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 INTRODUCING 

ASMITA 

where women 

speak out their thoughts 

act out their dreams 

walk paths they choose 

where girls grow up 

brave sure gracious 

honing their talents 

carving an identity 

moving towards a future 

that is peaceful 

just and free

We dream of  a future that is  peaceful 
just and f   ree



In creating this space we were clear about several things. First, the space would be inclusive – there will be women across 

class, caste, community, region who will be our partners; it will be focussed on the specific needs and history of the state of 

Andhra Pradesh, and will address women's concerns given that history and location; our programmes will reach out in every 

possible way, creating in the process a new grammar for advocating women's rights, rather than be fitted into existing 

strategies of mobilising and advocacy that were being practised from left to right.

Most of us who came together in 1991 were women who had been active in autonomous women's groups in different 

parts of the country since the late 1970s and had participated in major debates on questions of equality, the state and 

violence against women through the 1980s.  We brought this understanding with us into the group that we were setting up 

with the clear objective of spreading the consciousness of women's rights with enthusiasm, diligence and cheer.

For seventeen years now, we have worked in diverse fields, in a range of partnerships across the country and have been 

fortunate, despite several anxious moments, in finding support for the work that we do.  We are very proud of the range of 

our work and the appreciation we have won across the country and abroad.  

When we began our journey in 1991, noted Telugu feminist writer Volga, who has received several literary awards, was our 

President and Kalpana Kannabiran, sociologist and a VKRV Rao awardee was Secretary. Our Executive Committee has 

been drawn from distinguished members of the teaching and medical professions.  Our Vice Presidents in the past have 

been Professor Leela Masilamoni who was the head of the Department of English in Osmania University and Dr. Gowri 

Jayaram who was a Senior Deputy Chief Medical Officer in the Nuclear Fuel Complex.  Our other members have been 

journalists, doctors, teachers and housewives. Today, award winning Urdu novelist Jeelani Bano heads the organisation. 

Noted development consultant, teacher, poet and translator Vasanth Kannabiran, a founding member, has been a guiding 

force, a constant presence and source of strength. 

OUR STRUCTURE

We are a registered society, with a 24 member General Body and an eleven member Executive Committee that comes 

together on policy matters.  A six member Core Management Team drawn from the Executive Committee is responsible 

for the day to day functioning of the institution.  Apart from these statutory bodies, we have an extremely active Advisory 

Committee consisting of twelve members who advise us on programmes.  Finally and most important, we have a full time 

salaried team of 23 members [including members of the Core Team] with a range of qualifications, predominantly in the 

social sciences, humanities and law. 

We are a group of women who came together seventeen years ago to 

create a space where we could address a diverse range of concerns relating 

to women, to our own situations – an effort that would take us ahead on the 

road to realising women's rights.  



OUR CONCERNS

Citizenship

Citizenship for us is not merely a status conferred on the people that allows them to participate in 

government. Of what use is citizenship without the possibility of freedom? Questions of 

marginality, of exclusion, of identity, of culture, and of nationality push citizenship out of reach of 

entire communities.   The production and construction of citizenship is tied to power and social 

location, making the “nurturing of citizenship” a difficult and fundamentally unequal process 

tending to attach in the normal course to privilege of location.  Rights education obstructs the 

congealing of this inequality in fundamental ways, broadening the arena of nurturance and the 

methods by which equal citizenship can be achieved. 

After three decades of feminist activism in which negotiations around law and justice delivery for 

women occupied a central place, we are at a point where questions of diversity, difference, and 

the multiple sites of pedagogic praxis have opened out several layers in earlier concerns on 

questions of women's entitlements and citizenship.  

The uses of rights education we find, through our work in seventeen years and indeed its practice, 

are located outside the sphere of formal professional education and within a space where 

disentitlement marks difference, diversity and the denial of equal citizenship. We 

have been forced to rethink the theoretical basis of our understanding of law in 

order to bridge the gap between our politics and the law as we know it.  

Gender

While gender structures the entire field of rights in very fundamental ways, 

embodying rights discourse in specific ways in different areas, addressing the 

intersection of gender with other measures of diversity  – caste, community, 

ability, class, sexual orientation, political persuasion to name a few - has been 

central to our work. 

In working through gender, violence against women has been a central concern, especially 

intersecting fields of violence – against dalit women, women of the working classes, lesbian 

women, women in underground political struggles, etc.  Since these women do not stand alone 

and apart from their social location, it has been necessary for us to examine the specific ways in 

which laws address or skirt issues of violence, violation or derogation of rights of different  

constituencies of people. We have, in the course of our work,  been confronted with the specific 

ways in which that derogation is gendered –rape as caste atrocity in some contexts, state violence 

in other contexts, ethnic cleansing or crime against humanity in yet another context, and rape 

under the IPC in the rest.    

The gender division of labour extends into every corner of society and critically affects 

women's access to education, skills and resources.  Lacking education and technical skills 

women are automatically segregated into low paid jobs which are “unskilled” and 

unorganized.  The lack of education and training which are a consequence of women's 

household responsibility and child care [her reproductive labour] as well as the priorities 

within the household which determine who gets how much what, form the underbelly of the 

skilled division of labour.  The gender division of labour then passes for a division of labour 

based on skills.  One of the most significant implications of a gender division of labour is the 

methodical crippling of women's capacities and their automatically being assigned to low paid 

unskilled jobs. Our work has involved protracted debates and dialogue on the implications of 

the gendered division of labour.

Recognition 
of diversity, 
difference, 
marginality 
and exclusion 
must inform 
our 
understanding 
of citizenship 
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Adult Learning

One of the major intellectual and political challenges of the twenty first century is to deal 

with the rising unemployment, the exclusion of growing numbers of people and the 

continuing inequalities in development across the world. The tensions that are central to 

the problems of the twenty first century include the tension between the global and the 

local where people can continue to play a part in the life of their nation as well as their local 

community while becoming global citizens; the tension between the universal and 

individual where culture is being steadily globalised. People need to choose their future 

and achieve their potential within the richness of their own traditions and cultures, which 

are endangered by contemporary developments.  

The rapidly changing global 

environment causes much 

concern, confusion and chaos in 

the lives of the disadvantaged 

while it opens up limitless 

opportunities for the privileged.  

And the global village provides 

endless  opportunities for the 

migration of the poor as low 

skilled or unskilled labour, 

domestic help or sex workers. The 

micro credit mantra has become the solution to 

poverty and women's empowerment and to 

question or challenge it, is heresy. The need for 

basic minimum skills that include literacy and 

numeracy, but also an awareness of rights and 

remedies is vital if the poor are to survive. 

Adult learning in this context is an urgent need.  

On the one hand life long learning is a need even 

for people who are comparatively privileged in 

the rapidly changing global environment.  For the 

dispossessed and the marginalized  it is a tool for survival. Without the means to fully 

comprehend and negotiate the changes that impact their lives so profoundly, whole sections 

of the population can just fade away into oblivion and invisibility or be reduced to a problem of 

poverty and disease by the onslaught of change.  Our attempt at capacity building and 

strengthening grassroots leadership is aimed precisely at helping people  make informed 

choices.  We have attempted, through our work at Asmita over the past seventeen years, to 

reflect this complexity and address it in imaginative ways.

Asmita's impact in the last 17 years can be measured by the spread and reach of our 

programmes across the state, regionally and internationally. We have consistently attempted 

to think globally and act locally.  Our capacity building and adult learning programs have been 

intensive at the state level. The network of groups we have worked closely with has grown 

enormously as a result of our interaction and it gives us pleasure to see the quality and conceptual 

clarity of the local leadership that is a direct result of our workshops and training modules. We 

have consistently demystified theory and made it available to the people we work with so that it 

provides them with the tools to organize and demand their rights.

Our networking with other groups -- especially our engagements as part of the National 

Alliance of Women, which came into existence post-Beijing – have been critical. Our 

translation and dissemination of the Beijing Platform for Action and CEDAW have been 

critical in bringing global concerns to the grassroots and ensuring that the people whose issues 

are reflected in these documents are provided the opportunity to use them in their popular 

campaigns and advocacy. We have been part of every network that deals with issues of 

violence, poverty, livelihood, human rights and peace and been scrupulous about sharing that 

work with our partners at the grassroots.

People need 
to choose 
their future 
and achieve 
their potential 
within the 
richness of 
their own 
traditions and 
cultures, 
which are 
endangered 
by 
contemporary 
developments













Classical dance

Film

Popular songs

Street theatre

Poetry

Short stories

Novels

Plays

Photo exhibitions

Cartoons

ARTS, CULTURE
PUBLISHING 

Arts and Culture take our  ideas 
and our politics to  audiences spread 

far and  wide



Our work in this area spans classical dance, creative writing, film, theatre and publishing in various genres.  Of these four 

fields, creative writing has been our longest standing preoccupation; film our most recent. Using arts and culture as a 

method of outreach and awareness has proven to be a great way of disseminating our messages to a wide audience.

Classical dance and theatre has the potential to reach both people who are non literate and would otherwise not have 

access to our written work, as well as those who might not seek out information on feminist issues but will be exposed to 

them through our creative work. 

Literary work such as our Telugu poetry compilations and feminist stories help spread our message and create a possibility 

for women writers to have their work published and distributed outside the mainstream male-dominated world of 

literature. Additionally we work to generate and publish Telugu feminist fiction and non-fiction. We  also co-publish  and 

help other initiatives publish in different languages especially evident in our work on the Women's World project. 

Asmita has produced five films over the past few years, which have been written and co-directed by Volga. The films 

explore a range of issues related to discrimination and attitudes of women, girls, marriage, caste and religion. We often have 

film screenings in various women’s colleges and have organised thematic film festivals which are open to the public.

The right to information is critical to citizenship. While there is an explosion of information and an unprecedented 

expansion of the frontiers of knowledge globally, grassroots communities and activists are completely excluded from this 

flood of information and exist in virtual darkness because of the barriers that language and jargon, both scientific and 

political, create. From a rights perspective, the primary need to be addressed is the provision of access to knowledge of 

rights, laws, socio economic issues, policy debates, etc., in simple readable language in the vernacular. Simplifying the 

concept by breaking down complex theory and demystifying knowledge for common people is a significant component of 

adult learning.  From the outset, our publishing project has aimed at making this information available to our neoliterate and 

non literate readers through simple illustrated books and posters, the backbone of  our civic education programs.  They are 

read and used across the state and have run into several thousand reprints over the last decade. This effort has strengthened 

and supported grassroots activists enormously.  

With its history of reform and political struggle there is a large readership in the state in Telugu and Urdu and we are 

committed to reach the wealth of feminist theory and perspectives to this audience. Our collection of novels, poetry, 

theoretical texts, literary criticism and history has made an immense contribution especially to the Telugu literary scene. 

Publishing thus is a twin intervention for us. One part aims at civic education and building capacity among rural and urban 

neo and semiliterate people, while the other aims at introducing a gender perspective into the socio political discourse of 

the state.  Our endeavour had been to bring into the public the writing of women, dalits and minorities thus fulfilling one of 

our objectives which is to enable the marginalised and the excluded to speak and be heard. 

Our publishing is a 

twin intervention  - 

one part aims at civic 

education for the 

marginalized; the 

other introduces 

feminist critiques into 

political discourse.
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The workshop in 1992, brought together women who had, up until that point, 

been on their own or part of writers’ networks that were predominantly male. 

Putting different poems together in one volume served to assert the centrality 

of the subject and the importance of subjectivity in understanding women’s 

experience. 

This act of publishing a volume of women’s writing was also an assertion of the 

“legitimacy” of the woman’s experience and the centrality of women’s 

subjective experience to the social and political 

order. The anthology created a genre, which 

through its occurrence and strength 

exposed the attempt to censor and silence 

women’s voices and concerns in the name of 

literature and literary criticism. It also 

became clear that to understand and 

appreciate this poetry, one needed a 

changed framework and a new perspective. 

Since the poetry was powerful and 

appealing, there was a demand for more 

theoretical writing that would open up new 

frontiers of understanding.

Women and Creative Writing

Andhra has in the last two decades witnessed storm of women’s poetry, 

that was subjected to a bitter attack in the press.  Asmita played a key role 

in mobilizing women writers to respond collectively to this attack. 

Meetings were followed by readings from contemporary women’s writing 

in Telugu. Exactly a year later, in October 1993, the feminist poetry 

anthology Neeli Meghalu was released at Press Club by the famous Telugu 

singer Ravu Balasaraswati Devi. Subsequently there were a book release 

functions in Vijayawada, where the Kuchipudi dancer Lanka Annapurna 

Devi released the book and at Tirupati. The book has received much 

critical acclaim and been hailed as one of the two most significant volumes 

of the century. 





There is a disconnect between what women say and what they write; between 

their spoken words and their silences; between women as the subject-matter 

of writing, and women as subjects and writers; between language, literature, 

performing arts and social movements, and the emergence of women’s voices.

The contours of gender-based censorship are far more pervasive and far more 

difficult to define than official suppression. And speech that dwells on the 

tyranny of the household, marriage, family and motherhood is too subversive 

to be tolerated.

Why should women’s freedom to express their experience of their intimate 

relationships constitute such a threat to society?

Manuscripts are hidden, forgotten, destroyed in the anxiety. Often suffocated 

by the claustrophobic nature of the conjugal household women seek escape 

through writing. Women write to survive. They write to break the silence, they 

write in anger, they write to avenge themselves, and they write to tell their 

stories.



War and Peace and Lakshmana Rekha, our two major productions written 

by Volga  were set to tune by Dr. Kanna Babu and choreographed by 

Kuchipudi experts Smt. Uma Rama Rao and Sri Bhagavathula Sethuram 

respectively. The ballets made extensive use of contemporary feminist 

research and texts to draw connections between myth and the violence of 

war in our day. We drew upon studies of women’s experiences during 

partition in 1947, Sri Lankan women’s war poetry, the violence against 

women of Bangladesh during their war of independence, the reports from 

the Vienna Tribunal and other writing on ethnic cleansing in the former 

Yugoslavia, drawing parallels between these and the abduction of Sita, the 

disrobing of Draupadi, the mutilation of Surpanaka  and the forced 

pregnancies in Madhavi’s case. We foregrounded the use of violence and 

explored the ways in which patriarchal power continues to be entrenched 

in our cultures. 

Moving from a portrayal of good and evil – the god/protector and the 

rakshasa/destroyer – to a portrayal of diversity, equally positioned, equally 

valued, helped posit a different grammar of representation.

Our emphasis on collective performance brought about a radical shift in 

dynamics between dancers – not always smooth and easy to resolve – and 

meant that each dancer had to focus not just on her part but on the whole. For 

us, it was an attempt to bring notions of collectivity and sharing that we had 

learnt in feminist praxis into a very different arena – so the production also 

serves a pedagogic purpose.

Classical Dance

We inaugurated our work with classical dance at the IX National Women’s 

Studies Conference in Hyderabad in January 2000.  Four years later, we 

took that initiative further by producing a second ballet that explored  at 

greater depth the issue of violence and also the grammar of  Kuchipudi. 

Another year later, in May 2005, we ventured into Bharatanatyam and 

experimenting with another dance form. In 2007-2008 we worked on our 

third major production – this time combining Bharatanatyam with English 

poetry, Carnatic music and fusion. The beginning of the new millennium 

seemed to awaken the need to experiment with a new medium.

ASMITA
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Participants and speakers asserted that this can be challenged if women 

entrepreneurs in all fields of cinema come together to produce and direct 

films, an effort that will face serious opposition by men in the industry as 

Shobhalatha's experience of being practically the only woman make up artist in 

her time has shown.  The opposition in her case was from the make up artists' 

union, an all male body that was supposed to represent the interests of make 

up artists as a professional class.  But the only solution is to storm the bastions.  

A few years after organizing this seminar, Asmita took to making short films for 

popular education, an effort that is ongoing with Volga at the helm. 

The presence of a film maker team in our midst has enabled us to make short 

educational films that we use as part of our training and adult learning programmes. 

Sorry Naseema is a film on communal harmony and conflict. It addresses 

the different ideas Indian youth hold compared to the previous generation. 

The film centers around a friendship between a Muslim man and Hindu man 

in Hyderabad who lose touch for fifteen years and then reunite. While they 

still feel a deep connection, they are appalled to find that their children clash 

with each other due to religious identity politics. The Hindu son tells his 

parents that he is embarrassed to have a woman in a burqa staying in their 

house and fears what his friends will think; the Muslim daughter named 

Naseema says that she wears a burqa to highlight the difference between 

her and Hindus, which she feels is vast. After the Hindu son threatens 

Naseema to leave his house, his parents realize just how deep his hatred it. 

They realize that while they focussed on their children’s marks and 

performance in school, they failed to communicate to their children their 

own beliefs about communal harmony. The film explores the attitudes and 

tensions of the new generation of Indian Muslims and Hindus, and presents 

a complex but overall optimistic message for the future. 

Oka Pelli Katha is a story focusing on early marriage. Three college girls each 

have different desires concerning their future: one wants desperately to get 

married so she can quit her studies; another hopes to convince her parents to 

wait with arranging her marriage so she can continue her education. 

Film

Asmita organized a seminar on “Women in Film Industry” at the Press Club 

in Hyderabad on January 9th, 1999.  Well known actor Bhanumathi 

Ramakrishna, was the Chief Guest; Vasireddy Seetha Devi, Telugu witer, 

Suma Johnson, Film Director, Bina, Editor & Shobhalatha, Makeup Artist, 

graced the occasion.  Volga presided.  The unanimous view was that 

women have been sidelined in this industry.  Women writers were not 

given their due in the credits, and their scripts were distorted.  Monetary 

considerations forced young women to participate in films that presented 

women in weak, disempowering ways.
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After listening to her two friends’ opposite perspectives, Deepthi finds that her parents are arranging her marriage to a 

boy who is in America and whose parents do not want any dowry. She is happy, and her parents are ecstatic to have 

found such a match. Deepthi’s brother, however, is angry. He decides to drop out of college and tells his parents he 

wants to get married and stay at home and cook. When his furious parents object to him leaving school, he points out 

that they are allowing Deepthi to end her studies to get married, so why shouldn’t he do the same? 

The films overall message is that we need to examine the double standards and different expectations held for girls and 

boys in Indian society. It asks the viewer to question the idea of girls getting married before they have completed  their 

studies and shows that what appears like a good match on the surface may not be the best option for the girl 

concerned.

Aadapillalam is a film on discrimination against the girl child . Its stories demonstrate various forms of discrimination that girl 

children experience. There are two stories in Aadapillalam. The first follows a girl from a working class family who is 

about eight years old. Her parents expect her to help around the house and to take care of her baby sister, while her 

brother is allowed to eat more food, study, play, and have ice cream as he pleases. Her story shows her struggle to 

balance the household chores expected of her because she is a girl, while finding time to study and go to school. She 

ends up failing her exams because her parents did not allow her enough time to study, and she fantasizes how different 

her situation would be if her brother would only share the chores and care of their baby sister. The second story is 

about an older girl in a slightly better off family. She wears makeup and enjoys dancing with her friends, but her parents 

scold her for these indulgences. They no longer allow her to attend school because they are afraid that she will be 

harassed by boys. She is quite bored and her parents eventually permit her to become a domestic worker, but this 

makes her vulnerable to assault by the employer. Aadapillalam is an important film because it creates real scenarios of 

discrimination against the girl child and allows the viewer to witness a phenomenon that, although extremely common, 

is often difficult to see.

Adhikaaram Kaavaali is a film about dalits and land rights in a rural village in Andhra Pradesh. The film focuses on the 

sarpanch, a dalit woman who works hard to secure land rights for the group of dalits in the village. She faces scrutiny and 

subtle threats from the upper caste panchayat, but she refuses to succumb to their demands. She learns about a 

government scheme for acquisition of land by landless laborours. The sarpanch learns about an upper caste landowner 

who is looking to sell land and he agrees to sell his land to the government scheme. However, as the details are being 

finalized, another upper caste man offers to buy his land next year if only he will wait a year instead of selling his land to 

the “lower caste” people.

However, in the end he chooses to sell his land to the government scheme and the scheduled caste community agrees 

to share the land to plant crops. The film shows the  precise difficulties in implementing government schemes in 

particular the resistance often encountered by dalits.

Puriti Neppulu This is a film on reproductive rights of women.  The film set in a rural background, revolves around a group of 

women daily wage labourers and the situations they face with regard to reproductive choice and freedom.  The story revolves 

around their struggle for a new identity despite odds.



Theatre 

 ‘Charitra Swarulu’ by Pavala Shyamala ‘Charitra Swarulu’ by Pavala Shyamala ‘Charitra Swarulu’ by Pavala Shyamala

‘I am Savitribai’ by Sushama Deshpande‘I am Savitribai’ by Sushama Deshpande‘I am Savitribai’ by Sushama Deshpande



‘Street theatre’ by Asmita Team

Theatre 



In 1995 Asmita published Sarihaddulu Leni Sandhyalu, a feminist theory 

collection in Telugu , the first of its kind.

How do we introduce feminist philosophy? We wanted to create 

something that was theoretical but would also accommodate the 

specificities of experience of the movement in Andhra.

A good way of doing this, in our view, was to examine how we 

travelled the past twenty years: what were our assumptions and what 

were the problems and contradictions in that journey. Sarihaddulu 

Leni Sandhyalu reviews the women’s movement in relation to other 

political movements in the region; from the standpoint of the history 

of political struggles in the region, and from the standpoint of the 

history of political struggles in the region, since this history has 

shaped the ideological complexities of the movement in Andhra. 

The first section in the volume represents the trajectory of 

autonomous feminism in Hyderabad over two decades. The social 

and political developments over the two decades prior to the 

publication of Neeli Meghalu had pushed the majority of women 

onto the margins. This marginalization of women in the economy 

went hand in hand with a politicization and polarization of religious 

and caste identities. This gave a new lease of life to reactionary 

patriarchal practices all over the country. Alongside these 

developments, and more importantly as a resistance to these 

developments, the autonomous women’s movement built up one 

campaign after another in different parts of the country around 

custodial rape, dowry, communalism, structural adjustment, 

population policy, sati, minority rights and specific local issues in 

different areas.

After our publication of Neeli Meghalu  [Blue Skies – an anthology of 

feminist poetry in Telugu] and Saramsam [a report on the women’s anti 

liquor struggle], Asmita was inundated with requests from the Telugu 

readership asking for more feminist readings in Telugu. We felt that the 

absence of a significant body of feminist writing in Telugu contrasted with 

the very visible and vocal presence feminists have established in the region. 

Contextualising Feminist  Theory 
through Publishing
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The second section contains feminist attempts to document women’s 

experience in popular struggles. While two of the essays examine women’s 

involvement in communist struggles, the third looks at the anti liquor struggle 

which was a predominantly women’s movement, supported by Left parties, 

mainstream parties like the Telugu Desam, autonomous groups and NGOs.  

The third section contains two articles addressing recent discussions on 

feminist politics and new social movements. The final section, Searching for 

Solidarity, reviews the women’s movement of the past two decades (1975-

1995), and seeks to present options for future direction and activism of the 

movement.

It is often believed that feminism begins and ends 

with equal rights for women. The far more critical 

questions however are questions of equal 

citizenship, of the need to obliterate the 

distinction between the private and public and 

make the family the subject of political discourse. 

It is important to understand here that we are not 

speaking about a limited and misleading bogey 

called the “woman problem”. Therefore, 

Sarihadulu Leni Sandhyalu also includes several 

articles that examine diversity issues, including 

caste, religion, gender, and the intersections of 

these identities, as we believe that all equality 

issues must be an integral component of 

feminism.

Our work on this volume is indicative of the thrust of our publication 

support that has seen us publish and support publication in different 

genres in Telugu. We have co-published 6 books as part of the Women’s 

WORLD Project. We have also published and/or supported publication 

of 50 books over the past 17 years in Telugu and Urdu by women, dalit 

and minority writers in the  “creative writing” category. 



Asmita-UNESCAP Series
Hnformation kits for dissemination of the Beijing 

Platform for Action and the critical areas of concern.
1997: Telugu 

Baalikala Sthitigatulu [The status of the girl child]
Beijing Karyacharana Vedika [Beijing Platform for Action] 
Grameena Streelu, Paryavaranam 
[Rural Women and the Environment]
Streela Pai Himsa [Violence against Women]
Streelapatla Vivaksha Nirmoolana Oppandam [CEDAW]

Neelimeghalu 
[Blue Skies]

Edited by Volga
1993: Telugu

Saaraamsam
Edited by Volga, Kalpana Kannabiran 

and Vasanth Kannabiran
1994: Telugu

Sahakaram Kosam Anveshana: 
20 Samvatsaraala Streela Udyama Sameeksha
Searching for Solidarity: Two Decades of the 

Women's Movement in India 
By Kalpana Kannabiran 

1995: English and Telugu

A report of a two decadal review of the
 women's movement in South India conducted 

before the Beijing Conference. 

Sarihaddulu Leni Sandhyalu 
[Twilight without Boundaries]

Edited by Kalpana Kannabiran, Volga  
and Vasanth Kannabiran 

1995 : Telugu   

Essays on feminist politics, theory 
and struggles in Andhra Pradesh

Beijing Anantharam 
[After Beijing]

By G. Sucharitha
1996: Telugu

A booklet to disseminate information 
on the Beijing conference.

Publications
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An anthology of feminist poetry.
A report on the anti liquor 

movement

Mahilalapai Himsa 
Manavahakkula Ullanghana: 

Violence against Women is 
Violation of Human Rights
1993: English and Telugu

Report of our first Conference on 
Gender Violence in 1992

Pitruswamyam 
[Patriarchy]

By Kamla Bhasin, translated by Volga
1996: Telugu

What is patriarchy? 
An introductory essay.



Lava
By Jameela Nishat

translated by Hoshang Merchant,
Sirajuddin

2000: Urdu, Hindi, English

Adhikaaram Kaavaali
By Vimal Balasubrahmanyam 
translated by Kalpana Rentala

1998: Telugu

Dialogues on 
Women's Reservation Policy

Buddhudu Navvaledu 
[Buddha cannot laugh]

Edited by Volga
1999: Telugu

A collection of  essays on the effects 
of the nuclear test in Pokhran

Nenu Savitri Baini 
[I am Savitribai]

By Sushama Deshpande, 
translated by Volga

1999 : Telugu

A monologue on Savitribai Phule 
life and work 

Mahilavaranam/Womanscape
By Volga, Vasanth Kannabiran and 

Kalpana Kannabiran 
2001: Telugu, English

A pictorial history of women in Andhra 
Pradesh since the late nineteenth century.

Charitra Svaraalu 
[Voices from History]

By Volga
2002: Telugu

A dramatized reading of 
Mahilavaranam/Womanscape,

Teevra Madhyamam
By Vasanth Kannabiran

2002: Telugu

Everybody's guide to feminism.

Mahilalapai Kutumba Himsa 
(Nirodhaka) Bill 1999 

[Domestic Violence Bill, 1999]
2000: Telugu

A booklet introducing the domestic 
violence bill 1999.



Kommaa Kommaa Kokilammaa
By Indraganti Janakibala

2003 : Telugu

On the lives of women playback 
singers in the Telugu cinema industry

Kutumba Himsa 
[Domestic Violence]

2003: Telugu

An introductory booklet on 
domestic violence. 

Matatatvam
 [Communalism]

2003: Telugu

A tract on communalism 
and its impact. 

Punarutpatti Hakkulu 
[Reproductive Rights]

2003: Telugu

A booklet on reproductive rights 
and reproductive choice.

Samanatvam Disagaa 
[Towards Equality]

2003: Telugu

An information booklet on the 
legal framework for equality

Annee Prasnale : 
Micro Credit, 

Mahila Sadhikaratha 
[Only Questions: Microcredit and 

Self Help for Women] 2004: Telugu

Report of the international workshop 
co-organised by Asmita  at the 
World Social Forum, Mumbai. 

Gramapanchayiteelu 
[Village Panchayats]

2004: Telugu

A handbook on the 
panchayat system

Maanava Hakkulu, 
Mahilala Hakkulu: 

Aachaaraalu, Apachaaraalu 
[Women's Rights are Human Rights]
By Vasanth Kannabiran 2004: Telugu

A collection of essays on gender 
and human rights
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Panichese Chota 
Laingika Vedhimpulu 

[Sexual Harassment at the Workplace]
2004: Telugu

A guide to the Supreme Court decision 
on sexual harassment at workplace

Puppujan Kathalu 
[Puppujan's Stories] 

By Mahammad Khadir Babu
2004: Telugu

A collection of folktales told in 
Telugu speaking Muslim families 

in Andhra Pradesh

Atmacharitamu :  
Edidamu  Satyavathi 

[Edidamu Satyavathi, Autobiography]
Edited and with an introduction 

by  V. Rajagopal
2005 : Telugu

The autobiography of Edidamu Satyavathi, 
perhaps the first autobiography in Telugu

Through A Prism, Brightly
By Vimal Balasubhramanyam

2005: English

Conversations with women 
on religion, 

spirituality and communalism. 

Women: Cartoons on Discrimination
Edited by Shyammohan

2005: English

A collection of cartoons on 
discrimination against women compiled 

from 2nd International Cartoon 
Contest conducted by Asmita. 

Aadivaasi Hakkulu 
[Rights of Adivasis]
By K.G. Kannabiran 

2006: Telugu

A tract on Adivasi rights that 
focuses on the impact of development 

projects on the people living in 
scheduled areas.

Navalaamalateeyam 
[Malathi Chandur's Novels]

Edited by Volga 2006: Telugu

An introduction to 
Malathi Chandur's 

novels published in the 
1980s and 1990s

Prapancha Mahila 
Porata Yaatra 

[World March of Women]
2006: Telugu

A booklet on the women's 
global charter from the World 

March of Women



We have supported the publication of creative writing and political tracts by other publishers in Telugu. Significant are, Volga's writings:

Rajakeeya Kathalu [1993], Sahaja [1995],  Maanavi [1998], Kanneeti Kerataala Vennela [1999]  Urikoyya Anchuna [A 

translation of Nawal el Sadaawi's novel, 2000]  Gulaabeelu [2000]  Palikinchaku Mauna Mridangalanu [2002] Prayogam 

[2002], Tholi Velugulu [2003], Sweccha [reprint, 2004],  Aakaasamlo Sagam [2004], Athadu, Aame: Manam [2005], 

Bhinna Sandarbhaalu [2007], Mrinmayanaadam [2007], Political Stories [2007], Kutumba Vyavastha: Marxism, 

Feminism [reprint 2004]

Publication Support 

Other Publications
Visva Paurudu Tom Paine
By Howard, translated by Nidamarthi, 2005

Katora Shadjamaalu
By Vasanth Kannabiran, 1996

Dargamitta Kathalu 
By Mohammad Khadir Babu, 1999

Komali Gandharam 
By Mrinalini, 2001 

Mohanaraagam 
By Akkineni Kutumbarao, 2004

Panivadithanam 
By Akkineni Kutumbarao, 2004

Vatan 
By Sky Baaba, 2004

Nishiddhakshari 
By Mandarapu Hymavathi, 2004

Bharatha Muslimla Charitalu 
By Khaja, 2005

Ententha Dooram 
By Silalohitha, 2005

Jagneki Raat 
By Sky Baaba, 2005

Puppodi 
By Sujatha Patvari, 2005 

Nakhaab 
By Shajahana, 2005

Alava 
By Sky Baaba, 2006

Baa 
By Rahamatullah, 2006

Muslimvaada Kavitvam 
By Shajahaana, 2006

Nallaregadi Saallu 
By Gogu Shyamala, 2007

Songs on Women’s Rights
Telugu 

Devadaasi Vyavastha 
By V.Lalitha

2007: Telugu

A study of  the 
Devadaasi system

HIV/AIDS Tho Jeevisthunna Vyakthula 
Chattaparamaina Hakkulu 

[Legal Rights of Persons Living with HIV/AIDS, 
2007: Telugu

A handbook on the rights of the people 
living with HIV/AIDS produced in 
collaboration with UNIFEM and 

MARG, Delhi.

Aikyaraajya Samithi 
Vikalangula Hakkula Oppandam 

[UN Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities] 

2007: Telugu

An introduction to the UN 
Disability Rights Convention.  

Right to Information 
Act 2005

2007: English

A booklet on the
 right to information 

Samaanyula Sahasam: 
Andhra Desa Charitra Nirmanamlo 

Streelu 

[Women in the Making of Andhra]
2007: Telugu

An essay that explores the role 
of women in the making of modern 

Andhra Pradesh.

Nirvasitatvam: 
Streelapai Raajyahimsa

 Displacement and State Violence 
on women

by M. Ratnamala
2008: Telugu

A tract on displacement as 
state violence on women 

in the context of Polavaram.
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Media Reviews



Exhibitions



Media reports about our Exhibitions 





EDUCATION and 
LITERACY

We believe in an 

empowering education 

that opens up the 

frontiers of knowledge to 

all people.  Access to 

information, knowledge of 

rights, health and legal 

literacy, gender justice, 

sustainability and freedom 

from violent conflict are 

values that inform 

Asmita's education 

programmes.  Simple 

booklets, posters and 

jatras make information 

accessible to neo and semi 

literate people in remote 

rural areas

Education as a fundamental human right 

is our guiding principle; peace and respect for 

diversity are the 

cornerstones of our education 
programmes





The Summer School in Women’s Studies

Designed as an interdisciplinary effort the curriculum located the issue of 

violence in a historical context in different regions, in varied 

locales and in relation to literature, economic policies, 

environment, caste, class, ethnicity, identity, health and 

media. The inter-connectedness of these diverse areas and 

disciplines was introduced through sessions on the social 

construction of gender, dominance, hegemony and 

patriarchy with a cross cultural perspective. The resource 

persons who spent two days with participants had complete 

flexibility in approaching their disciplines and areas of 

concern. In structuring the entire course, we created the 

possibility and space for this flexibility in ways that enhanced 

not only the potential of that space but also the 

comprehension of the students.

The group, consisting of 19 students, came from very diverse 

backgrounds, mostly from regional universities in the south 

and from non-English speaking backgrounds. The group was 

also representative of unevenness in our educational system, 

and the participants were not equipped by their formal 

education to deal with the reading material they were given.  

However many of the participants had some experience in 

NGOs, women's groups and political groups in Andhra 

Pradesh, Kerala and Tamil Nadu. In the course of one month, 

every participant had learnt to read, to make linkages 

between readings and political reality and to help each other 

plough through difficult and complex material.

Those invited for guest lectures included Neera Desai, 

Vasanth Kannabiran, Volga, Jasodhara Bagchi, U. Vindhya, 

Ammu Joseph, Gabriele� Dietrich,� Srilatha� Batliwala, Maithreyi� Krishnaraj,�
Padmini Swaminathan,� Uma� Chakravarti,� Rama� Melkote,� Ritu Menon� and�
Kumud�Pawde.�

The Summer School in Women’s Studies was conducted by Asmita in 

collaboration with Indian Association for Women’s Studies.  A one month 

residential programme the date of commencement of the course was 

significant. 10 March 1997 marked the death centenary of Savitribai Phule 

the pioneer in women’s education The course was designed and 

coordinated by Kalpana Kannabiran, S Anandhi and Meera Velayudhan.



The course had several significant elements:

The guest speakers who delivered lectures and conducted interactive sessions 

were pioneers in women’s studies and in incorporating gender concerns 

within disciplines. They were also active in the women’s movement as well as 

popular in mass movements. Their lectures, therefore, foregrounded the 

importance of an interdisciplinary feminist perspective and its necessary 

linkages with politics.

The readings for specific disciplines/areas were compiled in consultation with 

the resource persons, while the main body was identified and selected by the 

coordinators, keeping in mind the objectives and conceptualization of the 

course. A total of 150 articles in different disciplines from diverse regions 

across the world were identified and distributed to participants in eight parts. 

Apart from this, a makeshift library with a collection of at least 200 women’s 

studies texts and 30 video films on women’s issues were made available for 

reference on the campus. 

The participants formed themselves into three groups taking turns chairing the 

classroom lectures, moderating discussions, looking into any issues concerning 

interpersonal relations, logistics, accommodation, food, etc.

Alongside� the� sessions� with� the� group,� we� used� this 

opportunity�to�open�up�a�more�visible�space�for�women’s�
studies�in�the�public�arena.�We did�this�by�organizing�public�
lectures� by� each� of� the� resource� persons� under� an 

overarching�theme�of’ ‘Challenges�to�Women’s�Studies’ -- 

a�one-month�Public�Lecture�Series �organised�for the�first�
time�ever in Hyderabad. 

The� schedule� for� the�one-month� residential� course� included� two� hours�of�
classroom lectures�each�day�by resource�persons� from�different�disciplines,�
followed�by�tutorials, discussions,�group�presentations�and�seminars�on�specific�
themes:

 the�relationship�of�women’s�studies�to�the�women’s��movement

 the relevance of an understanding of violence in women’s studies

 memory, violence, resistance in women’s writings

 ideology, representation, violence and gender in the mass media

 the science question in feminism

 understanding feminist historiography

 feminist critiques of economic theory
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Challenges to Women’s Studies

A one month Public Lecture Series that featured 
Maithreyi Krishna Raj, Padmini Swaminathan, 

Uma Chakravarti, Srilata Batliwala, Ritu Menon, Neera Desai, 
Rama Melkote, Jasodhara Bagchi, Jeelani Bano, 

Martha Nussbaum, Kumud Pawde, U. Vindhya and Gabriele Dietrich



Interventions in College Education

Discrimination against women works at many levels and is backed by 

various institutions, such as the family, school, marriage and state. It is 

blatant and visible, as well as covert and difficult to identify. Creating 

awareness about discrimination against women, as well as an 

understanding about gender and the complexity of power, is an important 

step for combating such discrimination and providing girls with more 

opportunity to exercise choice in their lives.

The institution of the family stereotypes young girls into the acceptable modes of being ‘a good girl’ to prepare them for 

becoming a ‘perfect wife’. The process of socialization is such where young girls continuously receive messages and are 

reprimanded if they do not follow the acceptable patterns of behaviour. Eventually this entire process affects the 

opportunities and choices girls have.

Schools are another institution that both discriminate against and reinforce gender roles. The assumption is that 

when girls and women enter the public sphere, empowerment will follow implicitly, and that their life options will 

expand and they will be in a position to take greater control of their lives. But the paradox lies in the fact that 

schools themselves create the very boundaries that limit girls’ possibilities. The language and the context that are 

created in school education are highly sexist and only help reinforce harmful gender stereotypes. For example, 

school textbooks depict this gender based domestic division of labour. The stereotypes in textbooks find their way 

into the classroom as well. Girls huddle separately within the classroom in coeducational schools. In some schools, 

they are denied facilities to play or use the science lab- which boys have access to. Even the NCERT textbooks 

show gender bias as the most adventurous and enterprising roles like that of astronauts, soldiers and sportspersons 

are those of men. Looking at the content of NCERT textbooks, it has been suggested that teachers’ methods and 

motivation, as well as socialization by families and communities, must coordinate with textbooks’ messages if 

coherent learning is to take place. 

In the classroom too, just as dalit children are expected to perform the menial tasks, the documentary India Untouched 

illustrates how girls of dalit communities are often relegated the work of cleaning and sweeping school premises, reinforcing 

the caste based gendered division of labour. On a more general level, despite specific  interventions to encourage girls’ 

participation in traditionally “male” subjects such as science, physics and maths, it appears that their selection of subjects and 

planned career paths are still stereotypically female.

What is happening at school is merely mirroring what occurs within society. As a primary 

influence in adolescents’ intellectual, social, psychological and emotional development, schools 

function alongside popular culture as a site for the construction of female gender identity. 

Colleges then go on to replicate the same patterns and do not invite open discussions and 

experiential learning in the classroom on gender issues.

Our work with adolescent college going girls explores possibilities for building a consciousness 

of women's rights in adolescent girls and the problems thereof. A series of thirty workshops 

were conducted in junior colleges in the twin cities of Hyderabad and Secunderabad between 

August 2007 and October 2008. These colleges are private, government and aided colleges, 

which draw students from diverse socio-economic backgrounds. 



Several of these colleges have students from dalit, working class families, some 

of whom support their own education through domestic work, as well as girls 

from minority communities. Muslim girls in particular participated in our 

programmes in large numbers. The rest of the student community was from 

middle class backgrounds. None of the colleges we have worked with so far 

have students from affluent backgrounds as the institutions we work in are all 

accessible, affordable and inclusive institutions. This dialogic exchange gives us 

the opportunity to understand the experiences of adolescent girls and the 

problems they face. It also gives us an insight as to how they understand 

inequality and discrimination. Some of the responses from the students clearly 

suggest that this method has the potential of nurturing feminist collective 

action and advocacy among adolescents.

Offering information on these issues is not an end in itself. Working with 

adolescent girls has been a learning experience. But it also calls for immense 

amounts of responsibility and a long task ahead. We want to address these 

issues more critically and work at various levels to prevent further 

straitjacketing of young minds. As our interaction with the college students 

increased we felt the need to address the issues more imaginatively.

The use of short stories, films, posters, photographic biographies and cartoons 

has provided energizing ways of opening and sustaining dialogues and has 

offered resolutions as well. We have been able to use the materials created or 

compiled within our institution or materials that have come out of our 

collaborative projects in these efforts. Writings by women from the women 

and censorship project, feminist theory from the Summer School materials, 

short films produced by Asmita [Aadapillalam and Oka Pelli Katha] and by 

other film makers, the photo biography exhibition from Womanscape, and 

cartoons from the international cartoon contest that we conducted – were all 

part of the resources we used to further our dialogues with young citizens. 

Apart from this we have used a range of creative writing by women of the sub 

continent as well as screening various thought - provoking documentaries.

We are merely at the beginning of the dialogic process. This process is also 

dialectical as it transforms consciousness constantly and ceaselessly. From this 

point of view, even if the students move out, they take with them the memory 

of conversations, which they will address and articulate in different ways in the 

future. And so the objective of this intervention is served in the long run. We 

are constantly pushed to reinventing material and thinking afresh the 

parameters of the dialogues.
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The teaching of skills for advocacy on equal citizenship [or legal literacy] 

enables the convergence of theory with practice, while also embodying the 

slogan “knowledge is power” infinitely – as we have seen with the campaign on 

the right to information.

Legal literacy has been a major focus in our work. How do we understand it? 

Legal literacy is about teaching those who don’t know, what their 

entitlements are; legal literacy is about creating the space for victim-

survivors to tell their stories and then finding ways of breaking the silences 

around those stories and bringing justice to those who have 

suffered; legal literacy is about teaching those who need to know 

what every citizen’s inalienable rights are so that they may apply 

that knowledge diligently and fulfil their moral responsibility; legal 

literacy is about teaching those who represent fraught realities – 

either in the media or in courts – to discover the truth of those 

realities and represent them with courage and conviction, 

unmindful of dangers that might lurk around the corner; legal 

literacy is about teaching those in locations of dominance that the 

source of their power is illegitimate and divesting of that power 

inevitable – either by individual volition or by force of the 

people’s will; finally legal literacy is about teaching law differently 

to practitioners and scholars to enable them 

to use the law and propagate it differently. It is 

about developing an understanding of social 

suffering. It is a course charted in the first 

instance by mass movements, and has now 

moved to other sites as well, but clearly, it is a 

project that is rendered meaningful by a 

commitment to socio-political struggles.

Legal Literacy

Law is a practitioner’s discipline, which means that the pedagogy is 

immediately tied to the delivery of services. The fact of its being a 

practitioner’s discipline also means that the law is something which is 

immediately relevant to people, especially to those at a social or political 

disadvantage. While Social Action Litigation is one way in which the 

citizenship claims might be broadened, legal education to non-

practitioners who are at a structural disadvantage – women, adivasis, dalits, 

unrepresented minorities – provides the tools for the assertion of 

citizenship claims. 



Legal Literacy



This programme, which commenced in January 2008, brings together 30 

women lawyers from different parts of the state. Through contact cum 

distance learning methods, this intensive one-year programme offers 

exposure to a range of issues that are discussed with specialists and other 

professionals. This programme is a part of our commitment to provide 

materials and resources to different groups in order to enable them to 

engage in rights advocacy more effectively. 

Gender Justice Mentoring Programme 
for Women Advocates

It has been a problem for lawyers to access the latest 

developments in law and discuss the same with persons 

from movements who need to use this law. Through this 

course, Asmita’s objective is to fill the gap and build 

bridges between lawyers and civil society organizations in 

rights advocacy. 

The second reason why we conceptualized this course 

was as a means to provide women lawyers with a space to address the issues 

they face in their profession. The culture of the court is sexist, patriarchal and 

often alienating for women. 

In order to counter these kinds of problems, it is important for women lawyers 

to be equipped with knowledge and reflect on issues. Our interest in offering 

this course for lawyers is to create a cadre of good women lawyers. 

The third reason for offering this course is the need to build capacities for 

leadership among women. We have worked at the international level – in 

the United Nations – at the national level – with different movement 

based networks – and at the state level, with women, writers, activists 

in the anti liquor struggle and a host of civil society organizations. 

Through all this work, we feel an 

urgent need to chisel a cadre of 

women leaders. This is one 

effort in that direction.



The Gender, Development and 
Human Rights Course

The first course concluded in December 2008. We have thirty women in 

leadership positions with a clear perspective on issues of Land, Development, 

Political Participation, Health, Communal Harmony, Laws, International 

Treaties and Agreements and Gender based  Violence.

Our intention in conducting this course is to enable women in grassroots 

organizations deal with the issues that come up repeatedly in the course of 

their work. Field based experience while valuable requires a theoretical base 

and analysis which are useful and empowering in times of crisis. It equips the 

local women with the capacity to conduct training in the field and ensures that 

information is spread more uniformly across the communities. It is also part of 

our original aim of ensuring that 

knowledge and information 

goes back to the source, 

empowering marginalized 

groups. As part of our project 

on adult learning the Gender, 

Development and Human 

Rights Course adds to the 

ex i s t i n g  know ledge  o f  

excluded sections building an 

understanding of citizenship 

and governance and  enables people to enjoy citizenship and 

participate better in the governance of the country.  

This is an attempt to pull together our various issue based 

workshops into a single consistent activity with follow up. 

We hope to gain university affiliation for such courses in the 

near future.  

The Gender, Development and Human Rights Course is designed to 

provide conceptual clarity and analytical skills on issues of gender, 

development and human rights to potential women leaders in grassroot 

organizations.  The ten month long course brings together women from 

twenty one organisations across the state.  Resource persons specializing 

in these issues provide inputs while our team conducts the course with 

group exercises, participatory work and written assignments.
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Gender, Development and Human Rights Course



In all, one hundred and thirty women participated in week-long training 

programmes at Asmita over a period of two years. Of these, one woman lived 

in an urban slum in Hyderabad, while all the others came from rural areas. 

From the rural dais, barring thirteen, all the rest belong to the Telangana region, 

which is the most backward and drought prone area in the state. While an 

early criterion was that a woman must have assisted in a minimum of five 

childbirths and must be below fifty years of age, there was a subsequent 

relaxation of criteria so that the programme could be as inclusive as possible. 

The trainings have drawn in women with 

considerable experience as well, those for 

instance who have been assisting births 

for twenty years or more and have 

assisted over two hundred births. 

Midwives, ayahs and mantrasanis, 

perform a vital service particularly in 

remote rural areas, with over eighty 

percent of the rural population across 

caste depending on their services 

particularly with respect to childbirth. A 

look at the socio-economic conditions 

in which these women live and work 

combined with an exploration of the 

intersections of work, caste, class and 

the rural economy, are central to an 

understanding of health and culture. 

Health Literacy in Rural Andhra

Asmita has been working on alternative health delivery systems for women 

since 1992. Our work began with the Self Help for Women’s Health 

programme that brought together women from different NGOs into a 

training programme that not only aimed at skill building and expertise in 

health delivery but also at building consciousness on the politics of health, 

particularly reproductive health for urban and rural poor women. This 

programme resulted in the publication of Na Shariram Nadhi.
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Given this kind of reality, what is the role that an intervention like ours would 

play? We are of course keenly aware of the ways in which development 

discourse homogenises the “area” of women’s health and classifies women’s 

critical interventions in health cross culturally. Particularly relevant to our 

argument here is the discourse around the role played by the “traditional birth 

attendant” in “traditional societies”. 

While we recognise the complexity of the process of teaching 

and learning and are not quite sure we can strictly separate 

the two in the course of the programme, our aim is also to 

equip these women to be able to use their skills in the formal 

sector. An illustration: two of the women who attended our 

programme found jobs in hospitals on the strength of their 

certificates. 

The training programmes are really workshops where there 

is a space to talk about skills, subjective and objective 

conditions, and about troubles. The purpose of the 

programmes is to establish a creative and ongoing contact 

with poor women and help them acquire some tools to 

better their condition or to increase 

their bargaining power in 

circumstances that are 

o therw i se  prac t i ca l l y  

insurmountable.



Our programmes attempt to make participants view women’s rights as human 

rights, to provide a degree of legal literacy to equip them to determine 

whether their rights are being violated and whether they ever need to 

consider taking legal remedies. This is in turn linked to development. To create 

a fundamental shift in attitudes, perception and behaviour of men and 

women with the specific aim of ending violence against women is our main 

objective. We work with rural marginalized groups, especially women and 

girl children in their struggle for education, and against poverty, 

discrimination and unequal power relations on all fronts. 

In 1991, one of our first workshops was for the staff of Gramabhudaya 

Samstha. In 1992, there were four workshops for six organisations. Since then 

we have not looked back. The number of organisations that receive our 

training and go through our adult learning programmes has increased 

dramatically. Each year we conduct at least ten such programmes.

Initially Asmita worked with only women but 

increasingly we felt the need to include men 

from marginalized groups. Today we work 

with adolescent girls, traditional health 

workers, elected women representatives, 

persons with disabilities, HIV/AIDS affected 

communities and other more mixed groups 

on issues ranging from sexual harassment to 

land rights.

Adult Learning and
Life Skills Education Programmes

While there have been efforts towards attaining literacy in our 

constituencies, Asmita’s core concern has been to provide a critique of 

discrimination, and help women and youth from marginalized 

communities to engage in rights advocacy and fight the exploitation 

unleashed on their communities, especially in rural and urban poor areas.  

Our Life Skills Education Programmes build knowledge and awareness on 

issues such as human rights, and the needs of youth. While we recognise 

the importance of basic formal education, we place equal emphasis on life 

skills that modern life necessitates.
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• Rural Women • Urban Poor Women

• Adolescent Girls • Rural and Semi Urban Youth men and women

• Persons with Disabilities • Dalit and Adivasi Groups

• Persons affected by HIV AIDS • Elected Representatives Panchayat and 

• College Students  Zilla Parishad

Our Adult Learning Programmes have been focused on different constituencies



Our adolescent girls trainings aim to infuse confidence and self assurance in 

girls on the threshold to adulthood. We try to explore their aspirations and 

needs and attempt to direct their thinking towards skills, career, community 

work, health and hygiene. This is an age when particularly they are vulnerable 

–perceiving themselves as liabilities due to societal compulsions on etiquette, 

behaviour and dress. It’s an age when there is confusion about their bodies, 

urges and contrary demands, all of which increases their stress and anxieties. 

We try to educate them about the discrimination they face and discuss how to 

make intelligent and informed changes through collective action and involving 

community elders.

After attending our programmes, young dropouts now report that they would 

like to go back and continue their schooling. Many adolescent girls have 

reportedly begun asserting their claim to an equal diet in the family. Disabled 

adolescents on being trained about their rights have overcome their inhibitions 

and fears regarding their disabilities, and are more confident of handling their life 

situations.

Another natural offshoot of our work with women brought us to issues of 
rd thgovernance and participation of women in decision-making. The 73  and 74  

Constitutional Amendments ushered in significant possibilities for change in 

rural women’s lives. Out of this grew 

the demand for workshops on 

panchayati raj where both men and 

women of our constituencies needed 

capacity building in the form of training 

on their rights, responsibilities in order 

to participate effectively. As a result of 

our trainings, scores of men and 

women from dalit groups stood for 

elections and won.



Gender, Development
and Human rights

Governance

Health

Communalism & Peace

Legal Literacy

Our Training Programmes 
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A Profile of our Work



Adult Learning and Life Skills Educational Programmes





FOCUSSED 
INITIATIVES

Cutting across our various concerns, our focussed 
initiatives have created space for especially 

vulnerable groups, offering the possibility of 

diverse activities and programmes that focus on self 
respect, dignity, expression and 

equal rights

Addagutta Mahila 

Sangham

Asmita Shaheen

Children’s Resource 

Centre

Literacy Classes 

for Women Prisoners



We began by holding meetings in which we gave them practical information 

from a rights perspective.  From being bound locally and timid, they have 

become confident and assertive, taking part in campaigns and rallies. This was 

followed by a literacy programme, regular get-togethers and monthly 

meetings for the sangham women to discuss sangham matters and current 

issues of interest.  

Addagutta Mahila Sangham

Addagutta Sangham was started in 1994 initially with 20 women mostly 

domestic workers. This sangham was started because women from the 

Addagutta slum very often approached Asmita to process applications, 

certificates, admission of children to hostels, police cases etc. and became 

familiar with the problems that they faced. They also approach Asmita for 

health, medical guidance and assistance.
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The centre  provided a space for people especially women and adolescent 

girls of all communities a space to mingle freely with one another. We feel a 

sense of achievement to see girls gaining confidence. What remains to be 

done looms ahead. Changing mindsets, dealing with patriarchal values, 

issues of burqa, mobility, communalization, insecurity, unemployment 

and poverty are some of the uphill tasks confronting us. 

Our initiatives in peace building between the Muslim and Dalit 

communities of Sultan Shahi has been difficult yet very satisfying. 

Especially around the years 2002-2003 there was much disquiet due to 

rising fundamentalism and communalism. Whether it was a silent march 

with white flags in hands, or publishing 'Kabernaama' or conducting 

public meetings or a candle light vigil for the Iraq war, it can be said that 

we opened up for the people of Sultan Shahi, possibilities of another  

peaceful world. 

Very soon Shaheen had grown into an independent centre with a 

significant presence in the Old City. The Centre became autonomous in 

2003, under the leadership of our long time colleague and friend, noted 

Urdu writer Jameela Nishat.

Asmita  Shaheen 

Asmita Shaheen was a project which began at Sultan Shahi in the Old City 

of Hyderabad initiated by Jameela Nishat in 1998. The main aim was to 

strengthen and draw Muslim women and girls out towards possibilities of 

learning and openness leading ultimately to self-reliance. As an entry-level 

programme we started a dispensary and branched out towards offering 

coaching, facilitated translation, and publication of school text books. As 

the centre became more established, we began focusing on issues like 

domestic violence, sexuality, reproductive rights, the burqa and communal 

violence. We started counselling individual women who approached us for 

assistance in dealing with domestic violence.



Asmita Shaheen  



Children's Resource Centre

Asmita Children's Resource Centre was started in August 2000 with the 

objective of creating a space, a proper learning environment and security 

for children of nearby slums who are school dropouts and have access to 

school resources.  It hoped to provide additional experiences for children 

in a violence free atmosphere.  Rapport was built with the children so as to 

increase enrolment, attendance and to create and sustain an interest 

among them.  The perspective was to maintain the dignity of each child 

and to treat children as individuals with their own rights. This centre was 

active for two years, from 2000-2002.

The programme mainly aimed to offer all children the following; literacy, 

integrated information, work skills, a space for expression, access to 

mainstream, leadership skills. Our intervention was usually in the form of 

educational activities such as workshops, theme projects, theatre or role-

playing, children's education and skill training. The main thrust during that 

period was in the area of children's education basically functional literacy and 

access to information for all children.

A total number of 200 children, both boys and girls in the 

age group of 3-18 years gathered at the centre. On an 

average there were around fifty children every day.

Children of our centre felt that

  it allowed them space for free expression

  it provided an alternate free form of education 

they gained something more than what they 

did in schools.

  violence free environment attracted them

  it was a place to play, a place where they could be 

themselves



Literacy Classes for Women Prisoners

While violence against women is our main concern, one outcome has 

been to initiate work with women prisoners. We discovered that while 

technical and vocational training was given, formal education for women 

prisoners has been a neglected area. Even in instances when they are given 

books, there is no proper guidance about curriculum and content. With an 

aim to fill this gap we started literacy programmes in the women’s section 

of Chanchalguda jail. Every day around 150 women with different levels of 

literacy come for these literacy classes. 
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With this intervention almost all the prisoners are now interested in learning 

the alphabet and learning to sign instead of using thumb impressions. A few of 

them have begun reading newspapers and explaining news to other women 

also. Many have become interested enough to begin teaching other women in 

the night.  They have begun writing letters to their family and friends and have 

become familiar with the joys of reading storybooks. Jail officials are impressed 

with their interest and to motivate them further have announced that they 

would add five marks to those who have learnt reading and writing. 

Apart from the practical education they receive, we also strive to give them an 

understanding and insight into causes of violence and discrimination against 

women. We have placed our publications in the jail library. Additionally our 

informal talks with them, our publications (especially our short stories) and 

films provoke them to think about issues that are relevant to their lives. It has 

helped many women prisoners increase their knowledge about laws and 

issues and has also inspired them to think about them. Our support in the field 

of formal education has met with much success and several have upgraded 

their qualifications and some of these women have even graduated from the 

university while undergoing their prison sentence.









Offering legal support and counseling to survivors of 

violence has been a major focus since our formation. We 

believe this plays a vital role in enhancing women’s rights by 

coupling awareness and education of their human  and legal 

rights with guidance about how to go about pursuing 

justice. A range of women have sought counselling support 

over the years, a number of whom requested subsequent 

legal support. 

Our counseling and legal services are not advertised; yet 

each year at least 50 women take advantage of these 

services, learning about them by word-of-mouth. We have 

several trained counsellors on hand, and four of our 

members hold law degrees.

Our experience as counselors for survivors of domestic 

violence and sexual assault give rise to a question: how do 

we comprehend and give voice to these experiences? 

Where women survivors are concerned, the 

communication, once the decision in favour of disclosure is 

made, is simple. It is a statement of what happened in the 

language that they know. The fact that the language itself is 

coded against plain and direct disclosure, that words 

collapse honour and sexual experience together in ways 

that make it impossible to separate one from the other are 

problems that cripple women’s access to justice even 

today. Rape, for instance is almost never named directly except in the law. 

Instead it is expressed through euphemisms that either play down the violence 

or sensationalise it depending on the position of the victim survivor. But even 

so, women speak. The problem is that they do not speak in capsules or sound 

bytes. They do not tell all in one sitting at one time.

Total Number of Women  who have 
sought Counselling/Legal Aid Services

  
Year  no. of women

1991-1998 250* 

1998-1999 62

1999-2000 67

2000-2001 61

2001-2002 61

2002-2003 90

2003-2004 100

2004-2005 83

2005-2006 52

2006-2007 53

2007-2008 54

1991-2008 946

* no year-wise disaggregation available
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They do not begin with the most painful, most injurious experiences. Neither their pain, nor their experience can be 

“captured” on camera in a single shot. In the course of the telling they peel off layer after layer and it is all of that that is the 

story. As counselors, we find ourselves living through each story and then emerging transformed by the pain and the 

courage. It takes a long time for victim-survivors to be able to retell the stories – those that can be retold that is. Most of the 

stories of violence that have been told to us by those who have survived it have been spread over months, sometimes even 

a year or more, sometimes “incidentally”, when the stated purpose of seeking help is to prevent eviction or dispossession. In 

some, women have “made their peace” with extreme abuse, reckoning that the environment outside might be even more 

hostile to them and perhaps even more violent. 

At what cost do women find peace, and what kind of peace do they find? Sometimes, women have died without 

making their peace, insisting that their bodies should not be handed over to the family that deserted them in 

their lifetime. 

After twenty years of daily sexual abuse and marital rape, when Priyamvada [pseudonym] decided not to go ahead with 

the divorce proceedings and stated in writing that “nothing had happened”, we were pained. While handing over the 

letter, she told us with a still expressionless face that one must not lose faith in the possibility of even the worst criminal 

turning good. 

When Varalakshmi [pseudonym] knew she would die alone and uncared for in some small hospital in the edge of town, she 

was categorical in her assertion to the doctor that her body must not be handed over to her husband and children. When 

they heard this, the husband and children went to court and procured an order in their favour, because the judge felt the 

woman’s soul must rest in peace and she should not lie unclaimed to be disposed off by the municipality.  But she was 

unclaimed for in life, having battled destitution and desertion after leading a relatively comfortable life, having coped with 

children and husband pressing charges of insanity when the demand for livelihood support was persistent and based on real 

estimates of a reasonable, healthy life, rather than agreeing to the humiliation of a nominal dole.  She had no home, no family, 

the only support was our centre where she would come every day to spend hours reading and talking.

There are others like Gloria [pseudonym] who was raped and abused by the husband for six years, and escaped leaving 

behind a three-month old child. Eight years later, she decided to revisit the past and press for divorce and custody of the 

child, on grounds of cruelty. 

When Fatima [pseudonym] killed her step father in self defence when he attempted to rape her, she was assaulted in 

police custody and then imprisoned. 

Where is the space in our fields of vision to account for the fact that it might actually take a woman eight long years to 

be able to revisit the site of violence and decide to act on that experience. 

The accretion of violence and the remedy women have against violence being more violence, negation and denial, is a 

telling comment on the society we live in.





CAMPAIGNS and 
NETWORKING

Women campaigning for a world free of 

domestic violence, 

caste atrocity, communal violence, 

censorship, 

state violence, displacement, poverty

Campaigns are an 

important medium for 

spreading awareness, 

reaching out to people 

and drawing ordinary 

women into public 

debates on critical 

concerns.



Two thousand women from across the state poured in to attend the event 

and voice their protest. The conference provided an opportunity for these 

predominantly rural women from marginalized communities to interact with 

and listen to the finest activists and public figures active in the area of human 

rights.

What was extraordinary about the meeting was that it was the first time 

such a large number of women had assembled to 

talk about their issues. It was also the first time 

they had an opportunity to listen to leading 

speakers on their issues. These were names they 

had heard but to find them present specifically 

to address them gave them a sense of dignity 

and worth that was important. We realized that 

there was a large section deprived of 

information and access to leading movement 

thinkers. By bringing the two together outside a 

political party agenda, we were bridging a gap 

that was crucial in building an aware civil society.

The meeting began with a ceremony where 

candles were lit naming Mathura, Rameezabee, 

Maya Tyagi, Chabbirani Mahapatra, Vimala, 

Swetha, Muthamma, Bhanwari Devi– all 

women who had suffered extreme 

violence. The whole gathering then 

held up the candles and sang “We 

are here”, a song written for the 

event:

Women’s Rights are Human Rights

The Center for Women’s Global Leadership, University of Rutgers called 

for women’s groups worldwide to plan 16 days of activism to resist 

violence against women. This was Asmita’s first major campaign – a state 

level conference on Women’s Rights as Human Rights on 1-2 December 

1992.
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Your memories are 

fresh before us 

the rawness of 

your wounds unhealed

we are there

we are there

as blood red eyes

as arrows speeding to a target

as hearts aflame 

as burning questions

as the scars of 

your wounds

to oppose this

ancient unending

continuing violence

we stand

we are here

we are here
-Volga, 1992



Documentation As Campaign: 
The Anti Arrack Struggle

Historic, the anti arrack struggle is the story of the landless rural dalit 

woman who rose spontaneously drawing in other women from across the 

state, into a struggle that spread rapidly like a forest fire, leaving the 

government bewildered and shaken and its machinery utterly ineffective. 

While the state and the media initially supported the struggle from a moral 

position on the evils of alcohol, the women’s demand to ban liquor was a 

political demand. 
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Questions of gender and politics, and more importantly questions of the 

culture of politics, acquired new meanings through this struggle, because for 

the first time the imperatives of working class women determined the 

contours of the political space.

We went to all corners of the state and met women who had participated in 

this struggle. We listened to their experiences. We conducted interviews. We 

visited almost 80 villages in 8 districts. Listening to the women and learning 

about their struggles was a valuable experience for us. We understood the 

situation and needs of rural women, their strengths, their initiative. The 

experience of documenting the history of the struggle gave us a lot of self-

confidence that would help in our future work with rural women.

Where and how did the anti arrack struggle start?

On the surface it appears as if the origins of the movement 

are located in the literacy programme in Doobagunta, 

from where it spread throughout the state. For those  

who wish to go a bit deeper, it  soon becomes obvious 

that the lesson "Siripuram Sitamma" in the Aksharajyoti 

primer was the catalyst for Doobagunta. In that lesson, 

Sitamma, unable to bear the effect of liquor on the men, 

pulled together all the women of her village to stop the 

flow of liquor into the village. Our concern is with the 

nature of the conditions that enabled women to act at that historic 

moment inspired by a literacy primer. 

The imperatives of the struggle are located beyond the literacy 

programme, within the growing resistance to an authoritarian and 

repressive state that was becoming completely dependent on the ruling 

classes. 

Saramsam



The 1980s witnessed an impoverishment of the masses of rural and urban poor, with a sharp deterioration in the 

employment situation. There was a rise of 30 to 50 per cent in the prices of essential commodities. In this increasingly 

helpless situation, the government, instead of addressing the question of food subsidies and survival issues for the 

poor, introduced new strategies for the maximisation of revenue through a shift in excise policy that aimed at 

increasing sale of cheap liquor. The consumption of alcohol increased in alarming proportions as families were 

thrown into increasingly distressing situations. Even twelve-year-old boys began to consume alcohol. In a situation 

that was desperate, women were left with no option but to resist. The story on Sitamma in a literacy primer sparked 

off the protest.

In the period between May-June 1992 the struggle was confined to one village. By the end of July, 200 shops out of 

864 were closed and arrack contractors went to the state capital.

Women patrolled villages at night, caught offenders, decided on punishments for drunken husbands, and unearthed 

hidden stocks. By the end of August 1992, hundreds of liquor shops were closed in Nellore district and women were 

coming into the struggle in increasing numbers.

It was only when the determination and the political will of the women was evident that political parties decided to 

come to the forefront of the struggle. Swearing that the elections would be determined by the measures for 

prohibition, women broke barricades and bore police lathi charges to enter auction halls and Collector’s chambers 

demanding an end to arrack auctions. In a matter  of weeks the anti liquor struggle had assumed more militant  

proportions. Women's demonstrations which were organised by women leaders from left parties in Hyderabad 

drew women in thousands.

The movement very soon spread to eight hundred villages, with more than five hundred shops being forcibly closed 

down. Arrack auctions were postponed thirty two times. The police and goondas were pressed into service to break 

the protests. The situation grew more violent but the women were undeterred and continued to picket arrack shops 

and arrack godowns, inviting threats that the state revenue would receive a set back and rations of rice and kerosene 

would have to be withdrawn. Women said they could cope with the withdrawal of rice subsidy, but not with the sale 

of liquor, and kept forcing more shops to close down. Their struggle was not only against their men and arrack 

contractors but also against the government. When the Jana Vignana Vedika gave a call for a statewide movement, 

women devised strategies and action, in ways that changed from one moment to the next. They crafted the 

movement as they went along, experimenting with new forms of protest.

The struggle had already made a difference to women’s lives increasing the household savings and providing food to 

eat. Domestic violence was reduced drastically and even men who used to drink acknowledged the change.

The anti liquor struggle forces us to re-examine the boundaries between the home and the world - between private 

and public and our own assumptions about the state. The establishment of a link between rural poor women and the 

state machinery at various levels, ranging from local bureaucracies to the head of state - is the hallmark of the struggle. 

Women now had a new perspective on the violence they were subjected to in their daily lives, especially its political 

dimension and its links with state processes.  



Through their experience in the struggle, the women who campaigned relentlessly for prohibition now began to 

recognise and understand the distinction between the home and the street, between the private and public, as 

one that is blurred and in a sense artificial. ’Family issues’ were now discussed and debated on the road. The 

transformation in women’s lives was evident from the fact that they were now ready to take collective action 

against errant husbands. The campaigns against domestic violence initiated by feminists in the 1970s acquired a 

new relevance. The articulation of family violence in the course of the anti-liquor struggle shifted from a middle 

class to a working class context. In this shift the family came to acquire a political centrality and meaning along 

with caste and class. Gender relations within the family were reconstituted by the very fact that women now sat 

together not just to publicly discuss problems of survival and  domestic 

violence, but also to talk about how they would deal with men who 

violated the codes of conduct that women were now laying down.

Further, in fashioning unique forms and strategies of resistance, women 

redefined the meaning of the political. The struggle was completely 

decentralised, as was the leadership. The modes of protest, the planning of 

collective action and decisions regarding the struggle were taken by women 

at local levels, and the leadership itself was representative of the intrinsic 

democratic character of the entire movement. None of the leaders had a 

vested interest in the movement, nor was there anyone to ask the women to 

go home after the battle was won or sold out, as was the case in most other 

mass movements across the world that had predominantly male leadership. 

What happened ultimately to the anti arrack struggle however, was that it got 

completely hijacked by mainstream parties and eventually got reduced to 

symbolise the mutual antagonism between the Congress and the Telugu 

Desam Party, the women in the process being dispossessed of their hard won 

political gains. Today, the only remnants of the struggle waged ten years ago 

are visible in sporadic demonstrations against lifting the ban on prohibition. 

What started off as a mass movement by women has survived as token 

lobbying with the government that today as ten years ago thinks of the entire 

issue only in terms of revenue. 

What remains the most important lesson of this decade, however, is the 

fact of women’s agency in crafting a prolonged struggle against not just 

structures of patriarchy in the private domain, but also against structures of 

capitalist patriarchy represented by the ruling classes and the state with its 

repressive apparatus. 

Based on Saramsam, our book length report on the Anti Liquor Struggle
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The first objective was to have complete information of the women’s 

movement. While the rest of the world knew that the Indian women’s 

movement was very live, very diverse, multipolar etc., until the point of the 

consultation there had not been an adequate documentation of how many 

groups were active, what their perspectives were, and what kind of linkages and 

networks could be created. Uncovering these kinds of information was 

extremely important for future struggles as earlier struggles and women’s 

movements had suffered for the lack of information. The second objective was 

that this would give us the time to reflect on our work and see where we had 

arrived, what issues we confronted, the commonalities of issues, if any, and the 

diversity and polarities.Third, the consultation addressed action agendas and 

research agendas for the next 15 years. 

Asmita decided to take up the programme for more than one reason. Apart form 

the fact that this was part of a larger effort, it was also time to start a dialogue in the 

South on defining the key issues in the women’s movement in the South. The 

questions we asked at that time were: What have been the key moments in the 

history of the women’s movement in the South over the past twenty years? How 

have trends shifted and changed over twenty years? What are the issues on which 

we need to work together? This was primarily an opportunity to network with 

groups from different backgrounds in all the four southern states and also to 

examine the possibility of meeting more often to discuss issues.

Most of the groups that work in similar areas defined issues differently. It was 

necessary to come together and be able to debate issues and arrive at some 

kind of a common agenda. If this could be accomplished, even in the event of 

non-availability of resources, just the fact that we would have common agenda 

would be a point of networking and collective strength. 

We received an overwhelming response from women across South India. 

There were whole groups that wanted to attend the meeting. In an important 

sense, this meeting was a historic and politically significant event for every one 

of us who had, at whatever level, been active in the movement in the South. It 

was the first coming together of women from the Southern States.

Searching for Solidarity: 
A Collective Review of Two Decades of the Women’s Movement in India, 1995

In 1995, in preparation for the Beijing Conference, we organized a major 

consultation in collaboration with the Centre for Women’s Development 

Studies, Delhi that brought together individual activists and groups from all 

the southern states to review and assess the gains and problems in the 

women’s movement over two decades. 



 It must not be forgotten that one of the key commitments made by the Congress during 

its election campaign was that it would invite the Maoists and other naxalite groups to 

the negotiating table and create the conditions for the restoration of democracy and the 

rule of law in the state. Even prior to the election phase, citizens’ groups, notably the 

Concerned Citizens’ Committee, had over a period of five years painstakingly pieced 

together a framework within which peace could be negotiated, in case the possibility 

arose. A new government meant the creation of the possibility.

Engaging with Peace Building

What    has been the place of the women’s question in the dialogues around 

peace? The peace process that began in Andhra Pradesh in 2004 was the 

result of several factors that relate to the democratization of socio-political 

fabric over the past decade. It was an immediate result of the people’s 

mandate given to the Congress and its allies to bring peace to the state.

Open Letter to Revolutionary Parties 

“The discussions between revolutionary parties and women’s groups come at the end of twenty-five years of incessant 
efforts at democratization by women within parties and groups outside concerned about the position of women within 
political structures. This marks a watershed in the demand by women to be recognized as citizens and the demand for 
treatment as agents in the creation of new and radical political structures. We sincerely welcome your effort to 
understand women political concerns particularly relating to equal citizenship. 

While governance is something that is immediately relevant in the public realm of the state and civil society, it 
also proliferates to the other niches of civil society and politics, the same basic principles governing all realms. 
And representation is critical to effective governance. While it is generally true that leadership is drawn in 
movements and the state from the middle classes, the movement towards a radicalization of the polity inevitably 
involves the gradual and increasing delegation of power and authority to those classes whose interests must be 
represented in order to eliminate oppression. For us as women, this immediately raises our central concern. 
Why is there no significant representation of women in the upper echelons of your political structure and 
leadership? If the number of women in leadership reflects a corresponding disproportion in membership, our 
question is, what is it about the questions you are raising or the manner that these questions are being articulated 
that does not draw women in significant numbers. If there is a parity of membership among women and men, 
why is it that women are unable to rise to the position of intellectual and political leaders of the movement? 

We have been raising the concerns stated here for two decades now, as is evident from our writing and work over 
this entire period. Even when the Concerned Citizens’ Committee was set up four years ago, we asked why it was 
that there was only one woman on the Committee at that time who dropped out very soon, when in fact there were 
so many in the state who had an active interest in various aspects of this issue. When the talks were fixed and all sides 
chose their representatives, none thought of inviting women to be part of deliberations that by your own admission 
affected thousands of women who lived in remote areas and were victims of the conflict. Yet after the peace process 
commenced, we were asked by one of the mediators what women’s groups were doing in the peace process.

We would also like to state that as women we have an active interest in processes of democratization, and 
secularization of civil society. We believe that women’s survival rests on the complete abatement of conflict and the 
elimination of all forms of conservatism and orthodoxy. Gujarat 2002 is a stark reminder of the grave assaults that 
women must bear in situations of conflict and moral policing. And this has more to do with patriarchal ideologies than 
to do with any specific religious ideology. All ideological apparatuses predicated on an understanding of the 
subordinate status of women during periods of crisis exhibit a range of unanticipated and uncontrollable assaults on 
women.

 And these assaults and threats of assaults are viewed even by visionaries and leaders as part of larger cultural 
questions that cannot have immediate remedies and not as the simple derogation of the life and security of person of 
women which must be handed over to the due process of law. 
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In October 2008, Vindhya and Kalpana were part of a Women’s Fact Finding team that met survivors of conflict in 
Dantewada, Chhatisgarh, in an attempt to think through strategies for the resolution of conflict in that state. 

We hope therefore that in engaging in this dialogue, we are beginning to work towards a transparent, democratic

public space that will fulfill the promise of true equality for women.

The questions we have raised in the past have often been dismissed as diversionary and bourgeois. What are these 

questions? 

Why are women confined to marginal roles in struggles? Even where they wield arms, responsibilities for caring and 

providing reproductive labour is still that of women. While we have information that there has been some change 

with men also sharing in the cooking and fetching of food, the sexual division of labour has not significantly altered. 

And this is visible in the fact that women are completely absent from any accounts of intellectual creativity or agency 

in the struggle and consequently in the leadership as is evident from the composition of the front face of the parties. 

What is the exact nature of the part played by women in the struggle, and how has this participation been theorized 

by the party? Women’s questions are generally dismissed as devoid of ideology and political perspective. Yet, it is our 

belief that a political perspective that is not nuanced by an understanding of gender as a structural and ideological fact 

is a seriously flawed perspective. By not taking questions raised by women seriously and by not dealing with those 

questions both at the ideological and programmatic levels, by dismissing women’s questions as trivial and “personal”, 

there is an active disempowerment of women as a class within the movement. While parties are willing to examine 

power relationships between classes, castes and the state, the more fundamental and ubiquitous power relationship 

between men and women never enters the account. This serves to mask the power that men wield over women and 

guarantee impunity especially to perpetrators of violence against women both within the party and outside. The 

control of sexuality, which is the cornerstone of patriarchy operates not only in feudal neo colonialist societies, but 

also in semi feudal patriarchal revolutionary attitudes. The inherent belief that female sexuality must be controlled to 

maintain social order is responsible for the multi-layered oppression of women, which revolutions have been totally 

unable to eradicate. This results in forced marriages, the belief in the inevitability of marriage for women, abduction of 

minor girls for marriage and sexual harassment of women. Sexual harassment includes accusations of sexual and 

moralethical misconduct when women refuse to conform or when they ask questions related to democratic 

governance within parties. At a more pernicious level, this internal ideology of male domination gets projected onto 

grassroots work, with similar solutions being implemented outside. Witness accounts of the marriages of rapists to 

victims as the solution to rape. 

We strongly recommend that the terms “veeramatha” and “veerapatni” be expunged from revolutionary vocabulary, 

as they are extremely sexist terms. The glorification of motherhood masks the active denial of entitlements and equal 

citizenship in practice while idealizing sacrifice, service and unquestioning surrender to sons. This glorification of 

motherhood is a mirror image of the simultaneous worship of the mother goddess and the debasement of women in 

reality. This mystification of reproductive labour serves to keep women in chains. Finally the collapsing of all issues of 

women’s rights into liquor and prohibition reflects a blindness to the much larger, much more pervasive violence 

against women. In order to address the issue we must begin to understand it.”

As feminists who have engaged critically with mainstream politics and state formations on the one hand and have 

been actively involved in human rights advocacy on the other, we published an open letter voicing our concerns on 

the relationship between revolutionary praxis and women’s lives/feminism.

(This letter written by Volga, Kalpana and Vasanth was given [in Telugu] to the leaders of the two parties at the commencement of the dialogue between naxalites and 
representatives of women’s groups at the state guest house, Manjeera, where they had been accommodated by the government during the peace talks on 19th October 2004.)



Moralists objected to his writing on the ground that it would corrupt women's morals and break families. Women however 

read his books secretly. He said that,” woman has a body that needs exercise, a heart that needs emotion and a brain that 

needs thought. ”Even the communist party disapproved of Chalam's writing and felt they were not useful to society. Even 

today one is still searching for answers to the questions he raised.

1994 was Chalam Centenary year. It was also a period when feminist literature was at its peak. It was raising the very same 

questions that Chalam raised as political questions. Feminists felt that this was a good opportunity to place these questions in a 

political context. Volga took the initiative to form a committee called the Chalam Centenary Committee with Vemana 

Vasanthalakshmi, U. Vindhya, Hema Parimi and Vasanth Kannabiran as members..The whole year saw meetings on Chalam's 

writings and thought being conducted all over Andhra Pradesh. Meetings were held in Vijayawada, Vishakapatnam, Ananthapur, 

Tenali, Bapatla, Guntur, Tirupati, Eluru, Kakinada, and Rajahmandry in a big way.

These celebrations played a major part in foregrounding feminist thought in Telugu Literature. Asmita played a critical role in 

using the centenary to focus on a writer of significance and made it into a campaign on women's rights. The final celebration 

in Hyderabad ended with the staging of a play, based on six women characters in Chalam’s novels. This play, written by 

Volga, and staged by eminent women writers won great acclaim. It was performed again after ten years in 2005.

Chalam Centenary Celebrations 1994

Born in 1894 on Buddha Purnima, Chalam was a writer who brought 

various aspects of women's oppression into Telugu literary discourse. He 

wrote prolifically on issues like women's labour, reproduction  and 

sexuality from 1920 to 1960.These were signposts of a revolution in those 

times. He questioned many tenets of caste, religion and gender which 

roused the ire of traditionalists who declared him an outcaste. 
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An important aspect of this process was the programme to popularize the 

Beijing Platform for Action. With this larger goal in view, Asmita published 

an “information package” with simple booklets, pictures, posters etc, 

reflecting the ideas and facts of the Jakarta Declaration and 

Regional Platform for Action, and the Beijing Platform for Action, 

so that women at the field level can relate to these important 

events and documents both visually and culturally. These booklets 

were published in Telugu, Urdu, Tamil and Malayalam and 

disseminated widely all over South India.

Additionally, Asmita distributed:

 Booklets and Posters in three languages on the Girl Child, Violence, 

Environment, and Platform for Action

 Scroll with Audio Commentary on Platform for Action

 Songs on the Critical Areas of Concern.

Groups from four countries in the South Asian sub-region -- Bangladesh, 

India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka – worked together on this project in 1996-97.

Popularising the Beijing Platform 
for Action: South India

Asmita was part of the group constituted by UNESCAP to review the 

progress in the integration of women in all aspects of development, and 

promote the intensification of efforts at the national and regional levels to 

create access for women to the benefits of the development process. This 

group put in place coherent strategies to promote and strengthen  

NGO/Government coordination in promoting and implementing the 

Jakarta Declaration for the advancement of women in Asia and the Global 

Platform for Action and thereby promote NGO contributions of 

improving the quality of life of poor rural and urban women at the 

grassroots level. 









It is an established practice for the IAWS to collaborate with a 

local university in the organising of the biennial conference, with 

the university taking major responsibility for local coordination 

and hospitality. None of the 7 universities in Hyderabad were 

willing to host an event on this scale. Asmita was then invited by 

the IAWS to coordinate the work of the conference. In 

recognition of the practice of the Association usually including a 

university in an organisational capacity, Asmita constituted a 

Steering Committee consisting of university vice chancellors, 

senior bureaucrats with a proven commitment to women’s 

studies, academics and creative writers of 

repute. The Organising Committee 

brought in senior faculty members from 

each of these institutions. All members of 

these committees took their role seriously, 

and most of them took the time and 

trouble to attend the meetings and 

communicate their suggestions to us.

We used this opportunity to persuade 

institutions in the twin cities to make a more 

longstanding commitment to IAWS. Most 

of the institutions represented on our 

committees became institutional/corporate 

members of the IAWS: The Maulana Azad National Urdu University, Potti 

Sreeramulu Telugu University and University of Hyderabad became Corporate 

Members while the NALSAR University of Law, NISIET, and Central University of 

Hyderabad became institutional members.

Apart from taking responsibility for co-ordinating the conference, Asmita also 

housed the Secretariat of the IAWS from 1998-2000 and used that 

opportunity creatively to draw in more constituencies into the field of 

women’s studies.

The Ninth National Conference 
on Women’s Studies: January 2000

Asmita Resource Centre for Women organised the IXth  National 

Conference on Women’s Studies for the Indian Association for Women’s 

Studies at Hyderabad in January 2000.  At a time when NGOs were under 

attack  from all sides, Asmita, the group responsible for local coordination, 

demonstrated the indispensability of collaboration between NGOs, the 

university system, the bureaucracy and movements
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Of the several programmes we have conducted and co-organized on the issue of disability rights, the deliberations around 

the Employment Guarantee Scheme for Persons with Disabilities and the Human Rights Monitoring Project for Persons 

with Disabilities are particularly significant. 

Both these programmes were conducted in collaboration with Swaadhikaar Disability Rights and Resources Centre.

Disability Rights Monitoring involves the collection and verification of information regarding the degree to which the human 

rights of people with disabilities are being protected, promoted and fulfilled. This project involved the establishment of 

sustainable systems to collect and analyze information regarding the human rights situation of people with disabilities in 

countries around the world. Sporadic individual investigations have uncovered systemic human rights violations faced by 

people with disabilities such as appalling conditions in institutions, widespread sterilization policies, significant levels of low 

literacy, refusal of medical care and disproportionately high unemployment rates. However, comprehensive knowledge 

about the human rights situation of people with disabilities has not been systematically collected, documented, stored and 

analyzed. The collection of data and the periodic monitoring was done by a group of 30 persons with disabilities from 

different parts of the state, especially from rural areas, who went through an intensive 10 day training on how to collect and 

collate data, conduct interview, and connect local issues with the international debates on disability rights.

In late 2007, we decided we needed to do something to usher in the new year on a different note. Diaries had become 

commonplace, and there were too many to choose from. Calendars seemed like a good idea. But what would be the 

theme? Oddly enough, the first and only thought we had was that the calendar should explore the theme of disability rights. 

The artist, Nivedita, has been a close collaborator for over ten years. We discussed the theme and decided it would be best 

to look at the Disability Rights Convention and create drawings that would demonstrate inclusiveness along every 

dimension in every field – work, school, travel, tourism, the market, sport, home, everywhere.

This is part of our campaign on disability rights and popularizing the UN Convention on Disability Rights. One thousand 

calendars were mailed out by the first week of January to disability rights groups across the country, women’s groups, human 

rights groups on our list and women writers across the world.

The Disability Rights Network

Asmita began working in the area of disability rights around 2001. After 

some initial work co-organising conferences and meetings, we began to 

work more closely with groups across the state through disability rights 

networks to bring a women’s perspective to the mobilization around 

issues of ability. Simultaneously, we also worked on our own programmes 

with women’s networks in the state, bringing the disability rights 

perspective into women’s programmes. Our work with disability rights 

activists has been extremely rewarding, because it has transformed the 

ways in which we understood and spoke about rights, protections and 

access.



Recommendations  for the Inclusion of Citizens with Disabilities
in the Employment Guarantee Scheme  in Andhra Pradesh

[Draft prepared by Dr. Kalpana Kannabiran, Asmita Collective on the basis of minuted discussions at the state 
level meeting of persons with disabilities to discuss the EGS at the National Institute of Mental Health, 
Secunderabad, January 2006]

The following recommendations are being proposed in the spirit of affirmative action and the right to equal 
access of Citizens with Disabilities to all measures for the eradication of poverty and the realization of the right 
to life initiated by the government

1.  Mechanisms may be put in place to ensure the fullest participation of Citizens with Disabilities in the 
registration and ratification by the Gram Panchayat of identified works, and their mandatory inclusion in 
self help groups to enhance their effective engagement with VOs and other local representatives.

2.  Inclusion of Citizens with Disabilities in Joint Forest Management and the creation of effective access to 
common property resources. 

3.  Officers at each level responsible for the implementation of the EGS may be trained and oriented towards 
appreciating actual capabilities in consultation with Citizens with Disabilities seeking inclusion in particular 
works, thus making decisions regarding appropriate work participatory and the process inclusive rather 
than charity oriented.

4.  Since the Act does not make special mention of ability as a pre-condition to granting of work, this must be 
read in favour of the person with disability in the granting of work.

5.  The definition of the household is far from fixed in the Act. In the event that the nuclear family is taken as 
the unit for the household, irrespective of actual numbers of units sharing a common hearth, this flexibility 
may be extended to adult Citizens with Disabilities residing in the household. In concrete terms, if 100 days 
of work is guaranteed to each unit, the presence of an adult with disabilities should result in the granting of 
an additional 50 days of work -- to the person with disability. Where the disability is severe and obstructs 
the person from participation in work, these additional hours may be given to an adult caretaker. However, 
this decision must only be made on a case by case basis after the officer has personally consulted with the 
person with disabilities, and the reasons for not allotting work to him/her and allotting it to a care 
taker/family member must be recorded in writing. Adults with disabilities would be given additional job 
cards.

6.  Of the 14000 or more field assistants employed by the government to assist in the implementation, 
Citizens with Disabilities will be identified to ensure inclusion of Citizens with Disabilities. For this purpose, 
the persons identified by the AP State Legal Services Authorities as Para Legal Volunteers in each district 
[where such identification has been done], may be included in the implementation of the EGS.

7.  Field Assistants appointed from among Citizens with Disabilities will also bring to the notice of the 
government the progress or obstacles as the case may be in the allotment of work and timely payment of 
wages.

8.  All information that must be provided on the EGS and related matters must be communicated effectively 
to Citizens with Disabilities keeping in mind the access issues that are specific to their situation. Merely 
displaying information at public places cannot be read as having communicated with Citizens with 
Disabilities.

9.  At the level of the Gram Panchayat, members should have separate consultations with Citizens with 
Disabilities prior to the meeting to discuss works and an independent record of such discussions must be 
maintained in the minute book to enable the government to be responsive to the needs and entitlements 
of Citizens with Disabilities.

10.  Where training can enhance the participation of Citizens with Disabilities in the works to be allotted, 
efforts must be made to ensure that this training is imparted by and in consultation with Citizens with 
Disabilities as far as possible. 

11.  In the event of no work being allotted by the stipulated time to a person with disabilities, unemployment 
allowance may be paid to such person with greater stringency and checks than in the case of persons 
without disability as there is a strong possibility of this provision being misused to deny Citizens with 
Disabilities equal access to the EGS.

12.  For Citizens with Disabilities, the measure for wages should be hours of work rather than performance of 
fixed amount of work because it is a recognized fact that Standardization of capacity and definition of 
standard efficiency is both difficult and problematic in the case of Citizens with Disabilities. This would 
require the government to look at the EGS through a new perspective that does not see the poor person 
with disability as lazy and unwilling to work, but rather to make an assumption that if included in the EGS 
the person with disability will work to his/her maximum capacity and that willingness provides the rationale 
for the government to shift from quantum of work to hours of work. According to ILO norms, hours of 
work are a standard measure that has been proven to be just.

13.  Apart from questions of inclusion, transportation for person and escort where necessary; signage for the 
speech and hearing impaired and audible implements for the visually challenged; allotment of work in 
proximity of residence; orientation of all persons covered by the EGS towards disability issues; equal wages 
for men and women with disabilities; building of social capital to be stressed alongside infrastructure 
development etc.; formal mechanisms for the inclusion of Citizens with Disabilities in local governance at 
the village and ward levels on the initiative of the government if necessary.
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The cases presented at the public hearing by survivors of violence raised certain 

very critical questions for our consideration. The cases spanned a wide range of 

issues. Four of the courageous women witnessed and suffered extreme violence 

in their childhood – three of them still children, while one has grown to adulthood 

with the memories of brutal assault by upper caste kamma landlords in 

which her husband was killed when she was just thirteen years old.

Karamchedu and Chunduru are violent reminders of the violence of 

caste. Sulochana’s courage and her willingness to share memories of 

unspeakable terror and irreparable loss, were reinforced by her 

persistent faith in the possibility of a better world. That the 

massacres at Karamchedu in 1985 and Chunduru in 1991 have had 

the guarantee of impunity raises serious questions of the possibility 

for justice in the present political order. Although Karamchedu 

happened 19 years ago, it came alive at the hearing because of 

Sulochana’s testimony at the public hearing. The scale on which 

collective violence is perpetrated against dalits is not just atrocity. It 

is a crime against humanity.

Rape and sexual assault are forms of violence that survivors, judges and 

lawyers hesitate to name, because it carries the horror of social ostracism for 

the victim-survivor. It has needed exceptional courage of conviction for 

women to be able to even register a case of rape. The women’s movement 

has fought for decades to persuade women to break cultural barriers and treat 

rape as aggravated assault and report it, without very much success. Thirteen-

year-old Madhavi had the courage to report her rape and assisted investigating 

agencies in apprehending the accused. 

Child sexual abuse within the family has been one of the most complex issues 

before us. If comprehension is the first step in dealing with abuse, coping is the 

next, since it is rarely possible for victims to remove themselves immediately 

from an abusive situation. 

5000 women watched spellbound as these  nine women recounted their 

experiences of horror and violence,  while the jury, consisting of Mohini 

Giri, Nalini Nayak, Ruth Manorama and Jeelani Bano spoke about the need 

to connect the experiences of these women to what was happening 

outside – coming to grips with poverty,  fundamentalism, caste violence 

and domestic violence. They underscored the need to understand the 

intersections between different kinds of violence in women’s lives.

Public Hearing on
 Violence Against Women: 7 March 2004 



The most painful part of abuse then, is the period when the victim 

knows s/he is in constant danger of being abused and continues to 

experience it or live in perpetual fear because there is no instant road 

to freedom. Disclosure is also the most difficult in these cases, 

because inevitably disclosure is to other members of the family who 

often counsel tolerance and forgiveness, nobody risks counseling 

redress for the victim-survivor. Karuna, at age 15, was relentless in 

her resolve to press charges against an abusive father, even replacing 

her family with a new community of support at the NGO, Ankuram. 

At a time when it is still difficult to grapple with the impact of 

disclosure on family “honour,” Karuna redefined the meaning of 

kinship, community and care. 

Juleka put before us the other dimensions of sexual abuse by parent/caretaker. 

Living in constant threat of violence of sexual assault and having to cope with 

constant attempts at assault makes retaliation inevitable in several situations. 

However, when the retaliation leads to unexpected consequences, like the 

death of the abuser, suddenly the violence of the retaliation stands alone while 

the violence of the attempted assaults is ignored or forgotten.

 The brutal actions of the abuser are compounded by the brutal use of torture on 

a victim/survivor who is suddenly a mere criminal. That this woman was staving off 

attacks on herself or attacks on her daughter and was living in perpetual fear does 

not enter the field of redress at all. When women attack an abuser in self-defense 

they are tortured and imprisoned immediately. When men attack defenseless, 

unsuspecting, sleeping wives with kerosene and matches, the police turn around 

and tell the badly burnt wife to provide the whereabouts of the absconding 

husband so they may take action. 

And if the woman is physically unable to do this, or if quite naturally, she does 

not know his whereabouts, she cannot hope for any redress. Marital violence 

has left Maryamma scarred, crippled and emotionally fragile. As in all such 

cases, it is not just one bad episode but a steady escalating violence that 

culminates in disability or death. While able bodied women are crippled and 

disabled through violence and sexual assault, women with disability are, to use 

Andalamma’s words, like a kite, going whichever way the wind blows it. 

Veering between the mercy and goodwill of parents, brothers, sisters, 

husband, in-laws on the one hand and complete destitution on the other. 



Alongside the deep sadness about her condition, 

there was also humour and the will to live with faith. 

But, it is not physical disability that is the problem. 

Physical disability helps us to see better and 

understand with greater clarity the general position 

of women in our society. Where women are 

generally dependent and valued only for their 

physical labour [especially in the household] and 

sexual services, women with disability are the worst 

off. What are the independent support systems 

that must be in place in order to create a more 

accessible and equitable order for persons who 

are differently abled?

In the case of Kalavathi, the jury was confronted 

with the frightening hostility of institutions for 

persons with mental disability towards such 

persons. Although Kalavathi had the good 

fortune of having a supportive, responsible and 

caring father, himself visually challenged, there 

must be mechanisms of material support grounded in a 

commitment to human rights that is the only way that the world will be an 

accessible place for Kalavathi and hundreds of women like her. 

And finally is the question of women’s leadership. Dubashi Manjula, the first 

dalit woman sarpanch of her village in Medak, Andhra Pradesh, had the 

courage to contest and win an election, and then insisted on governing the 

village. She has been assaulted several times, paraded on the streets of her 

village, constantly abused, and denied of her powers as sarpanch. While 

corruption scandals involving crores of rupees go completely unpunished and 

unchecked, dalit women are denied cheque-signing powers normally given to 

sarpanches on the ground that they cannot keep correct accounts. 

The real story however is that money is withdrawn by dominant caste doralu 

[lords] through the routine use of forged signatures, and the blame placed on 

these women. What are the safeguards we must insist upon for women in 

governance, especially dalit women? What are the measures we must take to 

ensure that women complete their term in office with all their powers and 

responsibilities intact? How do we begin to make the law “work” for women? 
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Asian South Pacific Bureau of 
Adult Education (ASPBAE)

The Asian South Pacific Bureau of Adult Education (ASPBAE) is a regional 

network of organisations and individuals committed to the promotion of 

education, focusing on transformative adult education and learning. It 

believes that education is a fundamental right for all; that governments are 

primarily responsible for ensuring education to all their citizens;  that 

gender justice  is integral to Education For All; that adult education is critical 

to enable all citizens to cope, transform and improve their conditions, fight 

all forms of discrimination and exclusion and participate meaningfully and 

decisively in decisions that impact on their lives.

Asmita’s involvement with ASPBAE began in 1995 before the Beijing Conference. Vasanth Kannabiran was commissioned 
to carry out a study on Gender Training in South Asia. Published as Sharing the Fish Head, this study paved the way for a 
long and fruitful collaboration that extended our own influence and capacity to network across the region.  Asmita was the 
Lead Agency for ASPBAE’s Women’s Program for several years. We prepared another training manual called Engendering 
Adult Learning that has been widely used as a resource and training manual across the Asia Pacific. We have been a part of 
ASPBAE’s campaigns on Adult Learning and EFA for several years. Our team members have regularly attended ASPBAE 
leadership and capacity building workshops and we have been resource persons on gender at most of their workshops. 
Own understanding of Adult Learning has been expanded and deepened through this work, while ASPBAE’s gender 
perspective has been strengthened and sharpened as a result of this partnership. We have enjoyed this creative and 
productive partnership for the last twelve years.

Asmita and ASPBAE at the World Social Forum - Mumbai, 2004
The women's movement has long since demanded that credit be made available to women.  This demand was based on 
the objective of enhancing women's access to and control on resources.  In the last five years however, the proliferation of 
Self Help Groups and the emerging changes in them has forced those who are closely associated with these groups and 
their processes to closely analyze them in the context of women's issues and feminist ideologies.

It was to address these concerns and questions that a seminar was organised in Mumbai at the World Social Forum by Nirantar- 
a feminist resource group for Gender and Education, New Delhi, Asmita and ASPBAE – the Asia South Pacific Bureau for Adult 
Education.

The main objective of the seminar was to examine and analyse the potential for women's empowerment inherent in the 
micro-credit paradigm and to explore its implications.  With the objective of making these 
connections on a global scale and as widespread as possible. Speakers with diverse experiences and 
viewpoints were invited, so that different aspects of this issue could be highlighted and examined.  
Speakers from Mexico, Argentina, Uruguay and India participated in the seminar.  
The diverse regional contexts and socio-economic situations from which the 
speakers came enabled the issue to be raised in a larger context and discussed in 
great depth. While some speakers represented the view that advocated an 
improvement in the existing micro-credit strategy, there were others who raised 
deeply political questions from a feminist perspective.  The participants present at 
the seminar represented a wide array of the diverse interest groups.  Their 
presence during the seminar reflected a desire to understand and analyse the 
phenomenon of micro-credit and its current reality at a broad level, and within a 
nuanced and analytical framework.



Towards the realization of these goals, CAN undertook legal literacy on 

violence against women in 14 mandals of 6 districts of AP; created pressure 

groups in these mandals that brought in members from various local bodies 

that will work to implement laws and policy on violence against women; 

created an appreciable level of awareness of the gravity and legal implications 

of violations against women in 6 districts; mediated focus group discussions, 

and conducted participatory evaluations to ensure that cases of violence 

against women were reported, registered and tried. 

The activities of CAN have included workshops at village, mandal, district level, 

road campaigns (chaitanya yatras) accompanied by folk songs, ballets and 

street theatre, state and district level meetings involving government officials 

such as collector, superintendent of police, judges, public prosecutors and 

programmes that focussed on the implementation of the NREGS to mitigate 

livelihood concerns. The other issues that 

were taken up were distribution of 

lands to the landless people, getting 

house sites in the names of the 

women, helping the old women to 

avail the old age pension, stopping 

child labour, addressing issues on 

untouchability, domestic violence, 

etc.

The Collective Action         Network (CAN)

Asmita facilitates and provides logistic support to the Collective Action 
Network, a network of five district-based organizations that work on 
women’s rights. The long-term goals of CAN are:

 To raise the status of women

 Ensure their security through helping them secure their rights to    
property 

 Increase their participation in decision making both within their 
homes and in their local communities

 Educate civil society and enforcement agencies about legislations, 
benefits and policies of the government

 Secure political and economic power to women.

ASMITA

85



As a medical student she set up camps for the treatment of Satyagrahis wounded 

during the salt Satyagraha. She went abroad for higher education and set up 

practice in Bezwada. Her house was the centre for the Community Party, the 

women’s movement and the people’s theatre movement. Her book on delivery 

and childcare was the first comprehensive telugu book on the subject. Even today 

it is used as a resource book for rural women. 

Acchamamba used to speak at political camps on women’s health, reproductive 

issues and status. She claimed that the health and well being of women was the 

index of a nation’s culture, wealth and development thus giving a political 

perspective to women’s health. She was elected President of the State Mahila 

Sabha. She spearheaded a campaign collected ten thousand signatures to amend 

Hindu Law providing property rights and inheritance rights to women. She stood 

for elections in 1946 from Eluru. Although she lost the election, her campaign was 

an unforgettable part of the women’s movement. She went to prison for six 

months in 1948 for protesting against repressive laws in Vijayawada. She was 

elected in1957 to the Lok Sabha as the Congress candidate. She worked to bring 

the law on dowry prohibition. She was the Secretary of the 

all India Rural Mahila Mandali. She was Lok Sabha 

representative to All India Medical Sciences Congress. She 

played a critical role in establishing the Montessori Training 

College. She was a symbol of integrity and selflessness. 

Given her crucial role in the history of Andhra Pradesh, both 

in people’s movements and the women’s movement we felt 

that it was important to commemorate her centenary year 

in 2006 and remind the Telugu public of her contribution. 

We invited noted writers and social activists to join the 

Acchamamba Centenary Committee. As part of the 

centenary celebrations, we organized meetings through the 

year in different parts of the state, and have put together a 

volume of contemporary essays that speak to 

Acchamamba’s primary concerns – reproductive health and 

political participation.

Acchamamba Centenary Committee 2006

Dr. Acchamamba was born on 06 October 1906 in Guntur. Her mother 

was Ramakotamma. Her father was a famous historian Kommaraju 

Lakshman Rao. Her aunt Bhandaru Acchamamba set up the first Mahila 

Sangham in Andhra and wrote the first short story in Telugu.  Active in the 

freedom struggle, the communist movement and the women’s 

movements Acchamamba worked steadily for women’s education, health 

and development in Andhra Desha. 
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The�Mahila�Chaitanya�Jatra

The�Mahila�Chaitanya� Jatra� is� an� event� designed� to� reach� out� to� large�
numbers� of� non� and neo� literate�women� from� remote� rural� areas. A�
traditional� Jatra� is�a� temple� fair�or� festival usually�dedicated� to�a�mother�
goddess� and� is� an� event�much� loved� by�women. It� is� an accepted� and�
legitimate�activity�approved�by� the� family�and� the�community. Asmita�has�
made�a�creative�use�of�this�traditional�event�and�transformed�it�into�an�adult 

learning�event�for�poor rural�women.

�Women�flock�to�the�jatras�in�thousands�in�a celebratory�mood,�setting�aside�
their�daily�chores�for�the�space�of�a�few�hours.�The�event is�organised� in�
collaboration�with�a�local�NGO,�which�takes�the�responsibility�of�inviting the�
women�and�making�the�arrangements�at�the�venue.�The�NGO�then�carries�
on�the follow�up�on�these� ideas�with�rural�women�and�provides�us�with�
feedback�that�helps�us�to redesign�or�change�the�content�of�the�jatra.�The�
jatra� is� a� useful� device� to�make� a connection� between� the� ideological�
perspective�of�women’s�subordination�and�the conditions�of�their�every�
day�reality.�The�technology�is�delibe-rately�low; it is usually limited�to�a�
hand�mike� and� tape� recorder� so� that� the� jatra� can� be� held� at� the�
remotest places.

The�Jatra�usually�begins�with�songs�sung�by�the�Asmita�team.�The�songs�
are�popular tunes�composed�and�set�to�music�and�relate�to�the�position�
of�women,� the�problems� they face� and� the� issues� that�need� to�be�
addressed� to� improve� their�condition.�The�content� is drawn�on� the�
experience�of�women�and�echoes�their�concerns.�This�is�followed�by�a�
few speeches�that�set�the�background�for�the�jatra�and�elaborate�on�the�
issues�to�be�taken�up�in the�course�of�the�day.

There�is�also�a�special�focus�on�current�issues�of�significance�for women.�As�
the�tent� fills�with�women,�groups�of�thirty�to� fifty�women�are�taken� into 

smaller� tents.�Each� tent�has�posters�on� a� single� theme. The� themes� are�
violence,�education, child�marriage,�political�participation,�panchayat�raj,�human�
rights�and�reproductive health.�The�Asmita�team� is�present� in�each�tent�to�
point�to�the�posters�and�explain�them�to the�audience.�Each�presentation�is�
followed�by�a�lively�discussion�during�which�they�ask many�questions�and�clear�
the�doubts�that�arise�in�their�minds.�The�women�move�from�tent to�tent�and�
listen�to�presentations�on�each�topic�and�then�return�to�the�main�tent.�The 

women� also� watch� scrolls� on� the� Platform for Action,� Violence� against�
Women�and Health, which �are�explained�through�audio recordings.



Why�is�the�JATRA�important?

• The�jatra�opens�up�a�whole�new�world�of�information�
for �women

•� It�makes women�hungry�for�more�information

•� It�makes women aware�of�the�strength�of�collective�
action�to�confront�violence

•� It� provides women� the� space� for� a� collective�
celebration,� updating� their� knowledge 
sharing� their� experiences, discussing�
issues and planning resistance



Jatras



 The Official Delegation of the Government 

of India was led by the Secretary, 

Department of Women and Child 

Development, Government of India, Ms. 

Deepa Jain Singh and consisted of senior 

officers from the Ministry of Human 

Re sou r ce  Deve l opmen t ,  So c i a l  

Empowerment, Labour, as well as the 

Solicitor General, Mr. Vahanavati. The 15 

member NGO delegation, led by Dr. Ruth 

Manorama, President, National Alliance of 

Women and Right Livelihood Awardee 

2006, presented an Oral Statement based 

on the Alternative Report on CEDAW to 

the Committee at an informal session on 

15th January and a luncheon seminar at 

which most members of Chamber A of the 

Committee that was to hear the India report 

were present on 17th January. Kalpana 

Kannabiran from Asmita was a member of  

this delegation.

nd rdThe 2  and 3  NGO Alternative Report on 

CEDAW, dedicated to Irom Sharmila 

Chanu, prepared in consultation with over 

1000 groups and networks across the 

country, was a culmination of three years of 

processes initiated by the National Alliance of Women, providing detailed information on the failure of governments at the 

central and state level to ensure non-discrimination where women were concerned. The report touched on all the articles 

contained in the CEDAW as well as special issues, especially those relating to violence against women, and the situation of 

dalit and adivasi women in the country. The concerns raised in this report were reiterated by the Committee on the 

Elimination of Discrimination against Women in its dialogue with the Government delegation.

Taking a very serious view of the chronic delay on the part of the Government of India in submitting its reports on schedule 

[while the 4th report was due in 2006, the government has only now submitted its 2nd and 3rd periodic report], the 

Committee urged the Government to adhere to the timelines prescribed for reporting in order to enable effective dialogue 

on critical issues pertaining to discrimination against women.

The second major concern of the Committee was its reservations on Articles 5(a), 16(1)& 16(2). Article 5(a) of the 

Convention, which speaks of the efforts of States parties to eliminate prejudices and stereotypes based on the inferiority 

and superiority of either sex, is in fact only a reiteration of the equality and non discrimination provisions in the Constitution 

of India. Yet, the Government of India repeated its stand that it will ensure these provisions “in conformity with its policy of 

non-interference in the personal affairs of any Community without its initiative and consent.” 

The CEDAW Process

nd rdAsmita played a crucial role in putting together the 2  and 3  Alternative 
thReport on CEDAW that was presented at the 37  Session of the 

Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 

Women in January 2007, when the Committee examined the Second and 

Third Periodic Report submitted by the Government of India. 





Campaigns



Campaigns







Newspapers, fundamentalist groups, professional 

associations and employees among others 

must uphold the

freedom and dignity of women

PETITIONING and 
ADVOCACY

Petitioning courts 

and statutory 

commissions is an 

important part of 

rights advocacy. 

We have used 

this tool to defend 

free speech, and uphold 

the dignity 

of women in 

the public domain.



In addition to planning  and orchestrating events and campaigns, Asmita’s work has also included advocacy in very significant 

ways. When important legal and human rights issues have arisen, Asmita has taken immediate action and mobilized people 

and Human Rights Commissions, filed petitions to the pertinent organizations, and campaigned on behalf of the victims. 

When the Asian Age newspaper published a derogatory cartoon against women, Asmita contacted the Press Council of 

India to protest both the newspaper editor’s choice to print the offensive message. When a young woman lawyer 

 

committed suicide and stated that the severe sexual harassment she was facing from male lawyers was the cause, Asmita 

contacted the National Human Rights Commission Law Division and the National Commission for Women to ensure that 

a timely and thorough investigation took place.  And when Taslima Nasreen was attacked after a speaking event in 

Hyderabad in August 2007 and forced to leave Hyderabad immediately, Asmita petitioned against this injustice and filed a 

case on Taslima Nasreen’s behalf. 

While much of our work is planned ahead of time, Asmita remains and will continue to be an organization, petitioning and 

campaigning on relevant issues in Andhra Pradesh as they arise.
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Sexual Harassment at the Workplace

Asmita helps in setting up complaints committees / redressal forums as per the 

Supreme Court guidelines, provides the perspective to members of the 

complaints committees in dealing effectively with sexual harassment cases and 

assists in drafting anti harassment policies. As part of dissemination, Asmita 

organizes gender awareness and sensitization programmes for employees. 

Through these programmes, Asmita provides the 

employees, with information about their rights, and 

remedies available to deal with sexual harassment/ 

violence and creates access to gender justice.

Asmita has initiated a work plan with South Central 

Railways in creating awareness amongst railway 

employees by initiating group discussions, decentralizing 

complaints mechanisms, training the complaints 

committee members to effectively deal with the cases of 

sexual harassment, and following up through periodic 

awareness programmes.

Asmita has assisted Andhra Pradesh Mahila Abhivruddhi 

Society (APMAS) in formulating the policy against Sexual 

Harassment at workplace; initiated a work plan with ICFAI 

National College in creating awareness amongst the 

employees; and is part of committees in the  Department 

of Income Tax and City Police Unit.

Asmita has taken an initiative to assist organizations in providing a safe 

work environment for their women employees. With the rise in the 

number of sexual harassment and violence cases in public and private 

sector organizations due to inadequate redressal mechanism and lack of 

specific anti-sexual harassment policy.



How do we make roads safe for women?
 Rally of Women Riders 1998

Asmita organised a two wheeler rally of women riders in protest against increasing sexual 
harassment of women riders in twin cities.  The rally demanded road safety for women. We felt it 
was important to raise the issue of sexual harassment of women riders especially two wheeler 
riders as the incidents of violence increased everyday in the Twin Cities. This kind of violence 
obstructs women from the right to mobility. We also distributed 3000 pamphlets in Telugu, 
English and Urdu on this issue.  We hoped this campaign would reach out to women who faced  
harassment and danger on the roads. Ten years after this campaign, as we go into press, 
newspapers report a brutal acid attack on two women students riding a two wheeler in Warangal. 
How do we make roads safe for women?



Freeing the Public Domain: 
The Petition Against Asian Age

The cartoon which appeared in the Asian Age, on 14 August 1996, depicts a conversation between two men, Sachin 

Tendulkar and Mohammed Azharuddin regarding the change in captaincy of the Indian Cricket Team. To briefly 

recapitulate the facts which are relevant in this case.

(a)  There was a fairly large public debate on the fairness or unfairness of this change in captaincy;

(b)  Roughly coinciding with this change was a change in Azharuddin’s personal life, when he divorced his wife and  was in a 

relationship with model-turned-actor Sangeeta Bijlani (who is mentioned in this cartoon);

c)  Alongside this was a third factor i.e. the announcement by the Board of Control Cricket in India that wives and mothers 

cannot accompany cricketers during their overseas tours.

These three factors are, as we can see quite clearly, simultaneous but unconnected. However what the cartoon depicts is 

Sachin saying to Azhar, “Azhar, now that I am captain, can I keep Sangeeta too?”  

In his written apology, the Editor of the Asian Age, Mr. Shekar Bhatia, has said that “the cartoonist was merely mocking the 

farcical code of conduct established by the Board of Control of Cricket in India which stopped players from entertaining 

even their wives and mothers at their hotels during overseas tours.” However, the cartoon contains no explicit or implicit 

reference to this announcement by the Board.

Our objective in calling The Asian Age into account by petitioning the Press Council of India on 18 November 1997 was not 

to be censorious, but to underscore the necessity of eliminating all forms of discrimination against women and other classes 

of people who have historically been denied fundamental rights.

We presented our arguments in this case along the following lines.

It is a violation of Article 51(A)(e) of the Constitution, which enjoins on every citizen of India, the duty  “to renounce 

practices derogatory to the dignity of women”. 

It was our contention that the depiction of the woman in the said cartoon objectifies her and depicts her as property that 

can be exchanged between men. The words “keep Sangeeta” carry an explicitly sexual connotation in this depiction: 

woman as a sexual object to “be kept” by men and thereby constitutes violence against women as defined by the UN.



Since cartoons are an important and powerful tool of public and political discourse, representations like these 

militate against notions of democratic rights and equal citizenship for women, by reinforcing patriarchal stereotypes 

of women as chattel to be exchanged between men. Media representations of this kind use “humour” to normalize 

discrimination against women in the popular consciousness. In this connection, Article 236 of the 

Beijing Platform for Action says:

“The continued projection of negative and degrading images of women in media communications 

electronic, print, visual and audio – must be changed. Print and electronic media in most countries 

do not provide a balance picture of women’s diverse lives and contributions to society in a 

changing world. In addition, violence and degrading or pornographic media products are also 

negatively affecting women and their participation in society. Programming that reinforces 

women’s traditional roles can be equally limiting. The worldwide trend towards consumerism has 

created a climate in which advertisements and commercial messages often portray women 

primarily as consumers and target girls and women of all ages inappropriately.”

The Press Council of India is authorized to ensure high standards of public taste, the fostering of a 

sense of rights and responsibilities of citizenship, and the building of a professional code of 

conduct in the Press by Sections 13(2)(b), (c) and (d) of the Press Council Act of 1978, all of 

which have b een violated by the said cartoon. This Section of the Press Council Act is consistent 

with Article 244 of the Beijing Platform of Action adopted at the Fourth UN World Conference 

on Women, which specifies measures to be taken by the mass media and advertising 

organizations:

(a) Develop, consistent with freedom of expression, professional guidelines and code of conduct 

and other forms of self-regulation to promote the presentation of non-stereotyped images of 

non-stereotyped images of women,

(b) Establish, consistent with freedom of expression, professional guidelines and codes of 

conduct that address violence, degrading or pornographic materials concerning women in 

the media, including advertising.

This section of the Press Council Act is also consistent with strategies for implementation of professional, non-

discriminatory norms in the media outlined in the CEDAW as well as the Strategic Objectives laid down in the Beijing 

Platform for Action.

The matter at issue from our point of view was not whether Mr. Partha Sengupta, the cartoonist, ‘intentionally hurt 

anybody’s sensibilities’. Our key contention was that there has been a violation of the norms of public discourse, and that the 

cartoon in question involved a representation of women that militates against their rights and position as equal citizens in a 

democratic, egalitarian society. Our petition urged the Press Council of India to take appropriate action to ensure the 

establishment of democratic norms in the media.

S. No. 60-61         F.No.14/326 & 574/96-97  

Dr. Kalpana Kannabiran    The Editor

Resource Centre for Women    Asian Age

Secunderabad (A.P.)   Versus   New Delhi

The Inquiry Committee, on consideration of the records and the oral submissions made before it, was of the view that the publication of 

the impugned cartoon offended good public taste and did not serve any public interest. The mention of the name of Ms. Sangeeta in the 

Cartoon was unwarranted. The whole cartoon was defamatory not only of Azharuddin and Sangeeta but of women in general. It was a 

slur on women and was most derogatory of womanhood. The cartoonist and the newspaper displayed very cheap taste unbecoming of 

decent persons. He had indulged in street humour if at all, which deserved more condemnation because it found its place in a newspaper 

of the respondent’s shadowing. By no stretch of imagination, the impugned cartoon could be termed as humorous. The explanation 

offered by the newspaper was completely unsatisfactory. The committee therefore, recommended to the Council to uphold the 

complaint and censure the respondent newspaper ‘Asian Age’ for publishing the defamatory cartoon. It also decided to direct the 

responded the publish the gist of the Council’s decision within a week of its receipt from the Council and send a copy of the issue carrying 

gist of the Council’s adjudication to the Press Council as well as to the complainant. The Press Council, on consideration of the records of 

the case and the report of the Inquiry Committee, accepts the reasons, findings and the recommendations of the Inquiry Committee and 

decides accordingly.

Extract
Press Council of India
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In February 2000, Sangeeta brought her complaint to 

Asmita, but was not willing to divulge the names of persons 

involved in public. Before coming to us, she had spoken 

about the harassment to fellow lawyers, had been asked to 

"forget it" by the relatively senior men and had received support from a few 

women. This was not the first time we had received a complaint from a 

woman lawyer. There have even been instances of women lawyers being 

physically assaulted in the premises of the High Court. Slander and character 

assassination have been experiences too common to complain against. 

And it was the same problem yet again. The women who brought the 
complaints were unwilling to divulge names or were unprepared to fight the 
issue publicly.

We then sent a letter to the Chairman of the Bar Council of A.P., that in the 
light of the frequency of complaints, the seriousness of the issue and the Supreme Court decision, the code of 
conduct of lawyers ought to be amended to specifically include sexual harassment within the definition of gross 
misconduct, and set up mechanisms for dealing with cases, according to the procedure and modalities laid down by 
the Supreme Court. We did not receive any response. When we reminded the Chairman of the Bar Council of our 
earlier complaint after Sangeeta's death, we received a reply, which said that sexual harassment would fall under 
the general definition of professional misconduct or any other misconduct. We would need to approach the Bar 
Council of India and ask for a change in the statute for any specific changes. Meanwhile the investigation into the 
allegations made by Sangeeta was in progress. According to press reports, two people named in the suicide note 
were arrested and the third, the main accused had absconded. On June 21, a senior lawyer appearing for the 
petitioners moved the High Court and obtained a stay on investigations. Further, without going into the merits of 
the  case, however arbitrary a claim or an accusation, no conclusion can be reached before the investigation is 
completed. And courts, over the past 50 years since Independence, surely have to their credit several decisions that 
block litigation of this kind whose purpose is to stall investigation and a possible consequence the watering down of 
evidence.

Asmita immediately petitioned the National Human Rights Commission and the National Commission for Women to 
intervene in the matter and ensure the progress of investigation, sending them press clippings and details of the case. The 
National Commission for Women responded immediately, with Member Mrs. Shantha Reddy coming to Hyderabad and 
conducting an enquiry both on the incident and the general issue of sexual harassment in the premises of the High Court of 
Andhra Pradesh. She also met with various women's groups and human rights groups in the city and visited the family of 
Sangeeta Sharma.

The lawyers feel cornered and clearly uncomfortable with being in the glare of adverse publicity. There is, as a consequence, 
a concerted attempt to police women who are willing to speak about the problem, or those who see that there is a 
problem. 

The argument is that this is an internal matter that concerns the profession and must not  be discussed in public. It is 
something that must be "managed" from within. While there are mixed reactions to this entire episode, and the usual 
slandering and character assassination of Sangeetha by many of her fellow lawyers, and some women lawyers too, there are 
several crucial questions that we  addressed  in the process.

We have been arguing for over two decades now that the  family is no longer a "private space" outside the reach of the rule of 
law. Violence, murder (such as dowry and sati), and abetment to suicide, are all matters that are no longer private or internal 
matters of families. 

They are criminal offences, which will be investigated and adjudicated in the courts of law, in accordance with due process, 
so that there is an opportunity for the aggrieved party to establish and prove guilt. In this context, where does the argument 
that complains of a criminal nature between members of the legal community are "internal to the community" stand?

Sexual Harassment in the 
      Legal Profession

Sangeeta Sharma, a young lawyer practising in Hyderabad committed 

suicide on 15 June 2000. In her suicide note she named three lawyers as 

being directly responsible for her death. The cause: sexual harassment. 

One of the lawyers named, the prime accused, is a senior lawyer who is 

fairly well known. In addition, Sangeeta left behind a letter addressed to the 

Chairman of the Bar Council of Andhra Pradesh dated December 1999, 

complaining of harassment, but did not submit the letter.



Our experience as women in India has been that the incidence of violence against women (and sexual 
harassment is a form of violence) has been highest in closed spaces. Sexual harassment is particularly high in 
university campuses, and in professions like the legal profession, to name a few. Each of these spaces has a clearly 
hierarchical structure in which those in subordinate positions are directly dependant for survival and largesse  on those 
above them, and resistance results directly in the severing of survival options. In the university system, harassment is 
particularly high in the science departments (although it is a cause for concern in the arts and humanities as well) where 
research students are largely dependent on their supervisors. This was an observation that was made forcefully by 
several participants at the National Consultation on Sexual Harassment in University Campuses organised in the 
Central University of Hyderabad in January 1999, coordinated by IAWS when the secretariat was in Asmita.

Why is harassment in the legal profession so high and so difficult to speak about? A survey undertaken in the late 1990s by 

several law students regarding problems faced by women lawyers elicited a standard response from women lawyers to 

several questions: "No Comment." Several have said in private conversation, that not only would they be thrown out of the 

office they were working in if they were to complain about harassment or make an issue of it, but an additional issue is that 

word would spread that they have created trouble. Silence and tolerance of abuse is the price women pay for 

apprenticeship. 

For women being in a profession is perhaps not very different from being in a marriage, in a family, in a community. As long as 

things are smooth and as long as women conform and are acquiescent, there is no problem. "No Comment" then, is an 

important strategy for survival. Interestingly, there is a clear divergence between the views of junior women lawyers and 

seniors. In the depositions before the NCW member, chaos broke out when juniors asserted the existence of sexual 

harassment while seniors denied it.

The legal profession, like every other profession, perhaps far more than any other profession, mirrors the cleavages, fissures and 

conflicts in society. Caste and community are important markers. Add to this the fact that although women qualify in equal 

proportions to men at the entry point of professional courses (this is particularly true of the premier institutions imparting legal 

education in the country today), there is a progressive decline in the number of women as one moves up the hierarchy. Parallel 

to this is the progressive decline of professionals as one moves down in the caste hierarchy. Is it unreasonable, then, to say that 

the social profile of the self appointed guardians of honour in the legal profession is predetermined, far from representative, and 

their capacity to deliver justice severely prejudiced to begin with? Differences of interest (particularly political), power, caste, 

community, gender and a contestation for power along each of these lines will determine whose interests will be "managed," 

by whomwhen a complaint of sexual harassment is brought before a community that believes it can govern itself. Finally, all 

these arguments are, after a point, irrelevant. The Supreme Court, after careful consideration, and protracted deliberations, 

reached the conclusion way back in 1997, that in "the absence of enacted law to provide for the effective enforcement of 

the basic human right of gender equality and guarantee against sexual harassment and abuse particularly against sexual 

harassment at workplaces, we lay down the guidelines and norms specified hereinafter for due observance at the 

workplaces and other institutions, until a legislation is enacted for the purpose. This is done in exercise of the power 

available under Article 32 of the Constitution for the enforcement of the fundamental rights and it is further emphasised 

that this would be treated as the law declared by this Court under Article 141 of the Constitution." The Bar Council of India 

and the All India Bar Association must take the steps necessary to ensure that the legal profession abides by the law of the 

land.

Case No: 203/1/2000-2001 Date:02/07/2000

NATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS COMMISSION
(Law Division)

Notice

To
The Chief Secretary
Government of Andhra Pradesh
Hyderabad

WHEREAS the complaint/intimation received from
  Dr. Kalpana Kannabiran
  President
  Asmita Resource Centre for Women
Was placed before the Commission on 28 June, 2000

Extract
The Commission also considers it necessary to examine the question of sexual harassment of female professionals engaged in the 
legal profession throughout the country. To enable the Commission to do so, the assistance of the Bar Council of India and the 
Bar Association of India at this stage would be helpful. In view of the fact that the case relates to Andhra Pradesh High Court it is 
also considered appropriate to request for the assistance of the State Bar Council of Andhra Pradesh as well as the Andhra 
Pradesh High Court Bar Association. Issue notice accordingly requesting for their response for their response within four weeks.
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Following the attack, Asmita Collective and Women’s World India organized a 

public meeting on August 11, 2007 at the Potti Sriramulu Telugu University 

where around 25 speakers – mostly writers, journalists and human rights 

activists – unequivocally condemned the attack and resolved to work towards 

petitioning the High Court for the removal of the legislators guilty of leading 

the attack.

The Centre for Inquiry, a rationalist organization led by Innaiah, organized a 

function for the release of the Telugu translation of Taslima Nasreen’s, Shodh 

on August 9, 2007 at the Press Club in Khairatabad. It was a small function only 

for invitees. Innaiah, chairperson of the Citizens for Inquiry, Volga, award 

winning Telugu writer and poet, and Taslima were present on the dais. Around 

noon, after the meeting drew to a close, a crowd of about 20-30 persons from 

the All India Majlis Ittehadul Muslimeen (AIMIM) crowded around the dais and 

began hurling everything they could find at Taslima.

The electronic and photographic records of the incident as well as accounts by 

eyewitnesses point to the fact that the conduct of the four legislators and the 

members of the two political parties, who were present at the meeting and 

participated in the attack, fall within the definition of offences defined in the 

Indian Penal Code (IPC) namely, Sections 147 and 18 (rioting with deadly 

weapons), 323 (voluntarily causing hurt), 427 (mischief causing damage to 

property), 452 (trespass after preparation for hurt, assault and wrongful 

restraint), and 506 (criminal intimidation) read with Section 149 of the 

Criminal Procedure Code, Sections 147, 148 and 506 of IPC are non-bailable 

offences. The police have also booked cases under these sections and the 

legislators were produced before the XIV Metropolitan Magistrate which 

were released on the same day.

What should be done when sitting members of the legislature or Parliament 

direct a mob to physically attack a writer, an artist or any other person? What 

steps are open to citizens to check such obnoxious conduct of elected 

representatives?

Taslima Case: 
Accountability of Elected Representatives

Asmita and Women’s WORLD India filed a petition in the High Court of 

Andhra Pradesh under Article 226 to issue a writ of quo warranto seeking 

the removal of the four legislators and the cancellation of the registration of 

the AIMIM party by the Election Commission. The attack on Bangaladeshi 

writer Taslima Nasreen on 9th August 2007 in Hyderabad was greeted 

with shock and disbelief and was widely condemned by a number of 

organizations in Hyderabad. 



The primary issue raised in the petition is the public conduct of elected 

representatives: members of the AP legislative assembly. Election law in 

India prescribes procedure for disqualification of candidates during 

elections in the Representation of People Act (RPA), 1951 and of elected 

members on five specifically stated grounds under Article 191 and under 

Schedule X of the Constitution. The Representation of People Act, 1951 

under Section 8 prescribes grounds for disqualification of persons convicted 

for certain offences from membership of Parliament and state legislature. 

Schedule X of the Constitution details the procedure for disqualification on 

grounds of defection. Article 191 also sets out the 

ground for disqualification of members, but the court 

has also held that Article 191 does not exhaust the 

grounds of disqualification of members. Public 

misdemeanour, which Includes rioting, criminal 

intimidation with deadly weapons and death threats do 

not find mention as explicit grounds of disqualification, 

but can be argued into the framework of accountability 

in wider terms since these acts come within the meaning 

of grave misbehaviour and constitute failure of the public 

scrutiny test.

The presumption in the holding of elected office is that the tenure is 

one that is limited by good behaviour, meaning thereby that whatever 

the period stipulated in law, it does also imply that the office can be 

forfeited on misbehavior whether the term is over or not, and the 

subsequent criminal processes following such forfeiture may follow. 

That there is no express provision for termination should not become 

an insurmountable obstacle because the law has recognized time and 

again that where the end is required, the means are authorized, even if 

not expressly stated. It is also true that the disqualifications specified 

are not exhaustive. Our primary contention in this writ petition was that the 

legislators had morally forfeited their right to hold office.
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Feminist Theory, 

Women’s History 

Anti Liquor Struggle 

Governance 

Women’s Writing

Performing Arts 

Discrimination

Human Rights 

Family

RESEARCH

Our research has focused on political 

participation  collective mobilisation, 

cultural expression 

citizenship and free speech



Asmita has conducted several research projects over the last seventeen years 

on diverse subjects within the field of women’s studies. For some of these 

projects, Asmita collaborated with other organizations; on others Asmita was 

the sole research institution. Our project on women’s perspective on 

governance and citizenship – part of a South Asian study conducted by the 

International Centre for Ethnic Studies - studied grassroots political 

participation by women in three South Indian states. It mainly  focused on 

women’s participation in formal political structures like panchayat institutions, 

as well as political struggles and voluntary collective mobilisation. 

One major research project resulted in an important Asmita publication: 

Mahilavaranam/Womanscape (Asmita, 2001) profiles 118 important women 

in Andhra’s history of the last 150 years. The research was used to create 

biographies for each woman featured in Mahilavaranam/Womanscape, and 

the introduction and the biographies are published in both Telugu and English 

alongside the women’s portraits. 

Asmita and Women Unlimited undertook research on women’s movements 

against violence in India as part of a South Asian study initiated by the 

International Centre for Ethn ic Studies. This study was published by Women 

Unlimited, Delhi as From Mathura to Manorama: Resisting Violence against 

Women in India (2006), which reviews twenty-five years of protest and action 

by women, in an attempt to take both our  analysis and theories forward. It 

maps the trajectory of feminist organizing in India in the post-Emergency 

period, after 1977

The study on Discrimination against Women as yet unpublished, involved 

compiling case law on discrimination cases in order to produce a better 

understanding of the trend of courts. It looked at cases that come under 

discrimination in the Indian Constitution, Article 14 guarantees equality before 

the law and equal protection of the law. Article 15 prohibits discrimination on 

grounds of religion, race, caste, sex or place of birth. Article 16 guarantees 

equality of opportunity for all citizens in matters relating to employment or 

appointment to any office under the state.
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This study also tried to analyse women’s political experiences, their notion of 
politics and governance, and the ways in which they have been mediated by 
caste, class and rural/urban background. 

In looking at concrete instances of women’s political participation in diverse 
locales, the study attempted to explore the linkages between women’s 
understanding and experience of politics and governance, and the ways in which 
these have altered or shaped their understanding of the state, citizenship and 
government. Finally, it looked at what women’s notions of political rights are, and 
what strategies they have used in furthering/realising these rights on the ground.

The project focused on three South Indian states – Tamilnadu, Andhra 
Pradesh and Kerala. Each has its own distinctive history, both in mainstream 
and politics and in the sites and forms of women’s political participation 
historically. While making for stark differences in context, the distinctness in 
regional histories also makes for very interesting studies in contrast. In terms of 
socio-political formations, the Non Brahmin Movement in Tamilnadu, 
communist governments in Kerala and the constant interrogation of the state 
by resistance movements in Andhra provide the location for issues of women 
and governance. Interestingly, however, across these wide divergences, there 
is a discomfiting similarity of experience between women in politics in these 
three states today. While keeping an eye on the distinctness of region, the 
studies also address these continuities.

A critical issue foregrounded by the study pertains to the relationship between 
formal office and empowerment. While several instances disconnect the two, the 
fact that women in local self-government are elected to formal office, rather than 
being nominated, is a matter of considerable significance. Further, in many cases 
the absence of real control and political authority exists alongside political will 
and a consciousness that the reality must be transformed. Although critics of 

rd ththe 73  and 74  Amendments to the Constitution of India have cited 
inevitable disempowerment as justification for arguing against these provisions, 
the fact of having institutionalised elected office and a group of elected 
incumbents, who might not wield actual power but who are conscious of the 
need to do so, justifies the provision in our view. Each of the three studies on 
the three southern states took different trajectories in representing this shift.

Women and Governance

This study conducted between 1997 and 1999 attempted to understand 

women’s perspectives on governance and citizenship through an analysis 

of women’s political participation at the grassroots level. It mainly focused 

on women’s participation in formal political structures like panchayat 

institutions, as well as political struggles and voluntary collective 

mobilisation, looking at the ways in which these have altered/affected their 

political consciousness as well as their self-perceptions and the objective 

conditions of their lives. 



Mahilavaranam/ Womanscape:  
A Pictorial History of  Women In Andhra

whose struggles in spinning the history of the Telugu people has 

left a profound mark; whose presence has made a difference to the 

course of history in the last century. Unfolding a view of history, 

Mahilavaranam/Womanscape shares with its readers a delight at the sheer 

magnitude and texture of women’s 

contributions.

As we looked at what women have done and 

what they had achieved in the last century, it 

seemed as if the century belonged to women... 

women who learned to read and write, women 

who as widows dared to remarry, fighting for the 

right to education, entering movements, flocking 

to jails, stepping for the first time into the world of 

radio, cinema and stage, becoming the first 

doctors, scientists, musicians, dancers, artists, 

athletes, and students. Many women had shaped 

the century and its history with their questions, 

concerns and struggles leaving an indelible mark 

on every aspect of social life. And we felt that it 

would be a rewarding effort to document their presence 

and their achievements in various fields. This meant 

searching out sources and making choices about who to 

include and why. Discovering details about their lives, 

collecting photographs and putting it all together was a far 

more difficult and far more enriching experience than we 

had expected it to be.

We felt it was important to reach out, so we chose to 

make it bilingual --Telugu and English. 

Mahilavaranam/Womanscape is a celebration and documentation of 

women’s struggles and achievements in the last century, researched, 

compiled and published by Asmita in 2001.  A collection of 118 bilingual 

profiles and portraits of women in various fields, the volume was greeted 

by reviewers as a collector’s delight and a contribution to a feminist history 

of the Telugu region. Mahilavaranam/Womanscape is a tapestry of women 

who changed the contours of the socio-political and cultural landscape of 

Andhra; 
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This work being the first of its kind 

we needed to be sure that our 

purpose was not lost. 

There were many difficulties in 

the decisions that had to be taken. 

Did Andhra mean the present Andhra Pradesh? Would it 

include Telangana? Did we mean to Deccan Plateau? 

Coastal Andhra? The Madras Presidency? Women who 

spoke Telugu? What was the geopolitical boundary of the 

history we were going to map? We wanted to put a 

hundred women and then it went up to one hundred and 

eighteen. We have approached the story of each of the 

women we have profiled with humility and respect. After 

wondering how to organise the histories and what order to 

use we decided that a chronological order would be best 

for our purpose. We have tried out best to present them in 

their own context. The exercise has deepened our 

understanding of their praxis.

Bringing all these women together under one roof and seeing how the act of putting them together, however arbitrary, set 

in motion a dynamic that threw up a new story that made the exercise an intellectual feast.

Instead of blind wives who were expected to also serve by standing and waiting, we found that women had strained against 

the boundaries that held them rushing rapidly into reform, revolution and radical change, Instead of an occasional heroine to 

write or sing about we found a veritable torrent of women thronging these pages. Their courage writ large across the 

century fills us with a sense of awe.

From writers and social reformers of the late nineteenth century to revolutionaries and professional chess players of the 

1990s, women have played an integral role in Andhra Pradesh’s history. While mainstream history tends to relegate women 

to supporting roles at best, Mahilavaranam/Womanscape recognizes the vital contributions by women as leaders, authors, 

activists, artists, and pioneers in various fields.

 This book presents profiles of women who have actively engaged in the production of ideologies and knowledge in the past 

century and a half in Andhra Pradesh, a process that has been shaped by women across class, caste, community and calling. It 

attempts to put in place the milestones of an intellectual history of the region. Mahilavaranam/Womanscape is a celebration 

of the past and a hymn to the future.



Mahilavaranam/Womanscape 
book launch in Hyderabad

By Prof. Romila Thapar

Mahilavaranam/Womanscape 
book launch in Durban, South Africa

By Dr. Fatima Meer



From Mathura to Manorama: 
Resisting Violence  against Women in India

From the late 1970s to the present, feminists 

in India have had to deal with spiraling 

violence against women and the alarming 

ramifications of its forms, as well as assess 

their strategies to combat it.

This project, conducted between 2003 and 

2005 was a collaboration between 

International Centre for Ethnic Studies, 

Colombo, Women Unlimited, New Delhi 

and Asmita. It reviewed twenty-five years of 

protest and action by them, in an attempt to 

take both our analysis and theories forward. 

It maps the trajectory of feminist organizing 

in India in the post-Emergency period, after 

1977; the paths of legal reform and the 

points at which they have intersected with, 

or resulted from, feminist campaigns; the 

texture of campaigns and the creativity with 

which women’s groups have fashioned and 

sustained difficult struggles against violence; 

the persistence of feminist interventions and 

the ways in which different groups have 

been able to tilt the balance in favour of 

women in perceptible ways; and the 

escalation of collective violence, increasingly 

by agents of the state, against women.

Notwithstanding the diversity of formal 

political affiliations and theoretical analyses 

within the women’s movement, the last 

twenty-five years have seen the evolution of 

a minimum consensus that categorically 

rejects any rationalization of violence against 

women, even while recognizing its 

complexity.

The study has been published: From 

Mathura to Manorama: Resisting Violence 

against Women in India, New Delhi: 

Women Unlimited, 2006.



 It also helps in identifying cases and develop arguments for the next level, i.e., invoking the  Optional Protocol (OP) to the 

Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) 

before the CEDAW committee. The different areas of gender-based 

discrimination that the project addressed were:

•  Rights in marriage and family life: forced marriage, child 

marriage, prevention of choice in marriage of partner, 

guardianship, custody of children, marriage, divorce, 

maintenance etc.

• Right to health: access to health care services and goods, sexual 

and reproductive health rights.

•  Rights in employment: choice of profession and employment, 

recruitment/selection, promotion, termination, retirement, 

sickness, sexual harassment at work place, wages/remuneration, 

marriage, maternity, etc. 

• Property rights: inheritance, succession, ownership of land, 

housing rights etc.

•  Violence against women: rape, sexual assault, sexual harassment etc

•  Nationality and Citizenship.

•  Right to education: access to same curricula, exams, teaching staff etc; access to programmes of 

continuing education, including adult and functional literacy programmes etc.

•  Right to political and public life

•  Right to economic and social life: right to family benefits; right to bank loans, mortgages and other forms 

of financial credit; right to participate in recreational activities, sports and cultural life

•  Freedoms: right to move freely; freedom to choose their residence and domicile; information, 

expression

•  Freedom from exploitation: all forms of trafficking of women, exploitation of prostitution of women.

Documenting Discrimination    
Against Women

Courtesy: Ikhsan Dwiono

Courtesy: 
Eray Ozbek

Courtesy: 
Julian Pena Pai

Courtesy:
 Jayadev Babu

Courtesy: 
Ingemar Ntstrom

Asmita undertook the India section of the project tracking jurisprudence 

on Discrimination against Women -- The South Asian Litigation Initiative -

- coordinated by IWRAW ASIA-PACIFIC in 2007. This project helped to 

identify significant judgments of the Supreme Court and the High courts of 

India where the plea of gender discrimination was raised and argued 

substantially before the courts. The compilation of case law on 

discrimination helps gauge the  approach of courts in relation to 

discrimination, the arguments used and also the area(s) of discrimination, 

the courts have examined.

Courtesy: Suresh Sawant

Courtesy: Bernard Buton
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This study attempted to compile case laws on discrimination that will help in 

understanding the trend of courts, and help develop arguments for invoking the 

Optional Protocol to the CEDAW before CEDAW Committee.

It looked at cases that come under discrimination in the Indian Constitution, Article 14 

guarantees equality before the law and equal protection of the law. Article 15 prohibits 

discrimination on grounds of religion, race, caste, sex or place of birth. Article 16 

guarantees equality of opportunity for all citizens in matters relating to employment or 

appointment to any office under the state.

Cases coming under Formal and Substantive Equality were analyzed. Article 14 deals 

with formal equality where all are treated alike. This article does not take into 

consideration the inequality women have faced all these years. Substantive equality 

under Article 15(3) take into account how women have been handicapped over the 

years and thus need special provisions i.e. can be treated differently so that there is 

equality in action, to bridge the gap and the discrimination they have faced.

Towards Equality (1975) - Report of the Committee on the Status of Women India 

(CSWI) served as an eye opener to the government, lawmakers, experts and activists in 

the field on the low status of women in India. It also brought out the wide gap that 

existed in reality compared to the intention in the Constitution regarding equality and 

nondiscrimination against women. This paved the way for changes in Legislation.

International developments such as, International Women’s Year, 1975, the ratification 

of CEDAW, 1993 and The Fourth World Conference on Women, Beijing in 1995 were 

also instrumental in bringing about policy changes.

The areas of discrimination that the project covered were:

1. Right in marriage and family

2. Right to health

3. Right in employment

4. Property rights

5. Violence against women

6. Nationality and citizenship

7. Right to education

8. Right to political and public life

9. Right to economic and social life

10. Freedom from exploitation and trafficking

Cases on discrimination in employment included the following categories - service, 

educational institutions, transfer, probation, equal remuneration act, retirement and 

compensations.

The complete research report includes Supreme Court and High Court cases where 

gender discrimination had been substantially argued. It includes both successful and 

unsuccessful decisions.

A total of 127 cases were thoroughly analyzed and we plan to follow up this research 

with more field based studies and interdisciplinary analyses that will deepen our 

understanding of the subject and widen the scope of our intervention.

Courtesy: Semerenko. V Courtesy: Yu Liang Courtesy: Ran tang li

Courtesy:
 Jose Demetno carrasco castro 

Courtesy:
Waleed Nalf Mohammed 

Courtesy: Miroslav Bozhkov

Courtesy: Hong Shun Hai

Courtesy: Erico Junquera Ayres
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Abburi Chaya Devi
Kalpana Kannabiran
Jameela Nishat

Several members of 
the extended Asmita team

have received 
international recognition  
and critical acclaim
for their work

Jeelani Bano receives the 
Padmashri from President Dr K R Narayanan
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