Comments on the ITROW India Institute

by LeeRay M. Costa (Hollins University)

It was an amazing opportunity to travel to New Delhi, India to participate in ITROW’s conference/study tour entitled “Women, Leadership and Community.” Organized by Dr. Karen Dugger (Towson University), the institute brought over forty-five scholars and activists (mostly from the United States) together with Indian scholars and activists for a jam-packed eight-day program.  The institute was graciously co-sponsored by scholars from University of Delhi’s Women’s Studies and Development Center who helped to make sure that we were comfortable and engaged.


  Controversial Indian feminist Madhu Kishwar, editor and founder of the feminist journal Manushi, opened the conference with her inaugural address on Indian law and its contradictory effects on women’s lives, thereby highlighting the gap between de jure and de facto and challenging a strictly liberal approach to women’s rights.  She discussed laws on sex determination testing, dowry and marriage, topics we revisited along with other presentations on widowhood, micro-credit, trafficking, girl children, domestic violence, and partition. Given that many North Americans, feminists included, have long-entrenched stereotypes about Indian and “other” “third world” women being “poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-oriented, victimized, etc.” (Mohanty 1991, 56), it was particularly invigorating to listen to Indian feminists discuss and debate a variety of viewpoints revealing the truly diverse nature of both women’s lives and feminisms in India. Being able to participate in these debates helped many of us, I think, to develop a more complex and richly textured understanding of gender, caste, class, and power in the various geographic contexts of India.


Also fascinating was a presentation on the history of the women’s movement in India by noted historian, Aparna Basu. Contrary to accounts by other scholars, Dr. Basu traced the roots of the women’s movement to the social reform movements initiated by an emerging urban intelligentsia in the late 1700s and early 1800s. We learned about the contributions of both male reformers and a variety of religious groups (Muslims, Hindus, Theosophists) to women’s rights, as well as the efflorescence of women’s groups, associations and NGOs from the nineteenth century to the present. 


While I enjoyed all of the presentations made, three especially stand out in my memory: a dramatized reading of author Aruna Chakravarti’s The Inheritors; a discussion of sexuality and sexual rights by Pramada Menon, Director of the NGO Creating Resources for Empowerment in Action; and a presentation and reading by noted feminist publisher Urvashi Butalia on her book The Other Side of Silence: Voices from the Partition of India.  Aruna Chakravarti’s book The Inheritors traces the stories and characters of one Kulin Brahmin family over four generations with a focus on traditions and practices that disempower women such as sati. The reading was dramatically performed by three talented women who sang, spoke, wept and laughed as they narrated, drawing the audience deeply into the lives of the characters and reinforcing the importance of literature in conveying the complexities and lived experiences of women.


Given my own research and teaching interests, I was thrilled to listen to Pramada Menon speak about sexuality and sexual rights in India. Pramada’s commanding personality and speaking style had all of us riveted as she openly discussed what are so often taboo subjects in Indian society and elsewhere: queer rights, homosexuality, bisexuality, transgenderism, masturbation, pornography, HIV/AIDs and especially sex education.  She noted that even when sexual issues are discussed they focus on the experiences and problems of men not women, making women as sexual subjects invisible. This can be seen for example, in the situation of FTM transpeople who remain largely unacceptable in a society that on the other hand has an institutionalized (though not unproblematic) role for MTFs, the hijra. 


Pramada’s passion for social justice was shared by Urvashi Butalia, another nationally renowned Indian feminist who co-founded one of the first feminist presses in India, Kali for Women. Though Kali for Women is now defunct, Urvashi established a new press called Zubaan that also publishes a range of texts of interest to feminists. Urvashi shared with us the story behind and personal narratives from her groundbreaking book on partition. The partition of India and Pakistan in 1947 created the largest known migration in history, with movement of an estimated 12 to 14 million people, and a death toll of one million. Although Urvashi’s own parents were refugees from Lahore, she long ignored family stories until 1984 when she was forced to personally confront violence after the murder of Indira Ghandi.  Her project, which focuses mainly on the stories of women, children and untouchables – three groups largely absent from mainstream accounts of partition - took her years to complete as she grappled with dilemmas over ethics and whether she had the right to represent the experiences of others.  The partition stories that she shared with us about rape, so-called “honor killings” and “mass suicides,” reiterated nationalism and militarism as processes of gender, caste and class that tightly intertwine with cultural and religious ideology and practice. Like the dramatized reading of The Inheritors, Urvashi’s partition stories affected me in a way that no scholarly article could, calling me to witness and thereby demanding that I further educate myself as well as others.


In addition to the work presented by our Indian colleagues, there were also presentations by visiting scholars and activists.  These spanned a wide range of topics and focused not only on Indian contexts, but other geographic regions including for example Turkey, Spain, China and the United States.  These presentations were rooted in a variety of disciplines such as sociology, anthropology, political science, literature, and social work that together with the aforementioned presentations made for some truly interdisciplinary discussions. Presentations by some of the junior South Asian scholars (several of whom are currently finishing up their graduate degrees in the U.S.) were especially significant as they raised critical and vexing questions about the politics of location and transnational flows of theories and epistemologies, feminist and otherwise. 


But there was much more to the India Institute that simply sitting in a conference room. Day tours were an integral component and day one was spent touring Delhi including Akshardam Temple, the Bahai Lotus Temple, Ghandi Smriti (where Gandhi spent his last days before being murdered), and Chandni Chowk market which we experienced by thrilling bicycle rickshaw. Another day the majority of the group traveled five hours each way to Agra to see the famed Taj Mahal. On our third tour day we visited the Women’s Studies and Development Center at the University of Delhi where we learned about the history of women’s studies in India and efforts to expand feminist research and degree programs across the country. This was followed by a fantastic lunch at the “fast-food” Indian restaurant Nirula’s, and an afternoon visit to the All India Women’s Conference (AIWC) headquarters.  AIWC was established in 1927 as an elite women’s organization whose current mission includes working for “social justice, personal integrity and equal rights and opportunities for all.” In addition to hearing from current and past presidents, and representatives from a few of the organization’s 530 branches, we visited their textile printing facility and fruit/herb drying facility, both training and income-generating projects for women, and the “short stay home for women in distress” which provides a safe space for survivors of violence including women with children.  Also impressive were the AIWC’s projects dedicated to sustainability and rural energy including a vegetable and herb garden, water harvesting project, vermi composting and solar ovens.  These site visits, combined with the diverse presentations we heard, were keen reminders of the incredible perseverance, ingenuity, creativity, and agency of Indian women as they work in various capacities to improve the lives of women and challenge structures of inequality locally, nationally and globally.  


Our afternoons were mostly free and provided additional opportunities to travel around Delhi and to spend time getting to know one another, sharing our work and our personal lives. One highlight for me was traveling by autorickshaw to visit Lakshmi Narayan Temple with Laura Leming (University of Dayton and University of Delhi, Bangalore) and Julie Maia (West Valley College, CA) where we made our offerings to Ganesha (who helps one overcome obstacles) and enjoyed watching children play in the temple children’s park. 


However, the added bonus to my journey was the chance to spend time with my friend and colleague Meeta Mehrotra (Associate Professor of Sociology, Roanoke College) and her family in Gaziabad. It was Meeta’s parents who affectionately introduced me to family life in India, who greeted me in the mornings with steaming hot milky tea, who watched old Indian movies with me on TV, and who escorted me through my first overwhelming and dizzying experiences in the local market.  It was Aunty’s knowledge and exceptional powers of negotiation that helped me to outfit my four-year old daughter with the stunningly sparkly pink dance outfit that she requested and which she donned with great enthusiasm as soon as I unpacked my luggage. 


Indeed, I returned home to Roanoke, Virigina invigorated and inspired to learn more.  My abiding interest in India continues not just in the Bollywood films that I frequently watch (and by the way, Meeta and I did meet a Bollywood movie star!), but in the powerful literature by Indian authors that I have been reading, and the vital historical and contemporary feminist scholarship that I learned about during my visit. I must say that the institute surpassed all my expectations and that Karen Dugger deserves an award for making the institute happen in spite of the formidable obstacles she faced.  Overall, ITROW’s India institute provided me, and I think many of the participants, with the kind of extended scholarly and personal exchange that critically challenges our taken for granted privileges and knowledges as highly educated scholars/activists working in privileged spaces, and profoundly enriches our feminist intellectual and pedagogical work.  Thank you to all of you who shared in this wonderful experience! 
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