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Worked in the Women’s Development Programme in the 1980s and helped
start the Mahila Vikas Abhikaran Sathin Karmchari Sangh in the 1990s.

Interviewed by Laxmi Murthy

[Original in Hindi]

Laxmi Murthy: I am sitting here in Ajmer - in Aarti and Kiran’s house. And we/1
will talk to these activists — how did they join the first Mahila Vikas Karyakram
Women’s Development Program? What were the experiences? And the Sathi
Karmachari Sangh, which was the first Union — Union of this kind in the country — they
were the leaders in establishing this Union. Now in Ajmer — it’s 10.30 in the morning.
Kiran tell us how you joined? How was the training? Which year did you join first, tell
us?

Kiran The part of Women’s Development Program which gives strength — empowers is
Prashikshan — training. The training in the beginning brought a lot of consciousness in
women. In a sense the awareness of being a woman happened then. Why are we so
oppressed - our ghunghat, our traditions, our everything — gradually they understood it.
They were doing the work of spreading it in the villages.

L Which year was this?

K This program started in ‘84. The person who gave this training was Sushmita
Banerjee. She imparted such good training to women through women. So that the
atrocities on women or the burdens being put for any reason could be removed by their
own selves. Why? How? When? Where did they come from? Training of this kind was a
chief — main thing of Women’s Development. Gradually as women went to villages and
started work. They found that for women to join — their house work — they had to give a
lot of time. Any everything — like health, it was a women’s program then health also
became a part of it. Education also became a part of it. There were many such policies of
the Government. Our work -the main purpose of Women’s Development was that the
government schemes should reach the village. Getting the scheme to the village — it
doubled the work of the Sathin. As I have been Supervisor, I know I used to just ask —
the Sathin at the grassroot level used to implement it.

L How did you become Supervisor?

K I

L How come — you had a job earlier?

K Yes, in “74 I used to do small tuitions, then I went into Adult Education. Even in

Adult Education I associated with women. My interest was developing that there should
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be something with women — in the economic sphere. But when I came to Women’s
Development, I worked in Middle Education Board and I got to know that something
has come out in Women’s Development so I came for the interview and I got selected
and this how I got associated with women. The part of training — I call myself Supervisor
but what I have learnt is from Sathins — How did they work? How did they get women to
associate? How these uneducated women — who were not educated at all — which we
used to consider because I was from the town and they were Sathins — how they used to
fix the schemes in their mind like a computer and they used to blah blah (treyn-treyn)
tell in the villages. This was one thing which I found helped me in changing my thinking
— that what I write and memorize — they memorize in their mind and on who it will
apply and then used to go and tell those people. Gradually the work of Sathins started. It
began in ‘84 — associating with women, about cleanliness-hygiene, then government
schemes came. Then this came. Burdening them with lots of things began — making
Swayam Sahayata Samoohs Self-Help Groups, how many family planning you have
done? A lot of such things came onto the Sathins . This frustrated the Sathin because the
main work fell by the way side. And they started giving work in terms of statistics. So
gradually Sathins also started feeling we started out working for women — for ourselves
and where have we reached? And when we are doing this work and also doing that
work, but our main focus is that. The training was so effective that they could not let go
of it in their mind. So they used to do both works — if there were atrocities on women,
then working on that, forming groups, bringing women to the forefront; getting the
village panchayat to join in too. They are doing so many activities at the village level and
to some extent having to tolerate opposition — but she stood firm — that things should
happen for women and they must march ahead. On the other hand there were the
statistics — so the Sathins were doing that also. They were not feeling bad, they were
feeling good, but the kind of work we do agriculture too and we are Sathins meaning
sath dene vali — one who is with you. If you make a Sathin — a karmachari — employee,
then for one the work would get over. Even if you want to make an employee — if you
want to burden us with government statistics, then don’t try to fool us. We will of course
work for the village, but we should at least be paid the minimum wage. For 200 Rupees
a woman can’t work from morning till night. This is exploitation. We were associated
and we understood this too — supervisors like me Kiran, I am — was a supervisor. We
used to go, she used to gather women and I used to tell her only to do a meeting. My role
was to give support, but Sathins were so capable, they used to of course take support —
the link was very well established: Sathin — Pracheta and Supervisor. Next was IDARA —
Information Development whatever — If I wanted information. Say in the village... water
— I don’t know who repairs handpumps — I don’t know. But if I write a letter, the
problem in my village if I write and give a letter to IDARA, then through a letter —
through this exchange we could get information. So in a way the Sathin had the whole
working of the scheme — she knew what happens where and the villagers also got to
know. So this flow of information — exchange was empowering. Any woman there was
no need to ask, would go to the Sarpanch and say — the handpump has broken down —
repair it; go to BDO say we haven’t got our wages — this is the work of the panchayat. Or
she would go to the PWD and say you have done the road work — I want my full wages.
Or one woman was made to suffer and he brought a second wife — the Sathin used to say
that the woman has a right in the land — you cannot leave her just like that. Having or
not having children is not my fault. So a lot of such things connected with women —



getting rights on land, natapratha , child marriage — what are the effects on women,
what happens to us women — these are the things about which they used to speak.
Gradually- slowly this channel went.

L In the early trainings — there are two questions — One how were Sathins chosen?
And who used to choose them? The Prachetas used to choose them or they used to come
on their own and say — We want to be Sathins . How did it happen? Which women used
to select the Sathins ?

K It’s a very good question because no one used to be ready to become a Sathin.
Today from ‘84 the purdah system of Sathins was very strong — women used to not go
out at all. How did we choose? We used to call a meeting. In that mostly men used to
come and we used to ask the men only — who would be Sathin? Some women used to
join but mostly it was men — they were village people and the person was chosen by the
village people only. She will be working for you people — so she should be chosen. At
that time choosing a Sathin - one was not educated, second should be vigour in
speaking. It should be such that is able to communicate on both sides village and should
be able to handle the information, be capable of getting women to associate for
empowerment — this is the kind of woman we wanted. But what used to happen — in the
beginning none of the village women used to come out — no one wanted to go. They were
scared. Used to say they will take us away and sell us in the city. I am talking of 84. They
will sell us. They cannot be trusted — these city people sweet talk — will take us and then
commit atrocities on us there. They will make us work in their homes. A lot of such talk
and various kinds of rumours with regard to city people. No one used to come. It was
very difficult in the beginning to get Sathins to associate and join. Who is she? Where
will she take us? What Women’s Development? What about ‘Lugaiyan’ — women,
Lugaiyan have not gone anywhere. What is this about women? What is this about
women? This was the first Rajasthan women’s — women and that too in a place like
Rajasthan — where totally dominated by men. It is a male dominated society but here
men — women to come forward is really very difficult. So they will do cleanliness and
hygiene — okay take them. This was their way of looking in the beginning. But the kind
of training they were given in the beginning — that used to strengthen them. They used
to them become aware — Who we are? In what world were we staying. And how we can

L Do you remember — was it that people from a certain caste moved ahead more or
people from a certain caste moved further back — was there any such caste ....

K I have the experience of one village. I had gone to Chausla village — it is near
Kekdi. There was Bardibai from Bheel community — She was active. She could talk. She
had studied up to third standard. In the village even having studied up to third carried
weight and she was good at talking with people, but she was from the Bheel community.
When I went to the village — people said yes she will be able to do but by caste she is
Bheel. So mostly the efforts were to get upper caste — should try efforts, but someone
who used to talk, the program was new, no one knew anything. If there is a widow, take
her for it, okay take her. Caste was not such a factor in choosing, but later it became an
issue. Like my Pushpa Kohda — she is Daroga — the Sarpanch was Rajput — when we



reached the Panchayat Samiti, the Pushpa Koda who was a Sathin was told that she will
not sit on a chair. Panchayat Samiti is not anyone’s father’s property — its office
premises. But there it was said — She will not sit. We are sitting. So at these junctures
there were lot of battles fought — on many such things. The men started harassing due to
impact on their influence — No, not like this. Not this. You are inferior. But the Sathins
were determined and their thinking had developed — so they didn’t stop. This was an
impact of training and gradually other movements like Mahila Andolan — Women’s
Movement — wherever they used to go, whatever they heard and saw that impacted their
thinking in a good way. So, let’s move ahead.

L Arti do you remember your first training? And what you — what was most ...

A uh..I will trace it a bit — in the beginning when I joined that was on the issue of
health. And at that time we organized a health camp, which was because a lot survey was
done here by Sathins and Prachetas — What are main diseases from which women
suffer? There were some problems which cropped up but they collected lot of
information and didn’t know what to do with it. Then they requested me to help. This
led to lot of talk amongst us and we got to know — we became aware that we women
don’t know much about our bodies. So the beginning was from there. That our bodies
and specially the reproductive ..that which also makes men a bit different — Do we
understand — which also becomes a cause of oppressing us. So in the camp there was lot
of discussion about this and also lot of exchange of information. Then there was a
demand that this information we want to take for women in our village too. So it was
decided to take this forward and a health project was started for a year. The focus of this
was fertility and sexuality. And doing this work- how we should spread this work -finally
resulted in that first book which was published by Kali for Women. That originated from
here. That was also an interesting experience of one year — what are the local folk forms,
what are the local forms of communication. We......How the medical diagrams etc got
rejected — the kinds of dialogues, lots of meetings with women. And we felt that women
were very receptive to information

L Was this the first time?

A This was the first time — sexuality, fertility and what was a really interesting
experience that we felt that these things- women will not talk — it wasn’t like that at all.
Forms of sexuality — so many —such open talk — relationships — so many things
emerged. Uhh...a little bit of joking and teasing but used to talk very openly, were very
receptive. We felt that this was an important area and it makes a lot of difference. And
the whole de-mystification of knowledge — we felt this was a means of empowerment.
Actually two things happened side by side at that time — this is around 86. There was a
severe famine, so wherever we were going in the health project this fertility, sexuality
and all that — we were directly encountering famine work. It was generally seen that the
hard labour was being done by women — many men would be just sitting around. The
division of wages is equal — the calculations done. Lot of exploitation. Women didn’t
even know what are the wages? So we felt that this is also an area. So at that time 2-3.
The third thing which was happening family planning — population control drive. There
was lot of coercion at that time. In fact even to the extent that one person was being



operated thrice. Lot of coercion — work not being given in famine works. So ..uh it was
very difficult that you only work on health. And we felt that these demarcations were
very false — it is important to link with everything. So two Sathins — the newsletters
(Sathin ro Kagad) we took out that time, IDARA Sathin who used to get newsletters as
Kiran was saying — giving information on local issues etc. So these were burning issues
— one the whole population control specially the excesses being committed and the
second the famine works — the wages and payments there. So on both these issues —
Sa.....Health Project was started through IDARA only — we were IDARA Consultants so
collectively with IDARA it was decided that Sathins would take out the papers. Lots of
letters came from Sathins connected with population control and famine works — taking
those and giving information — what are the WHO norms? Similarly about famine works
— what is the whole thing — what are the measurements, what are the payments — this
had a tremendous impact to the extent that demands started coming in — give us
newsletters and not only women, even men also started reading it a lot and all that. So
at several places people started taking action — when doctors held camps — they would
say you have not done ....test or that it’s not clean and hygienic or there is no curtain like
this. Or in one day how could you perform so many — they used to call laproscope —
binoculars — how did you — all these things. So what happened with this was that a
certain kind of small small movements — spontaneous started in different villages. There
was a backlash of that. And we had to face a lot of — One it was said that you have been
associated to work on health and you are in other things — which is not your brief. But
we were not being able to understand how it was not because all this is associated with
health — if someone does not have work, someone doesn’t have food to eat — how can
you stay healthy? So, anyway then there was lot of clash between us and the hierarchies
of the program and the health program was shut down.

L This is when? [20.40]

A This one year 86-87

K 87

K 87 roughly —dates not so clear. At that time there was so much about health — on
one bed 5-7 women in one-one minute — three minutes —minutes were being operated

upon

A One after the other (phatafat)

K One after the other — targets were to be completed.
A There was lot of coercion
K Women were having lots of problems too. They were raising questions — the

village women

A Getting information - it greatly increased.



L This closing of the health project was it obviously linked because these questions
were being raised?

A Ya ya Clearly. The Collector called us and we were told that it is an anti-national
activity. You are instigating people. Population control is a national program and you
are working against it. We don’t want that this work should continue. We were even
told: you will not come to office. There was so much tension. Prachetas were scared to
talk to us. Sathins . A whole atmosphere got created. We were told — you will leave this
district. It went to this extent. You are not to stay here. We had a team 3-4 people. It was
very clear. Then even amongst us —lot of discussion in IDARAs etc and at that time we
had hope that we would get support from some people who we considered progressive
within the women’s movement, because the special feature of WDP was that WDP took
the women’s movement strength and has been formed on the strength of the women’s
movement. And many people who were involved in the women’s movement were
involved in this program. This was a program with a difference as in this awareness
raising and rights and empowerment — only these were there. In this there weren’t any
schemes to be given. It was to give information about the existing things and
implementing them. And women’s rights and empowerment — this was the sum total of
this. Many women were attracted to this. At that time the hope was that the activists
who are from the movement would support. I feel at that time people took sides. Some
people felt that if we take sides then possibly the program would be shut down. And that
there is still a role for this program and it is necessary to keep this program alive and
continue it. Which I feel is a point of view but the consequence was that we became
quite isolated and there wasn’t support. It was a difficult decision - should we continue
or should we leave and go. But we had lot of support at the grass root level. And some
amongst us decided that we would continue what has been initiated and is incomplete
and some people left. So this was the mood of that time, the atmosphere.

L And IDARA was also shut down at that time?

A IDARA did not shut down at all. At that time everything was running. The
program continued. Health project was shut down and the three-four of us who were
actively involved in fertility, in fact there was lot of opposition on the issue of sexuality —
what we were doing. And even the first book — it was said that it is obscene and people
also felt that things are being brought in the open — this is very wrong. We had not
called them for this!

L Was some ban or something also put? I seem to remember..

A Ban — there was no written ban but an environment of secrecy was created so
that Sathins — even if someone was interested — should not take it out — it is a dirty
book, a bad book . It was like this. I remember in Deolia — it was in those days only -
there was a big meeting — because we had demanded that if you are closing down this —
and as you are saying it was started due to the demands from villages — then we want to
know what are the demands of the villages and the Sathins and we want to know why
this decision has been taken. At that time there was a big gathering with the Sathins
from the whole district. The meeting was in Deoria and many ..It was amazing because



there was so much tension and there was so much fear - a few courageous Sathins said
no, but the atmosphere was of silence and in that atmosphere they took a decision.
Everyone knew that there is a demand — that there is a need. But you know that whole
dynamics was such — it was very traumatic for us. We felt that an environment had been
created that some will speak. But I feel that was expecting too much. It was very new
and women were just about getting out. It was a beginning. But we felt that the we had
seen — the way women started speaking and the silence got broken — so there was hope
that this will go further — go forward and this should be left. It was how will we do it?
what will we do? So whenever we met individually — everyone used to say — don’t go!
Stay put! You have our support. So on that strength we felt that we should continue; that
we should continue to stay and should not leave. Links with the program did not
remain. And Kiran also — not at that time — after that —

K from the health project
A the Calicut thing happened — after Calicut — No in Kekri there was a big ...

K What happened from the health project was that Sathins came to be aware
whoever does family planning — they did not know this before that — the room should be
washed, that the doctor should not be wearing shoes, blood pressure should be checked.
There should be a blood test. How much there should be, what should be there-all these
things —they had asked for information that what all is needed. When all this was put in
a newsletter then the Sathins everywhere asked — did you check the blood pressure or
not? At that time things were so bad — a school room used to be just swept — no curtains
— doctors are eating meals there, just sitting there, are wearing shoes and operating. The
Sathins opposed this — as soon as they got information about this — they opposed it.
And at many places began to say, “No, you first get it cleaned, get this done” — all the
things which should be followed for an operation — they demanded. So the doctors also
from a number of places were troubled saying what is this - we do it in two minutes in
this way — the whole thing was like that. At that time even on the bed — a woman from
Dhansu died — that also had an impact. What I want to say is that as soon as Sathins
used to get information — they used to do the work of dissemination in the villages in a
very efficient manner because they were benefitted. The questions were theirs. The
problem was theirs and they used to give information in this manner in villages. So the
knowledge which was of a different kind — they used to get from cities. And when we
also went — then the things of the village — we used to have a meeting in the village — till
10, 11 — one o clock we used to talk. The unhappiness’s and happiness’s of life. This led
to a lot of involvement of women. The best thing that this program did was to erase the
distances between women. Earlier they used to say woman is the enemy of woman — this
was a big thing ...but when understand then felt that woman is a very helper of woman.
So sensitivity to women was the principle thing of this program.

A She is saying- I feel that whole structure at the grass root level Jajum. The
beginning of Jajum — Jajum is a meeting — a meeting of a village called Jajum. Sathins
and women used to sit in it — pracheta used to go — and the discussion was about
whatever was the current problem. And women used to collectively decide as to what —
and it could be anything. It could be the domestic problem of somebody, it could be



about being beaten. It could be about the village like there is no water, there is no work.
Or it could be that something is needed — ration, loan or some government scheme or
that the Patwari has taken more money as bribe. There was a range of issues. It wasn’t
anything fixed. This resulted in at the local level, groups being formed — a mutual
support group in which the Pracheta used to provide a sort of direction. Secondly, as it
was a big network in each village — there were groups like from this village to that
village. So if there was a big issue - like something has to be done against a zamindar —
then Sathins from other villages and their women used to join in. And if there was a
really big issue like Sati then there used to be state level mobilization. So networking —
local platforms and networking — the role of IDARA bringing everyone together — this
led to a strong voice of women. A certain confidence developed. Sathins got courage to
go ahead and do many things because she knew that was not alone — women from the
village with me, women from other villages and then at a state level. So many things.
Initially small issues, then social evils —nukta, many other things — issues of caste,
oppression — they felt courageous to take up.

K One more thing which was very good which this program initiated — in the village
Muslims stay in Muslim colony, Jats in Jat colony, Gujars in Gujar colony but the
Sathins who were chosen because there was a training of supervisors also — and even in
that children -women from the deprived sections we used to attempt to choose — those
women should come who are deprived. This was our perspective. When we used to go to
choose Sathins — we used to feel the woman who is from the poorest section and who
can work — we should choose her. Keeping this in mind we used to do the selection. This
used to be a Meena, or someone is a Bhil , someone is a Bairava, someone is somewhere
— us supervisors — we also had casteism alive within us. Some supervisor is Brahmin,
someone is Sharma — there were women from different castes. Coming to the training
broke this casteism. We began to understand caste is a different thing, first we are
women. The one very good thing this program did was that initially in the training it was
you are from which caste, and you are from which caste. But when the training got
complete when we dispersing we began crying. So this was thing, as mentioned earlier —
linking women with women is one thing this program did very effectively. The casteism
which was within us, the other things which were in us — the beliefs we had — ‘ganwar’
(rustic), we educated, city dwellers. These beliefs broke in the training under this
program. This was a big strength. So Sathins were linked to it in a big way — we were city
dwellers so to some extent we bypassed it — casteism was of course there in us too, but it
was much more in Sathins . They are from musalmana, they are from bijatas, they are
from Gujars — I don’t even drink water here — these are bhairavas, chamars — these
things were there in Sathins . When they came to the training — all these from various
castes were together. Even when the Union was formed — these were the women who
made the Union strong — where there wasn’t casteism.

A Kiran, there is one thing which I feel is important — each Sathin struggled in her
home. When they came for training and their thinking changed. They realized that being
women they were being exploited, but the home atmosphere remained the same. I
remember Pathasibai — she became so active — the villagers used to laugh at her, what
will she do. She was a Jat, she used to go among Regars. The husband used to feel very
bad. Meals were not on time at home or something, then she would tell her man — why



don’t you cook? There came a time when Jagdishji used to make rotis and she got
Jagdishji’s support, but in the beginning there was a lot of opposition. Similarly,
Munnibai from Barah — she

K Bania

A Bania and such a conventional household — the whole atmosphere of ‘chua chut’
— touchability-untouchability and all. She used to go and eat in Regar households!

K Regars or bhairavas ever came to her house,
A No, no
K but people in the house opposed it and all. In the end everyone used to come and

go. So the casteism which was taut strung among us women broke — the chain
A Not only women , I feel
K Men too

A the spillover — the whole stranglehold which was there — in the beginning there
was lot of struggle — but later a lot of ...

L Do you remember any issue — for example let us take the practice of Sati— among
the Sathins was there any tension — maybe some people supporting, or some people are
feeling its not so bad or was it that all of them together took a collective stand? At that

time this program had been underway for 2-3 years when the Roop Kanwar incident
happened

[37.29]

K This Sati you know, Sathins used to say, in today’s era (Kalyug) to commit Sati —
you cannot be Sati. Because this caste which was there - those who happened earlier —
those were worshipped. It was considered wrong — no one considered it right. It could
be that the Rajput Sathins

A I think a bit from Sikar side

Sikar side

Bhanwar Kanwar and may be one or two

One or two

But Ajmer or Jaipur this side

~ > = » R

Bara and here. One or two districts



A At the village level — upper caste or something happened — I can’t remember any
such conflict

K No

A I think a lot of people by then had got linked.

L On any other issue even — any conflict?

A Conflicts between women and women?

L Yes

A Between women and women .......

K of this kind

A May be in Gonda etc but that was between the whole caste — that did happen.
Like Nukta, then the Gujar all on one side and the Sathins — they said we won'’t eat

K That is different
A That is different

K In between Sathins — there used to be discussion. For example worshipping Sati
— Apa puja

A No Kiran
K To be Sati

A No she is saying whether some women may be opposing Sathins on some issue.
Village women saying no this is wrong or

K There used to be discussion and there used to be a consensus.

A I think Laxmi, the atmosphere was such that women used to generally not come
out. And those who got convinced used to come out with the sathin — the rest used to be
quiet and in their homes. If there was opposition it was with the men. They may
something behind the back of the men or at home but openly coming and opposing the
sathin — I don’t remember.

L For example this child marriage — was there any opposition in the family — I
mean opposition of the Sathin by women — like child marriage ...

A That is, it should happen?
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L It should happen or that may be it is not so bad — this is also a complex issue

K They used to say — there used to be lot of discussion with Sathins on this. At one
level they used to say we don’t subscribe to it — that we do ‘gauna’ at the age of 12-13-14.
So I said as soon as gauna is there then giving the excuse of work we call — work in the
agricultural fields — the boys side take the girl and then nata-pratha — all these were
connected with this — so they used to feel that it is not right, but they used to also say —
there used to be long discussions ..

A And many issues which issue taken up by — like dabkaran and such issues — on
such issues some women used to believe that dabkaran is there. And when Sathins
opposed the women used to get divided. Like nata or such like. Or would say she is a bad
woman. Or women who were not bearing children or widows — to consider that bad. In
such issues it used to happen. There would be division among women. There were some
women who used to really believe — that person is a dakin [witch] and used to do the
whole thing with respect to her. And when Sathins took up such issues or other village
issues there used to be division. One thing which I remember — there was a woman — I
think she made a second marriage or she fell in love with someone — this is from Korda.
She ran away with someone or was staying with someone. In the whole village — her
caste people cast her out of the caste (jati-bahar). Sathins and a few women used to
support her and all. The rest of the people were totally ...they used to even threaten
Sathins — we will throw you of the caste too if you side with them. Slowly as issues in
the future ...

K These were then discussed. The first division was a the village level. Initially
among men. And then rest of society — including women — along caste, along ....this
began happening

L At that time what was the relationship between the women’s movement and
Sathins — meaning were there joint campaigns?

A Women’s movement — it was just the start — this was 1986 to 1988-89
K In Patna there was ...
L There was a network in Rajasthan — Mahila something — what was it — there was

a forum in the whole of Rajasthan. Just now I am not recollect - Women’s Alliance or
something like this — all the groups were in it.

K But our people — groups of WDP — whenever there was a conference or
something — like there was one in Patna

L In 1988

K Ya in ‘88, then we had gone from the side of the government to Patna. We had
been sent from here. But when it was in Calicut [National Conference of Women’s
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Movements in Calicut] we were not. The government sent their own representatives.
There was a shift. A shift of this program...when the Sathins raised the issue of being
recognized with the status of employees — then the government tried to suppress it.

A See, I actually see this in two stages. Pre-‘90, just now I am not going to ‘90
because I feel Calicut has a separate thing — that phase and how the whole frame
changed from it of the women’s movement. We have not reached there yet. We are
talking of pre-90. In pre-9o0 I think the link with women’s movement was primarily
through IDARA - whatever linkages there were — it used to call IDARA activists —
seminar, meetings or with outside people or the whole sati thing — so IDS and IDARA —
they used to have a big role in the whole organizing of it and in linking with other
people. It was issue based also and some were programs organized of this nature and at
grass root level some...

K It was started

A In Bhilwara something had happened with a Sathin. In Udaipur something had
happened with some Sathins. At that time when there was mobilization — to link people
and in this way issue based this thing. But directly someone coming — I do not recollect.
I think mostly IDS and IDARA. In academic level events IDS had a bigger role. At that
time they had done a women and violence study but I think all that was later — IDS had
done it. They had also called a meeting on Sati. Later there was a program of National
Alliance of Women’s Movement in Jaipur but I think that was after 9o, but it was
through them.

L The Sathins and prachetas did they feel that there is a women’s movement and
that we are linked with it? Was there a feeling of being part of it?

A Yes, National movements as Kiran said went to Patna and ...

K It is that whoever went to Patna- supervisor or Sathin — we had this system — it
was a very good system — whoever had gone will relate all the news of that here. What
happened there — will give the full news. We used to listen. People from there had come.
So and so had come. The women there raised these kind of issues. This issue is currently
going on there. Lots of things like this.

A Lots of feminist songs — in trainings. Initial trainings were by Sushmita, later
training by Jagori — Runu [Chakraborty]etc. There were many people who associated
who were directly linked to the women’s movement. All the songs of Jagori. We had our
own songs too but. I think through the songs lot of women’s movement. The slogans of
the women’s movement.

K I feel the government could not estimate what shape this program of women can
take. If women become aware and come into the picture — the government didn’t have
an inkling that the program starting from here can reach up to where. Because women
were talking to the Collector, women were raising questions with the BDO, women in
their village were raising questions with the sarpanch. Going to the panchayat they were
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raising their issues through women only. A feeling of a collective. A feeling of a
community. It wasn’t that they were leaders as individuals — they were working taking
everyone along. Because they were doing all these things, therefore this particular
section — the administrative class started getting a bit troubled after the ‘9os. Because
they had information about everything — the Sathins . Whether it was concerning the
Collector — where do I have to go — to the Collector. If it is concerning land — have to go
to the Tehsildar. If someone has given a casteist abuse — has to be arrested. Then to go
to the police station and how to get the report written. So all information of this kind the
Sathins had. And the Sathins, whenever they met anyone they would give, even when
they went to fetch water or when they went to answer nature’s call, there isn’t one the
village, we go very far for latrine — we keep talking and go. So lots of talk was about
these kinds of issues — lots of women go at the time and we used to go to. Walking in the
fields we would talk. Even at night when we sat lots of talk with respect to such
information. So this information gave us a really important weapon for empowerment.
Who will give information to women! Chulha- chakki-kheti-ninani karo ya ghar aao.
And then we had one other thing which we used to do at night. So all this

L Do you recollect some specific significant incident or day where the
administrative class started feeling that something is changing?

K Ya, I remember in Kohda there was an issue related to land. Sathins took up the
issues because the land was of a poor woman. The Rajputs had through some sort of
devious means taken it. The Rajputs are a dominant presence there. The pradhan is also
a Rajput — these were all also rajputs. Directly no one would say anything to us but on
the issue of land. Pushpa took up the issue and the whole village collected. Slowly they
had gathered a bit of strength to speak. So when they went to the Panchayat Samiti and
this issue went to the Collector too. They began to say that all this is happening through
the medium of the Sathins . That the spark has been ignited by the Sathins . We used to
be told don’t do netagiri (leadery).

L Directly?

A Directly! Meena told me — Meena was the Collector — he said to me — you are not
a leader there, you are a supervisor, understood? Sathins, because she has to do what
the village says — so took up the village issues. Finally when the Collector came to the
Panchayat Samiti — he was told — there were tractors — lots of people were there. Sathin
was not alone — there were lots of people with her and they were saying the Collector has
to come to our village. And this — this strength which was emerging. So many people
linking up. This use to threaten. Sarpanch is present so the drain issue got raised too —
how much was the budget? How much was eaten up (siphoned off).

A Rajputs were opposing. The Rajputs were saying these Sathins are instigating.
Finally, we managed to get the land back to her.

K Got the land back.

A The Rajputs got really agitated!
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K Again, there were only Rajput sarpanches there. No non-Rajput had ever been
sarpanch there. Brahman became — (laughs) caste there. But at least there was change;
change began from there. There are a number of such things. In Devaria-khurd
too the Sarpanch started feeling and they used to go to the gram-sevak. There was a
teacher who used to drink and come to school. The Sathins said and the villagers too
that children come here to study not to get beaten up. So these kind of issues started
getting raised in the village. These are rights and we demand them. Things of this kind.

L At which point was it, as you were saying that the Government started feeling
that because of this program the Sathins are getting a bit much?

K Issues of land. The issue of rights of women over land. In the village the men
were also a bit afraid. Secondly that these are people from the administration — it may
not happen ..

A I feel taking up issues of land — the Government did not get so agitated. For
example in the Udaipur area — Sathins worked a lot. There they got pattas in the names
of women. Lot of work. The Government went, there was support also, the pattas got
given. I think the most — as long as it was local level bureaucracy — patwari , teacher —
their corruptions of that level — the Government kept observing. At that level that you
have skirmishes and sort it out amongst yourselves. But when there are bigger issues,
like the issue of population control — they closed down the health project. And other
issues — when they started feeling that the whole program - empowerment — this was a
bit later. When the Government started feeling that they are becoming too aware — they
are doing too many things and could lead to complications, then they tried to entangle
them into targets. You have to get so many number of vaccinations,

K Get so many operations done
A Get so many children
K admitted

A in hostel . Like this. And what work that you do. Made a format. At that time then
what happened Sathins — this whole issue of wages. Later the union also got formed
over this issue. Sathins used to get 200 rupees. The Sathins started feeling we get 200
rupees, the prachetas get second grade and our project Director is a first grade officer

K And bigger than this — that we don’t have freedom! The Government wants to
keep us tied down. As soon as the supervisor reaches — the sathin should be there - she
has no business to go anywhere! And she has to fulfil the targets! Both things! They are
getting both these things done — am I am not even an employee (karamchari) — not even
that status. They are getting all work done — should be with the pracheta. If the nurse
comes she should go with the nurse! If its patwari — then she should go with the
patwari! If there is agricultural training then she should go along! Should collect

14



women! Train them! And the kind of training which is useless! It has nothing to do with
women. And we have been called together for women. We are committed to women. We
want women’s empowerment! What are all these kind of small jobs — it is the nurse who
will do the vaccination! What will I do! I can do this much that help her a bit. But if you
force — that you have to get so many number of children done. This is not right- she
started feeling. Also Calicut — that to go or not go — we have to your permission. To go to
the Calicut conference the Sathins on their own collected money — took village women
who collected their own money. Even here there was control. That how did you go
without asking permission from us. Even here control! When the Government has total
control over us, then why aren’t we made government servants. On the one hand
whatever the pracheta wants she speaks, that the pracheta can get whatever done from
us, whatever pracheta wants — she can get that work done from us. When all these
things are there, when everything is happening like in government, then why an
honorarium- why not a salary? This issue arose. And for 200 rupees I can help, but I
have to earn my livelihood. My farming activity gets spoilt, children get neglected — I am
giving that time here, then the minimum is that I get a salary.

L When did this question first arise?

K First this surfaced — before the ‘90s when some pracheta were thrown out —
Sathins were thrown out

L After Calicut
K Before Calicut

A After

K No before five Sathins had been thrown out in Pisavan. The issue arose that you
are throwing them us out on the basis of their work. So you are asking us about our
work. This caused agitation amongst everyone. That without any communication or
telling her anything — you are throwing her out. There are no rules regulations for us.
There are no rules for us. Whenever you want do it — we can exist only at your mercy. If
I do something for women. Then it is not work. If I did not fulfil this target then you say
have not worked. When this kind of change started coming in this program —working for
women had no priority or was not even to be counted as work. Then this issue arose —
that for this work — not an honorarium but we want a salary. This issue arose.

Tape 2

L Lets talk of the Union. We have now reached the ‘9os.

K Yes. What happened was that in the beginning work was going well — Sathins
were getting lot of love and affection, but slowly, as I mentioned, things moved in the
direction of numbers — the Sathins then instead of honorarium put forward the demand

of salary. In between the Conference in Calicut happened. So in the program here we
decided that these-these people will go — we were keen to go. Mahila Samooh in a village
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Kekri lots of women were associated — they celebrated Women’s Day. They said we also
want to associate on a large scale. I also thought — ya why shouldn’t village women —
because they are not our — they are not linked to our program — they are free and they
can go. So under a banner about 15-17 women for the Calicut Conference. I also took
leave and went. I am supervisor. I went. After returning — the manner in which they
were tortured — even though they are not government employees. They are free — the
way the kind of things ..

A Thrown out of job — the biggest thing

K Thrown out of job and literally tortured. They were told that you went and you
did like this. It was looking as how a small child is told — ok, you went there! Now you
will have to suffer. “You didn’t listen to me!” How a small child is scolded. They were
mature. They were leading a village — they were in a way leaders — and they were taking
the village along and moving ahead and this is the way they were being treated. Many
could not tolerate this and opposed it. Many Sathins did that. But within Sathins —
when these five were thrown out — then there was a commotion in Sathins that we are
not secure. We are not secure, whether we work of don’t work — we are not secure. At
that time there was a feeling that a union is needed. Simultaneously, the same thing was
going on with supervisors. For example I was also thrown out. When I was thrown out —
I was also insecure. I of course went to court and managed to get a stay order from the
High Court and all that happened. But the other prachetas said — we also do not have
any rules and regulations. Like the supervisors and Sathins — both were being run from
the same panel. These were bit super, bit educated and sycophantic — on these were
dependent our Sathins . So Sathins said — when prachetas can make a union, then why
can’t we make a Union? Why shouldn’t we get the status of a government employee?
We may not be educated but we are doing all the work. Then you see when they realized
this then they slowly and stealthily began forming a union. Soon first Ajmer district,
then Jaipur district, then Baswada district — in this way we linked with all the districts.
Really difficult circumstances — used to be tortured such a lot

A Torture is a different thing but it was difficult to link everyone as in one village
there was only one sathin.

L How many Sathins were there altogether? They were getting decreased too..
K 645
A 600 something

K 645. We used to post letters. At that time we used to work around jajums. At that
time district level jajams were held. We used to wait. Let the jajam finish then we will
talk to the Sathins . In this manner or that some Sathins will talk there in this way. Then
going from one district to another and doing everything
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A Finally as Kiran is saying in Ajmer district — I remember in Ajmer district in
Pushkar — there was a big — a meeting of the whole district. Kiran also reached there. It
is there that they decided that we will form a union.

L Where?
AK  In Pushkar

A What happened was that after the meeting the Project Director left. The meeting
was over and the Project Director had come to Ajmer. The Sathins called Kiran and said
we want to talk. All of us have decided that we should form a union. So Kiran went to
Pushkar and talked to all the Sathins . The Sathins said here take the money. There was
not even a constitution or membership but they were so keen that take this money and
we will bear whatever the expenses. Please find out what is to be formed and how is it to
be formed. Please get a union formed. Writing it and all. The Project Director got the
news that Kiran has reached there and the Sathins

K have given money to for a union
A The Project Director then went back — the Sathins were confined and not allowed

to go home. Kiran was thrown out from there. And the Sathins were coerced into
seeking forgiveness in writing — till they didn’t give it in writing

K they were not allowed to go home

A were not allowed to go home till they wrote that

K we will not form a union

A we will not form a union. And our money which you have taken we want it back —

in this manner ...

K The Sathins who didn’t give it in writing were really made to suffer

A Finally this missive came to us and the Sathins also came to us. They said this
was coercively got written. You keep the money and form the union and this was the
beginning. After that here

L Do you recollect when was it?

A Around ’93. Actually ‘92 — I don’t remember the date but around June-July. The
process initiated in ’92 and it took us six months — the Karmachari Sangh here. Actually
in Jaipur there is breakaway CPM group — Puniyaji, Mohan Puniya really helped us a

lot. It was independent.

K We didn’t affiliate with anyone
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A We took guidance from different people — we also didn’t know how to form a
union. We read different constitutions and framed a Constitution and finally we got it
registered. First it was formed in Ajmer — so members, elections and all that. Then our
first — No then people went to different districts and held meetings.

K Sathins asked the Project Director — don’t you have a Union?
A This is our right

K This is our right and taking courage in their hands few asked why shouldn’t we
form a Union? Then the Project Director said — why do you want to form a Union — tell
me this? What is the reason? Then Sathins said They throw us out. And our salary is
just 200 and we can’t manage with it. If not government employees — there should be at
least some rules governing us — do something for us!

A And our ...

K She said none of this will happen! You will not be able to do anything! Howsoever
much you struggle. However much you go forward. I am telling you Arti-Kiran can do
nothing for you. I am telling you — nothing will happen. So she said — if nothing will
happen then why are you so rattled? Even to me they used to say a lot — what will you be
able to do forming the Union? I also didn’t know what we will be able to achieve but I
knew that there is a strength in a Union and we can do anything. So forming a Union —
also the Sathins should get to know that those who go on mouthing “women”, “women”
— but the government is not thinking anything about giving security to woman. There is
a Women’s Development Program but basic things are not being provided to women —

this is a big of Women’s Development
A And you talk of women’s empowerment!
K talking of it

A talking of empowering and in that itself we are being exploited! So that time this
slogan got coined — Mahila vikas nahi Mahila vinash — Womens destruction not
development. This originated from the Sathins — gaon gaon mein sathin daude, afsar
baitha kursi tode (The Sathin runs from village to village, while the officer does the hard
work of sitting on chair!) Slogans of this nature got coined by the Sathins. There was lot
of anger — rage at that time. Then our first in ’93 — I think it was April of May — state
level conference happened in Jaipur. At that time we had our charter of demands. We
also took out a rally — all the Sathins . And all — we didn’t have any funds or anything
from anywhere

K It was a big problem we had
A The Sathins used to

K bear their own expenses
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A some supporters we had — they used to help a bit. So we had to manage all the
expenses and all the arranging to be done and all. And then for the first time we gave the
charter of demands to the Government. Then there was lot of discussion with the
Government

L What was the demand for wages in that?

A On the issue of wages it was only that there should be the minimum wages. And
employee — basically that the Sathin is an employee of this program — should get the
status of employee, there should be security and there should be some basic facilities.
Essentially there were 8-10 points of this nature we placed. Job — there should be a job
description because she is burdened with all sorts of things and there is nothing and you
say she is a ‘voluntary worker’, can hire or fire her, or anything. All these issues arose.

L When this was happening here in 92-93, then the other programs in the country
which in a way were trying to replicate the success of WDP — Mahila Samakhya and all —
what was their role? Because I remember there was also some talk that let us look at it at
the national level — like what is their status in Mahila Samakhya.

A See whatever little link we had with Mahila Samakhya was with Karnataka. There
also they attempted to form a union etc. There wasn’t anything much in other states. But
with Mahila Samakhya — the Government had by then become a bit cunning. They made
an autonomous body and distanced it a bit from the Government. They linked the
program to education. So that in its structure the government in not there. WDP — they
said autonomous but it was a government department. Initially when it started it was
with the Panchayati Raj and Rural Development, then the Department of Women and
Child Development. Initially Women, Child and Nutrition and then Women and Child
Development got formed. Later there was even a Secretary and then a Minister. So the
direct linkage with the Government was very obvious. So however you tried to cover it
up, it was not possible. Sathin’s knew it and in the eyes of the people too it was clear that
it was a Government program. In Mahila Samakhya — they changed the structure a bit —
made it a bit independent. So that they covered up direct link with the Government a
bit. One was this. Second to some extent some of the struggles to unionize in Karnataka
— we had some dialogue. But with the Angandwadi workers we developed a strong link.
We joined the Anganwadi convention at the national level too and the Anganwadi
people linked with us. One was that it was the same department and with similar issues.
There it was a bit easier because their job was bit defined. The Sathin’s job was not
defined at all. So we definitely had a link with Anganwadi in this way. The struggle of
Sathins was also that the work of empowerment and awareness raising was an
important one and that should be given the status of work. Not that it should be
oriented towards appointment and targets. The other issue we raised was that of
skilled/unskilled. That you label it as unskilled. How do you define skill/unskill. What is
the definition of knowledge? There were many Sathins like our President Kesar Bua was
illiterate- later many Sathins learned some reading writing — but she had all the
knowledge about the village. All the records, which land was in whose name .
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K and she was chosen in the panchayat

>

this also happened after the formation of the Union and when Sathins became
active. Many Sathins became active in the panchayat. Many Sathins were ward
panch

K Our Sathins have become Pradhan!
A have become sarpanch!
K Even at present Kaushalya Devi is the Pradhan of Masuda.

A Udaipur side, Jodhpur — many Sathins . Some Sathins linked up with parties too
and fought elections and all that. Our President got elected to the Zila Parishad. So all
this also happened. It was not — later on it was not just women but even men started
recognizing the Sathin’s leadership. In many places — Sathins — in the village - the
whole village chose in this manner.

K In many places they were chosen uncontested
A Uncontested, in many places they were chosen after a contest and all that

K Our Bardibai of Chausla was Sarpanch. And she worked very well for five years.
Although she has studied only up to third

A It is very difficult to sustain
K Very difficult

A It became very difficult for these people to sustain. One — what the Government
did was that it made a lot of propaganda against us — are communists! Are this ..many
things

K Lal Jhanda! Lal Jhanda!

A Even Lal Jhanda they made many different things of it. Anti campaign and
threatening Sathins and all that. Doing things against the Union too. Secondly, even
money Banswada Sathins have to come to Jaipur for our conference. The government is
there — we have to raise issues there. The up and down fare. Three-four hundred rupees
for each Sathin. Even then they used to come. Then what they started — the small, the
big jajums were completely stopped. So the Sathins had meetings of small groups 5-6
different-different — so Sathins of one district also did not meet! So they used to not get
to know if something has happened somewhere — the information wouldn’t reach other
places. Union was the only medium for information. At that time our system of parchas
(pamphlets) evolved and our parchas played a very important role in keeping all the
Sathins linked together. We used to get news
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K We used to raise burning issues at the level of the nation too

A We used to raise that and each parcha had a slogan and a direction. This used to
keep all the Sathins linked together. Communicating among ourselves. But to sustain
that even — earlier the ticket was 2 rupees then it became five-five and to send to each
sathin. Six-seven hundred parchas to write the addresses. We didn’t have any such
establishment. From home I and Kiran used to sit and write all through the night,
sending them

K Sticking them and this that

A Some Sathins came and helped but it was a trouble for them too! To keep the
Union live
K One other thing was that if we write that there is a dharna — say that on 5t

August there is a dharna at this place in Jaipur — if we write this in it — then the
Government would on 5th call a meeting of the Sathins !

A used to call a meeting!
K So poor things! Very difficult

A Many Sathins used to come for the meeting —somehow managing. It became
very difficult constantly whatever one is doing. What is being done against you is very
organized- they had all the and all that. So communicating in different ways and all that.
We managed. The dharna we had in Badi Chaupal — that was later — I think around 95.
That continued for a long time. At that time many Sathins had been thrown out and the
second issue was of wages. So we had decided now we have to sit on a dharna — so we
went and sat on Badi Chaupal. We had nothing!

K No money

A No money! No food!

K Not even a tent!

A Only Sathins were there! Sathins were there and we sat down there! And said
nothing will happen! Just behind us was the dharna of the tenthouse wallah! They saw
these village women are sitting

K The manner in which the village women talked — the cycle rickshaw pullers, the
police and our tent wallah — all three said — How they speak these rural women and look
at their awareness! They said we will support you! They came and gave us a tent! The
police said latrine bathroom, bathing you can do it at our place! The policemen arranged

for that! Food etc I don’t know who

A The janta people of Jaipur really supported us
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K The rickshaw pullers here — those who are really poor — rickshaw pullers gave 11,
21, 101 — so much money was given by rickshaw pullers and people passing by! Your
struggle is not just yours alone! Its ours struggle! You fight! In this way they supported

A It went on for long. From the people of Jaipur we used to get food and all. We
could sustain it. In fact, finally the Government 250 or 300, I think they just increased it
a little.

K No, no! At that time there was one other major thing! At that time the Bhairon
Singh Shekhawat — the BJP Government was there and we said call us to meet. They
said we cannot call you. So we went to the Vidhan Sabha (Legislative Assembly). We
said let us talk. Bhairo Singh Shekhawat said I can’t meet, I have no time at all. So we sat
there. It is about the Vidhan Sabha. Then we said till now we were on a dharna at
Chaupad , now we will be dharna at the Vidhan Sabha! We went into the Vidhan sabha!
And we made up songs: Bhairon Singh Shekhawat — take this message and meet us
quick! Bhairo Singh Shekhawat said I don’t have time. We made a song there! Jaipur ka
Bhairo khod lage tani rubaye re (?). Earlier we had gone to woo him (manane gaye the)!
We are wooing! Three times the message being sent! We will topple your Government!
Don’t do this! But he didn’t listen! He didn’t want to meet! We sat there and made a lot
of songs like this there! In a way there was great anger! There was such a rage in them!
That we are doing such a lot of work! We are putting our heart and soul in the work!
They are not ready to raise our salary! We should get some recognition and identity —
that also we are not getting! Then Mohini Giri came

A Mohini Giri National Commission of Women ..there were others. Wrote a report
K The authoress — what’s her name?

A Mahashweta Devi.

K Mahashweta Devi

A Then this issue was raised at a national level. There was a dharna in Delhi. Then
the women’s organizations of Delhi. National women’s organizations. Everyone joined.
We got a lot of support from the press. Then there was pressure. Because the
Government, when was it — ‘96 I think. M L. Mehta Chief Secretary had written to
Mohini Giri too — they had decided that we are going to

K shut down this program

A shut down this program. At that time lots of voices were raised. Madhavrao
Scindia also sent a letter. Then the Government could not shut the program. But the
Government did a cunning thing. They did two things. And I feel that we could not

overcome it. First what they did was 60 years — they put an age — they said retirement
age. As soon as Sathins reached 60 they would retire. And said old and
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K this happened later. After the Union

A Ya, talking of later. This also comes into a song of the Sathins — Main bhi budha,
tu bhi budha! Pehle teri chatni honi chahiye! (trans: I am old, You are old! First you
should be retrenched!) This was said to Bhairon Singh Shekhawat! You are old

K And you can run the whole of Rajasthan

A And you are telling us that we have become old! We are not even government
servants. We made lot of efforts on this. We had lot of discussion with the Government
on this.

K Gehlot also came to our dharna. Meira Kumar also came. We were not wanting to
give it a political hue.

A That was at the time of the BJP Government. I am talking of after that. At that
time — on this issue they did not concede. By this time, it was later — I think around ‘98
or something like that. At that time Sathins were pretty isolated. We were also finding it
a problem to keep links. In different places — in different ways they started removing
Sathins . One was this. Most of the Sathins were now in the age group 45 to 60 old.
Second they announced that this program, at that time the Sujaya Committee also came.
They toured and they also held discussion with the Government. Laxmi, Uma
Chakravarty and all in it. And rounded up the whole situation with some demands. That
this program should continue and to some extent in what form. And this report was also

L I think in 2000

A In 2000

L I was in WFS

A This was also put up before the Government. Government was in a ..

L By that time the number of Sathins had really gone down
A Had gone down a lot.

L Around 500

A Ya about 500. About One hundred had gone by then.

K Due to the 60 age bar.

L And I think no new recruits

A No new recruits
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K They had put a stop
A they had stopped. It was that slowly this program will be wound up. So ..
L The funding also got reduced?

A Funding had reduced. They had got money from World Bank. It was for
Anganwadis. That was being diverted. They wanted to merge with the Anganwadi. In the
report it was recommended that it should not be merged. Why it was important to keep
it independent. The main contribution of the report was as to why it was important to
keep the separate identity of this program. For they were feeling — it’s the same work.
The Anganwadi is all ICDS so merge it with ICDS. It’s all the same — work with pregnant
women whatever it is. But at that time it had become a national level issue. At that time
[Bill] Clinton also came. They wanted to show piece it before Clinton! As women’s
empowerment they only had Sathins . Even at the international level

K they started getting used

A Even at the international level there was a presence of this program. So the
Government was in bit of a tight spot. We can’t shut it down. Now the Sujaya Committee
report has also come. Clinton and these people, and there has been a lot in the press too.
What they did was — they announced that this program is being expanded to thirty-one
districts. In thirty-one districts without

K training

A infrastructure, without anything. They would catch hold of somebody in places.
Here the Project Director was from the Irrigation department (laughs) I can’t recollect
the name. He had no idea about women’s development. Like this they would catch hold
of anybody and put them in Women’s department and would put them there. At some
places there were prachetas. At places there weren’t any. At places there isn’t one even
now. In all 31 districts, choose Sathins and they were given some ICDS type of training
and given the nomenclature of Sathins . There was no thinking

K There were no values

A Even in Ajmer what started happening — the meetings were in small clusters. And
in the small clusters — there would be one old sathin and ten new Sathins . So the one
got isolated. The rest did not share similar thinking. If she said something — the others
were not ready. In this way they started getting subdued there itself. So I say it was not
killing by suffocation but killing by drowning. You do so much that you can’t deal with it.
The spirit got lost

K The soul got killed

A The soul got killed and the Sathins got totally isolated. And we also started feeling
— what shall we do? What is the role of the Union now? Some support groups at the
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national level, even Saheli and other people ...we felt that the role of the Union now in
this program and the contradictions of working with the Government emerged clearly. I
feel we couldn’t have done anything more. At the grass root level to whatever level
awareness possible under the program had more or less come. One level of women’s
empowerment — real empowerment had possibly taken place. And now it was up to the
women take other. ..In fact one other thing which repeatedly arose was that the Union is
a very small organization — we should link up with a larger organization. We explored.
We never really sorted it out. We never really linked up. We felt we might lose more in
the end. So somewhere that is where

K We wanted that we should link with a larger thing
L Now is WDP there or not?
KA Yes

A WDP is formally there. There are new Sathins. One or two old Sathins .
Sometimes news comes that somebody has been retrenched. But mostly they have been
retrenched. They are a few. Those who were active — now due to the changed scenario
are quiet. So these kinds of issues not raised now in the program. But I think all the
forums have opened up — the flux in panchayat — that whole panchayati raj — lot of
women have come into the panchayat. There are things happening there. At different
places different things. A lot of NGOs have got into it, but movement wise I don’t feel
you know ...

L Strategically what the Government did — what you were saying that rather than
suppressing — expanding it — because even politically what can you say — they are saying
it was so successful so we are expanding it

A It was a very clever move

L A very smart move — so who was behind that? Do you remember any particular
secretaries — it must have been the bureaucrats

A It was the bureaucrats. I can’t remember exactly who was there but it was the
Congress Government and I feel even at Sonia Gandhi’s level because WDP was being
recognized — so there was pressure on the State Government from Delhi that this should
not be shut down.

A They understood the values of this. Even politically — to get women’s votes we
have to spread the program. So I think the message came straight from

K Because when the Sathins met Bhairon Singh Shekhawat, then Bhairon Singh
Shekhawat said those who are of BJP come this side and the others go that side. At that
time the Sathins said we are neither BJP nor Congress — we are just women. We have
not come in any other capacity. And if someone does not do the work of women, then we
know how to remove that Government! So the thinking of the Sathins was really
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evolved. They used to go really forward and talk - they used to talk at the level of the
nation like Pepsi or movements going on in other places, like farmers movements. At
this place — where the Pepsi factory is being put up, beer factory is coming up. How
water is needed by farmers, farmers are being displaced. They were hearing such things,
and imbibing talks of this nature. In a way they were moving into a different kind of
world. They used to keep all this in mind while having talks — so the Government knew
at what level

L The other movements in Rajasthan are quite strong — like the Right to
Information and all that — Did it also play a role?

K At that time no. It was not there at that time. Later the right to information and
there was a dharna in Beawar — the dharna went on for long on the right to information.
Prior to that there was strong Sathins movement.

L I have this question in my mind for years — and I have not got an answer up till
now but you people must have thought a lot more on this — that this whole process of
forming an union and struggle to get the status of government employee — why was this
in the WDP? It was less in Karnataka, and that too it was more about wages: the issue of
identity as a worker identity. And in Bihar it did not happen at all. In UP also it did not
happen- why was that?

A I must tell you. I feel that in this the contradictions were so clear — in the
program. It was so stark — we are the grass root — the whole program is resting on us.
We are the backbone of it — these are the words of the Sathins themselves. It is resting
on us. And we do everything! The prachetas and the Project Director their livelihood
comes from us! They write about the work we do and send it and they get such fat
salaries, and we don’t get anything. One was this. Second we are the one suffering.
Bhanwari, the Bhanwari from Bhateri stopped child marriage and she was gang raped.
We are in the forefront. You have thrown us in front of wolves.

K And then say we are

A We are so insecure. We are getting lathis! We are fighting with everybody...it was
very clear

K And it is not just Bhanwari Bhatteri. In many places
A in many places Udaipur etc also. In Bhilwara with Sathins

L In other programs it was similar — in terms of hierarchy. That in the village — I
don’t recollect what they were called — sakhi or

A Hmm

L That was also similar. The sakhi was doing everything in the hierarchy. So what is
it about Rajasthan that so much mobilization of a different type happened here?
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A I think realities also. The extreme famine situation. Even in that the exploitation
and oppression. And the whole population control — the beginning was there. Excesses
on people at time of famine were so extreme. When people got a platform, and the
whole feudal oppression for years — they got a kind of platform. And I think Rajasthan
does not have a big history of movements. In other places may be politically and people
have given — like if you take Andhra and all, there is a whole Naxalite andolan and
people have avenues. They have this thing. While in Rajasthan this kind of thing — there
has been oppression but a widespread — so when such issues started — when people got
an opportunity — I think people came. Even though it was part of the government sort of
thing, but the network was quite big. Even though initially it was just six districts — six
districts is big enough. They started feeling — they felt that another world is possible.
The possibility of achieving something different. That seemed real! And it seemed that
we can get there. Once that happened, there was nothing .stopping them — then they
were willing to go to any extent. But the thing is that it was not part of a political
movement — it was part of a government thing. And so you cannot have a movement as
part of this thing. If there had been another grass root level network to which this could
be linked and a political network — then it would gone have much further. But I think
because that was lacking you know. There weren’t linkages. There was nothing to take it
forward. See something had grown and there was a churning and there were was a
beginning of a movement but then there wasn’t that kind of organizational network.
There wasn’t a cadre like that. So, if there had been a cadre. And we could have got
organized, not only just as women. I think there was potential for a workers movement
there, you know. But it was not possible for just Kiran and me to take it forward there.
We felt we brought it up to here and its ok, that it had a role. That women’s issues have
come to the forefront. And a lot of other issues. There has been a churning. And it will
take some other direction or whatever. At that stage we felt. We haven’t wound up the
Union but it is inactive now.

L As activists what do you remember as the peak of activism and what do you
remember as the most frustrating incident?

A When at the peak that the movement -what was that moment

L For oneself

A For oneself. In which there is great ...

K In which -for me when all the Sathins began understanding for what we were

struggling to reach till here. Understanding it, they themselves were speaking those
things which we had been wanting to explain to them. Then I felt now this movement
has reached till there. There is no necessity for us to explain. They themselves are saying
— Sarkar (Government) we have now understood — now you cannot hide from us. After
that the Government went. They had gone and said — this Government Will Go! Will Go!
Will Go! And it went! It went later. But the kind of issues they were raising. They didn’t
have BJP or Congress, but the issues they had and the way they used to speak — used to
feel- now we can relax. They have really gone far ahead! At that time felt at the peak.
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A Something about frustration

K Frustration (laughs) — because I used to work in this — because I was a pracheta. I
had to do both kind of things: movement too and being a government representative
there are many things which I am not supposed to do — which I was doing (laughs)! At
that time I was running both things parallel. Because I was diligent — at the field level I
used to put in total work — questions were not raised about that. Because I was
organizing this movement whole of Rajasthan — I would run away in the vacations and
do it. Due to this I was harassed for it — 15 cc, 16 cc, 17 cc — I don’t know how many —
whatever the Government ......... all of them given to me. Even the police was sent to my
home — that she is what is it said — “lapata hai” (missing) (laughs). We are working in
the village — am in the field! And here I, my parents are told that she is missing! So my
parents — they were old: One was a heart patient, one had paralysis — my father — I don’t
know how they stayed. And when they got to know that one of their children is missing

— they thought somebody has abducted me or what! So these kinds of things were done
by Government to torture in another way to suppress a movement. From this I felt that
it is a bit much. This is what I felt, otherwise from Sathins we derived lot of strength.
They have tremendous capacity! I have been brought up by them. I can say that I have
been brought up and have grown up — my mother was Patasibai who gave me the faith
to live — to really live these values and the strength. I can never forget Patasibai. I cannot
forget Pushpa — the Sathin who gave me courage that even if you lose your job then you
can come and eat at my house. I will give you the patta (ownership paper) of the land —
that land will give you food. Like this as they used to feel I am making a big sacrifice for
them. The reality is that I was not making any sacrifice. I was just participating a bit in
their rights. As soon as they came to know that I have been dismissed from service —
they were very sad. They used to always pray that I get back my service. For me it was
not getting dismissed, but the love and the courage of Sathins which gave me strength
and perhaps is keeping me alive till today.

L Your case is it still going on?

K No it’s got over. I lost the case.

L In the High Court?

K In the Supreme Court.

L Ok it went on till the Supreme Court. Maybe they wanted to make it a test case
K I wanted to — that is why I was fighting

L No, the Government also figured that they have to win this case

K Personally the Government. To the judges personally. That is what one heard. It
was a good experience.
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L What similar incidents do you recollect Aarti?

A I feel the first convention of Sathins — very — It was very energizing, I must say!
For the first time all the Sathins came and met as women — outside the parameters of
the program. Everyone was speaking so freely. The enthusiasm! The conversations! The
slogans! The songs! Spontaneity! I think that was a real — I think that will always remain
with me! There were many others after that, but the first one was really! And came on
their own! And with such enthusiasm! That was a very frustrating moments - the way in
which Sathins were used and then dumped! For me Kesar bua — she is one person — she
was the President of our Union. I really have such a lot of respect for that woman — the
kind of leadership she gave! The kinds of stand she took! She was so poor! She

K had no job

A used to stay in a small mud hut. She wasn’t at all corrupt. She could have done so
many things. Later so many parties approached her and this and that. And in the end
she got paralysis. How she used to lie alone on the cot! I felt the Sathins do so much —
there is no security at all — nothing! We collected money from the Union — she did not
even have food to eat, to take care of her

K People from the village used to do
A Villagers used to do, I feel
K But they couldn’t put in money

A this whole thing — not only her even others — later on old age and this thing. That
was — it was a very sad this thing. She is no longer with us, but it this thing —so it this
thing these women they give their whole life and they do so much! And in the end what
happens to them! And they just go quietly and they are not even remembered or
something. So that is something which leaves me with a lot of sadness. Rest in the
regular program lot of frustrating moments! I mean the way — every time battling with
the Government not to say! And also disappointment with other friends within the
movement, you know. Because I feel even within ourselves the activists who joined from
the women’s movement and towards whom we had lot of hope! I think there was a time
when there was a big shock that — the expectation was that people these women will be
with us — that lot of solidarity. I remember in Jaipur we used to share a lot — personal is
political. And the level at which we related! And this thing that there is solidarity but at
the crux then you find for yourself that No, ultimately it is the Sathins and this thing.
Then this whole thing of class — whether it is really class things which bind one together.
Ultimately does it come down to class issues — is that the thing. Are we really divided on
this things -anyway these are things I am still struggling with it whatever. Now there is
no — it has come beyond that but at one point of time, yes these things were there. It is
really that. So

29



L Even WDP - it was a certain time in its element. Now even the form of women’s
movement has changed so much. And Gender training and all that. Earlier this word not
there

A the word was not there. Absolutely. Now it is a lot — it has got co-opted in a
different way but it has taken a different form. Wholly

L Where radicalization should be visible — that’s a clear different space. I don’t
think one can keep lamenting! We also passed in a pretty sad way phase — Oh what has
happened to the Women’s Movement! But we have to get out!

KX KX
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