attending hundreds of calls every day.

The Women Helpline, which operated from a small room at Women
Police Station in Panchkula, completed one year recently. It received over
10,000 calls from December 2018 to November 30, 2019, but only
1,216 calls were effective. Close to 47 per cent calls were of domestic
violence with maximum from Sirsa at 66, followed by Fatehabad (43)
and Sonepat (40). “In case of domestic violence, we ask the police
to intervene if it is a recent assault. Otherwise, we counsel husbands
or mother-inlaws. We also refer cases to one stop centres (OSC) of
respective districts for further guidance and counselling,” says Priya.

The OSCs are now located in all districts and provide medical, legal
and psychological guidance and work under the Women and Child
Development department. “There are specific requests from women for
advising husbands. Ego issues between couples are more. Alcoholic
husbands are a major problem. They abuse and beat up women. When
husbands are approached, they also list their issues. We remain engaged
with them over weeks to resolve the problems,” she adds. “We keep
calling women back to take feedback even after the issue is resolved,”
says Ritu Dahiya.

The women helpline has received 23 complaints of husbands having
an extra marital affair, 38 of stalking, including that over phone, 10
complaints of rape and 18 of refusal of marriage. “Some women
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callers are harsh. There have been instances when they have abused
our respondents. Even then, they don't lose their temper. They take them
info confidence,” says Preeti Phogat, helpline manager. “The drill is to
speak politely with callers. Sometimes people threaten us to approach
PM Modi,” explains Monika Bharadwai.

“Seldom, women approach with false complaints. They want to take
revenge with their men. So, we have to be cautious,” says Dahiya. Not
just over the phone, they sometimes call aggrieved women of nearby
districts to their office in Panchkula for counselling or accompany them to
the higher officials for help. “In NRI marriage frauds, | had accompanied
women fo the Regional Passport Officer,” says Priya.

These women respondents have undergone training with the State Resource
Centre for Women at Panchkula. In the house of agony aunts, everyone
has a success story to narrate. Bharadwaj tells how she managed to
rescue seven-eight women from the clutches of human traffickers.

“In March-April of 2019, a 28-yearold widow told us that she was
brought from Barnala and had been married to a sarpanch’s son in
Narnaul. She was told that she was bought and would be sold further,”
says Bharadwaj. “She was being threatened that she would be burnt
down in case she raised her voice. | continued to coordinate with her.
She sent her husband’s Aadhaar card, from where we were able to track
her exact location. We raided the place and saved seven-eight women,”
she said.

In another case, a woman was thrown out of her house affer 18 days
of marriage at midnight in Panipat. She was caught talking fo someone
over the phone. Priya remained in touch with her for hours as the police
initially refused any help. Her parents also refused to intervene. “The SP
was called, who further sent a DSP along with a woman cop to shift her
to Karnal’s shelter home. She was rescued by 3 am. Later, we convinced
her parents who took her back,” tells Priya.

Ritu Rani encountered a case of a seven-month pregnant woman from
Punjab, who left for Ambala alone to trace her husband, who met with an
accident. “It was midnight. Her husband’s phone was switched off. She
called us. We provided her transport. We remained in touch with her il
she reached her husband,” narrates Rani.
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Nature Number of complaints
Domestic Violence 569
Dispute with neighbour, kidnapping, theft | 242
and counselling

Misbehaviour/Physical Hurt/Assault 127
Women Schemes 38
Stalking/Phone Stalking 38
Missing 35
Dowry 26
Extra marital affairs/divorce 23
Land Dispute/Property Dispute 19
Refusal of Marriage 18
Abuse/Threat/Eve Teasing 17
Total 1216*

Dahiya was instrumental in dismissal of a top executive at a Multi-
National Company (MNC) in a case of sexual harassment at workplace.
“Her boss was forcing her to have physical relations. We approached
the police in the case,” says Dahiya. She also red-flagged a case of
gang-rape of a maid in Hisar, where a politician was involved.

Besides complaints of domestic violence, there are 242 complaints
(around 20 %) related to dispute with neighbour, kidnapping, theft and
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counselling, while there are 127 complaints (over 10 %) of misbehaviour,
physical hurt or assault. Has counselling brought any change in them?
Priya replies: “I have learnt patience. | have become sensitive. | have been
able to resolve a few personal problems as well.” Bharadwaj, meanwhile,
says: “There are a lot of expectations from us. We are more mature now.”

Bhartesh Singh Thakur has fourteen years
of experience with expertise in court
reporting and has covered prominent cases
of Haryana at the trial court level. Presently,
he works as a Principal Correspondent with
The Tribune for four years and covers the
Haryana region for the paper.
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[] Sikander Pareek is presently the Zonal
. | editor of Rajsthan Patrika in Jodhpur. With
many awards in the field of journalism,
Mr. Pareek has actively covered stories on
rural development, water conservation and
women’s empowerment.
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MAHARASHTRA: TRAFFICKED GIRLS
SCRIPT SUCCESS STORIES AT DEONAR

SHELTER
Nitasha Natu
4 February 2020, The Times of India

MUMBAII: January 26 was the second time Aradhya pushed open the
creaking gate of the Deonar home for underaged trafficking survivors and
stepped in. This time, she was not the frightened, confused teenager she
had been eight years ago. Aradhya (25) holds an engineering diploma
and works with a private company—something she had never dreamt of
doing while lodged at the shelter. “I used to be angry all the time and
felt like | had been kept in a prison. But it is here that your new life will
begin if you are willing to give yourself a chance,” she advised a bunch
of 20 minors currently housed at the shelter, during a special reception
organised to honour the home's success stories. Like Aradhya, over two
dozen other girls trooped into the shelter this past Sunday, some of whom
now work as hairstylists at reputed salons, one is an MBA and another a
full-time animal rescuer and nurse.

“Each of the girls who attended the reception have had a tough life.
Some were sold into the flesh trade by their own families. But they have
still triumphed and we want the current inmates to take inspiration from
them,” said Pratibha Ovhal, superintendent of the shelter.

Shloka (26), a former inmate, recounts her days at a red light area in
Grant Road with a shudder. “I was an orphan and lived with adoptive
parents in Madhya Pradesh. They sent me to Mumbai to work when |
was young. | was brought to Congress House, was never allowed to go
out and was forced to see customers. One night, | managed to slip out.
| was in a nightie with just Rs 50 hidden in my clothes. | got into a cab
but the driver had a roving eye and | jumped out at Mumbai Central
station. | went from one police station to another before being brought to
this shelter,” said Shloka. She could not read or write but took an interest
in jewellery-making classes that an NGO organised. She now makes
jewellery professionally for a living.
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When an underage trafficking survivor enters the shelter, she is often
emotionally scarred and it takes a long time for her to start trusting people
again. “A new inmate could throw things at us or yell. She may also try to
run away from the shelter. We devote more time to them. All our staff are
women. There are also weekly sessions by counsellors,” said the shelter’s
caretaker Usha Jadhav.

On turning 18, inmates leave the shelter. If their parents were responsible
for pushing them into the flesh trade, the girls are not sent back home.
They are moved to open hostels where NGOs provide after care. “Trainers
find out where a girl’s interest lies. If she wants to pursue higher studies,
we fund her college fees and provide a stipend for travel. Many of the
girls opt to work alongside college,” said Jyoti Nale, director of Save the
Children India, a non-profit.

Niharika, another former inmate, has made up her mind to become a
social worker as she can understand better than others the ordeal of a
trafficking survivor. “I had come to Mumbai with my mother after her
divorce and we lived in Malwani. An ‘aunty’ offered me a cleaning job
in a house but instead forced me to see customers. They threatened me
into silence by claiming they had shot a video. Later, they also roped my
cousin into the trade. This went on for months before we were rescued
in a police raid. My mother still doesn’t know the details of why | was
rescued,” she said. Niharika did not speak any language but Odia. “At
the shelter, | used to contemplate suicide... There was nothing to live for.
Gradually, | picked up Hindi and resumed studies, clearing my SSC. I'm
now looking for a job and have gone back to living with my mother,”
she said. According to the National Crime Records Bureau’s 2018 data,
Maharashtra led in the number of victims trafficked (795) as well as
victims rescued (791). More than 90% of these victims are girls.

(Names of all shelter inmates have been changed to protect their identities)
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Nitasha Natu is a Senior Assistant Editor
with the Times of India. Over the past
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Nida Rahman has worked on various
National TV channels for a decade. She
is working on social and political topics.
She is a columnist and freelance writer.
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FIGHT LIKE A WOMAN

Shalin Maria Lawrence
29 July 2020, VanakkamFrance.FR

Have you noticed how familiar it is to see women fight at the waterfront?
A typical municipal pump where women fight their hearts out with other
women for a single pot of water. Minor quarrels escalate to roughest
physical encounters, including broken bones and bloodshed. It is a war!

Men often make fun of these fights as a “waterfront quarrel “between
two women. It has become a common metaphor for men to tease women
who are adamant about getting what they want through a hard fight. |
strongly criticised the ‘waterfront fights” until my experience around the
subject and wisdom taught me otherwise.

You see, no matter how enslaved women are in their homes, their
individuality and personality shine through remarkably in such fights,
especially in places like waterfronts, ration shops and grocery stores
where they fight for their livelihood. With passion in their eyes, a sudden
burst of strength in their bodies and righteous indignation, they move like
a tigress looking for prey for her cubs. Yet, to our wonder, they do not
exhibit this behaviour during everyday situations. One might think, “Oh!
is this the woman who was fighting so ferociously at the street pipe half-
hour back? How come she looks and behaves so differently now?2” Yes.
A few moments back, she was at war, and now she is just taking care of
her daily chores. Water is war. Access to resources is a war for women
in India.

This behaviour is what makes women unique. This combativeness and
a fighter’s spirit helps them to sustain their livelihood. This extraordinary
virtue is found commonly in female animals. It is a selfless virtue focused
solely on the welfare of others. The pot of water is not just for her; it
provides for the whole family. It may seem like a selfish act at first glance,
but if you think deeply, you will find that it is for the common good and
adheres to a woman's true nature. This is why | say ‘waterfront fights’ are
not ugly; they’re not shameful, but in fact, are the best examples of how
far women can go to protect the people dependent on them. That's why |
emphasise that men should refrain from ridiculing women when they fight
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for their livelihood. Because to be honest, men cannot achieve a quarter
of what women have achieved. But, at the same time, my frustration
is that women'’s passion and strength in the fights for livelihood is not
evident in more significant issues.

Let me explain. Women play a vital role in the struggle for social welfare
and environmental protection in the state. Statistically, the women take
part in large numbers in battles and demonstrations against social and
environmental issues, be it Koodankulam, Sterlite protest for Neduvasal.
But it would always be led by a man. Men who realise the importance
of women in the protests and demonstrations persuade women to be a
part of them but do not give them the right to lead. The Shaheen Bagh
protests are the only ones led entirely by women in contemporary times. In
addition, many of the major demonstrations in the villages are still being
waged by women solely. These women have led the protests against
TASMAC (the government-run liquor shops) and are often imprisoned.

The women in Tamil Nadu are still fighting against female foeticide and
domestic violence, making a women’s role in micro-politics even more
significant. Women do not give up easily when fighting, and they do not
leave their children at home like men. We have seen women fighting the
state with their children clinging to their bodies. Have you seen a man
with a kid around him in a protest? This proves that women are more
responsible, unlike men.

Women cannot be easily ignored and don’t compromise easily. They
are adamant, steadfast in their beliefs, find mistakes easily, criticise
and question everything, and are more intuitive. These are the qualities
men often point out as women’s weaknesses or bad habits, unaware
that these are the remarkable strengths of women. These qualities make
women better than men in many things, and these are the qualities that
reiterate why women would make better leaders. Therefore, women
should engage in the politics of a country and can be essential in taking
the right decisions in social welfare matters.

You will notice that men demonise these traits, using them against women
who succumb to them even after realising what men can do. If a male
politician is bold, people call him brave, and when a female politician
reflects the same, she is considered “arrogant “. In the blanket of criticism,
female politicians have been called names like loudmouths, fighters,
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unwomanly, not cultured, etc., to intimidate them. This is done to force
them to be submissive and subservient indirectly. If this is the case for the
women already in politics, imagine the social pressures for women who
aspire to become politicians. Many types of research and papers have
been published with important data detailing the importance of the role
of women in politics. Importantly, these researches emphasise the need
for women leaders, especially in politics.

Qualities like deciding without bias, making important decisions
during emergencies without fear, looking at things from an alternative
perspective, finding better solutions to problems, and making suitable
choices are essential strengths of women political leaders highlighted by
these researches. One should not immediately generalise by highlighting
a couple of women politicians who might not have fared well. They are
not even a sample size. Researchers also cite examples of how countries
progressed if women were given ample opportunities. Especially in the
sub-Saharan African countries, there have been many positive changes
and developments since the intervention of female political leaders. For
example, in Rwanda, 61 per cent of women are in politics. Due to this,
their social and economic indicators show tremendous growth. Similarly,
women politicians in New Zealand, Finland, Belgium, Denmark and
Georgia etc., have brought about significant political and social changes
which have attracted the world’s attention.

Not only as political leaders, but women taking decisions at all levels
is good for the democracy of that country. There are many reasons for
this; wherever there is an adequate female representation, equality and
equity prevail, and inclusive growth becomes a reality. In particular,
women tend tfo restore some critical principles and social interests that
the respective parties/movements are missing. Also, the protection and
rights of women in political parties are guaranteed when women hold
influential positions in large numbers.

Worldwide, 77 per cent of parliamentarians are men. Even though there
is a Union Cabinet ministry for Social Justice in India, thirty-three per cent
reservation for women is still a dream. The most crucial question is why
India doesn’t give its women equal opportunity while boasting to be the
most cultured country.
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We have to note that when women are represented equally in parliament,
legislatures and local bodies can fight for the rights and laws long
denied. But, unfortunately, men make up the maijority of the law and legal
amendments in this country with negligible female participation. Even
more painful is that all kinds of important decisions involving women are
also discussed and decided by men.

Should sanitary napkins be taxed?

Is ‘marital rape” a crime under the law?

Does a woman have abortion rights?

The men discuss, the men legislate, and the men pass these laws Atrocious.

That is why many vital decisions favour men, including the legal age of
women. Similarly, four men sit in the majority and judge whether women
can enter temples or not. What a great disgrace! Are male politicians
utterly aware of what women want in the first place? Are education and
job opportunities enough for women?

All the election manifestos that scream of women'’s rights, privileges for
women are all matters that are generally in favour of men. For example,
a political party’s election manifesto asked for ‘gun rights for women’ to
protect them from violence. Now imagine being a woman walking to a
market, going to work in a train, commuting in a bus; all common areas
of violence, making an effort to carry the gun in their bags along with
baby diapers, feeding bottles efc., loading the bullets and shooting the
culprits. How practical is it2 What do we need here precisely? Firearms
for women or the change in the attitude of men2 They should propose
training for men and their mindset, change of laws, proper implementation
of rules, a judiciary monitoring system, and active monitoring of police
cases. Instead, they would rather burden the women even more by
creating a problem to solve an existing problem. If women were part of
this manifesto committee, I'm very confident they would have come up
with a practical solution to the issue of violence. You see, to think ‘for’
women and to think ‘like” women are two very different things.

Everything men propose here as a solution and rights for women comes
from their point of view. That is why the role of women in politics is
essential. Similarly, the country has seen many male leaders and
politicians over history. So there is gender to the politics of this country.
Political critics and analysts know precisely where these gendered politics
has placed us socially and economically. So there is a huge need for
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Indian politics to be more ‘women’ in nature. The need for more women
politicians here is vital.

We need ferocious women leaders in the social fields.

We need women who will not give up their rightful place in politics.
We need women who can stubbornly get their rights.

Women are required to critique the course of politics without prejudice.
We need women who act with ideological determination without fearing
the enemy.

Women should learn to manifest the energy, determination and fighting
spirit they display at the “waterfront fights” into politics for the common
good of society. Yes, women should be ‘fighters” when it comes to politics.
They should fight for their rights without considering it a shame but an
absolute necessity. They should fight for their rights like a boxer in a ring.
But not against each other. Instead, women should fight with conservative
men, with this patriarchal society that has been robbing them of their
opportunities for so long. Women should fight.

(Translated from Tamil to English)

Shalin Maria Lawrence is an independent
journalist and an author. She is a Dalit
activist and a feminist who writes freely
about the intersectionality of caste, class
and gender. She works with rural Tamil
women of Tamil Nadu in fighting violence
against women and imparts leadership
training to rural women from oppressed
communities.
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beliEVE (Podcast)
ElsaMarie D’Silva
Awaaz.com

beliEVE Podcast on aawaz.com Award Entry for ‘The 11th Edition Laadli
Media and Advertising Awards for Gender Sensitivity 2021" Concept:
The ‘beliEVE’ podcast is a pun and portmanteau of ‘believe’ and ‘eve’
that tells inspiring stories of women. It is driven to uphold their spirit,
grit, valour, struggles, belief, and efforts in breaking the glass ceiling.
The podcast is hosted with Ms. ElsaMarie D'Silva and it is produced,
hosted & distributed by aawaz.com, the largest spoken-word audio and
podcast network in Indian languages. Through its various conversations,
host Elsa brings out the hidden stories in the lives of extraordinary women.
The series brings together a diverse roster of women from varied fields,
including entrepreneurs, educators, artists, athletes, changemakers,
activists, therapists, armed forces, among others. Results: The podcast
with 14 unique stories (episodes), exclusive on aawaz, is in the Top 3
audio shows in aawaz English programming.

It has generated Tmn+ impressions organically across endpoints like
social media, aawaz app and website. In an attention-deficit digital
world where skipping in 5 seconds is the norm, our users have consumed
330,000+ minutes of the beliEVE podcast, that's approximately 5,500+
hours. Additionally, the show has garnered 25,000+ streams. (A stream
is counted when a user has listened to at least 60 seconds of an episode).
This reflects on the power that great storytelling has in positively impacting
the lives of people. Relaying the success of ‘beliEVE’ and the demand for
stories of inspirational women who challenge the status quo, the audio
show is now in its second season.

Here are some testimonials of what our guests on the podcast felt after
sharing their journey. “Being part of a community of stories that capture
the pioneering spirit of women who dare to risk and lead.” - Ritu David,
Founder, The Data Duck “It was really a nice experience while interacting
with the podcast believe team. It was just reviving my whole life in half
an hour. It boosted me to add more and more feathers in my cap.” -
Poonam Beniwal, National Boxing Champion “The interview was great.
| am always tongue tied in interviews. And the inferviewer would always
prompt. Interviews make me self-conscious so much that | lose focus on
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what to say. But Ms. ElsaMarie put me at ease so much that | enjoyed the
interview. Before joining the navy, | was an English casual announcer in

All India Radio, Mumbai.

My program manager would say to listen to my own program to improve
better and | hated my voice. Listening to my voice in this interview, | fell
in love with the voice and the medium. Thank you, ElsaMarie. May your
tribe increase.” - Lt Commander Rajeshwari Kori, Former Indian Naval
Officer “While it is always great to interact with Elsa, her questions
during the interview for her podcast made the interaction very insightful
for me. The podcast has become a unique source of inspiration for lots of
girls and women as it allows us to learn from the personal stories of other
courageous women leaders.” - Dr. Rashmi Tiwari, Founder & Director,
Aahan Tribal Foundation.

ElsaMarie D'Silva, founder and President
of Red Dot Foundation Global (USA), has
crowdsourced a platform called Safecity,
the most extensive map on the issues
of sexual violence and abuse in public
spaces. She is the co-founder of the Gender
Alliance, a cross-network initiative bringing
together feminists. She was listed as one of
BBC Hindi’s 100 Women, penning articles
in CNN, Huffington Post, and WIP.
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THE JOURNEY TO MAKE
DIFFERENCE - FROM A BANKER TO A

SUCCESSFUL FARMER
Bijaya Dwibedi
26 July 2020, The Samaija

Jayanti Mohapatra is the founder of Manikstu Agro Pvt Ltd, an agribusiness
company operating from the Kalahandi district. Mohapatra, who
completed her education at Delhi University, quit her job as a banker in
the US and relocated to Orissa to start her agro-based business.

Jayanti says farmers in the district were mainly dependent on cotton
production and turned to daily wage jobs to sustain their living for the
rest of the year. Jayanti’s start-up now provides them farm jobs throughout
the year and brings them back to agriculture. Manikstu Agro operates by
integrating high-tech farming, animal husbandry and food processing. It
works under two revenue streams Prakriti, the high-tech farming unit and
Pragati, a state-of-the-art animal husbandry unit. Under Prakriti, they have
a mango orchard of more than 1,000 plants and a drumstick orchard of
1,000 plants cultivated under ‘high-density planting’ or HDP methods.
Under Pragati, they have a goat farm with the capacity to house 400
animals to cross-breed Totapuri with Black Bengal goats. In addition, the
farm is engaged in producing organic fruits and vegetables, spices and
other farm-related produce and livestock. Both Jayanti and her husband
believe that the Agro revolution can maintain a food chain’s balance
without harming the environment.

Jayanti, the secretary of the women’s wing of Odisha Assembly of
Small and Medium Enterprises, understands the many challenges as an
entrepreneur. However, this powerhouse of a woman can give men a run
for their money in terms of mental resilience and is highly quick-witted,
and her fighting spirit is helping her pave the way for a better future.

(Translated from Odia to English)
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HSTE AT Wik {1 | ehiHaed & 16 STd 2016 Rl sfieilter # WRdg SH
TS A 21 | St T T Ueeh Ut HIAT ST g1 AT Afche foherd ol e oTR &
HIX AT |

PICIHZA H 3T [Ga% I TR Te &1 71 | S@d-3@d 719 Sgef 71T | G,
T Tl fomer ol Ak O & ST Ul ST SferfUeh ol §uAT ge AT | faAw
FaT & o 3 7o BT ol G HiRhel GIT AT STl af 7T & &7 U Xk
A TN | AT A Fam, “HA Al wed gQ AT o1 o oTR fReet ue ar
19R &9 T 919e B S o Gl HaT T | 74 @ 3@ oft o7 | i 91t e
7 gg § TS el i o o | sfieifues # araet & urdt 1”7

e ol HE ST deal |l ST § | Toh Hahe o fofq & el fomr &t atfe o
3Tl § | AfehT 388 vget o STTueh! Teard &, 3l g & §Terd g 3111 §¢ St
& feget et W &t e, 519 TF G R 39 ag F R A A gEm A
AR Y TSR & < a1 GG I Y G 62 39 FaTe o STaTd H fae%1 1 U
T I G ST i [Tl | FHRT Gergelt § g arell fa=1 = qamr, e ot
T IS HaTel R YT ¢ <l H §g T SR WTaH & o1 il g | A6 Hig
T | 72 forelt | T <ht aT ot UG el @ | gretae | foRdt SRt 3o A
Dt I GHS & e Tl | H 37U 319 ¥ & aTel ysch g 3R I Srara off
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e U & ol €1 TR foIg It oo el § | Hiarerasy 37eft e hig ShereT TTetd
e el gar I” ¥R, Rt sieifes & a1g oo g8 ok fomw 7 siawghy &R
TR ATIE &t | et gherar fAelt 3Tk e AremfEat off 1 2018 3w g H Ay
TMeE STid- aTelt Igell R Igear & |

&2 7 Ol gt off foges fag v 39 sfaar oft fiam @, @ee 3 & s
g A Lfa # 7R @1 S § afee @A it Agd, 791 S iR e 6t 92
deheiieh &l Ialeld famsl 3 STeg 2l Teeh! Teid difad o | dee dfug-iRg Sgd
gl gHRIT 3R STt off, 2019 H SMfEawen? fomwr 3 &g yge Siar |

31Tt famrer gfera <t et it et € | |1t 2020 &t R[@3Md Il AF H TMiee
Hee SRt &t § | Hel ST 3T FHi & gid Ua & g U 3R Aferd g Si
e & @1 9 @ S FeeR @l @ g-9HaR Ut | §imdik gg off T
Uga € SR fI%T &l 376 |Iet & SATel @ S € | it & SiTet & o gl
& o9 Aigead W WA ded ot Ot | TR & aR | foaer sedt, “BR Bl
3 oI 3G 37T HRER B HEH [Fa1 8 | T al & & ST o e g X ot
T TS Thar g |7

2018 & TR T ¥ Tiiee St & 91 oid {94 wiel, TaRae R g THaR
OIS foRa SR o AR o SfeX Sl &t =met off B 7T | HReAt gl b
2 1 39 P T R R Feft g fAretan & o faerer =afores gamm o fohedt S
G Ll & | gielifch ot st € 3 fUod o grel # 9t 9 & fhed g uTs €
foraH 3 Tgaet, 9% ¢ IR ‘S’ Tt et |

forer T # 9t TR S, 21879 FAR, ST 3R Siftenr O § | e e
T 37X ST ¥ieh §- @1 | af TG i el st & | af el €, “FRe & Ul #
T AR QT S &1 gt g1 W 9ol § § U@ 9o § 5§ 9l g
Y 37R g2 ARG & oM W STe] |7 370 FR GG & TR-SIR & g8t o=y Sercdt
Telt St € |

AT SASTIST W =T o6l G e ol sIfeaT asient ¢ AifeheT T 39 Ugerare
77T oft ATl &2 T HEhIA % QY e et €, “He) sgel 16 S g |
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3R STel T&GT ST & <1 7 diie wig ot ot waet § |7 srarae & off fowr o6l st 518
A T HIhT -Te! el <l aF 379 37T iieh U7 L &1 ¢ |

forrer & urer foredtl ot @I € | Ue ot gl g fammT sranett €, “Aveiet &
H o IR <19 a9 3@ 713 dl J1c1 9 @ 71 | ¥R 3178 af dTSht! aiel, Felrst =g |
T o) il 1) # B0 72 ok 7wt 3 38 a1 & g e fean 1” o eA &g
Xieh 31 U= G X bl € | 319 =T o1 ol a1t 9o T €2

o Uetes Srues fammT quTens @ STaTa et 8, “Igd o a o foigrit o gERt Hid
foreran & | g2t guwr Hien fAer € siifeiuss & Qe &1 | § afeifte ded Siaq @
STYT GUT GRT AT TR § |~ gl -l ST af 319+ & @aTeli # @ 7Tg | 37a
TARI $eXe] 38 Ao R Ugd el o1 STel ol A1 f3heht fUher o aerehiae on
TR | 3R gl @ 31 fhed g U=’ € 2 Tahall ¢ | fomwr o1 fhetgrel U &t e
@- SR 2020, 2016 & ST U ! FHRTA HEAT |

Vandana Dhand is o multimedia
journalist with an experience of over 20
years in different roles across TV, digital
and radio. One of her thrust areas is
gender-based news stories and features.
She has worked with BBC English, Hindi
and Urdu at various levels. She was a
recipient of the Laadli award in 2015-16.
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ANTI - CAA PROTESTS: HOW PROTEST
POLITICS ACQUIRED A FEMINIST

UNDERTONE
Zeba Warsi
8 March 2020, CNN News 18

As Indian Muslim women gathered at frontlines of anti-CAA protests,
through this report we find out how this newfound sense of purpose &
identity will impact gender equations.

These steps women protesters were taking every day, have become
symbolic of the journey many Indian Muslim women have embarked on,
since the anti-CAA protests began. For almost all of them this is the first
such experience they have had. Like most other Indian and Indian Muslim
women, they have been confined to traditional gender roles at best and
discriminated against or oppressed at worst. In this story, we document
how these little acts of political assertion on behalf of secular Indian
Muslims have also become acts of feminism for the women.

The Shaheen Bagh protests have been covered extensively, but in this
report, we look at them solely through a gender lens. On how these
protests have given a new identity to women and stand to change pre-
defined gender roles.

Zeba Warsi is a broadcast journalist with
over seven years of experience covering
gender, social justice and human rights
issues. She is a recipient of the 2019 Red
Ink Award and ENBA awards 2020.
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FIRST ROHINGYA REFUGEE GOES TO
UNIVERSITY IN INDIA

TRT World
21 October 2020

TRT World’s video titled ‘First Rohingya Woman to Get info an Indian
University” highlights 21-year-old Tasmida Johar's journey from a refugee
to a student. She is studying for a bachelor’s degree in Political Science
from Delhi University, making her one of the few refugees pursuing
university studies anywhere in the world. She requests the world to
treat refugees as any other human being with feelings & emotions.
Education is an essential part of development. The refugees should not
be discriminated against and given equal opportunities as others.

My name is Tasmida Johar and | am a Rohingya refugee. Since 2012 I've
been in India. We had left Myanmar in 2005 as the military and Burmese
(Myanmarese) government were committing atrocities against Rohingya
Muslims. Rohingya children aren’t allowed to study in Myanmar. Even
if allowed to study, they can only do so up to the 10th standard. And
even, if you achieve that you will not get a job, the government will not
support you. Of the forty thousand Rohingya refugees in India, | am the
first one to go to university. While | am happy for myself, | also feel sad
that why am | the first one? There are so many refugees who came here
before | did, why didn't they succeed? We have a very few doctors in our
community. There are some male doctors, but I've never come across a
female doctor. So ever since | was child, | thought of becoming a doctor
so that | can work for the women and children of my community. But once
| couldn’t get admission in the science stream, | gave up on that dream.
Seeing the plight of my country, | changed my goal. Even if | can’t be a
doctor, | can't stop, and | thought of becoming a lawyer. | applied for a
law degree at Jamia Milia Islamia University in New Delhi. | even got
selected. But | was not given admission to study law since I'm a Rohingya
refugee and have come in from another country. | did not give up and
got admission in Delhi University where | am studying for a bachelor’s
degree in Political Science. When people call us refugees, | sometimes
feel dehumanized. We are also human beings, we have feelings too. We
are just like anybody else. When we are called refugees, we are made
to feel that we don’t belong anywhere. | was really young when | left my
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hometown. We had to cross two international borders to get to safety. It
was a close call with death and a hard journey. To go from one country
to another, understand the culture there and learn how to live with the
people is quite tough. But we have accepted all that and people have
also accepted us and that's why we have been able to reach here. There
are many who have helped us, a lot of families who came forward.
It as a refugee | can achieve this, imagine what people living in their
own countries can achieve. The message here is that there will be tough
times in life, but those who want to do something, will do it anyhow.
Earlier when | used to go to attend classes, my classmates would talk
down to me and taunt me saying, “You could not do anything in Burma
(Myanmar), what will you do here2”

Education is the most important tool for every individual, especially for
refugees. We were not educated and did not have knowledge and that
is why we were forced out of our country. If you deny a child education,
you are ruining her life, destroying her future. Education is the only
means through which we can achieve our goals. Apart from my identity
as a refugee, | am a woman too. This is very tough. In my country many
women were raped and killed. But because of the help of many people
and support of my family | have been able to reach here. My request to
everybody is to give other refugees a chance too. They also have a lot of
talent but do not get the opportunity.

TRT World is a state owned Turkish news
channel which broadcasts in English 24
hours a day. The channel is operated by the
Turkish Radio and Television Corporation

and is based in Istanbul.
TRT @
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Autobiography
Queeristan
Parmesh Shahani

Queeristan, is an in-depth study of the LGBTQAII
community as it explores the societal prejudice
against it and its marginalization. It also
foresees the effect of the group’s integration
into the corporate world through the institution
of sensitive and inclusive policies. It also
urges corporate strategists to create greater
representation for the community in their
communications and marketing.  The book
also lays down pointers for people to overcome
homophobia, trans, and biphobia as it looks
at the intersectionality of caste, religion, and
sexual orientation with the societal construct.

Memoir
The Water Phoenix
Rituparna Chatterjee

The Water Phoenix is an extraordinary
exposition of the journey of a child who was
sexually abused several times through her
childhood, and her sense of abandonment
following the loss of her mother and her father’s
constant transfers. It portrays the trauma the
young girl goes through, her subsequent
questioning of self as she grows up in an echo
chamber of self-doubt, and her catharsis as she
rejects the accepted norms to rise through the
morass and emerge a healed person.
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Non-Fiction
Fearless Freedom
Kavita Krishnan

‘It you want to be safe, why do you want
freedom’, as the opening remark, sets the
stage of this seminal work by Kavita Krishnan.
Fearless Freedom looks at a range of issues as
it juxtaposes the commonly held norms of safety
with what true personal freedom means for a
woman. In India, safekeeping for women is often
equated with their autonomy being curtailed as
they are placed under constant surveillance of a
watchful eye. The book challenges the patriarchal
standards that clutch society and highlights the
personal and political repercussions of erasing
women from public spaces and keeping them
confined to what is traditionally deemed a safe
space.

Hindi | Fiction
Bisaat Par Jugnu
Vandana Rag

Published by Rajkamal Prakashan, Bisaat Per
Jugnu, portrays the stories of women from two
distinct countries with a similar background of
coming out of war and fighting the tyranny of the
colonist powers, India in the backdrop of 1857
and China in the aftermath of the two Opium
Wars. The story captures the travails of common
women from Patna to Delhi and the Canton
region of China, and who have chosen to jump
into the conflict.

FEARLESS
FREEDOM

A=W TET
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Hindi | Non-Fiction
Aurat Ka Safar - Jail se Jail Tak
Seema Azad

Seema Azad’s book “ Aurat Ka Safar - Jail se
Jail Tak” looks at the lives 9f_27 incarcerofgd SN Dl 20D
women who have been victims of barbaric & i et e
patriarchy and casteism. She noted their stories
during her own term in the Naini Central Jail.
She looks at their living conditions, tthe status
of justice being accorded to them, and their
personal circumstances that led to their present
state. A human rights activist, she studied their
social background and looks at what lies ahead
for them, as they step from a smaller jail to what
could be a larger jail for these women.

THEATRE

Nadira Babbar
Ji Jaisi Aapki Marzi

Nadira Babbar, through her over three-decade-
long career in theatre has produced some
remarkable work that highlights the social
issues facing society. Through her theatre group,
Ekjute, she has experimented with style, themes,
and techniques liberally to create powerful
works that have left a lasting impression. Ji Jaisi
Aapki Marzi, written by Nadira Babbar looks
at the lives of four different female protagonists
and examines various roles assigned to women
in our societies as well as the overt and covert
bias that exists against them. The blood-curdling
violence that gets socially sanctioned leaves the
viewers shocked and disturbed for long.
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LAADLI MOST INSPIRING WOMAN PROTAGONIST
IN A TV SERIAL

Garima Ruhail and Susheela Ruhail
Kaatelal & Sons
Sony SAB

A feisty pair of twins, Garima Ruhail and Susheela Ruhail, Kaatelal & Sons,
Sony SAB, fight against patriarchal traditions to run the family’s ancestral
salon called Kaatelal & Sons in Rohtak, Haryana. They successfully change
society’s perception about what girls can do and eventually the salon was
renamed Kaatelal & Daughters.

Kaatelal & Sons, the serial that premiered on Sony SAB is set in a misogynistic
Haryanvi backdrop. The sisters Garima is portrayed by Megha Chakraborty
while Jiya Shankar essays Susheela’s part.
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FILMS

Feature Film - Thappad
Anubhav Sinha

The film raises the issues of domestic violence and
its psychological impact on the woman. It also
lays bare the societal patriarchal mindset where
it is “Ok” for the husband to abuse the wife but
the onus of making the marriage work still rests
on the woman. Whether it is her sacrificing her
dreams at the altar of her husband’s ambitions
or kowtowing to the parental the woman has
to be the one to mend, maintain and make the
relationships work. Through Amrita’s journey,
the film explores the common practice of
relegating a woman to secondary status while
the man is naturally given the privilege to forge
ahead with his dreams expecting the woman to
support him unflinchingly.

OTT Release — Amazon Prime
The Great Indian Kitchen - Jeo Baby

The Great Indian Kitchen traces the story of a
Malayalee girl raised in Bahrain and a trained
dancer. She gets married into a traditional
and orthodox family in Kerela. The narrative
takes the viewer through her married life as she
grapples with the patriarchal and regressive
mindset of her inlaws and husband. She
eventually moves out of this conjugation to craft
a life as a successful dancer. The film exposes
the everyday lived-in reality of women, stuck in
the rut of everyday drudgery and care work with
no recognition, no choice, and no freedom.
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ADVERTISEMENTS

Grand Prix - Animal
Pure As Love | Bhima Jewellery | Product

The film traces the journey of a trans-woman and
her family. Her transformation from a shy young
adult to a confident young bride is liberally
strewn with subtle yet powerful demonstrations
of the family’s warmth and understanding
about her choice to be who she chooses to
be. A gift of a pair of anklets, a warm look of
encouragement, or a simple bonhomie when
she is being escorted on her wedding day, make
for an evocative statement of empowerment
and not judgment or discrimination based on
gender.

Leo Brunett
CSR | Whisper India | Whisper keep girls in
school

The film highlights the predicament of over two
crore girls who stay away from school and the
efforts of Whisper, a feminine care brand to
address the issue. The ad raises awareness
about how girls in India tend to drop out of
school after menarche. Lack of knowledge about
period hygiene and appropriate practices,
and also little understanding about the normal
bodily processes forces them to stay at home
rather than face the shame at school.

iS5
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FCB India
Product | Tum Kab ltne Bade Ho Gaye |
Horlicks

The film truly challenges the gendered norms
about girls being helpless. Stuck in the middle
of a road with a flat tyre, the young female
protagonist steps up to change the wheel and
deftly takes the spare tyre out and fixes it, much
to her mother’s surprise. The neat and brisk
narrative, shows the stressed mother coming out
of her discomposure, and acknowledging her
young daughter’s prowess.

Ogilvy India
PSA | Savlon | #nohandunwashed
#Global Handwashing Day

Released on the Global Handwash Day 2020,
the film features Swapna Augustine, a foot
artist from the Mouth and Foot Painters (MFPA)
Association. The camera follows her as she
goes through her day, fixing a cup of tea for
herself, switching on the lights, talking on the
phone, or her effortless painting, all using her
foot. The film eventually shows her washing
her feet diligently before eating her food. In a
society where women are considered a burden,
this film about a specially-abled female artist
and her unassuming and cheerful demeanour
is a welcome change, and an eye-opener.
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Runners Up - Ogilvy India
Brand | #StopTheBeautyTest | Dove

#StopTheBeautyTest features four young women
sharing their reallife stories of the test of beauty
they were subjected to, in an arranged marriage
setting. It looks at five key beauty prejudices i.e.,
height, weight, complexion, hair type, and even
birthmarks, and captures their emotions as they
are rejected for not conforming to typical beauty
norms. The film challenges the beauty standards
and questions the stigma against those who do
not conform to those standards.

Runners Up — Lintas C:EX
Product | #iammytype | SkinKraft

The film talks about bespoke skincare and
haircare solutions for women as opposed to
mass-produced one size fits all. In doing so, it
questions the stereotypical boxes that women
have typically been put into and celebrates their
distinct personalities, sets of religious beliefs,
habits, lifestyles, philosophies, political instincts,
and professions.

Ogilvy

LOWE LINTAS
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Runners Up — Taproot Dentsu
PSA on Sexual Harassment | Nip In The Bud |
iDIVA

The ad marks the third anniversary of the
#MeToo movement by urging women to break
their silence and speak about sexual harassment.
It follows a young female architect as she goes
to meet a middle-aged architect in his office. As
the meeting progresses, he begins fo intrude into
her personal space. She eventually catches up
to his antics and leaves. Her social media post
about the man catches her mothers attention
who recalls him abusing her years ago. The film
urges women to not keep abuse under wraps but
talk openly to thwart such predatory instincts of
abusers who may otherwise continue unabated.

Runners Up - Benshi Films
PSA by Government | #Anti-Dowry | Kerala
State Film Development Corporation

The film shows a young woman effectively putting
a presumptuous suitor in place as he questions
her archaic choices and pushes her to get more
modern and expensive jewelry. Meanwhile, her
parents counter the demand for a lavish wedding
from his parents by asking them to share the
expenses equally. The film explores the concept
of modernity as it questions the transactional
nature of marriage and urges parents to not let
anyone treat their daughters unjustly and raise
their voices for equality.
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Special Mention - Dentsu Impact India
A Social Experiment | The Divide | Paytm

The film captures a social experiment conducted
amongst a cross-section of men and women in
an effort to gauge financial decision-making
among men and women. Through a series
of questions, the experiment shows the wide
gap between the two genders when it comes
to financial literacy. It also reveals that while
women may be in positions of power in their
workplace when it comes to making financial
decisions, they still hold on to the traditional
dependence on their men.

dentsu

DENTSU IMPACT
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LAADLI OF THE CENTURY AWARD

SHAMA ZAIDI

In an industry that has largely been
dominated by men, Shama Zaidi has
been a path breaker. Multifaceted
with wide-ranging contributions across
theatre, cinema and journalism, she has
an illustrious career spanning nearly
five decades.

Shama ji has been a trailblazer and
has set an example for the younger
generation of filmmakers through her

vast body of work with stalwarts such as Satyajit Ray, Shyam Benegal,
and M.S. Sathyu.

She has developed screenplay, designed costumes, or been an art
director for highly acclaimed films like Garam Hawa, Charandas Chor,
Zubeida, Mandi, Hari Bhari, Mammo, Nishant, Manthan, Shatranj Ke
Khiladi, and many more.

Each of her projects will be remembered for showcasing the social

reality of the times, and speaks of her undeniable contribution as well
as underpins her talent for detail-oriented research.
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LAADLI LIFETIME ACHIEVEMENT AWARD

DR. NEELAM MANSINGH

Padma Shri Dr. Neelam Mansingh
Chowdhry is a globally acclaimed theatre
personality and is a Professor Emeritus at
Punjab University. She was bestowed with
the Sangeet Natak Akademi Award in
Theatre Direction in 2003.

Her well-known plays include Kitchen
Katha, The Suit, Yerma, Nagamandala,
The Mad Woman of Chaillot, Little Eyolf,
Bitter Fruit, Naked Voices, Stree Patra and
Gumm Hai.

Through a journey of nearly 30 years, Neelam ji has experimented with
formats, structure, space, narration as well as characters, freely, to interpret
each production differently.

“Vision is not static and it constantly evolves” and “The more you see, the

bigger is the world of the self you enter” is what she believes in and it reflects
in the way she deconstructs and interprets each of her oeuvers.
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LAADLI GENDER CHAMPION AWARD

FLAVIA AGNES

Flavia Agnes is a women’s rights lawyer with
expertise in marital, divorce, and property
law. She is a practicing lawyer in Mumbai
High Court since 1988.

She also advises the government on law
implementation and currently advises the
Ministry of Women and Child Development in
Maharashtra.

In 1990, she co-founded MAJLIS, a legal and
cultural resource centre that campaigns for and has so far provided more than
50,000 women, legal representation on issues of matrimonial rights, child
custody, and more. She is a part of the Global Feminisms Project, an archive
created in 2002 to explore women scholars and activists around the world.

A prolific writer and author, her articles have appeared in leading journals
like Subaltern Studies, Economic and Political Weekly, and Manushi. Her
books include My Story, Our Story, Family Law, Law, and Gender Inequality,
Negotiating Spaces, and more.

“We all have a stereotypical view of who the victims of domestic violence are;
‘oh it is happening out there, maybe in slums.” We never imagine that it can
happen in middle-class homes. | am a survivor and through this organization,
| want to help those undergoing domestic violence, to come out of it and
become survivors.” It is this spirit of Flavia Agnes we salute as we recognize her
tremendous contribution through the first LAADLI Gender Champion Award,
instituted in the memory of Gail Omvedt, Kamala Bhasin, and Sonal Shukla.
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LAADLI WOMEN BEHIND THE SCREEN

TANUJA CHANDRA

Women are visible on the screen and
their contribution to the film industry is
well recognized. Unfortunately, their
participation and visibility in other fields
of filmmaking, production, direction,
cinematography, music direction, efc,
has been feeble. Today we have many
women entering the film industry in
various departments and are making
a name for themselves. The Laadli
Woman Behind the Screen Award
acknowledges such women. This year’s
award goes to Tanuja Chandra.

Tanuja Chandra is a well-known film director and writer known for her women-
centric films. She started her directorial debut with Dushman which looks at
the psychological trauma of a young girl who lost her twin to a brutal murder
following her rape. Her next film Sangharsh also was centered around a female
protagonist who tracks down a deadly criminal. Her other films include Sur -
The Melody of Life, Film Star, Zakhm, Zindaggi Rocks, Qarib Qarib Single and
Hope and a Little Sugar, Silvat, a short film and a documentary Aunty Sudha
Aunty Radha, that talks about sisterhood in a rural setting.

She has directed television serials like Zameen Aasman and Mumkin. She co-
wrote the screenplay of Yash Chopra’s hugely successful film Dil To Pagal hai
and Mahesh Bhatt’s Tamnna.

Multifaceted, she has extended her footprint into journalism as she contributes
articles and columns to several leading publications such the Indian Express.
She has recently authored a book that is replete with quirky, strange, funny and
intriguing tales from small-towns in Uttar Pradesh.
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OUR JURY

1. AMMU JOSEPH - Independent journalist and author, a key contributor
to several global research and monitoring projects.

2. ANAND MADHAB - Former CEO of Jagran Pehle, former Principal
Consultant, Gender Resource Centre, Department of Social Welfare,
Government of Bihar.

3. ANUJA GULATI - Program Management Specialist, UNFPA.

4. ANURADHA BHASIN - Internationally published journalist, author,
Executive Editor, Kashmir Times, Commonwealth Fellow 2016, peace
activist.

5. ANURADHA RAJAN - Executive Director of South Asia Women
Foundation India (SAWF IN), feminist, monitoring and evaluation
professional.

6. ANURADHA SENGUPTA - Author, media professional, Consulting
Editor at Outlook Publishing (India) Pvt. Ltd.

7. Dr. ARATHI PM - Assistant Professor at the School of Indian Legal
Thought, Mahatma Gandhi University, Kottayam, Kerala.

8. ASIYA SHERWANI - Diversity, Equity, Inclusion & Organizational
Ethics Advisor & Consultant.

9. DIVYA JAIN - Multilingual independent journalist, feminist, and former
editor of Antarang Sangini.

10. Dr. DAYA KRISHNA MANGAL - Professor of Public Health and Dean
Research at IHMR University, Jaipur.

11. DOLLY THAKORE - Television newscaster, columnist, author, editor,
casting director, and theatre actor.
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12. Dr. GAURANG JANI - Exfaculty at the Sociology Department of
Gujarat University.

13. Dr. GITA CHADHA - Teaches Sociology at Mumbai University has
developed frameworks for feminist archiving at Research Centre for
Women's Studies, SNDT University, Mumbai.

14. GITALl VINAYAK - Chief Editor, Miloon Saryajani, a Marathi
magazine and a social activist.

15. GOKUL KRISHNAMOORTHY - Founder and Curator,
www.cluttercutter.in, Founding Editor, EVENTFAQS Media, columnist.

16. GOVIND CHATURVEDI - A veteran journalist was associated with
Dainik Navijyoti, UNI, and Rajasthan Patrika and more.

17. INDU CAPOOR - Founder-Director of Centre for Health, Education,
Training and Nutrition Awareness (CHETNA).

18. JEROO MULLA - Faculty member at Social Communications at Sophia
Polytechnic and Symbiosis, Pune. Researcher, film critic.

19. JYOTSNA KAUR HABIBULLAH - Social entrepreneur, philanthropist.
Associated with FICCI FLO Kanpur Chapter as Member, National
Governing Body on Women Empowerment.

20. Prof. K.G. SURESH - Vice-Chancellor, Makhanlal Chaturvedi National
University of Journalism & Communication, Bhopal.

21. Dr. KALPANA APTE - CEO of the Family Planning Association of
India (FPA India).

22. KANKSSHI AGARWAL - Founder of NETRI Foundation, India’s first
incubator for women in politics.

23. KIRAN MANRAL - An author, TEDx speaker, columnist and mentor,
journalist, researcher, festival curator and entrepreneur.
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24. KONDAVEETI SATYAVATI - Women's rights activist and founder
Editor of the first feminist magazine in Andhra Pradesh — ‘Streevada
Patrika” — Bhumika in 1993.

25. KUMAR KETKAR - Former Editor of Loksatta, and a political analyst,
currently a Rajya Sabha MP, Padma Shri Awardee.

26. LIOGANAYAKI RAMACHANDRAN - Writer, journalist, editor, social
worker and relationship counsellor. Former Editor of ‘Snehidhi’ - a
leading Tamil bi-weekly for women.

27. MADHAVI KUCKREJA - Women's rights activist, founder of
Vanangana and Sanatkada.

28. MALTI MEHTA - Teaches Mass Communication, Communication
Skills, Development Communication, and Film production.

29. MANDIRA SEN - Partner, Bhatkal and Sen, which publishes two
imprints SAGE-STREE and SAGE SAMYA.

30. MANJIRA MAJUMDAR - Journalist, author, currently engaged in
media advocacy.

31. MEENA KARNIK - Senior journalist, film critic, author, translator.
Co-editor Akshar, author of ‘Gautam’.

32. MEGHA TATA - President, International Advertising Association
(IAA), Managing Director, Discovery Communications India.

33. MEGHNA GHAI PURI - Educationist, mentor, change catalyst.
President, Whistling Woods International.

34. MOHAMMED KHAN - Doyen of Indian advertising who set up
Contract and Rediffusion, as well as Enterprise Nexus.

35. NILAKSHI SENGUPTA - Director, producer, a writer with experience
in advertising and corporate content creation.
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36. OM KATARE - Actor, director and playwright. President, Yatri
Theatre Association, Mumbai.

37. PIYUSH JHA - Film director, screenwriter, OTT show creator and the
author of crime-fiction novels.

38. PREETA MATHUR - Head, of Ank Theatre Group, a podcaster and
media contributor on theatre.

39. PRASHANT DIXIT - Group Editor, Lokmat.

40. QUASAR THAKORE PADAMSEE - Artistic Director of theatre & arts
management company, QTP.

41. RAJAN MAHAN - Professor of Journalism at the University of
Rajasthan and a veteran journalist with NDTV.

42. RAJAT RAY - Social innovations consultant. Was the Senior Advocacy
Officer at UNFPA.

43. RAJENDRA TIWARI - Writer & commentator. Has worked with
Prabhat Khabar, Dainik Jagran, Dainik Bhaskar, Hindustan and Amar
Ujala.

44. RANJANA DAS - lead Specialist-Private Sector Engagement in
Oxfam India.

45. RANJONA BANERJEE - Independent journalist, currently a Consulting
Editor with MxMIndia.com.

46. REEMA GEHI DESAI - Arts Journalist, researcher and theatre enthusiast
who has worked with leading theatre groups in India and the UK.

47. RUPA MEHTA - Producer at Doordarshan (Prasar Bharati) and retired
Assistant Director Doordarshan Kendra, Ahmedabad.

48. SAJAYA KAKARLA - Independent journalist, columnist, social analyst,
translator, documentary filmmaker and feminist activist.
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49. SAMPAD MAHAPATRA - Former Editor of ‘The Sambad’ and Founder
Editor of ‘The Nitidin’, former Odisha Bureau Chief of NDTV.

50. SANDEEP SAHU - Multilingual journalist associated with the BBC
World Service from Odisha, OTV, the ‘Outlook’ magazine, thequint.com,
news18.com and others.

51. SANTOSH DESAI - MD & CEO, Futurebrands, columnist, media
critic, and author.

52. SATHYA SARAN - Author, teacher, Consulting Editor with Penguin
Random House India, former Editor of Femina.

53. SATYAVATI MAURYA - Veteran Hindi journalist associated with Meri
Saheli, Arogya Sanjivani, Roop Nihar, Sahitya Abha and more.

54. SAUMYA BAIJAL - Feminist, bilingual writer, ad woman, storyteller,
poet, guest lecturer, radio presenter, theatre person & activist.

55. SAYED RAZA HUSSAIN ZAIDI - A gender trainer, queer feminist, and
Co-founder of Aazaadi International.

56. SHAHINA K. K. - Associate Editor of the news portal ‘The Federal’.

57. SHARAD PRADHAN - Veteran independent journalist, political
analyst, author. Editor, TheFreePress - digital news channel, and a
contributor to several leading print, electronic and digital media.

58. SHEFALI CHATURVEDI - Broadcaster, documentary filmmaker
Consultant Executive Producer BBC Media Action, India.

59. Dr. SHOMA A. CHATTERJI - Independent journalist, author, film
scholar, and veteran film critic. She has authored 26 books of which
eight are on gender issues.

60. SMRITI NEVATIA - Curator, selector and jury member for national
and international film festivals, documentary scripting and teaching,
writer-researcher on gender and sexuality.
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61. SUDHA ARORA - A feminist writer in Hindi, Lecturer, editor,
playwright, and scriptwriter.

62. SUDHIR MISHRA - Senior journalist, currently Senior Editor in
Navbharat Times handling Lucknow & NCR units.

63. SUJATA MADHOK - A development journalist and social activist,
General Secretary of the Delhi Union of Journalists and the Chair of its
Gender Council.

64. SUNILJHA - Multilingual senior journalist associated with ABP News,
UNI, TV Today and many more.

65. SUNEETA RAO - Indipop artist, performer, theatre artist.

66. SUREKHA SHENOY - CAO and Chief of Staff for TIAA G6BS India.
Corporate leader, philanthropist and mentor.

67. SWATI SONI - Editorial Head-Tellychakkar(TC). TC is one of the
premium portals known for covering television news, celebrities and
interviews.

68. TULSIDAS BHOITE - Founding Editor, Muktpeeth. He was associated
with Ml Marathi, TV9 Marathi and other channels.

69. URVASHI BUTALIA - Indian feminist, journalist, publisher, teacher,
and consultant for Oxfam India.

70. Dr. VASANTHI RAO - Director General of Centre for Media Studies,
member of ASCi and committees on media, gender, children and
conservation.

71. VIIAY SAHI - Media professional associated with the Times of India.
He is Chief Advisor at Sarthak Foundation, Lucknow.

72. VINTA NANDA - Filmmaker and writer. Editor of The Daily Eye,
Creative Director at ACEE.
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73. VINAYAK PATRUDKAR - Veteran journalist, Executive Editor of Pudhari.

74 VISHWANATH SACHDEV - Author, a senior columnist and former
Editor of Navbharat Times.

75. Dr. YAMINI DAND SHAH - Curator of Kala Ghoda Arts Festival,
editor and poet, author, literary catalyst.

291



About Population First

Population First is a ‘Not For Profit’ organization registered in March
2002 under the Bombay Public Trusts Act, 1950. Our key objective is to
work towards gender sensitive and social development oriented health
and population programmes.

We promote gender sensitivity and gender equality through:

* Awareness programmes on gender, health, population and social
development issues

* Mobilising community participation in population, health and social
development programmes

* Building Public Private Partnerships for programme and policy
development and implementation

* Working with influencers in media and advertising to change mindsets
related to girls and women's rights and gender equality.
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LAADLI

Laadli works with various stakeholder groups to change the mindset that
undervalues the girl child and makes her unwanted in millions of Indian
homes. Through our advocacy and communications campaign we try to
address the gender discrimination and inequality between the sexes. We
work with the youth and media at large to question the deep-rooted son
preference in our society and change the gendered mindsets.

The laadli media advocacy initiatives focus on promoting gender sensitivity
in media and advertising by organizing innovative training programmes,
campaigns and workshops, engaging media and advertising industry
leaders in consultations and presenting awards to gender sensitive
reporting and advertising.

LAADL/ MEDIA AWARDS

The Laadli Media Awards for Gender Sensitivity is the only one of its
kind in the world given exclusively for promoting gender sensitivity in the
media and advertising. It is a yearlong advocacy initiative with senior
editors, media leaders, journalists, and cultural icons that culminates
in the awards functions. The objective of The Laadli Media Awards is
to draw the attention of the public to the positive efforts in the media
with regard to gender sensitive reportage and provide a platform for
showcasing such efforts. It does not focus on visible achievers but on
media persons who are reporting from the field level- analyzing laws,
policies, programmes, events and incidents using a gender lens. By
acknowledging and felicitating the media persons who are writing
positive stories on gender we hope to encourage more people fo join
the movement.
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UNFPA

UNFPA’s mission is to deliver a world where every pregnancy is wanted,
every childbirth is safe and every young person’s potential is fulfilled,
ensuring rights and choices for all.

Our work is guided by the principles of a human-rights based approach
set in place by the 1994 International Conference on Population and
Development (ICPD), gender empowerment and equality, and the
imperative that no one is left behind.

UNFPA has been operating in India since 1974. The India Country
Office collaborates extensively with a range of stakeholders such as the
government (centre and state), civil society, private sector, academia,the
medical community, media, judiciary, and most importantly, communities.
The India Country Programme 9 focuses on empowering young people
with critical life skills and invests in adolescent health and well-being;
ensuring universal access to high quality sexual and reproductive health
and rights; addressing gender discrimination and harmful practices such
as gender-biased sex selection and child marriage, and using population
data to maximise the demographic dividend.

UNFPA works closely with the Government of India in order to respond
to India’s national priorities articulated by the National Institution for
Transforming India. Key priorities include achieving the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) and the unfinished agenda of the International
Conference on Population and Development (ICPD). The main focus of
the programme is to support national efforts in achieving universal access
to sexual and reproductive health and rights, and to promote gender
equality.
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Chrysalis Services

Chrysalis Services is a consulting firm focused on transforming the Social
Sector in India. They partner with Trusts / Foundations / NGOs and
other not-for-profit organizations to help them improve their efficiencies
in their chosen sector, thereby significantly enhancing their overall
impact. In addition, Chrysalis partners with Corporates / Philanthropists
to help them run their programs/ projects end to end efficiently. They
connect independent agencies involved in handling Social Media
Communication and Digital Marketing, in Due Diligence, Accreditation,
Social impact audits, etc., to NGOs and Corporates alike and assist in
running programs/projects professionally.
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There is comfort in sticking to the stereotypes and widely accepted norms, be
it in our day to day living or in our writing. Moving beyond the comfort of the
familiar and accepted takes courage and conviction. If we look around with
an open mind, we are bound to find a gender angle behind every story, as
men and women get impacted differently by patriarchy and their own gender
identities.

This compilation of award-winning entries from the 11th round of the Laadli
Media and Advertising Awards 2021 provides us with the flipside of the social
reality, exposing the fissures in the society, the inherent gender biases and the
deep-seated misogyny and patriarchy, and looks at the world through the eyes
of women and other marginalized groups.

The stories represent different formats- articles, features, editorials, blogs etc
written for print, electronic and web media. The articles cover a wide range
of topics from across the nation reflecting the diverse socio-economic strata of
the country.

Dr. A. L. Sharada has been active in the
developmental sector for the last 35 years as
a teacher, researcher, trainer and programme
manager. She is the Director of Population First
and was on the faculty of the Central University
of Hyderabad and Indian Institute of Health
Management Research, Jaipur. She believes

that change starts when we take the first step to
make a difference in our lives and in the lives of
people around us.
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