I DWELLING AT LENGTH

Established in 1984, Jagori (awaken, women) is a women's training, documentation,
communication and resource centre which aims to carry feminist consciousness to a wider
audience using creative media. They are also involved in: action-research on a range of
women's issues, direct support to women in situations of violence and working with communi-
ties in Kangra district of Himachal Pradesh to initiate and support women's collectives.

Jagori: Women

hat makes an ideology-based

organisation. specifically a femi-

nist one, different? Three women
from Jagori-Abha Bhaiya, founding mem-
her, Kalpana Viswanath, coordinator, and
Mandini Rao, team manager, violence inter-
vention-share their views and experiences
on being a feminist organisation

Could you please define and explain
Jagori's view of feminism. How does
this influence the kind of work that

you do?

ABHA: Let me take vou back to the begin-
nines of the organisation because we
belicve we are part of the new wave of fem-
inism. That is a defining moment for us. We
also call ourselves autonomaons Wormen's
groups-autonomous of political parties and
government, and in terms of our decision
making.

When we started we did not really have
any motive to say how a [eminist organisa-
tion should run, but we had some commit-
ment to g very democratic collective strue-
ture. %o we did not really have designations
in the organisation. Everyvbody did every.
thing together and a lot of work was really
chared collectively

Jagori's areas of work
We started ealling ourselves a collective. ...
Basic commitment to issues was very clear
1 us. One was how do we take feminist con-
scipusness to the rural areas? And, how do
we make activism and theory come close to
each other?

The third and significant aspect of our
work was how we look at the entire issue of
creativity, activism and our constifuency

which is primarily illiterate. We wanted to
reach out to the most marginalised groups
of peaple and especially women, since they
are the ones who have no literacy skills. We
needed to evolve communication differently,
50 there was a lot of emphasis on parallel
eommunication methods like feminist
music which became central to our work.

Training. We did not call our training
pender training. We always said this was
feminist training based on feminist learn-
ing methodologies... The principles are not
only participatory, they are centred around
women's ways of learning, which we think
are different. They are close to everyday sit-
uations because they are the life line of
households as well as society...We start
with thelr 1ife situations rather than from
broader issues, culling out collective experi-
ences 50 that we can look at structures
around their lives whether it is violence or
globalisation, whether it is caste or class
issues. We learn intuitively. We sat and chat
with very poor women, women healers, sea
preservers, midwives, and women who had
a lot of knowledge but were not literate. ..

In the 20 years of Jagori's existence
what have been the organisation's
challenges and breakthroughs?

Two tragedies

ABHA- When we started two big tragedies
happened: the Bhopal Gas Tragedy in the
s and the other was Indira Gandhi's
assassination and the carnage against the
Sikhs. Both of them affected us significant.
Iy... We did not bother what we were sup
posed to do. For us the political situation
inzide and ouigide us dictated what we were
doing. We broke those houndaries and did

IVIL s IETY VOO I g8 MAY 2000

Making a Difference

at that time what women and society need-
ed: 1o keep women's rights central to all
services and rehabilitation-all issues of
entitlement were our strength.

For example, we insisted that bank
accounts be in the name of the woman, not
in the name of the father or brother-in-law.
That became very Important and to that
extent of course that had an impact on gov-
ernment policies at the national level, We
struggled with our sister organisations on
the issues of dowry murders, domestic vio-
lence and the right of women to hold
ration cards in their names.

We are a ploneering organisation as far
az bringing the issue of single women to
centre stage in the agenda of women's
movements. We made it very important that
single women Mgure prominently into popu-
lar discourses (not only limited to married
woment We decided not to use the terms
widows and divorcee. Single women are
those who are outside the institution of
marriage,.. Il women are being murdered,
killed, beaten, being thrown out of their
houses, then let's not glorify that instito-
tion but Jook at it more critically and ask
why there is so much silence, So one of the
pains was really breaking the silence and
making the issue visible.

What difference does it make to be

a feminist organisation in terms of
governing the organisation?

ABHA- One very important principle of
feminist organisations is that personal is
political. For example. | had a very difficult
night with my husband. [ cannol come to
office and set that issue aside. A feminist
organisation must create a space for that

woman to be able to talk about it before she
zit= at her desk. It is central to us that we
do not create a division between our politi-
cal work and what we are as individual
women and individual team members. For
our team it's verv important to see what's
going on in our personal lives because our
lives are a refllection of minority women.

A woman needs a confidant and when
che comes to work she can just be herself.
That depends on the sensitivity that an
arganisation builds around it. These are the
intangible issues when it comes to running
i feminist organisation,

The second is hierarchies. Somehow no
organisation runs without hierarchies. IU's
very difficult to say there are no hierar-
chies even when we are a collective. We
also feel that we have to acknowledge our
powers and privileges, not to hide them.
There is a woman from the slums who
works with Jagorl, Her realities and my
realities are different and those must be
recognised. My privileges must be put out
on the table: that 1 have advantages in this
saciety because of my class, education and
experience. But, we can be equal; the treal-
ment has to be equal. No privilege can be
given to me just because of my class,

We believe in complementarities rather
than competition. We cannot survive with
out complementing each other Only when |
recognise how good you are al something
will 1 allow or ereate the possibility for You
to flourish... Until vou know what [ am good
at, then it's the responsibility of the group
to say ‘1 want vou to do it.” That gives peo-
ple a sense of confidence and invitation
that vou are valuable. So it's treating every-
ome as a valuable member of the team.

We give a lot of value to relationships
and interpersonal communication: sitting
fopether, chatting, talking and eating
together Evervbody eats together. Thal
fime 15 Very precious because vou laugh,
vou cry, youl share what's going on in our
lives

Also being aware of marginalities in our
societies. You have to sharpen your sensi-
bilities towards people with disabilities, dif-
ferent sexual orientation, people with men-
tal and emotional issues. For example, |
notice that a household has a child with
polio, | must go and see whether the child
needs help or is already getting treated. We
do not differentiate between men and
women; they both need attention and we
will support them.
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Experiments
We did a couple of things like having peo-

ple who took on the role of coordinator: The

role was not like having executive powers

in that sense, but it was more that you build

the strengths of people to do evervthing
from financial management {0 leading the
teams under the guidance of senor mem-

bers. That was the Kind of model we adopt-

ed for a while. Jagori was still a small
group and this model worked
The other experiment was in 199798

when we had a group of five people coord]-

nating the organisation. Then we realised
the need for structure. We were already

growing and people joining us had different

expectations from Jagori.
We tried this structure for about a vear

and a half, It was 4 very interesting experi-

ment because it built the capacities of

many people in the organisation. We began

looking at the wider picture: our funding

and division of work. Earlier it was a loose

eroup where evervone did evervthing,
after that exercise we felt the need for
gpecialisation.

How did you manage the process of

change in the organisation, where both

new and old members
have different sets of
expectations?

KALPANA. Like other
organisations we had a
growing number of
vounger people joining us.
At the same time founding
members felt that we need-
ed to find a way for this
organisation to grow. Lots
of MGOs are stuck on this
izzue and their identities
are dependent on the found-
ing members, We are strug-
gling with it at the same

time we have moved on. We are at the poimt

where for the past ten years the organisa

tion has been run by the second generation,

with lots of support from the founding
members.
Abha i= not involved anymore with the

day to day running of the organisation. We

have different teams and team leaders like
MNandini.

What challenges do ideclogy-based
organisations face?
ABHA- We had been on the opposite side
with the State when it came to contracep
tive politics/policies, the forceful use of
eontraceptives, We have had fights with the
State hecause they had been pushing anti-
peaple population policies, and especially
targeting the poorest of the poor and also
other minority communities like Muslims
and dalits. We fled a case against the State
on the issues of contraceptive and right to
consent in the Supreme Court.

ldeology-based organisations have this
difficulty of the State going against vou
all the time. They can use our palitics
against us,

We are now work ing closely with Sheila
Dikshit's, chief minister of Delhi, on the
issige of safety for women. Our intérests

coincide. We are telling them it is vour
responsibility to see that women and mar
ginalised communities are safe in the city
We collaborate with them on this issue but
not i their population policy

Their repressive policles we will oppose.

We would like to know how Jagori went
through the process of institutionalising
its programmes and processes.

fAbha Bhatva, referred the imfervieiners 10
Nandini Rao and Kalpana Viswanath to
giisiver Lhis guestion, )

KALPAMA-1 think it was from the nineties
that we embarked upon the process to bring
in some structures, Earlier Abha Bhaiyva
was running it as a coordinator for almost
ten years. Sometime in 1993 we began to
look at other forms of working and Abha
also wanted to move out.

Exploring Masculinity
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NANDINI- What does help is an open mind-
set. Usually when change happens there is
a feeling of threat. What I find in Jagori is

that an open mindset has helped us to move

from one phase to another: It is not about
the old members and new ones; it is that we
all are dependent on each other as team. It
is not that there is no resistance; people do
resist change but we work our way around
that resistance. We are able to understand
why the change is happening.

It is also a matter of trusting each other
and the person who is running the organi-
sation, The process of decision making is
not a collective process anymare but is col-
laborative. It is not that we make decisions
collectively: we do discuss the issues and all
of usare able to give our opinion. We leave
the decisions to whoever has to make it in
that particular situation.

KALPANA- | would like to add to what she
is saving. As long as people know who takes
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which decision-that is empowering.. We are
transparent about who is taking which deci-
sion and at what level, that is important.
You are leading Jagorl's programme on
violence against women. How is your work
linked to Jagori's feminist ideology and per-
spective?
NANDINI- Whatever work we do, we do it
from a feminist perspective. One way of
doing it is to give the woman a space o
pxpress whatever she would like to say | am
talking about the women who approach us
with various kinds of violence they hawve
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faced. We do not filter what they say. Their
voice is their voice._.

KALPANA- Other thing about feminism is
that there is no boundary line and it is not
a dogma. Within the organisation we are
constantly discussing issues. We do not
have a restrictive and narrow stand on it.
So it is not like: “this is a feminist position,
take it or leave it". The whole ideology is
linked fo experience.

Is the voluntary sector gender friendly?
ABHA- Not vel. Our experience is quite
pathetic in terms of what goes on in valun-
tary organisations. There's a lot of sexual
harassment, sexual abuse, and economic
exploitation in these organisations, particu-
larly of women. They are paid less and they
have to sign on vouchers. All these bad
practices go on and on. We are fighting
cases of women who are sexually harassed
in big NGOs that are being funded by
multilateral organisations and big donors,
And it keeps coming to our notice again
and again that women are not safe in those
organisations.
Very fiew NGOs have sexual harassment
committess in place. If they have a commit-
tee, the eomimittes is non-functional. They
talk (about the issue) and do
something else. And most of
these organisations are

) | men-headed, obviously.

: ":;' L Many of these organisa-
A ' ttons become family enter-
/ _1" prises. Their wives, brother,
"'.1L or brother-in-law will be
1,1 : there. And then it makes

it more difficult for people
to demand democratic
rights, transparency and
pender justice.

I do not see any issue in

isolation with each other

[ cannot look at gender
issue without looking at caste issues, sexual
minorities and communal violence,

It does not only happen to men-headed
organisations, does it?

Male ideology is imbibed by women as well,
Look at some of our women politicians,
they are patriarchal. A man can be a femi-
nist, provided he believes in feminist ideol-
opy and practices it =

15 fodd fo Anjo Lovenzana
and Fashnd Maillik



