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Ekla Chalo Re!

Editors

If they answer not to thy call walk 
alone
If they are afraid and cower mutely 
facing the wall
O thou unlucky one
Open thy mind and speak out 
alone.

These lines are from the song Ekla 
Chalo Re (originally, only Ekla) writ-

ten by Rabindranath Tagore, in 
Bengali, in 1905. Tagore later trans-
lated it into English himself. The 
protest song is an exhortation. It 
is not an exhortation to go alone, 
but to stay the course, even if no 
one responds to your call and you 
are then all alone in your journey. 
It is an exhortation that reminds 
us that even a single person can 
change the world. The song—one 
of the 22 protest songs popular 
during the Swadeshi Movement–
was a key song of the anti-partition 
movement in Bengal presidency. 

We have picked up this line from 
the song as the theme of our sou-
venir to be released at the 17th 
national meet of our network–the 

Network of Women in Media, India, 
to be held in Patna from January 
27-29 on the theme of Media, Gen-
der and Social Justice: Towards 
an Equitable Society. Ekla Chalo 
Re could well be a clarion call for 
these times! 

This year, we are celebrating 75 
years of Indian independence. We 
have so much to be proud of in 
this country; yet it is also a deeply 
disturbing time that we are living 
through. The hard-earned free-
dom that we had begun to take 
for granted is under tremendous 
threat, and the liberal space that 
allows for di�erences of opinions, 
ideologies, politics and religious 
practices, is shrinking at an alarm-
ing rate. Hyper-nationalism is mak-
ing people cower in silence, and 
most of the country’s mainstream 
media is playing second fiddle to 
the all-powerful state, instead of 
challenging the onslaught.

Tagore’s lines from Ekla Chalo Re 
are for times like these: 

If nobody speaks up, O you un-
lucky one, 

If everyone stays silent, their heads 
turned away, 
If everyone stays in fear
Then, with all your heart,
And full-throated cheer, 
you sing out your feelings, alone.

Even these grim times–marked 
by a sense of hopeless resigna-
tion–come  with their moments 
of beauty and hope in the form of 
acts of resistance, often from un-
expected quarters. Where there 
is suppression, there is resistance 

too. And it is a truth universally 
acknowledged that resistance 
is beautiful, and powerful–it can 
even move mountains. It may take 
time, but as long as there is one 
person resisting in the face of ruth-
less power, there is hope. We need 
this hope to go on.  

Take the case of Iran. The author-
ities were forced to decide on re-
viewing the mandatory headscarf 
law after two months of bloody 
protests. In spite of the brutal at-
tempts to suppress the move-
ment, including executions, men 
and women are still protesting 
against the compulsory headscarf 
rule for women. Football, called 
the beautiful game, became even 
more beautiful when the Iranian 
players refused to sing their na-
tional anthem at the recently-con-
cluded World Cup as a mark of 
solidarity to the protestors. 

We chose to make “ekla chalo re”, 
the theme of our souvenir Patna 
Kalam to celebrate the spirit of re-
sistance. This is our way to extend 
our solidarity to all those who have 
refused to cower, who choose to 
speak truth to power, who refuse 
to sit and watch injustice being 
served, and who condemn the 
majoritarian hate politics of the 
day, against all odds. This, when 
the much easier option would 
have been to just remain silent. 
Their small acts of resistance, in 
spite of all the odds, keep the idea 
of democracy alive. 

Call us by our name.
Did you notice that our souvenir 
has a name, for the first time? We 
decided to call it Patna Kalam, as a 
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nod to the Patna Kalam, or Patna 
Qalaam, style of painting that ex-
isted in Bihar in the 18th and 19th 
centuries. Being kalam wali bais 
(women with pens, as a journalist 
was called in a Hindi film), we sim-
ply loved the name that resonated 
so closely with Patna, where our 

17th National meet is being held 
from Jan 27 to Jan 29, 2023. 

Patna Kalam is also a shout-out 
to journalists questioning truth 
to power at great risks, when the 
other really tempting option is to 
become a government cheerlead-
er and live a secure, maybe also 
lavish, life while enjoying the pop-
ularity of the masses. There are so 
many instances of individual jour-
nalists and tiny newsrooms going 
“Ekla Chalo”. While big media busi-
nesses are exploiting the situation 
by aligning with power, an increas-
ing number of journalists and me-
dia persons are shunning the leg-
acy media and big corporations 
to tell stories they want to, not 

what powerful people and institu-
tions ask to. Thanks to technology, 
which has made news distribution 
cheap and finding an audience 
easy, journalists are making use 
of tools such as Youtube, Medium, 
Wordpress, Spotify or Substack, 
etc (the list is endless) to take their 

stories to the masses. 

The rapid spread of online and dig-
ital media is not without its disad-
vantages or setbacks–disinfmation 
and misinformation have sky-rock-
etted–but the democratisation of 
news flow is certainly a thing of 
beauty. Hence, the decision to cel-
ebrate the spirit of Ekla Cholo Re in 
our NWMI souvenir, Patna Kalam.

Overview
We made a call for pitches among 
our members and a lot of you re-
sponded. Thank you. 

In this issue you will find articles in 
Hindi and English, curated by Parul 
Sharma and Anuradha Sharma, 

respectively. Payal Kumar goes 
down the proverbial memory lane 
to tell the story of the first NWMI 
meet in Patna over 20 years ago, 
while Ammu Joseph and Laxmi 
Murthy explain to us the mantra 
that makes NWMI so special—a 
collective leadership style that 
stresses on “we”, not “me”. 

Kerala-based Hana Vahab has writ-
ten about her experience on re-
porting on Kashmir. Durba Ghosh 
from Guwahati has a delightful 
piece on Gitika Talukdar, a photo-
journalist from Assam, who cov-
ered the World Cup Football in Qa-
tar. She is the only Indian journalist 
to get approval to cover all match-
es from pitch positions. Don’t miss 
checking out the pictures of Messi 
taken by her that she has been 
kind enough to contribute to us. 

Jyoti Punwami’s profile of Zakia 
Khatib is the story of how a Mus-
lim girl who had to leave home at 
10 to pursue education in a di�er-
ent city– a very hard move, but still 
a privilege at a time when educat-
ing the girl child was not a priori-
ty— went on to devote herself to 
the upliftment of women, especial-
ly Muslim women in Maharashtra.  

Aheli has given an account of the 
revival of the media in Nagaland 
after the pandemic. Our special 
highlight is Akhila Easwaran’s 
photo essay chronicling the grim 
times of Covid lockdown. The very 
talented Akhila, the recipient of the 
fifth NWMI Fellowship in 2021, has 
brilliantly captured in her black-
and-white images the horrors of 
the pandemic as we experienced 
them in our country. 
Patna Kalam contains all this and 
a lot more, including some top sto-
ries from our website www.nwmin-
dia.org.

~Nineteen-year old Muskaan Khan became the face of resistance for 
young Indian Muslim women when she stood up to a mob of men harass-
ing girls for wearing headscarves to school~



Editorial

7

Did you notice our cover image? It 
is a painting–untitled, watercolour 
on paper– by the famous Mad-
hubani artist Malvika Raj. She has 
very generously gifted an image 
of her artwork to adorn the cover 
of our souvenir. Malvika’s own 
artistic journey is characterised by 
resistance, as much as innovation. 

As a Dalit artist, she has consistent-
ly challenged Hindu traditions and 
caste through her deeply political 
works of art. 

We also have a brilliant section 
of Hindi articles. Read the editors’ 
note in Hindi for an overview. 

Facts win. Truth wins. Justice 
wins
Even as we were headed to the 
printer, we got the absolutely thrill-
ing news of a court in Philippines 
acquitting journalist Maria Ressa 
and her news portal Rappler of 
four tax-evasion charges. 

“Today, facts win. Truth wins. Jus-
tice wins,” an ecstatic Ressa said in 

a statement after the verdict. 

Ressa, the legendary Nobel-win-
ning journalist, founded Rappler in 
2012 to fight misinformation and 
document human rights abuses 
carried out by the then Philippine 
President Rodrigo Duterte, infa-
mous for his deadly war on drugs. 

Her courageous journalism has 
made her the target of govern-
ment harassment in the form of 
lawsuits and arrests, and also shut-
ting down of her media company. 
She was arrested and released on 
bail in December 2018, and again 
in February 2019. In June 2022, 
the government forced Rappler 
to shut down. In response to that 
extreme measure, Ressa had said: 
“We will hold the line.” 

Incredible Ressa makes us believe 
in the power of resistance. She 
makes us hope. In her fight against 
oppression, Tagore’s beautiful lines 
come alive: 

If they do not hold up the light 

when the night is troubled with 
storm,

O thou unlucky one,

with the thunder flame of pain 
 ignite thy own heart

and let it burn alone.

Ekla Chalo Re!

* * *

Anuradha Sharma is an 
independent journalist based in 
SiliguriParul Sharma is an Senior 
journalist based in New Delhi.

Parul Sharma is an Senior 
journalist based in New Delhi.

~Maria Ressa~
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“Kites rise against the wind, and 
not with it.” This is what makes 
kites and girls similar. They may 
seem delicate, but they rise 

We need to tell the stories of  
women who have broken patri-
archal barriers to reach for their 
dreams–stories of their immense 
struggle to overcome the stum-
bling blocks in a patriarchal soci-

-
tence in the face of oppression, 

encountering a brutal feudal so-
ciety and dealing with the daily 
hardships; stories of standing up 
against social evils like child mar-
riages, and most importantly, their 

There is no denying that the  
stories of this struggle are total-
ly absent in the media but it is  
equally blatant that the lack of 
a gender lens in such stories  
results in an inadequate  
impact. The media has a big-
ger responsibility in tell-
ing stories from a gender  

and equitable society. 

In an economically backward state 
like Bihar, the 35 percent reser-

commendable step to increase 

total workforce and thus galvanis-
ing the pace of development and 
economic growth of the state. 
We need to understand why  
despite the various schemes such 
as Mukhayamantri Kanya Surak-

-
-
 

 

 
 

rather than empowering  
women, the male-dominated  

the power of the mukhhiya in an 

the husband of the female mukh-
hiya. 

with the highest rate of child  
marriages in the country. The rate 

also high. The news of the physical 
assault on girls and women going 

to open toilets in the countryside 
is quite painful even to read.  

In the media too, the role of ush-
ering in gender equity is cut out. 

-

a statement from the former DGP 
of Bihar.   

Recently, I read what was  
described as a tragic story of a 
man, who returned to his home 

had run away leaving his wife 
and seven children as he was  
burdened with  

 
reading the story I understand that  

how a rural woman goes through 
hardship – in raising children with 
a minimal support system. It is not 

FROM THE HOSTS
-By Sumita Jaiswal
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the story of the man. 

It gives me immense pleasure 

 
women mediapersons from across 
the country will be converging in 
the city for three days from Janu-

theme of Gender, Media, and So-

Society. The importance of the 
topic cannot be overstated. 

Reading the report on the state 
conference held in Patna 22 years 
ago, I realise that nothing much 
has changed in the concerns of 

-
pare the stories of successes and  
failures, for changes do happen, 

-
ganised workshops and webinars 

Government of Bihar, and Unicef. 

and Safety at the media workplace 

topic ‘Role of Media in a Gender 
-

sion with the media fraternity, a 
brief discussion took place in giv-
ing prominence to the voices and 
issues of women and girls while 
underlining the biggest change 
that has happened in the news-
rooms over the last two decades.

The Bihar chapter welcomes our 
sisters from outside the state 

-
ate on the changes and pledge 

awareness in society. We are very  

by members, especially those in  
Bangalore, Mumbai and Delhi, and 

  
Welcome once again to the abode 
of ancient learning and wisdom.   

Sumita Jaiswal
Senior Journalist, 

Chapter Co-ordinator
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By Payal Kumar

The bihar chapter
The Bihar Woman Journalists’ 
Forum (BWJF) was born on May 
1, 2001 (appropriately, on Labour 
Day). There was an informal 
meeting of about 15 women 
journalists from print as well as 
electronic media. 
Although there was 
no agenda as such, 
there was a lot of 
animated discussion 
over hot samosas. 
Several issues were 
raised– from poor 
work conditions 
for women to 
sexual harassment 
at the workplace. 
One woman even 
broke down while 
recounting that she 
had not been paid 
over the last three 
months and was 
not allowed to take 
even one day o� in 
a week. 

This meeting was followed by 
many more. Then we felt we 
needed to expand. The coming 
together of women journalists of 
Patna was a good first-step; our 
next move should be to include 
other women journalists in the 
state. It was then that we thought 
of a state-level conference.

Great expectations: the list
The Patna conference in 2001 
proved to be an overwhelming 
success. 

When preparing the database of 
women journalists from the state, 
we decided to also include 
journalists from Jharkhand, which 
was earlier part of Bihar. In spite 
of the bifurcation of the state in 
2000, it was felt that the prob-
lems faced by women in both the 
states were common. Besides, Pat-

na and Ranchi were the two main 
epicenters of print journalism in 
that region.

By our rough estimates, we 
thought there would be about 
60 women, both states put to-
gether. Names were gathered 
by word of mouth–simply asking 
colleagues if they knew of any 
woman journalists–and also by 
taking a peek into the payment 
registers in main newspaper o�ic-
es. Soon we realised that perhaps 
we had bitten o� more than we 
could chew! The list grew a lit-

tle every day until the eve of the 
conference, and when we were 
done, we saw there were about 
120 names on it–all women of our 
tribe from various forms of mass 
media (print, electronic and radio). 
Many of them were freelancers. 

Countdown running  around 
town
While we are greatly 
indebted to Unicef and 
Action Aid for the financial 
support, without which 
the conference would 
have remained a pipe 
dream, we really missed a 
supporting body to give 
us logistical support. So 
our forum members had 
to do everything–from 
drafting letters, pasting 
envelopes, arranging 
hotel accommodation for 
our guests and delegates, 
to organizing snacks for 
the big day, preparing 
conference folders with 
the forum logo and 
reimbursing train fares. 

NWMI members Ammu Joseph 
from Bangalore, Kalpna Sharma 
from Mumbai and Sunita Aron 
from Lucknow were among the 
guests. 

There were some really funny in-
cidents, and strange requests too. 
Many participants were still not 
sure about who were and were 
rather suspicious of us I think; they 
asked us endless questions. One 
young girl from Gaya insisted that 
she bring her father along, anoth-
er wanted to know if there would 
be any gifts to take back home.

Jab we met in Patna for the first time
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We went around all the media of-
fices with press releases, person-
ally inviting o�icials at Unicef and 
Actionaid, and called on Chief Min-
ister Rabri Devi to invite her as the 
chief guest. Getting an appoint-
ment at 1 Aney Marg proved to be 
an uphill task. After a few attempts, 
we got to know that she was a lit-
tle apprehensive about meeting 
us wondering why on earth five 
women journalists would like to 
meet her. It was only after assur-
ing her personal assistant that we 
were not there to hound her as in-
vestigative reporters, but to invite 
her to our event, which was the 
first of its kind in Patna, that we 
were able to put our feet through 
the door. When she did give us an 
audience, she listened to us most 
attentively, while o�ering us lem-
on tea. She finally said yes to our 
proposal, but only after glancing 
at her spouse, the then RJD chief 
and former chief minister Laloo 
Prasad Yadav, who nodded his 
head in approval.

The big day
It was much beyond our expecta-
tions when 68 delegates poured 
into the conference hall at A.N. 
Sinha Institute, Patna. When Rabri 
Devi, Laloo Prasad Yadav and their 
entourage turned up, all the shut-
terbugs of Patna gathered there 
began taking pictures over-en-
thusiastically, giving us the feel of 
being hounded by the paparazzi. 
Laloo Prasad Yadav firmly told the 
cameramen to calm down and be 
seated.

Chief Minister Rabri Devi set the 
ball rolling by saying that the state 
government should do something 
concrete for women journalists 
of the state. She began by labo-
riously reading from a prepared 

speech in Hindi, and then after 
some time began speaking un-
der her own steam. She appealed 
to women journalists to paint 
a “true picture” of Bihar in both 
print and electronic media, which 
she said was often distorted by 
their male counterparts. She said 
that men often sensationalise 
news, instead of presenting facts.

Laloo Yadav was quick to inter-
rupt, telling her under his breath 
to round up her speech. He soon 
took over the dais and promised 
land for the press club and the 
appointment of one woman jour-
nalist representative in the State 
Commission for Women. Wheth-
er this was empty rhetoric or a 
promise to be kept still remains to 
be seen. Presently he is see-saw-
ing between bail and jail, which 
has put a spanner in the works.

Conference agenda
The agenda was finalized as 
follows:

a. Are women treated on par 
with men as far as terms and 
conditions of jobs go?
b. Are women reporters given soft 
beats, or relegated to the desk as 
sub-editors doing mundane 
editing work?
c. Are there any problems regard-
ing night shift vehicles and toilet 
facilities? 
d. Is sexual harassment a real 
problem?
e. Is the coverage of women’s 
issues, from rape to female 
foeticide, presented in an 
unbiased manner?
f. How has globalisation a�ected 
women working in print and 
electronic media? 

The discussions were fast and 
furious. A senior journalist of 
The Times of India spoke of 
harassment by an editor for the 
past one year, and said she was 
restrained from writing news 
stories. Another female colleague 

~Payal Kumar and other organising members of the first Patna 
meet in conversation with then Chief Minister Rabri Devi and her 
husband Laloo Prasad Yadav~
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was also undergoing similar 
treatment, she said. A freelancer 
complained that women were not 
given important assignments, but 
were given soft beats related to 
fashion, cookery etc. She added 
that some of her articles had 
been published, but in someone 
else’s name, and that she also 
did not receive any payment.

On the issue of coverage of 
women’s issues, the participants 
stressed on the need to bring in 
sensitivity among editors and 
journalists regarding reporting on 
rape and dowry deaths.

There was consensus that 
journalists have to unite in 
opposing the contract system 
and employment on a casual 
basis. Sunita Aron called for unity 
among journalists to oppose the 
contract system.

Kalpna Sharma stressed the need 
for a national forum for wom-
an journalists to oppose gender 
discrimination and sexual ha-
rassment, while Ammu Joseph 
stressed the need for indepen-
dent committees in newspaper 
o�ices for looking into charges of 
sexual harassment.

One participant working in a Hin-
di daily said that in her eight years 
as sub-editor, she had never faced 
discrimination or harassment by 
male colleagues. Kalpana was 
quick to point out that this was not 
the same for all. Many other details 
were discussed, including the sta-
tus of Doordarshan newsreaders.

Taking our cue from the Jaipur 
conference, two young journal-
ists were delegated to rush to the 
nearest cybercafé and type up the 
details of all those who attended 

the conference, including name, 
address, telephone numbers and 
e-mail address. A copy of this was 
then circulated to all, to make net-
working in the Bihar/Jharkhand 
area a concrete reality. 

Taking our cue from the 
Jaipur conference, two young 
journalists were delegated to rush 
to the nearest cybercafé and type 
up the details of all those who 
attended the conference, includ-
ing name, address, telephone 
numbers and e-mail address. A 
copy of this was then circulated 
to all, to make networking in the 
Bihar/Jharkhand area a concrete 
reality. 

The jharkhand chapter
It was encouraging to meet many 
enthusiastic participants from 
outside Patna. Two delegates from 
Ranchi, namely Vasavi and Soumi 
Dad, showed an interest in setting 
up a similar forum in Jharkhand.

Since the conference, we have 
been in constant touch by email, 
and the preparation of a database 
of women journalists has begun. I 
hope that the four delegates that 
have come from Jharkhand will 
learn a lot from this conference, 
and then open up a chapter of 
their own soon. We will be there to 
encourage and o�er assistance if 
and when required. 

Good press and bad
News of the NWMI conference 
was covered in all the English and 
Hindi dailies. Some were accurate 
and others, not quite so. The Hin-
dustan Times was the only news-
paper which carried the piece on 
the front page, as anchor. The 
Times of India reported only on 
Rabri Devi’s speech, and there was 
not a word about the raison d’etre 
of the conference. A report pub-

lished in a Hindi daily read more 
like an editorial piece. Another re-
porter wrote that the meet raised 
women’s issues with a “heady 
dose of male-bashing”. We felt that 
it was a rather lopsized report. 

It was sad to learn that some of 
our members faced harassment 
from the management on their 
return to work. One of them said 
she had been branded a “trade 
unionist”, and couldn’t shake o� 
the label.

Nevertheless we felt a deep sense 
of satisfaction. The conference 
was the first of its kind in Patna, 
unprecedented in many ways. As 
journalists we always give voice to 
the others; finally, we gave voice to 
ourselves too.
 
* * *

Payal Kumar is one of the 
founding members of the Bihar 
chapter of NWM India, and a 
co-chair of the woman journalist 
conference in Patna in 2001. She 
has worked with The Hindustan 
Times and written on issues 
concerning women and children.
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from “Me” to “We”
By Ammu Joseph and 
Laxmi Murthy

L
aunched in 2002 on a 
cold winter day in Delhi, 
the Network of Women in 

Media, India (NWMI) is an in-
clusive community which wel-
comes as members women (and 
those who identify as women or 
gender fluid) working in or on 
the media (media professionals/
practitioners, media scholars/
researchers, media faculty/
students).

The NWMI serves as a forum for 
women in media professions to 
share information and resources, 
exchange ideas, promote media 
awareness and ethics, and work 
for gender equality and justice 
within the media and society. It 
has slowly emerged as a space for 
solidarity and support for women 
journalists, particularly freelancers 
who often work in isolation. 
Details of initiatives in this area are 
available here.

Bottom-up organising
The incentive for creating a net-
work came from women journal-
ists across the country who were 
interviewed in the late 1990s for 
the book, Making News:  Wom-
en in Journalism. Many felt the 
need for a nationwide forum for 
media women in India.  At that time 
there were a few local groups in 

various places, but nothing at the 
national level.  The network-build-
ing process that began in Novem-
ber 2000 was therefore under-
taken in response to a felt need.
The informal association emerged 
gradually through a slow, 
participatory, bottom-up process 
that built upon earlier initiatives 
by media women in di�erent 
parts of India.  In the first phase 
(2000-2002), three regional 
workshops were held: for the 
south and west in Bangalore 
(November 2000), for the north 
and east in Jaipur (March 2001) 
and for the northeast in Shillong 
(September 2001). These meet-
ings sought to determine whether 
or not women journalists across 
the country wished to come to-
gether and, if so, for what purpose 
and towards what end.  The wom-
en from several di�erent states, 
working in many di�erent languag-
es, who came together during 
those initial meetings immediate-
ly and enthusiastically endorsed 
the idea of linking up. Several lo-
cal networks came into being as 
a result of the regional meetings.  

Where we are now
Our current membership com-
prises over 650 media women 
based in almost all Indian states 
(and some overseas locations), 
working in print, digital and broad-
cast media in multiple languages 
(as employees or freelancers), in 
institutions of media education 
and research. Members are con-
nected virtually through an email 
listserv as well as via social media 
groups, but also meet in person 
during periodic national meet-

ings in various venues across the 
country. Local networks in sever-
al cities also periodically organise 
events and get-togethers.

The NWMI takes strong, prompt 
public positions on journalists’ 
rights and media ethics, while 
standing alongside media women 
in struggles for gender equality, 
safety and justice, at both individ-
ual and community levels.

It has launched several initiatives 
such as the NWMI Fellowship, the 
Letdown in Lockdown series (in 
response to the widespread loss 
of jobs and incomes in the wake 
of the Covid pandemic) and the 
Gender, Media and Elections 
blog, in addition to a number of 
surveys and publications.

The NWMI is driven by volun-
teer power, and has chosen to 
be an informal, decentralised, 
non-hierarchical collective with 
no institutional a�iliation, secre-
tariat, o�ice-bearers or paid sta�. 
It is entirely dependent on mem-
bers’ contributions of time, ener-
gy and money. Decision-making 
is as transparent and consen-
sus-based as possible, invariably 
following extensive deliberation. 
Operating in a deeply iniquitous 
society – in terms of gender, 
class, caste, region and ethnici-
ty – is a challenge, particularly in 
the arena of leadership, but being 
conscious of this reality and the 
need to actively, consistently ad-
dress the problem is one way to 
move forward towards equality.

The NWMI responded to the 
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Covid-19 pandemic and resulting 
job losses in a proactive man-
ner, aiming to provide support to 
journalists (non-members as well) 
who had been retrenched or were 
facing salary cuts. Two members 
opened their Twitter DMs and pro-
vided support through interaction 
with those who reached out, often 
sharing information about poten-
tial job opportunities. This e�ort 
snowballed into a more public 
initiative involving regular posts 
of job listings via the network’s 
social media, as well as a series of 
webinars about media workers’ 
rights, avenues for redressal, and 
options for upskilling or pivoting 
skills to survive in a professional 
world upended by the pandem-
ic. The network also paid tribute 
to colleagues who lost their lives 
to Covid-19 by put together a list 
of journalists and media workers 
known to have passed away due 
to the pandemic: Lest We Forget.

No leaders here
The decision that the NWMI 
would be a voluntary, informal, 
decentralised, non-hierarchical 
collective was made at the end 
of a long, animated discussion 
at the first national meeting of 
Indian women in media in 2002.  
The pros and cons of being 
structured like traditional 
organisations, with o�ice-bear-
ers, and a clear hierarchy, or 
unstructured, attempting to 
function as an informal collective 
owned and guided by members, 
with decisions made on the basis 
of consensus as far as possible, 
were thoroughly examined, and 
continue to come up for periodic 
debate. 

Over the past two decades we 
have been continually striving to 
ensure collective decision-

making.  There are, of course, 
many disadvantages to 
remaining informal and unstruc-
tured, with no designated leaders. 
At various times we have seri-
ously discussed the possibility of 
o�icially registering the 
organisation, which would 
 necessarily mean becoming 
more formal in structure, putting 
o�ice-bearers in place, etc. 
However, in the end, the 
consensus has always been 
to continue as an informal 
collective, in part because it 
allows us to speak truth to power, 
without fear or favour. It has 
become clear over the years 
that most members value the 
network as it is, are apprehen-
sive that a more formal structure 
would somehow change it and 
do not want to risk losing the 
spirit of the NWMI in the pro-
cess of possibly becoming more 
defined – despite practical 
advantages such as eligibil-
ity to open a bank account, 
or having a well-defined 
position for the buck to stop: 
formal accountability, as it were.  

Practicing collective leadership in 
a network is certainly challenging, 
given the diversity of views and 
positions among members. Ex-
ecuting programmes – whether 
organising annual meetings, lo-
cal conferences or slightly longer 
terms research projects or work-
shops – has meant translating col-
lective ownership of a vision into 
practice. The attempt has been to 
apply democratic principles and 
a commitment to diversity and 
inclusion at every step, from iden-
tifying members who would like 
to participate in various projects 
and providing guidance to newer 
members willing to take on the 
task of leading/co-ordinating ac-

tivities. Feminist mentoring, which 
has by necessity remained largely 
virtual, has come with both chal-
lenges and rewards but it has 
helped move the network to-
wards decentralised functioning.

The tyranny of power
A core group of founder-mem-
bers, who shared a vision and were 
part of the 16-month-long net-
work-building process, emerged 
as an informal decision-making 
group, especially in the early days 
when the network was still rela-
tively small, though growing slow-
ly and steadily.  Some took on re-
sponsibilities for specific ventures 
early on, such as the launch of an 
NWMI website at a time (2003) 
when the Internet was still a rela-
tively new phenomenon in India 
and even email was not widely 
known or used.  The core group 
functioned primarily as a sound-
ing board for ideas and sugges-
tions as and when they came up.  

But soon newer members began 
to propose action – for example, 
the first email listserv (on Yahoo) 
was set up by a very new mem-
ber who felt it would help with 
communication, as it did. 

About a decade after the network 
was launched, a systematic re-
view of internal functioning was 
undertaken, to discuss how vari-
ous processes could be stream-
lined, and decision-making made 
more collective while not com-
promising on speed, which was of 
the essence in some cases (for ex-
ample, while issuing public state-
ments on current topics). 
The attempt was to ensure that 
decision-making was not dominat-
ed by a few, while recognising that 
even active members would have 
varying levels of involvement at 
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di�erent times, usually due to pe-
riodic professional and domestic 
commitments. Setting up a ‘Work-
ing Council’ was an attempt to 
enhance the representation and 
involvement of local chapters of 
the network, as well as individuals 
who had journeyed with NWMI 
since its inception. The Working 
Council remains a work in prog-
ress, while the network has grown 
in leaps and bounds over the past 
few years, particularly after the ad-
vent of social media, with instant 
messaging making communi-
cation much quicker and easier, 
both nationally and locally.  
Conscious that a non-funded net-
work automatically excludes the 

involvement of those with limited 
financial and other resources, the 
NWMI has also made a conscious 
e�ort to challenge the traditional 
domination of city-based, English 
language, upper caste journalists 
both in the media landscape and 
within the network, through some 
practical initiatives, such as travel 
grants to attend national meet-
ings, and an annual fellowship 
(funded through member contri-
butions) to advance professional 
growth for media women from 
disadvantaged communities and/
or facing other challenging cir-
cumstances.

As outlined by American feminist 

Cathy Levine in her path breaking 
essay ‘The Tyranny of Tyranny’, 
the devil is in the detail. Imple-
menting collective functioning 
in real life involves: delegation of 
specific authority to specific indi-
viduals for specific tasks through 
democratic procedures; requiring 
those with authority to remain 
responsible to the network; distri-
bution of authority to prevent mo-
nopoly of power; rotation of tasks 
among individuals to prevent re-
sponsibilities being held too long 
by one person, formally or infor-
mally, thereby coming to be seen 
as that person’s ‘property’ or ‘turf’ 
and therefore not easily reverted 
to collective control; regular shar-
ing of information; equal access 
to available information and re-
sources relevant to the group as 

a whole.

Slow democracy
The NWMI is primarily a virtual, 
voluntary association of media 
women whose primary work is 
elsewhere; most are journalists 
employed in media houses or 
independent journalists, media 
scholars/researchers or teachers 
in institutions of media education 
and, of late, journalists who have 
switched to “content” jobs (mainly 
for livelihood reasons). Interaction 
is predominantly virtual (except 
during the more or less annual 
national meetings and the occa-
sional smaller local events/get-to-
gethers).  The e-groups have 
always been unmoderated, allow-
ing members to have free and 
frank exchanges. Given the nature 
of the network, there are no real 
“daily functioning”  processes, as 
there are with organisations on 
the ground.  However, these are 
some examples of our e�orts to 
function as a collective in which 
power is decentralised.

~A representation of the ‘tree of life’ concept in the Kachni style of Madhubani folk art~                       
Artist: Mahithi Pillay
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One of the first ways in which we 
helped decentralise power and 
resources was by sharing infor-
mation.  At the time the network 
was formed there was a tendency 
for all information about profes-
sional opportunities – e.g., about 
scholarships, fellowships, import-
ant publications, seminars, con-
ferences, etc. – to be accessible 
mainly to media professionals 
based in the capital city and, if at 
all, to those based in a couple of 
other major metropolitan cities. 
The regular sharing and thereby 
democratisation of such informa-
tion made a major di�erence to 
members based in smaller cities/
towns, and especially in far-flung 
areas of the country.  The access 
to opportunities enabled by this 
process, in turn, helped increase 
the confidence and widen the 
horizon of media women across 
the country. This was an indirect 
but e�ective means of empower-
ment – through the dismantling of 
information monopolies.

The NWMI has gained a reputa-
tion for prompt, strong protest 
statements about issues of rights 
and justice relating to the media 
and/or gender & media. The issu-
ance of such statements is among 
the most frequent activities of 
the network and we try our best 
to make the process of drafting 
them as participatory and con-
sensus-based as possible - with-
in obvious time constraints.  As 
a result, NWMI statements have 
the weight of collective approval 
and ownership. Statements often 
reflect the experiences of network 
members and many over the 
years have said that the amplifi-
cation of such injustices helped 
them at a time when they were 
feeling low and facing profes-
sional di�iculties. This is another 

way in which members felt that 
being part of the network was 
empowering. 

Collective functioning: 
Wot’s dat? 
One of the biggest challenges 
within the network involves the ef-
fort to help members understand 
what collective functioning is all 
about. Members tend to enjoy 
the benefits of a non-hierarchical 
organisation in which everyone 
has a say about everything.  How-
ever, not everyone understands 
that an unstructured organisation 
with no appointed or elected lead-
ership or paid sta� can only be 
e�ective if many, if not most (let 
alone all), members contribute to 
the work involved, especially in 
terms of taking responsibility and 
seeing things through.  
 Consistent e�orts at communi-
cating this and sharing informa-
tion and potential strategies have 
resulted in a situation where more 
members are joining the ranks of 
the “doers” and volunteering for 
and even co-ordinating ongoing 
tasks that keep the network go-
ing.  However, the burden of sus-
taining the network and ensuring 
that it continues to do more than 
“networking” and meets its other, 
important goals (promoting me-
dia awareness and ethics, and 
working towards gender equality 
and justice within the media and 
society) still falls disproportionate-
ly on the shoulders of a few com-
mitted members.

Some takeaways
-Power is a tricky business, 
since it comes with responsi-
bilities. Successful communi-
cation of this reality by walking 
the talk is key to sharing power.
-Consistent mentoring by sharing 

information, goals and vision, and 
organisational history (both infor-
mal/anecdotal and formal/docu-
mented) is an important element 
of building collective leadership.
-When involvement in organ-
isational work brings joy and 
a sense of belonging, there 
are greater chances of vol-
unteers sticking around.
-Feminist leadership means leav-
ing oneself open to criticism 
and learning, without which 
collectivisation is incomplete.
-Diversity and inclusiveness do 
not happen by themselves. Con-
certed e�orts have to be made to 
question existing hierarchies of 
gender, class, caste, religion and 
language, both within the organ-
isation and outside, and system-
atically address these inequities.
-Personal relationships, warmth, 
and individual connect go a long 
way to create a sense of community.
-A good sense of humour 
is an essential ingredi-
ent of feminist leadership.

* * *

 

Ammu Joseph and Laxmi Murthy 
are two of the several founder 
members of the NWMI. This 
article has been adapted from 
a longer essay ‘From Me to We: 
The NWMI Story,’ published in 
the From Me to We – Feminist 
leadership mapping initiative and 
available on the NWMI website:   
https://nwmindia.org/features/
nwmi-writes/from-me-to-we-the-
nwmi-story/# 
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-Dr. (Prof.) Surendra Pratap Singh

A Message from the Vice-Chancellor, 
Aryabhatta Knowledge University 
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BIHAR MUSEUM- 
An Ode to the State

Inaugurated in 2015, �e Bihar 
Museum is one of the visionary 
projects of the State Government 
of Bihar.  �e new museum is  
dedicated to the history of  
Bihar in its capital, Patna. Bihar  
possesses India’s most important  
Archaeological sites, including pre-
historic settlements and remains of 
ancient republics and universities. 

�rough its vast collections that 
span over 10000 years, the new  
Bihar Museum traces the rich  
history and artistic traditions 
that �ourished in the region 
through the ages and has a gallery  
dedicated to the Bihar Diaspora.  
Bihar Museum’s art galleries have 
a rich collection of traditional, folk 
and contemporary art in Bihar.  
Bihar Museum is not only a  
cultural landmark of Bihar but an 
experience to perceive museums. 

�e Maki and Associates / Opo-
lis design for the Bihar Museum,  
Patna is intended to create an  
engaging and appropriately-scaled 
response to a prominent site and 
an ambitious, multi-faceted mu-
seum program. Supplementing 
the old Patna Museum (built in 

For each of you, somewhere
In my corridors, there will
Be a moment of awakening, 
A sudden delight when you will
Experience what they call the
Aha moment. 

 ----Extract from “I am the Bihar Museum” 

the late 1920’s) with 24,000 square 
meters of new space, the Bihar  
Museum houses a rich variety of 
treasures from the region, and 
includes event and education  
spaces nurturing a newfound 
sense of pride and connection to 
Bihar’s storied history.  �e gener-
ous 5.3 hectare plot along Patna’s  
Bailey Road allowed for a variety 
of site planning approaches, while  
demanding sensitivity to its low-
scale surroundings and prominent 
tree growth. 

In response to these conditions, 
Maki and Associates has conceived 
the Bihar Museum as a “campus” 
- an interconnected landscape of 
buildings and exterior spaces that 
maintains a modest but dynam-
ic pro�le, and allows for plan-
ning �exibility in harmony with 
the existing site conditions. �is  
constant presence of the natural 
environment within the Museum 
“campus” creates a rich, unique  
experience with each visit, one that 
changes with the time and seasons. 
�e Museum’s exterior is  
characterized by extensive use 
of weathering steel, a durable 
material that complements its  

context and creates a digni�ed  
contrast to the surrounding green-
ery. �e weathering steel symbolizes  
India’s historical achievements in  
metallurgy as well as its  
current prominence within the  
international steel industry 
(of which Bihar’s rich natural  
resources have played a  
critical role). It is supplement-
ed with stone, terracotta, and 
glass �nishes - a modern material  
palette with clear connections to 
Bihar’s past and future.

At the Orientation gallery, you will 
get an overview of all the Museum 
galleries and how historians in-
terpret history employing various 
scienti�c methods and research. 
Bihar Museum’s History Gallery 
exhibits follow a chronological 
order as Prehistory, Protohistory, 
Early Bihar, the Rise of Magadha 
and successive dynasties. �ematic 
zones explore the growth of Bud-
dhism and Jainism, the Mauryan 
Empire and Ashoka. 

Other major sections are the Gupta 
Empire, the important Mahaviha-
ras, the Pala dynasty, the Medieval 
period and Mughal rule.

ADVERTORIAL
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�e Visible Storage gallery has a 
unique terracotta collection from 
Bihar and other major historical 
sites of the Indian sub- continent. 
Bihar Museum’s stores have a vast 
coin collection, bronze and stone 
sculptures, paper documents, min-
iatures and an array of archaeolog-
ical �nds. Historical Art and Re-
gional Art engage with interpretive 
approaches to art. Bihari Diaspora 
explores the contribution of Bihari 
people in making indelible im-
prints in the history and culture of 
lands where they settled. Battling 
extremely adverse conditions, the 
migrant populations along with  
Bihari greats have impacted the 

destiny of history, culture and so-
ciety of India. 

�e Museum aims to continue to 
develop and grow its collection 
through research-based activi-
ties and potential partnerships 
with local, regional and national  
museums and repositories. �e 
Children’s Section of the muse-
um is another attraction for the  
children and a child in us thus the 
experience is not only “hands-on” 
but also “minds-on”. �e section is 
alienated into three parts like �ora 
and fauna of Bihar, history, art and 
archaeology.

Bihar Museum presents a kaleido-
scope of Bihar’s contribution in its 
rich cultural heritage. �e theory 
of “New Museology” is prevalent in 
the making of the Bihar Museum. 
It’s an experiential museum which 
triggered curiosity and walked in 
the path of self discovery and life-
long learning. �is Museum is the 
government’s ongoing e�orts to 
promote cultural heritage and ca-
pacity building of Indian museum 
professionals, and o�ers sugges-
tions to further development of the 
museum in a holistic manner. �is 
new museum is now the center of 
the cultural life and identity of the 
city.

Bihar Museum

Advertorial
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Kashmir: it’s more about what not to tell and 
when to tell than what to tell.

By Hana Vahab

T
wo years ago, my editor and 
mentor at the Kerala-based 
news portal I worked with 

asked me to stop writing on Kash-
mir, and focus on other issues. He 
was anxious. The publication had 
received a warning from a central 
agency and was under surveil-
lance for my articles on Kashmir.

As a journalist writing on human 
rights issues and the refugee 
crisis, I was always interested in 
the Kashmir situation. After the 
abrogation of Article 370 in 2019, 
I got even more interested. But I 
understood the concerns of my 
editor, too. 

Kashmir is the “internal matter” in 
o�icial documents. For a Muslim 
woman journalist, or anyone from a 
marginialised community, Kashmir 
is a touchstone for patriotism. 
“What is your take on Kashmir?” 
is the one question often lobbed 
at us. Our response determines 
whether we are patriotic or not. 

I had worked hard to write those 
stories. I was only 25, freelanc-
ing while trying to complete my 
studies. But I had left no stone un-
turned to get to the bottom of the 
truth, digging stories through mul-
tiple layers and building trust with 
sources in a place shrouded in mul-
tiple conflicts and internal drifts. At 
first, I worked on the basics, study-
ing the history, the conflicts, the 
communication blockade, and the 
psychosocial conflicts of journal-
ists. As someone keen on doing 

research and paper submissions 
on human rights and refugee is-
sues, I was focused on doing my 
homework.

The retreat
After that conversation with my 
editor, for two years I deliberately 
avoided tracking news from 
Kashmir. I took a step back and 
maintained a distance from my 
sources and fellow journalists. 
Some unexpected and uninvited 
challenges came along in my 
personal life too with the arrival of 
marriage and my post graduate 
studies. So the retreat perhaps was 
inevitable. I did continue freelance 
writing and working as a content 
creator and saved enough to set 
foot in Kashmir one day. After 

completing my post-graduation, 
my friends set forth on other 
expeditions, in pursuit of teaching 
careers and preparation for UPSC 
exams. I booked a flight to Kashmir.

At that point my marriage was 
crumbling. As a woman from an 

orthodox family, I was expected to 
be obedient and capable of leading 
a ‘family life’. I knew my decision to 
go to Kashmir would only make 
things more complicated. But, 
there can never be a right time in 
my life or in a woman’s life. If not 
now, there can never be a ‘some 
day’ and especially in Kashmir, 
there is always an air of uncertainty.

Kashmiris breathe the air of fear 
and uncertainty every moment 
of their lives. And bearing the 
uncertainty of my own life, I 
decided to breathe it along with 
them.

The retreat
My first week in Kashmir, I searched 

for a description, a word that could 
describe this land. The beauty, 
the air of fear and uncertainty, 
the sounds, the stares, the foggy 
mornings. I failed to find an honest 
one. I waited for a week and then 
there it was.
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“An open-prison”. No matter the 
vast Shalimar and Mughal gardens 
or the endless ripples of life in 
the lakes, they exist in clogged-
up emotions frozen underneath, 
hibernating for long years. I am 
not the first one to define it as 
such and won’t be the last. But 
every time someone experiences 
the meaning of that, it is still not 
possible to think that one may 
speak about it. The real struggle 
is to stay alive and see your dear 

ones of this land alive. The hardest 
truth I learned was that for every 
word you write, there is a price to 
pay somewhere, sometime. And 
my only prayer was that this fate 
would never befall the people 
here, who helped and trusted me. 
For every individual who steps out 
of a private cab, enters a public 
bus or a local cab or walks into 
the galis across the street from 
halted army vehicles, the fear of 
being picked up anytime is your 
constant companion. Especially 
when you are doing a story.

The media hub is encircled by 
surveillance 24/7 even though 
the doors of media houses are 
still closed. With the threats 
against those who write narratives 

supporting the government and 
raids in the houses of senior 
journalists who challenge those 
narratives, the media in Kashmir is 
in deadlock. A final one.

I felt a true stab of pain when I 
realised that for every favour my 
fellow journalists and friends gave 
me in Kashmir, I was indebted to 
them through a strange process. 
I owed it to them to not pursue 
anything that could potentially 
put every one of us in trouble. It 
hurts deeply that you cannot even 
meet or hug those who you have 
been friends with from afar and 
had hoped to see for the first time. 
And still. Still, some of them were 
right there with me. Some came 
out of their neighbourhoods for 
the first time in two years and 
while we walked along the lanes, 
they met people whom they 
haven’t met for one or two years.

Whenever I used to travel in a 
Somu (local cab) past the willow 
trees wrapped in fog, I looked 
into the eyes of the people there, 
I saw the conflicts, the division, 
the separation, the aversion, the 
apathy, the fear, the suppression. 
You realise that you are watched 
for nothing in particular, but just 
because you are there or born 

into a particular identity. In tourist 
spots, you see a di�erent life, a life 
that only blooms on a few days 
in an alchemy of necessity, desire 
and materialism.

In the villages and galis, a di�erent 
pair of eyes watch you in suspicion, 
curiosity and confusion. When 
military men pass through the 
road or stop someone to check 
their belongings, others move 
ahead, with their heads held 
high. Apathy and aversion have 
replaced resentment.

Unemployment and depression 
blanket the lives of the youth 
here. Every young person you 
meet has a story of graduation 
and unemployment. College-
going students tell you stories 
of unrevised syllabi, repetition 
of subjects, and a lack of proper 
classes.

The conflict stagnates in every 
second that passes, in the air that 
we breathe in and out. Trust is a 
larger psychosocial conflict in 
Kashmir. In a conflict zone, where 
survival for oneself is the priority, 
trust comes with a price for love, 
kindness, courage or simply 
existence.
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On a chilly night, when I was 
lost,, an old man who was on his 
way home after work took me to 
my room amidst the sirens, and 
the army vehicles. We talked on 
the way and wished each other. 
And every time when my journo 
friends dropped me o�, I could 
only worry about getting home 
safely somehow. Anything could 
happen any time – that is the only 
thing to trust.

Whoever I meet in Kashmir is 
a cause of worry for me and for 
my friends. Because they can be 
picked up for helping me with 
the sources or anything else. The 
biggest dilemma that fell over me, 
every time I opened my mobile 
camera to shoot or click was also 
the same. I remember their faces, 
their families that fed and clothed 
me. The same dilemma is one 
of the reasons why journalism is 
dead in Kashmir. And as one of 
the editors of a media house in 
Kashmir said, the real challenge 
is to stay afloat and not to get 
closed down.

As a journalist in Kashmir, It’s more 
about what not to tell and when 
to tell than what to tell.

For us, the Indian media, the 
people here are the sources but 
for them, they are the victims of 
the media. As one of them told 
me, “it’s a pleasure to know that 
you understand us but don’t put 
anything out in the media”.

The first jolt I had was when I 
was first told “no one will speak 
to anyone, especially to a non-
local about the conflicts”. I could 
be under the cover of a tourist or 
student or a content creator but 
if a friend took to me a victim’s 
home, it could be the last time I 

saw that friend.

Perhaps that is not always 
true. Perhaps there are people 
who are ready to talk. But it’s 
impossible when their houses 
are under surveillance and they 
are supposed to report if anyone 
approaches them asking about 
their troubles, about being a victim, 
about the atrocities. In Kashmir, for 
a journalist who reports the truth, 
always comes the price when 
there is this forced spying among 
the locals. And that was not a price 
I was ready to pay. 

Winters are never easy anywhere, 
but in Kashmir, it comes with a lot 
of pain and struggle. As I write this, 
the season has just begun but it 
has hit -3 degree Celsius in two 
weeks. And the perils of seasonal 
depression are already taking its 
toll, in addition to the everyday 
struggles the people here 
undergo. The sight of the queues 
outside psychiatric departments 
and clinics shook me. Queues like 
the ones outside OP of general 
hospitals. It is a need that everyone 
here knows without the need to 
substantiate it.

Now when the days are shorter 
and the sounds of sirens pierce 
the darkness, the real challenge 
as a journalist in a conflict zone 
is to get back to your room with 
all the information from your 
sources and get its digital avatar 
somewhere you won’t be pulled 
up for documenting what is going 
on.

Staying the path
My conviction keeps me going. 
As one of the photojournalists 
in Kashmir told me: I am still a 
student whose journey has just 
started in the real world. He has 

not taken his camera out since he 
was detained at a police station 
and questioned for the stories he 
did. There are hundreds of reasons 
not to resume a journey that you 
know would end in a situation like 
that. 

However, there are times when you 
just have to keep floating, times 
when you have to stand up, and 
times when you have to put out 
something that can change the 
coming times when people see 
things for what they are. A journey 
alone as a journalist moulds you. 
It shapes you with pain and hard 
work that helps you become what 
you need to be during such times. 
It keeps that flame of hope alive 
and your commitment true to 
your heart. The pain can become 
words that address the pain of 
someone else whose existence is 
under watch.

* * *

Photos by Hana Vahab.
Hana Vahab is an independent 
investigative journalist and 
researcher, documenting 
the space, the people and 
the human rights violations. 
Passionate about editing, 
reporting, researching and 
connecting with people.
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Neetu Singh: The Maths Graduate Who 
Has Won One of Journalism’s Top Prizes
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-

Neetu Singh, Chameli Devi Jain 2020 award winner

- By Vasanthi Hariprakash
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Neetu SIngh with  her grandmother
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- Vasanthi Hariprakash is 
an award-winning  

journalist and former  
radio anchor. She is the 
host of  The Dosa King 

Neetu Singh at work
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I’d Always Wanted to Be A Journalist- 
An Accident Changed Everything.
Everything But My Dreams

I was brought up in a suburban 
area called Chathamangalam, in 
Kozhikode. My mother was an En-
glish teacher, my father a market-
ing consultant and I have an older 
sister who is a chemical engineer. 
It would be wrong of me to say 
that I did not have a fairly smooth 
upbringing, as I had access to qual-

-
-

ive set of friends and teachers.

Right from when I was in school, 
-

indulged myself with novels and 

from the school library, I also en-
joyed reading human-interest 
stories in newspapers. At that 

were called human-interest ones. 
They clearly sparked my inter-
est though. I was awed by how 

that, I was moved by the stories 
themselves; moved by the tales 

they contained. I used to imagine 
travelling around the globe, inter-

-
derstanding the issues they face, 
learning diverse cultures, and be-
ing able to write about all of it. 

read in the papers.

Those days, most students around 
-

when I informed everyone that 
my plan was to do my Bachelor’s 
in English, then study journalism, 
and eventually work in the media 

others said that the “wise” choice 
was to pursue a career in science. I 
was not swayed by these remarks. 

- By Ambika Raja

PROFILE
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pursue a BA in English Language 
and Literature. Alongside, I regis-
tered for a long-distance course 
on Journalism and Mass Commu-

University.

The Accident and its 
  

In November 2014, when I was 19 
and in the second year of my un-
dergraduate studies, I met with an 
accident that completely changed 
the course of my life. It resulted in 
a spinal cord injury and a condi-

in simple terms, is a form of pa-

the ability to walk. I have been a 
wheelchair user since then. I un-
derwent surgery immediately 

-
-

that.

-
ber, I had to drop my long-distance 
course in journalism.

College in February. My par-
ents and my friends’ help was 

 

me. My friends would help me 
move around the campus and 

at the entrance of the classroom. 

reconsidering my career choic-
es. I wondered if it would ever 
be possible to work as a jour-
nalist the way I had envisioned.  
 

-
plied being constantly mobile and 

travel to any place at any hour of 

did aid my mobility, what both-
ered me was that travel was a cru-

accident, I had realized that a ma-
jority of the buildings and public 
spaces in Chennai and elsewhere 

-

transport vehicles were inaccessi-
ble for wheelchair users. How was 
I supposed to work as a news re-
porter, if I could not access most 

buildings or modes of transport?
Nevertheless, I did not want to 
give up on my dream and embark 
on some whole new and alien  
career. I kept reminding myself 

was taught during my rehabilita-
-

chair will not stop me from doing  
anything that I want to.

I met and spoke to a few journalists 
who suggested that while it would 

work as a news reporter with my 

working at an editorial desk and 
occasionally pitching stories. That 

admission at the Asian College of 

a 10-month long postgraduate  
diploma course with a specializa-

-
-

tremely considerate and ensured 
that I was treated as an equal to 
my peers.

Ambika Raja working at  
The New Indian Express.
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Chronicle newspaper as a trainee 

where I worked for three months. 

require much mobility, I was able 
to handle the job and the night 

-

Around then, due to certain per-
-

straints, I had to return to my 

reporter opened up at the New 

a journalism student, I had most-
ly travelled along with my peers 

they had helped me if I faced any 
-

of travel. My family was also con-
cerned about my safety.

Nevertheless, in August 
2017 I joined the New Indian  

 

chief and co-workers were quite  
understanding and helpful 
throughout my tenure at the of-

week of joining, I was able to ar-
-

I also travelled by an auto run by a  
trustworthy acquaintance. Though 
the issue regarding travel had been 

I struggled to build contacts and 

-

my network of contacts for my  

enjoy my work and complete it  
within the prescribed deadlines. 
I was also assigned to pitch in  
human interest stories for the 
weekly supplements of the  
newspaper, an opportunity I had 
been eagerly looking forward 

 
newspapers!

 
covered an event, or took an in-
terview, I had to call the con-
cerned people beforehand and 
ask them if the place was wheel-
chair-friendly. Mostly they were 

terrain would make a whole inter-
view near impossible. I found that 
while many of the newer build-

-
 

Neither did they seem to have any 
-
-

to get my work done either by ask-

of stairs if there were any or by f 
-

ing assignments where I did not 

beforehand, I just went with my 

-
ing the place. Luckily, in almost all 
the cases, the odds were in my fa-
vour.

Along with accessibility and trav-
el, another issue I had to deal 
with was the approach of people. 

-
-

all as I seemed to hail from a “well-

 

where I did not require any 
help, people assumed I required  
assistance and used to push my 
wheelchair without even asking 
for consent. Let me just say here, 
people must ask for permission 

Though our country has improved 
 

-

have a long way to go. There are 

Ambika on her way to the work. Screengrab courtesy Mathrubhumi TV
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rules and laws, undoubtedly, to  
protect and empower Persons with  

-

in several parts of the country,  
 
 

believe that infrastructural  
 

ensured in all public buildings,  
 

transport vehicles without which 

Accessibility also entails wash-

this, proper training and support 

their close ones/caretakers to help 
them navigate their issues and en-

 

there are several students with  
 

enrolled in schools,  yet unable to 

from the remote areas they come 
from. There are projects such as 
Vamozhi for children with learning  

-

which is helping children with  
 

regular schools at least once a 

to help students interact with 
their peers as well as make virtual 

 
 

ccessible means of transport are 
arranged for them to physically  

the other students learn about  
inclusivity and its necessity.

my childhood, my parents ensured 
that both my sister and I learnt to 
be independent, which in turn 
helped me a lot in my profession 
as journalist as well in my daily 

since I had easy access to good 

from my childhood, I was able 
to have a career as a journalist 
with a disability.  However, there 

of journalism, but lack access to  
 

their life. I sincerely hope that in 

are encouraged to take up this 
-

cluding special recruitment drives,  
training, and internship pro-
grammes. 

do my masters. I am currently pur-
suing my Master’s in English Liter-

also freelancing as much as possi-
ble.

one of my former colleagues at the 

encouraged me to apply for the 

women journalists, I had my reser-
-

women journalists working under 

could imagine the surprise I had 
when Vasanthi Hariprakash, one of 

-

munity rang me up two months 
down the line to inform me that I 
had been selected for the award. 

measure to realize that my work 
hitherto as a disabled journalist 
was being recognized on a bigger 

several doors for me. More than 
-

en, I got the chance to interact 
with several leading women jour-

of the country. I was able to follow 
their work and learn how I could 

was also able to take part in a cou-

being awarded the fellowship. I 
also got a chance to witness how 

-
ly empowering women journalists 
who worked in challenging situa-
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By Durba Ghosh

Lionel Messi created history by 
lifting the football World Cup in 
Qatar last December.

For Gitika Talukdar, a 
photojournalist from Assam, the 
event was an “achievement of 
a lifetime”, too. She was there to 
shoot the world’s biggest sporting 
event. She was India’s only 
photojournalist to get an approval 
to cover all the matches–from the 
opening to the final -- from pitch 
positions. She has captured in 
her camera, Messi’s brilliant and 
nuanced footwork, as well as his 
joy in holding the trophy aloft.

Thirty-seven-year-old Gitika 
currently freelances for AFP, News 
in Asia and a host of national and 

regional newspapers. Her photos 
can be found in Purvanchal 
Prahari, Amar Asom, India Today 

and the Daily Financial Times in 
Colombo, Sri Lanka.

Her foray into sports journalism 
at the national and international 
levels has been a journey of grit, 
hard work and determination.

Assam’s pride 
Sporting Assam’s pride--the 
white-and-red gamosa, or the 
traditional scarf- around her neck 
and lugging her heavy and high-
end camera and lenses, Gitika is a 
familiar figure in most international 
sporting events.  

The FIFA World Cup at Qatar is 
the latest feather on this photo 
journalist’s cap, but she also has 
the experience of covering many 
more international sporting events 
in her kitty, including the Tokyo 
Olympics 2020, the FIFA Cup at 
Russia in 2018, FIFA Women’s World 
Cup France 2019, ICC Women’s 
Cricket World Cup, all IPL series, 

Messi lifted the World Cup in Qatar; 
Gitika was there to capture the moment for us

“I am big fan of Messi and this world cup was his last world cup there-
fore i have set my mind that i cannot miss any of his movements and 
actions. Therefore i was little nervous but at the same time i was very 
excited”----Gitika Talukdar

Gitika Talukdar



Profile

32

all ISL Series, SAF Games, Delhi 
Commonwealth Games, World 
Taekwondo Championships, Asian 
Games Jakarta 2018, India versus 
Pakistan Cricket leagues, among 
others.

The experience in Doha will 
remain a memorable one also for 
two more reasons: she witnessed 
world-famed Sou th Korea’s 
pop group BTS member Jong 
Kook perform the FIFA theme 
song ‘Dreamers’ at the opening 
ceremony and also Bollywood 
actress Deepika Padukone unveil 

the World Cup Trophy.

Like many in the North-east, Gitika’s 
favourite band too is BTS, and to 
see one of its members perform 
live was a “dream come true’’ for 
her. She recently completed her 
Master’s in Sports Management 
from Seoul National University, 
but she missed catching any live 
performances in Seoul while she 
was there due to the Covid 19 
restrictions.. 

‘’Deepika Padukone unveiling 
the trophy was a proud moment 

for me both as an Indian and a 
woman as it proved that that there 
is no discrimination in terms of 
matches, media and celebrities,” 
she told Patna Kalam.

The journey to Doha
In 2017, she had covered the FIFA 
World Cup-under 17 and it was 
‘’from here that my FIFA journey 
began and I was o�icially selected 
and accredited for the 2018 World 
Cup in Russia which brought me 
to the arena of the international 
sports media industry’’.             

The Tokyo Olympics will also 
remain an emotional experience 
for her as Assam’s Lovlina 
Borgohain grabbed the boxing 
bronze for the country. “’I cannot 
describe my feeling in words as 
somebody from my state created 
history,” she said. The Tokyo 
Olympics was a tough challenge 
due to the strict COVID protocols. 
“But I was excited to get the 
opportunity from the International 
Olympic Committee (IOC) to cover 
all the matches where our Indian 
teams and players participated,” 
she said.  The highlight of the 
Olympics was Niraj Chopra’s gold 
medal in javelin and P V Sindhu’s 
bronze in badminton and ‘’each 
time we heard the national 
anthem, it made the hearts of all 
Indians present there swell with 
pride’’.

The Tokyo Olympics was a ‘’high 
point in my career and I have 
received a lot of appreciation 
from across the globe for my 
photography and news reporting’’.

She said: ‘’I had a fascination for 
media professionals, especially for 
those wielding the camera. My 
father may have wanted me to 
be an engineer or a lawyer but he 

“Mbappe is  like a magician who always change the game. I didnot miss 
any of his match...while taking pictures i really enjoyed his goals. I was 
too happy to watch that wonderful guy with his super kicks nad shots”
----Gitika Talukdar
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never stopped me from choosing 
my own career. He supported me 
as I studied journalism and mass 
communication in Guwahati and 
went on to pursue a career in 
sports journalism.”

The National Games at Guwahati 
in 2007 was the first event 
that she covered as a sports 
journalist. “‘The positive attitude 
of players and the environment 
prevailing in the sports arena 
is very inspiring along with the 
discipline of maintaining the time 
schedule with each sporting 
event beginning and finishing on 
time,” she said.

Her work is physically draining 
task, always having to carry the 
heavy camera equipment on 
around  in mega international 

tournaments like FIFA World Cups 
and Olympics, where ‘’we have to 
go through many security checks 
and also need to walk a lot to 
reach the main stadium, besides 
having to run in several directions 
to take the perfect shot,” she says. 

Sports and gender
Asserting her due place in the 
male dominated field, too, was a 
di�icult task as ‘’male counterparts 
hardly extend any support to 
female journalists and at every 
step try to underestimate our 
capabilities’’. 

Whenever the word ‘sports’ is 
mentioned in India, there is a 
stereotypical mindset that labels it 
as a man’s domain. That mindset 
is a major barrier for women 

trying to get into sports journalism 
in India, she said.

“During my Master’s thesis, I 
did my research on examining 
equity of gender stratification in 
Indian newspapers. Whenever 
we compare the participation of 
women in sports or sports media, 
it is found that the percentage is 
always lower than male due to 
varied reasons, including social, 
physical, religious norms among 
others. Besides, most women 
do not get the requisite support 
from family and society which is 
reflected in the low representation 
of women in this field,” she told 
Patna Kalam..  

Gitika is not the one to be 
deterred by such barriers. Even 
as she marches on in her career 
passionately, she urges other 
young women and girls to ‘’dream 
big and work hard to achieve their 
dreams by believing in themselves 
and their passion’’.
  
* * *

Durba Ghosh is a senior journalist 
based in Guwahati. She writes on 
politics, economy, conflict issues, 
gender, environment, climate 
change, art and culture and 
sports too. She is currently PTI’s 
Bureau Chief at Guwahati.

“It was a historical match I was so happy that Argentina won the cup..
and wanted to take the best shots of Messi with the trophy. It was a 
magical moment for me taking pictures of Messi with the World Cup 
trophy. I didn’t miss any shots of his emotions and expression. It was a 
life time achievement”----Gitika Talukdar
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“What we have today in India is truly the 
‘dark age’ of journalism” 

Translated by Raksha Kumar

Ravish Kumar resigning from 
NDTV was one of the big 
headlines of 2022 in India’s 

media sector.

Kumar, without doubt, is one of 
the most respected journalists in 

an end of an era in many ways. 
He had been with NDTV for over 
25 years, since his joining in 1996. 
He has anchored several success-
ful shows, such as Des Ki Baat, 

Time with Ravish. While he is 
hugely popular (almost a cult 

his award-winning journalism–
he won the Magsaysay Award in 
2019– that has consistently 
focussed on the less powerful, he 
is also the target of vicious verbal 

-
-

to be in cahoots with the ruling 
party. 

Ruling party leaders have made 

not engaging with him and per-

trolls, even when they have issued 
him death threats.

by billionaire Gautam Adani, Asia’s 

he launched his YouTube chan-

An unstoppable Kumar is equally  
vocal on his channel, coming down 

Media Watch
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sharply on the government and 
its cheerleaders. His usual punch-
ing bag, the Godi Media, a term 
he coined to denote crony jour-

Godi Seth, or crony capitalists. It’s 
no surprise that his channel has 
already amassed over 3.74 million 
subscribers. 

Here are some extracts from his 
speech that he made on his You-

-

Kumar translated the speech into 
English, which was published by 

Journalism on their website. Here 

-
mission—-

“There was never a golden age 
in Indian journalism. But it was 
never as bad as it is today. Every 
good aspect of journalism is being 
destroyed rapidly. This was ex-
pected. But what we have today is 

There are numerous news chan-
nels in India but all of them have 
compromised on their ethics. Our 

and destroyed.

Everyone claims to be a journalist 
today. Especially those who are 
close to and even aligned with the 
powerful. These faces and estab-
lishments ironically are the very 
reason journalism is being tram-
pled upon in this country. They 
claim to do good journalism. I im-

and even the government want to 
-

ism down your throat.

India’s media space has changed. 
My heart goes out to those young 
Indians who are paying millions 
of rupees to train to be a journal-

agents of the state. There is no in-

Even those who are journalists 

exited the profession. Many have 

just another profession, so they 
can earn a living. There is no other 

A scared journalist is responsi-

barefoot to bring the mighty Brit-
-

-
cal media messaging. You have to 

-

but will remain slaves of a sold-out 

Under the garb of laws, the rights 
of people are being undermined, 
so that all that is illegal appears to 
be legal.

At this point, my future is uncer-
tain. The only certainty is hope. 

Raksha Kumar is an 
independent human 
rights journalist. 

Media Watch
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Travel is to journalism, 

By Raksha Kumar

It was an unusually warm Novem-
ber evening and I had waited for 
half an hour in an open-air cafe in 
Delhi. Exasperated and sweaty, I 
dialled her number again. No an-
swer.

A few days earlier, I had received 
an email from a 24-year-old jour-

her freelance career. Let’s call her 
Raveena. She was eager to meet 

confusing world of journalism she 
had set foot in. 

had never met? I had nothing to 
gain from Raveena. 

journalists guided me when I was 

I understand how unpredictable 

worse in the past few years, de-
-

ity.

At this stage, I was tense. Was she 

-
rived, Raveena strode into the cafe 

me,” she said as she slid into the 
seat across from me.

for her delay would be good to 
-

sy. Would I get either? 

her how she can get published in 

said. Sources are important, and 

maximum engagement on Insta-
gram?” 

-

She was disappointed. “I want to 
report on climate change,” she 
said and went on to explain how 
she cannot travel outside Delhi. 

-
ous to travel by myself,” she said. 

For the next 10 minutes, Raveena 
explained how she was fascinat-
ed by India’s countryside but had 

-
dia’s villages but had not visited 
even those close to Delhi.  Ravee-

-

good at what they do. They are 

acutely aware of the consequenc-

Minister, David Lloyd George’s 

who isn’t a socialist hasn’t got a 
heart.

-

-

One of the major problems for 
younger journalists is their inabil-

-
lance journalism pays. Some can-
not travel for health reasons. And 
others do not consider travel an 

experience. Many admit that they 

afar - phone interviews, other 

Excessive reliance on secondary 
sources or phone interviews wid-
ens the gap between India and 
Bharat. This is true for anyone 

-
-

from over a hundred districts in In-

for travel.  Finance models are bro-
-

el far and wide to bring stories to 
light.

-
nalists with their hearts in the 

Pointer
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#Metoo 
The fight for a level playing field

By Rina Mukherji

E
kla Chalo re—the theme of 
the present NWMI Meet, just 
about sums up the gist of my 

fight against Sexual Harassment at 
the Workplace (SHW).

It is two decades since I stepped 
out and complained of sexual 
harassment at my workplace. The 
year was 2002, around five years 
since the Supreme Court of India 

had issued the Vishaka Guidelines 
to be followed by workplaces in 
the country. Sexual harassment 
had been clearly defined, and yet, 
ignorance reigned, and continues 
to reign, supreme. I won at the 
Industrial Tribunal in 2013, exactly 

a week prior to the enactment 
of the Sexual Harassment at 
Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition 
and Redressal) Act/POSH Act, after 
a decade-long fight in the Courts. 
I also won against an appeal 
filed questioning the judgement 
in the Calcutta High Court. This 
was followed in 2018 by winning 
a defamation suit filed by my 
molester in the Patiala House 
Courts in Delhi.

But as a survivor of SHW, I can 
vouch that the journey has been 
anything but easy.

Harassment of working women 
has always been a contentious 
problem, all over the world, 

ever since women stepped out 
into the professional sphere. I 
remember an ‘80s film- “9 to 5” 
which young women like me, 
completely identified with. SHW, 
the film told us, was not just about 
lecherous men propositioning or 
groping you, bestowing unwanted 
attention, or physically touching 
you in the wrong places; it could 
include setting afloat rumours 
to damage your reputation in 
the o�ice. This, as many women 

will tell you, is something that is 
di�icult to fight. 

Awareness on SHW was in the 
process of building up in the ’90s, 
and the Vishaka Guidelines were 
issued amidst the heat generated 
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in the US following the Anita 
Hill case. Sadly, while the West 
has progressed since then, we 
continue to lag behind.

#MeToo in India
Of course, sexual harassment is 
no longer dubbed as “eve teasing” 
today. The authorities have learnt 
to recognize it for the real danger 
that it is. Yet, socially, there is 
little empathy for a complainant. 
Social attitudes continue “victim-
shaming” women who dare to 
complain, and harassers often 
garner sympathy, rather than 
disapproval from the vast majority. 
 The #MeToo movement is a 
manifestation of the same. Close 
on the heels of the accusations 
against Hollywood heavyweight 
Harvey Weinstein, which ultimately 
resulted in his arrest, we saw an 
Indian #Metoo movement kicked 
o� in India. Many of the celebrities 
named were repeat o�enders. 
And yet, journalist Priya Ramani 
had to fight and win a defamation 
suit slapped on her by M J Akbar 
in the Patiala House Courts to 
prove herself.
Honestly, I have always looked 
upon SHW as an extended form 
of discrimination faced by women, 
in agreement with Ex-Additional 
Solicitor -General Indira Jaisingh’s 
opinion, who once said, “The 
problem is that of discrimination, 
and Sexual Harassment is part of 
that.” Sexual Harassment, is indeed, 
a ploy to show a woman her place, 
which ‘the younger generation is 
not willing to tolerate any more’ (to 
quote Ms Jaisingh)

Five Years On: where do 
we stand?
The #Metoo campaign managed 
to focus enough attention on the 
all-pervasive problem of sexual 
harassment at the workplace 

and beyond. Today, many 
women refuse to shy away from 
complaining about their ordeals 
in public. Yet, the campaign fizzled 
out. The primary reasons were ( as 
I see it):

1. The complainants used 
social media to air women’s 
grievances; rather than use the 
law -enforcement machinery. 
Many of the complaints lack an 
understanding of what SHW is. 
For instance, several women aired 

grievances about consensual 
relationships with men (outside 
their professional lives) that had 
gone sour. These problems fall in 
the realm of domestic violence, 
and cannot be termed SHW. 
2. Another deterrent to 
complaining is, punishment for a 
false complaint has been provided 
for in Section 14 read with Rules 
9 and 10 of the POSH Act. 
Thus, whoever makes any false, 
frivolous, or vexatious complaint 
or provides false evidence under 
this Act, can be punished. There 
have been a few cases wherein 

the complaint made was found 
frivolous and malicious, with 
false evidence being furnished in 
connection with the complaint. 
This resulted in quashing the 
petition/s. In one of the cases a 
hefty fine was imposed, which 
however, was ultimately overruled 
by a Division Bench of the Delhi 
High Court. (https://elearnposh.
com/false-complaints/)(https://
www.legalserviceindia.com/legal/
article-4126-frivolous-complaints-
under-the-sexual-harassment-act.

html )( https://www.ungender.
in / fa lse - sexua l - harassment-
compla in t- what- do e s - p osh -
act-say/)     Normally, when a 
complaint made is found to be 
frivolous or malicious,  the Internal 
Committee in an organization 
or the Local Committee can 
recommend to the employer that 
the complainant be punished in 
keeping with the service rules, 
which may mean withholding of 
promotions, termination, and the 
like. Herein, it should be noted 
that the Act makes a distinction 
between an unsubstantiated 

~Priya Ramani (left) and lawyer Rebecca John. 
Photo courtesy: NWMI Website~
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complaint, and a malicious one. 
An unsubstantiated complaint, the 
Act notes, cannot be necessarily 
considered a false one. To be 
termed false, a complaint needs 
to be proved “malafide”, and done 
with a “malicious intent” to settle 
scores. 
However, as of now, this clause 
makes women extremely 
wary of taking on harassers. 
3. In India, there are no class 
action suits and “settlements” 
ever. Notwithstanding the law, 
which makes it implicit upon the 
employer to help women make 
formal complaints, or lodge FIRs, 
organizations rarely do so. In 
such a scenario, women need to 
go it alone.  Worse, it is next to 
impossible getting eyewitnesses 
from the workplace to testify to 
the harassment faced.  Since an 
employer can easily coerce other 
employees in a department from 
testifying against the complainant, 
it is always a double whammy for 
complainants.
3. Even if a complaint is made, 
organizations back the accused. 
Defamation suits are slapped 
on the complainant to harass 
her. In my case, there were two 
defamation suits filed-civil and 
criminal, in two di�erent cities-
Delhi and Kolkata (that are 
thousands of kilometres apart). 
This can subject the complainant 

to tremendous pressure-
monetarily and otherwise, forcing 
her to withdraw.
4. Victim-shaming is common 
to our social set-up. Hence, 
families would rather never have 
a complaint investigated by the 
police.
5. Predators always pick on the 
vulnerable. Women who are 
monetarily weak, professionally 
not too well-placed, single 
mothers, youngsters new to the 
profession, are often singled out 
for harassment. For such women, 
fighting back is an uphill struggle 
best not embroiled in.
6. The mechanism for making 
complaints is complicated. Internal 
Committees in the organized 
sector generally function as an 
extended arm of the employer, and 
are rarely unbiased. This prevents 
complainants getting justice. 
In the case of the unorganized 
sector, the mechanism for making 
complaints to district-level Local 
Committees is just too tough.
7. In spite of court rulings, 
compensation rarely comes by. 
With courts delivering justice at 
a snail’s pace, a complainant has 
to wait 10-15 years for justice. 
It means the draining of time, 
money and resources which 
could be better utilized elsewhere. 
(An amendment made in 2019 to 
the POSH Act, has brought in a 
strict timeline as regards handling 
of complaints. But it is yet to be 
tested as regards its e�icacy).  
Lawyers do not come cheap; 
and running between courts 
takes away the most productive 
years o� one’s life. When the 
professional set-up is di�use, or 
not too well- organized, as in a film 
studio, demanding justice is even 
more complicated, as was proved 
in the Tanushree Datta-Nana 
Patekar case.  Most significantly, 

a complainant is often viewed as 
a trouble-maker in the patriarchal 
set-up prevalent in India, and 
is looked upon askance in our 
society. This, more often than not, 
compels women to give up before 
embarking on the fight.
8. In spite of the existence of the 
Act, publicizing an incident of 
SHW can trigger a backlash, even 
if it be done for what could be 
interpreted as the public good, 
and have complainants slapped 
with a defamation suit.

Addressing SHW
The only way to deter harassers 
and compel organizations 
to clean up their act is by 
generating awareness among 
women regarding their rights 
as professionals. While the law 
definitely needs tweaking and 
implementation needs to be 
strengthened, solidarity among 
women can be a powerful tool to 
combat sexual harassment. 
Details about my fight against 
SHW can be referred to on the 
NWMI website

* * *
     

Rina Mukherji has spent over 
three decades in journalism, and 
is the recipient of India’s first-ever 
Laadli Extraordinnnaire Award 
for fighting gender injustice. 

Illustration by Manjula 
Padmanabhan for NWMI
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I said ‘NO’ to journalism that asked me not 
to question those in power!

By Pragyaa Chandel

It was a regular working day at 
my Lower Parel o�ice in Mumbai. 
I had just stepped out of my 
studio after anchoring a regular 
news bulletin at noon, and as I 
entered the newsroom, I saw a 
few faces, including that of my 
producer giving me a ba�ling 
and exasperated look. I could 
immediately make sense of why 
that was the case. 

I had just had a live discussion 
with one of the members from 
the then-incumbent Maharashtra 
Navnirman Sena party (MNS) 
on the precarious condition of 
Mumbai roads during monsoon 
rains. Even today, severe 
waterlogging is a common sight 
in several parts of the city during a 
heavy downpour in the monsoon 
season each year. Moreover, dug-
up roads and potholes are one of 
the biggest pain points, especially 
for two-wheelers. Many ill-fated 
citizens have even lost their lives 
owing to the accidents caused by 
potholes in the city.

Since the spokesperson’s 
response in the party’s defense 
was not too convincing, I 
continued questioning her for 
some time as she blamed it on the 
previous government in power. 
The live feed had suddenly got 
disrupted and I was convinced 
it was not due to any technical 
reasons, but her refusal to take 
my questions. The same was 
conspicuous to my technical team 
present there, as well! I said as 
much in the programme, making 
no bones about the fact that the 

disruption could be because she 
disconnected her telephone line in 
order to avoid giving the answers 
to my live questions. I quipped 
(to myself) – Ah! a business that 
thrives on schadenfreude, has 
politics merely become that 
business?

Later, my producer categorically 
warned me saying: “Pragyaa, you 
must never question anybody 
from Maharashtra Navnirman 
Sena. You don’t know! They could 
even storm the studio and attack 
us all.”

As journalists, we were taught 
to be fearless, stand against the 
corrupt, and hold those in power 
accountable. The incident was 
followed by a bitter altercation with 
my producer and kept me anxious 
for days. Some of my colleagues, 
too, experienced similar incidents 
in the organization. Finally, after 
a few months, I decided to quit 
the company, and stepped out 
pursuing my quest for deeper and 
more purposeful content creation. 

Higher purpose
Inspired by my former Executive 
Editor (boss) at the same 
organization–who was forced to 
quit the corporate group for a 
not-too-distinct reason, I went on 
to cross international boundaries. 
Lo and behold—I am now a 
Ph.D. student researching “Online 
harassment of women journalists 
in India”, a project funded by an 
international university in Ireland.
I hereby begin my journey 
as a research scholar, with 
the aim to discover a new 

epistemological interpretation 
of the psycho-emotional toll 
that online harassment takes on 
women journalists. While fearless 
journalists continue to surmount 
challenges seeking accountability 
from politicians, thereby giving 
an amplified voice to the citizens 
at large - the path is treacherous 
for many! I find solace and greater 
meaning in the work I am doing 
now. 

* * *
 

Pragyaa Chandel is a former 
broadcast journalist from India, 
presently pursuing her full-time 
Ph.D. from Dublin City University 
(Ireland). She is researching 
‘Online harassment of women 
journalists in India’. She continues 
to write for EAWorldview.com and 
RTE Brainstorm as a researcher.
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The journey of ‘Hindi-language’ 
journalism

Title: The Journey of Hindi Language Journalism in India: From Raj to Swaraj and Beyond 
Author: Mrinal Pande
Publisher: Orient BlackSwan Pvt Ltd
Publication of the book: 2022

By Sweta Singh

I 
entered the book contemplat-
ing on the title and asking my-
self about the need for adding 

the word ‘language’ in the title 
of the book as ‘Hindi journalism’ 
would have su�iced. So I quickly 
turn the pages to find out how 
the author situated the idea of 
Hindi language and its contribu-
tions and connects with Journal-
ism in India. But a more import-
ant reason to go through the 
book was to fill the void that I as a 
media academician have due to 
disconnect with the world of Hin-
di Journalism even as I grew up in 
Hindi heartlands of Bihar but was 
a product of English education 
that also added to the disconnect. 

The book has three broad time-
lines: the Raj—with a chapter 
that discusses the story of Hindi 
in the times of British Colonial 
Oppression and beings by em-
phasizing that ‘In India-variously 
described as the cradle of civil-
isation and of many ancient re-

ligions and languages-print me-
dia history cannot be described 
only in terms of ownership, ed-
itorial teams or sales and mar-
keting practices a many authors 
have attempted to talk about.

It is interesting to see how a work 
on Hindi language journalism 
begins by underscoring the im-
portance of multi-linguality and 
contributions of polyglots (as dis-
cussed by A K Ramanujan, 1993) 
to Journalism in India and here 
she cites how the princely clans 
who patronised private printing 
in the Hindi belt were not only 
familiar with classical languages 
like Persian, Arabic, and Sanskrit 
but were also fed by the north-
ern bolis (dialects) such as the 
Khadi Boli, Braj, Awadhi, Bhojpuri, 
Maithili, Punjabi and Rajasthani. 
There were 1,652 such languages 
in India (RGCI,1961) and at least  
29 of these are spoken by over 
a million people (RGCI 2001) of 
which Hindi has the largest cover-
age including 11 northern states.

The story of Hindi in the Dev Nagri 
script being born as a formal lan-
guage, the beginnings of Hindi 
print technology in India and how 
it stirred the change among Indi-
an elite who had earlier shunned 
print highlight the di�iculties that 
vernacular press faced in the ini-
tial years. The book is rich with 
historical references, one such 

being on how  the languages 
took the hierarchical course at 
di�erent phases during British co-
lonial rule and determined by the 
rulers of the times. Fort William 
College, where Hindi was formally 
born under Gilchrist (1759-1841), is 
a case in point. The author writes, 
“And the two languages, once 
considered inseparable, became 
increasingly distanced from 
each other as markers of two 
separate races in the north: The 
Hindus and Muslims–a fact that 
was heavily exploited by politi-
cally ambitious parties’. While this 
growth in Hindi language publi-
cations and learners  thrust on 
separate Hindi texts fed latent re-
gional hostilities and at the same 
time expanded the public sphere 

The way languages traverse sec-
ular and aggressive nationalist 
sentiments of private printing 
in the first four decades of the 
twentieth century is described 
as a ‘qualitative leap’ in bold ex-
perimentation, new genres and 
host of politically conscious inde-
pendent writers. And one’s caste 
and social status together deter-
mined their use of Sanskritised 
or hybridized versions of Hindi, 
sustaining and maintaining var-
ious editorial hierarchies within 
the early twentieth century and 
the very first chapter touches 
on caste-specific hindi papers. 
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References to censorship to 
curb Gandhi’s newspapers like 
Nav Jivan and other national-
ist publications and his e�orts 
together with Nehru to start a 
trust that brought out Hindi Nav 
Jivan, the English National Her-
ald and the Urdu Qaumi Awaaz 
gives a glimpse into the impor-
tance vernacular languages for 
public and political realities of 
the times against the colonial 
rule–summed up in her citation 
of Urdu poet Akbar Allahaba-
di ‘jab tope muquabil ho, ak-
bhar nikalo’ (When faced with 
a canon, launch a newspaper).

The Swaraj or post-Indepen-
dence period has been termed 
as a period of  the expansion of 
the public sphere in India which, 
unlike Europe, was neither uni-
form, nor equal. The politicization 
of Hindi as a marker of Hindu 
identity by the right wing, increas-
ing fault-lines between Hindi and 
other vernacular languages, En-
glish remaining a link language 
are some of the characteristic 
developments discussed by the 
author. At this point, it appears 
that the author would also dwell 
upon the first two decades of 
independence as this period is 
also seen as an era of develop-
ment Journalism where the press 
played an active role in connect-
ing the public with the policies 
and governance issues. The doc-
umentation would have given a 
quick glimpse of how language 
press played an important role 
in consolidating or questioning 
the Nehruvian idea of India. As 
the detailing of the content im-
pacting journalistic discourses 
of the di�erent decades is not 
the focus of the book, the other 
major developments a�ecting 
or getting a�ected by the Hindi 

language get discussed. Some 
of them included the newspring 
policy of 1972  that mandated the 
number of pages in newspapers, 
preceded by rising cost of news-
print, which have been discussed 
as ways of controlling the press.
The more disruptive decades 
of liberalisation, globalisation 
and privatisation, up until post-
covid times fetches maximum 
attention in the book. Not many 
books have attempted to unpack 
how Hindi press was changing 
in these times so to that extent 
this book succeeds in highlight-
ing the markers of change due 
to digital interventions and new 
market dynamics such as new 
ownership structures and the 
rise of media monopolies, the 
blurring of managerial and ed-
itorial departments, growth of 
political advertising and the rags 
to riches stories such as the one 
about Vijay Singh, the ‘Hawker 
Se Haakim’ (2018) man who took 
to innovative ‘jugaad’ marketing 
strategies for increasing the cir-
culation of Hindi newspapers.

The book dedicates substantial 
space to how the Hindi news-
paper business changed post 
1990s and the role of readership 
surveys, the market as a huge 
influence in the tussle between 
Hindi and English, rise of satellite 
television, digitisation and lack of 
in-depth reporting and how Hindi 
wins the battle over English, to the 
extent that it is used as a piggy 
bank for lending circulation sup-
port to English newspapers. The 
author discusses the cause and 
e�ects of y by the rise of mangag-
es and denting of editorial wales, 
the growth of political advertising, 
changing business of Hindi news-
papers and their success stories, 
the eruption of paid news, the un-

reported world of stringers and 
reporters. Of particular interest is 
how the 2014 elections became 
game changers with political ad-
vertising, embedded journalists 
and censorships as retaliation to 
critical coverage became usu-
al. The brief section on Gender 
and women in the Hindi media 
left me wanting to read more as 
it touched upon the absence of 
women in critical designations in 
the newsrooms, as writers of ‘seri-
ous’ stories, on TV as experts and 
panelists, even in those related to 
women. Also the absence of Dalit 
and OBC writers in Hindi Media 
is a concern flagged in the book. 

The later chapters ‘What moved 
my newspaper, the new media 
ecology and post-covid media 
will be of particular interest to 
readers, especially students fol-
lowing Mrinal Pande’s journalis-
tic and literary writings. Also the 
style of writing is simple and an-
ecdotal references of the author’s 
own experiences about navigat-
ing the otherwise male corridors 
of Hindi newsrooms, lend layers 
of gender intersectionalities and 
at once give a very di�erent per-
spective. A valuable addition to 
the documentation of Hindi lan-
guage press in India, especially 
for English readers who often 
skip engaging on the subject as 
most of the writings are in Hindi. 

* * *

Sweta Singh is Assistant 

Professor at the University 
School of Mass Communica-
tion, Guru Gobind Singh In-
draprastha University, New Delhi, 
and former television journalist. 
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ment clearly didn’t care about 

-
out providing relief for the loss of 
jobs, and the states were engaged 

each other instead of helping out. 

from tribal states were employed 

-
tar Pradesh in wall paints, from 

-

on. Every sector had a story. It is 

mainly from tribal states such as 

even before the lockdown was im-
posed, they were due two or three 

lockdown. But no one asked for 
help. It is we who would go behind 

road and ask if they were in need. 

-

without complaining and leave 

get. The journalist in me was inter-

wasn’t a priority then.

Let’s Go Home

The major twist came when the 

of the workers were desperate 
to go home. They had seen how 
people who died in the pandemic 
were treated, how even families 

They just wanted to go home and 
die peacefully if they had to. But 

must either walk or get a place on 
a truck.

from the beginning wanted to go 
home too. They faced immense 

-

ments such as Aadhar card and 

states. There was a new-born baby 
among them, whose birth during 
the pandemic showed me how 

-
grant workers’ families to access 
pre-natal, birthing and neo-natal 

-
der various government schemes. 

police permissions, I took the sev-
en-day-old baby and some other 
children in my car and accompa-
nied them while they were walk-

the outskirts of Hyderabad to get 
into empty goods trucks returning 

I couldn’t believe what I was see-
ing on the way. There were hun-
dreds of migrant workers walking 
to their homes in the scorching 
heat of May without access to wa-

points were not installed due to 

we were needed more here on 
the highway, and I posted this in 
the civil society group I was part 
of and announced that I would be 

-
wards.

-
teers were on the highway with 
car loads of bread, bananas, wa-
ter, etc. But the supplies vanished 
within minutes as thousands of 
people were converging here ei-
ther to get into a truck or walk the 
hundreds of kilometres to reach 
their homes.
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provide tents and organise water 
and food for the retuning work-

-
ing alone on the highway joined 
us and the tents soon came to 
be known as the Medchal Food 

up on social media for food, the 

third day we were feeding some 
20,000 people a day and also hand-
ing them dry foods such as bread, 

from all corners. The Ramzan sea-

our camp with fruits and drinks. 
A community kitchen was set up 
to augment the food coming to 
the camp. Two tents became ten 
tents, a medical camp was set up 

the needs of children and preg-
nant women.

-

people who brought food or vol-
unteered did not do it as if it was 

charity, but as if it was their duty 
to share what they had. Everyone 
used to think what is best for the 
workers, not what they could give. 

-
los of Kabuli chana overnight and 
bring it along with top class jag-
gery as he was convinced it was 
necessary nourishment for trav-

-

bring in hundreds of boiled eggs, 

-

by nine in the morning and leave 

dishes every day, others brought 
chappals, or chocolates for the 
children. It was like an ongoing 

food 24/7 for three weeks.

Dignity

the camp, we started organising 
-
-

panies in the beginning but later 
hired buses for the workers with 

many families and youths who had 
walked or hitch-hiked from Chen-
nai and Bangalore and were head-

Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh. It was 
heartbreaking to meet workers 
and families who had walked for 
hundreds of kilometres yet would 
not sit and rest because they were 
afraid their muscles would seize 

walk further.

To cut a long story short, the Food 
Camp fed or provided food for 

and many more trucks to transport 
them. All this was done without 

our work. The only two small ban-
ners we put up at the camp said: 
‘Food and water is everybody’s 

safety and dignity’.

Medchal, not a single worker went 

hunger in those three weeks.

20,000 a day to 200.

C. Vanaja is an NWMI  
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Hundreds of people who
couldn't return to their

native places took shelter
alongside of the Poonamalle

Highway. An elderly person
was seen laying on the tar

road in the summer of June
21, 2020, at Pachaiyappa

College stop, Chennai. 

As the government
announced a nationwide

lock down for 21 days,
working people from other
districts were seen rushing

to their native places at
Chennai central railway

station on March 20, 2020.

People sitting in the divider
maintaining social distance

at a road in Chennai. 
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People praying in front
of a church on Good
Friday as all the religious
places were closed due
to a partial lock down on
April 2020, Chennai. 

Migrant workers pose
with the food package
received from an NGO
on March 30, 2020. As
they couldn't return to
their native places,
many camps were set in
the city.

People who broke the
lock down protocol
being punished by
police during the lock
down in Chennai on 
 March 2020. 
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Irony! Children from the
slum of Thousand Lights
were seen covering their

nasal area with their
clothes as they were not
provided enough masks

and sanitizers in the
COVID awareness

program.
 

During the initial stage of
covid, people who

attended Tablighi Jamaat
meet were tested for

infection. A family from
Royapettah waits to take

the COVID test in the
Government hospital,

Chennai on April 9, 2020. 

Since the lockdown was
announced suddenly and

railways were shut
people from other states

couldn't return to their
native or to their

respective workplaces
and were made to wait at
a railway station. After a
night and a day, a camp

was set up for migrant
workers.  
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Akhila Easwaran was awarded the fifth
NWMI Fellowship (2021). She is a
nautical engineer who hails from Theni,
Tamil Nadu. She switched gears to
pursue journalism. Following a formal
education in photojournalism, she
worked with some of the major
newspapers. Despite the pandemic-era
job crunch as media houses opted for
rampant downsizing, she has persisted
with her dream of becoming a
documentary photojournalist.

Akhila Easwaran, Photojournalist

A mother covers her infant
baby with her saree as she
waits for the train to return
to her native place at Egmore
railway station on May 2020.
All the migrant workers were
stuck in Chennai as
transportation was shut
down for 21 days.
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Nagaland mediascape reviving after 
COVID19-fall 

By Aheli Moitra

I
In mid-2019, I left the newspaper 
called The Morung Express in 
Nagaland to work on a research 

project focusing on the news 
media in Nagaland. The COVID-19 
pandemic began soon after. 

The global outbreak of coronavirus 
disease hit the news industry in 
Nagaland by March 2020. The 
Indian Union implemented total 
lockdowns; local restrictions and 
general fear made it di�icult 
for journalists and newspaper 
institutions to continue work as 
usual. Newsprint could not be 
transported, leading to massive 
shortages. Newspaper distribution 
became just as di�icult for some 
of the same reasons. 

Small newspapers in Nagaland 
like the Nagaland Page and The 
Morung Express (English) or Tir 
Yimyim (Ao) and Capi (Angami) 
faced tremendous losses as 
government advertisements fell 
short, as did circulation. It became 

tough to keep up the machinery, 
pay bills and retain sta�, among 
other di�iculties. The Government 
of Nagaland kept up with its 
habit of delaying payments for 
the advertisements published in 
newspapers, if the advertisements 
were not entirely restricted to big 
newspapers, that is. This made 
the revenue crisis for the small 
newspapers worse with nothing 
much to depend on. Newspapers 
like The Morung Express had to 

shut down their printing presses; 
there were no physical copies 
from March 27 till May 5, 2020. 
Distributors and hawkers 
completely lost employment; 
when they were able to come 
back to work, the lockdowns 
and fallen circulation kept them 
in a continuing crisis. Similarly, 
employees from the neighbouring 
state of Assam had to move into 
makeshift houses or with their 
relatives in Nagaland if they were 
to continue working. 
 

Keeping up the fight
In spite of the hardships, a part of 
the team of The Morung Express 
continued to work to bring out 
reliable news to the readers in 
the form of PDF copies of a much 
shortened newspaper, which 
looked more like a local newsletter. 
The newspaper cut down the 
number of pages from 12 to four 
at the peak of the crisis, which was 
later increased to eight. This policy 
has continued as the newspaper 
continues to operate with a lean 
sta� that it had just before the 
pandemic. Although no one was 
let go of, no new sta� member 
was hired either. 

The newspaper also provided a 
new online mode of subscription 
through which it sent out PDF 
copies of the entire newspaper to 
subscribers either through email 
or WhatsApp. To get the content 
published, some workers worked 
from home while those with no 
computers at home walked to 
the o�ice to put together news 
and pages. The news industry 

Media Watch
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in Nagaland, unlike many other 
places in India, is well acquainted 
with curfews, militarisation of 
civil spaces, lack of advertising 
revenue, electricity deficits, lack of 
transport and newsprint subsidies. 
Therefore, it adapted itself 
quickly to the harsh measures at 
workplaces and outside that were 
put in force due to the pandemic.  
The crisis carried on throughout 
the past couple of years, and 
the Nagaland mediascape is 
slowly reviving now, even as a 
new development has emerged. 
Broadcast news channels that 
were starting up right before the 
pandemic, became highly popular 
during the pandemic when 
newspaper circulations dropped 
as people feared that the papers 
could be carriers of the virus. 

Green shoots of revival
They hired several anchors and 
reporters, trained them in the 
broadcast medium, set up studios, 
and began to release their news 
through local cable networks 
as well as YouTube. Some news 
channels to appear on these 
mediums include Nagaland TV 
(NLTV), Hornbill TV, North East 
8 (NE8), and several other small 
ones on the digital medium, like 
YouTube, which has also seen a 
proliferation of reaction to news 
and views-related talk shows. A 
lot of the programming on these 
channels are in mixed languages 
with prime time shows in both 
English and Nagamese that 
serve as common languages in 
Nagaland. Their programs also 
include interviews, ground reports, 
daily news roundups, breaking 
news, etc. With free access to such 
shows at any time of the day or 
night on digital media platforms, 
many people prefer to listen in on, 
and watch, these shows at their 

convenience and based on their 
interests. 

Social media platforms have also 
spread their wings, carrying and 
curating news. In Nagaland, as 
everywhere else, there’s now 
a vast array of such portals. 
Disinformation and misinformation 
are often a staple feature of these 
sites. A positive outcome of this 
has been a renewed interest, and 
trust, on the printed newspapers. 
Inadvertently, newspaper editors 
in Nagaland said, the COVID-19 
pandemic, contrary to predictions 
of a failing newspaper industry, 
has led to increased newspaper 
credibility as readers waited for 
newspapers to find confirmed 
information that helped people 
make decisions during times 
of crises. This has helped the 
newspaper industry claw back to 
stability after the crises created 
by the pandemic. However, 
newspapers continue to be under 
pressure and have had to jump 
onto the digital bandwagon. 
The largest selling newspaper in 
Nagaland, called the Nagaland 
Post, has started the channel 
called NE8. The Morung Express 
has started a YouTube channel 
which presents features on events 
it deems important or public 
events it conducts on its own, like 
the Morung Lectures. It has also 
created competitive programs like 
‘Sing for Unity’ whose results are 
carried on its channel. Before the 
digital media boom, participation 
in such public events was far larger 
than its current state – with digital 
access made easier. Also with 
Zoom and the like, fewer people 
prefer to make the e�ort to attend 
a public event. 
Whichever way it goes, the 
mediascape in Nagaland is 
changing, adapting, proliferating. It 

continues to grow as it has over the 
past half century, and continues to 
be ‘homegrown’, as expressed by 
Dr. Aküm Longchari, Editor of The 
Morung Express, to a group of 
students visiting the newspaper’s 
o�ice recently. They were students 
of the Bachelor’s degree in Mass 
Communication at the Patkai 
Christian College in Nagaland, 
alongside their peers in similar 
courses in Mass Communication 
from various institutions of higher 
education in the state.
This is a new development too–in 
the years preceding this, journalists 
who entered the newsroom 
in Nagaland were trained in 
institutions far away, like the Asian 
College of Journalism in Chennai. 
They had to be retrained at the local 
newsrooms in Nagaland. Today, 
young people can study media, 
journalism and communication 
in a way that enables them to be 
locally grounded in their practice, 
but with a global outlook. 
Exciting new experiments await 
Nagaland’s newsrooms as well as 
the new crop of communication 
professionals set to enter them. 

* * *

Aheli Moitra is a PhD research 
fellow at UiT, The Arctic University 
of Norway. 
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By Jyoti Punwani

Z
akia Khatib was sent o� to a 
boarding school when she 
was only 10. The year was 

1940. 

The key to Zakia’s independence 
of spirit perhaps lies in this one 
event of her life even though 
for a ten-year-old, it was a sad 
development. When I interviewed 
her, Zakia was 83. She still 
remembered sitting at Pune 
station and crying with a few 
other girls from Bhiwandi, the 
powerloom township on the 
outskirts of Mumbai, the day she 
left home. All of them were headed 
to Pune’s Anglo-Urdu High School.

Ten was a tender age, but Zakia’s 
father was determined not to let 
her  follow her elder sister, who 
had to drop out of school after 
class IV because there were no 
secondary schools for girls in 
Bhiwandi at that time.

Zakia aced her school. She went 
on to become a topper, earning a 
freeship to Mumbai’s prestigious 
Elphinstone College. But her 
father, who had cared two hoots 
for society when sending his 
10-year-old daughter to a di�erent 
city, now turned cautious. Heeding 
the advice of a family friend, a 
professor, he sent her instead 
to Sophia College for Women, 
Mumbai.

Even at 83, Zakia felt a twinge of 
regret at having missed out on 
being an Elphinstonian. But she 
says, the four years spent in the 

Sophia College hostel changed 
her life. “The English lifestyle there, 
the tablecloth that was changed 
every day, the waiters replacing 
our plates without a word, the 
four course meals,” she recalled 
her child-like wonder at her new 
surroundings. “In those four years, 
I don’t think I exchanged a word 
with the waiter Purshottam.”

This “stamp of class” she wanted 
to impart to her community too. 
After her MA from Bombay 
University (during which she 
stayed at the Government Hostel), 
she was invited to head the girls’ 
section of a Bhiwandi school, 
and also to teach the boys. She 
remembered the culture shock.

“The Sophia experience fresh in 
my mind, I was all set to pass it 
on to these children. But in the 
very first class, one boy raised 
his finger to ask permission to 
use the toilet. Soon after, another 
boy asked permission to spit the 
paan in his mouth. I just sat there, 
dumbstruck.’’

Zakia loved teaching young 
minds, but only classroom 
teaching wasn’t enough for her. 
She wanted to get Muslim women 
out of their homes, equipped with 
the ability to stand on their own 
feet. In 1955, at the age of 25, she 
started Bazm-e-Niswan, an 
organisation for women and 
children, so that mothers 
didn’t have to leave their kids 
behind when they came there. 
Women were imparted with 
various skills at the same time that 
their children were given basic 

education. “I knew Muslim 
women would not be able to 
step out without their husband’s 
permission. So I appointed female 
teachers in Bazm (so that men did 
not raise objections to their wives 
going to the training centre).’’

Her zeal for educating her 
community made her open 
nursery schools in the villages 
of Bhiwandi and Konkan, where 
the concept of such schools was 
unheard of. “We had to walk 
through tall grass to reach those 
villages,” recalled Zakia. She also 
wrote a trilingual nursery primer 
for them, ‘Pahla Kadam’, in Urdu, 
English and Marathi.

Zakia co-founded the Women’s 
India Trust (WIT) along with Kamila 
Tyabji in 1968. Kamila came up 
with the idea of getting poor 
women to stitch sari petticoats, an 
item of dress which would never 
go out of demand. Zakia recalled 
going to Thane, then a small town 
near Mumbai, where women 
would be washing clothes near 
the lake. She and Kamila would 
call the women and give them 
materials to stitch petticoats with. 
Experienced tailors cut the cloth 
according to patterns and size; the 
women sewed the parts together 
and got paid for this.

When Zakia got married, her 
husband, Dr Zameeruddin, laid 
down two conditions for his “MA-
pass’’ bride. One, she would not 
take up a job, because that would 
mean neglect of their children. 
“He wanted me to be home when 
the children came from school.’’ 

Zakia Khatib, a leading light 
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Second, she would not cook, 
because that would take her away 
from the things she loved to do. 

Zakia’s four children recall 
their childhood as a mixture of 
strictness and adventure. As she 
gave one a bath, the others would 
stand outside the bathroom 
reciting their math tables. 

Unlike their classmates, they never 
had to take tuitions – their mother 
helped with their homework.

When they came home, their 
pencils were sharpened, their 
snacks ready, and they were in 
bed by 9.30pm.

Zakia had grown up in a middle-
class family – her father, a 
transporter, had to sell o� his 
vehicles after State Transport 
buses started running. Her children 
too were brought up in the same 
way –new clothes were rationed 
out. At the same time, they found 
their mother’s social activities 
becoming part of their growing up. 

Bazm-e-Niswan ran from their 
father’s clinic for 20 years, and 
their mother took them along to all 
Bazm functions. They remember 
a cupboard full of WIT petticoats, 
and guests    being coaxed to 
buy one every time they came.
 Relatives and family friends were 
asked to give their zakat (annual 
donation that is compulsory for 
Muslims) for Bazm activities. Even 
school vacations spent in their 
Konkan village became part of 
Zakia’s educational activities. 
She would gather the village 
children and conduct quizzes 
and elocution competitions 
for them, and give out prizes.  

Luckily for Zakia, her husband 

had similar interests. “Neither of 
us were fond of movies. we only 
wanted to do social work.’’

For Zakia, whatever good she 
encountered, had to be passed 
on to her community. Impressed 
by the quality of teaching in her 
children’s convent school, she 
persuaded the nuns there to take 
two Muslim girls in their nursery 
teacher training college every year. 
At first the nuns accepted, but after 
a few years they refused, saying 
the girls didn’t match the standard 
of the others. So Zakia, by then 
on the board of the Anjuman-e-
Islam institution that runs schools 
and colleges across Mumbai, 
convinced the Anjuman to set up a 
nursery teachers’ training college.
 
“We took in everyone, especially 
those Muslim girls who didn’t 
get admission in any other D. Ed 
college. Some of them didn’t even 
have money to buy uniforms. 
We managed to get donors for 
them. I would go to my children’s 
school to observe their teaching 
methods, and then teach these in 
our college.’’ Today, Anjuman’s D. 
Ed college is a sought-after institute.

What does she feel about the new 
generation of Muslim women? 
“We don’t have to convince 
parents to get daughters educated 
today,” said Zakia, “but they lack the 
spirit of working without expecting 
anything in return. That’s the spirit 
with which we ran Bazm.’’ Her 
motto to all Bazm volunteers was: 
“Do not take even a safety pin for 
yourself.” 

When she received a Rs 25,000 
award from Bhiwandi College, she 
raised another Rs 75,000 from 
her family, added that to the award 
money and donated Rs 1 lakh to 

the same college, asking them 
to use the amount to fund the 
education of a needy Muslim girl. 
She also returned the Dukhtaran-
e-Thana award to the donors, 
keeping only the plaque with her 
name on it. 

No wonder, when she fell seriously 
ill in 2012, the community prayed 
for her.

But Zakia’s story isn’t only about 
her own community. Two of her 
closest friends, from her Sophia 
days, were non-Muslims – Shashi 
Pandey and Pervez Bikaji. The 
first would call her up every day 
till she passed away. Bikaji was a 
photographer, and thanks to her, 
Zakia’s family has what many 
Muslims do not – old photographs 
of her youth and her marriage.

Zakia was one of three to be 
honoured by Sophia 
College on the institution’s 
60th anniversary in 2000. 

Zakia passed away in 2016. She 
was proud of her children, three 
of whom are doctors, while one is 
a social worker from Tata Institute 
of Social Sciences. On their part, 
the children have far too ma ny 
reasons to be proud of their mother, 
Zakia, as does the community she 
relentlessly served, and everyone 
whose lives she touched. 

* * *

Jyoti Punwani is a senior freelance 
journalist from Mumbai who writes 
on minority and human rights 
issues. 
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The Changing Face of Women 
In Indian Cinema

By Manjira Majumdar

L
et us start with a man who 
was born 101 years ago. His 
name is Satyajit Ray who 

put Indian Art Cinema on the 
world map. His stories looked 
at gender, middle-class values 
and the changing times he 
lived in. Parallel to this, we have 
had the more popular cinema 
from all corners of the country, 
especially Bombay, which stuck to 
a stereotypical representation of 
the hero, heroine and villain.

Cut to the present though we 
need also to go back by a decade 
or so to make some sort of an 
assessment, because technology 
is not only changing the way we 
consume mass media, but also 
that technology is changing 
very quickly today. Luckily 
content still matters, so well-
told women’s stories are 
needed more than ever.   

If we view the macro picture, 
the rush of blockbuster films, 
whether from the south or 
north of India,  have been 
rather on-your –face angry 
masculine image. So where 
do we fit in the stories of 
empowerment of women 
in Indian cinema? For this, 
we have to categorize once 
again. Regional cinema has 
long since looked into this 
issue, even if the numbers 
do not add up. But to 
generalize, there has been a slight 
shift in the way women in Indian 
films is depicted; she no longer 
vacillates between the mother 

image and the sati Savitri image, 
with the vamp, with loose morals 
- drinking, smoking, sporting 
bobbed hair (never mind that 
Indira Gandhi too had short hair) 
squeezed in-between.

There are shades of grey, at last.

To talk of the empowered woman, 
we have to talk of economic 
independence. If Ray was one 
of the first who captured the 
economic compulsion of a lower 
middle class woman to venture 
outside the comfort zone of 
her home to earn a living in 
Mahanagar, the mainstreaming 
of prostitution in Seemabadha, 
Pratiwandi, Ashani Shanket and 
Jana Aranya are a spin-o� from 
the role of earning and in staving 

o� poverty. Earning money is not 
just for herself, but her family as 
well. When men use prostitution 
to gain something, it is about the 

prostitution of power but to the 
woman it can be anything ranging 
from her health, security, lack of 
respect. These have hardly been 
touched upon in films except to 
depict them as characters in the 
films. In mainstream films, this 
has been even rarer. In Chameli 
by Sudhir Mishra and Kalpana’s 
Lajmi’s Rudaali, based on the 
short story of Mahesweta Devi, we 
do catch a glimpse of a woman in 
her own right.

Otherwise the working woman 
and thereby independent and 
empowered is an exotic species 
in Indian films.  

The art-house films in Hindi tend 
to depict women as someone 
in need of empowerment but 

not exactly empowered. 
In the mainstream, a shift 
started slowly. Kangana 
Ranaut’s Queen was about 
the character who set 
herself free from marriage 
by going on a honeymoon 
all by hersef, but it was 
not until Swara Bhaskar’s 
Anarkali of Ara that a 
woman of substance was 
really noticed. We started 
catching a glimpse of a 
small-town Hindi-speaking 
woman who takes the bull 
by its horns and the world 
by its chin.

So we had a Tanu in Tanu 
weds Manu – two parts – 

or a film like Mardaani, Khaani, 
Mary Kom down to Thappad, 
whereby the slap is symbolic of 
the oppression and humiliation. 
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In Mahanagar, the husband 
discovers a lipstick inside the 
purse of his wife and is rattled 
within. It is a symbol of liberation 
in a home and the world scenario. 
The outside world is a kind of 
liberation for the woman just the 
way Alankrita’s Srivastava’s Lipstick 
under the Burkha portrays.

In Anarkali of Ara, we are suddenly 
taken on a di�erent narrative. This 
is the story of a marginalized 
gender in a marginalized art form; 
the dancing and singing girls of 
the countryside who are part of 
larger troupes which entertain 
with their bawdy songs and bold 
dances. Often abused by men in 
power (read with entitlements), 
these women were mere objects 
of their lust. In the film, a robust 
performer, commonly known 
as Anarkali, has the guts and 
gumption to say a bold no to 
the advances of a police chief. 
She has to go into hiding and 
her subsequent revenge; a bit 
melodramatic -  nonetheless it 
does convey a very powerful 
message that not only does an 
urban working woman have the 
right to say NO, even a woman 
who may o�er her services for 
money, has that right.
 
The arthouse Malayalam films 
too project the toxic and subtle 
masculinity in several of the films 
emerging from Kerala to provide 
a statement against these. The 
Great Indian Kitchen takes on 
slavery of the kitchen head-on.  
 ~ a still from the film Chameli.

But the Catch-22 scenario that 
women still face needs to be 
discussed and detailed in mass 
media, of which films is an 

important genre. It starts with a 
report, a news item and then a 
story gets unfolded on celluloid. If 
the women go out to work they 
are looked upon suspiciously and 
yet life is a grind with abusive men 

out of jobs.

Sometimes there is not enough 
money to put the basic food on 
the table, leave alone luxuries. The 
women in jobs have to navigate 
their lives through insolent 
male subordinates, male sexual 
predators at work and irregular 
work hours for which there are 
few facilities in places.

The good news is that with films 
like Pink, the wheel is turning. 
Perhaps slowly, but intelligent 
audiences are now ready for the 
gritty and not just pretty tales.
The bad news is what chances do 
women empowerment films have 
against mass appeal and box 
o�ice collections as compared to 
RRR, Bahubali etc?
This is not a detailed analysis but 

Mahanagar still has a high recall 
value among middle class film 
lovers, when it comes to women 
empowerment, just as Queen 
resonated with the middle and 
upper classes, women of all age 
groups.

With more women directors (and 
men, too) we anticipate more 
gender sensitive portrayals of 
women in cinema because even if 
the subject is not gender specific, 
the women at least need to be 
depicted realistically. We need 
more ekla chalo disruptors in 
cinema as well.  

* * *  

 
After practising literature in a 
hurry, which is journalism, Manjira 
Majumdar, is keen to write more 
fiction. A writer of children’s 
fiction, she has recently edited 
an anthology of short stories, 
NO RETURN ADDRESS (Vitasta), 
which looks at displacement 
alienation and belonging. She 
teaches print journalism when not 
engaging in media advocacy. 
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Single in Ahmedabad? 
This is how you rock it!

By Malti Mehta  
  

At times, it is good to be in 
company and sometimes, 
it is better to be alone. 

 
I believe in both maxims. And be-
lieve me, there are a number of 
reasons to remain single and yet 
be happy in a city like Ahmed-
abad. Yes, it has a large number of 
women who are single - following 
the legacy of such women in the 
past, who not only survived well 
but left footprints for others as in-
spiration to follow willingly.
 
Women remain single by choice, 
or by compulsion. Societal pres-
sures exist but they do live happi-
ly, with their head held high in this 
city with a traditional ‘heart’ and 
modern “look”. 

I 

list here some proven ways of sur-
viving well for a single woman in 
Ahmedabad. 

1.    Being alone is not the same as 
being lonely. Being alone can be 
a lot of fun. Explore the soul and 
in solitude, express your love for 
yourself, your anger at the world 
outside, and your wishes and dis-
appointments, too.

2. If you don’t like cooking, help is 
always around the corner in the 
form of takeaways and multi-cui-
sine restaurants within modest 
budgets. You need not waste time 
cooking, cleaning or shopping for 
groceries: keep your alone time 
for more productive, or fun things. 

3. Don’t be a couch potato. Go out. 
Explore! Gujarat is considered a 
safe state in the country for girls–
perhaps due to prohibition–so go 
ahead and enjoy your tea, co�ee, 
gola, ganne-ke-juice and the all-
time favourite, ice cream.

4.    However, since it is better to 
be safe than sorry, be a bit tactful 
in places. Use your multiple perso-
nas to protect you. For example, 
if you stay alone in an orthodox 
neighbourhood, there’s no harm 
in behaving like a  desi in the ini-
tial days to “build a good image” 
of yourself. But mind you, in your 
chosen professional field, in your 
workplace, just be who you are–
the mona. Sometimes, we need to 
do this balancing act for our own 
safety, in a traditional Gujarati en-
vironment. 
5.    They say that 21 st century 
will belong to women. There’s a 
lot for us to do in this century. Be 
economically secure, emotionally 
independent and build capacity 
with required skills to be success-
ful. That will result in dignified so-
cial existence.

6.    Ahmedabad has lots to o�er 
and you can access various facil-
ities within the budget by plan-
ning your time and money well. 

Go out and explore. Enjoy a meal 
by yourself in one of those fan-
cy restaurants. Visit bookshops. 
Watch a movie. Shop!  

7.    You need to drive at least a 
two-wheeler to reach anywhere, 
even to the fun spots like the 
malls, where you can check out 
the latest fashion trends. 
  
8.    Engage in community work – 
the city has several NGO’s. 

9.    Stay in touch with relatives and 
friends. It is always nice to have a 
support system to fall back on in 
times of need. 
Enjoy your singlehood in Aapnu 
Amdavad

* * *

Malti Mehta is a documentary film-
maker, and educationist. She is 
the head, Centre for Development 
Communication, Gujarat Univer-
sty (2000-2010). She teaches 
Media, Film Production at various 
institutes. 
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court to various high courts and even  
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