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LM: This is Sunday morning, 19th (August 2012) and I’m talking to Champa, from the 
women’s magazine Manasa in Bangalore, and Champa has been active in the 
movement from the 1970s and she’s going to tell us some of her experiences. 
Champa, in 1975-77, post-Emergency, what were you doing? And how did your 
activism start, could tell us? 
 
Champa: Actually, before having any connection with the women’s movement, 
meaning before coming to Bangalore itself, in Anwatti, where we come from – a very 
small village, a semi-urban area. 
 
LM:  In which district? 
 
Champa:   In Shimoga district. There, our main problem is that we were very keen to 
study. There was no women’s group; we were not in touch with anyone. In that set 
up, we were about seven-eight girls. My sister – who is very active, you know Raji, 
and some others. It must have been a group of about 15 girls…all of us were young, 
some doing PUC (Pre-University), some doing SSLC (matric), all youngsters. We 
used to…we all had this inner urge to study, to learn more. In everybody’s home there 
was the same reaction – there’s no need for you to study further, we’ll be getting you 
married, and if you study too much, you won’t get a husband. There are these kinds 
of values in villages, you know…feudal values. This was the atmosphere in most of 
our homes. It was a lot of pressure on my elder sister. She was the older one, I was 
the younger one. And then, her friends, my friends – all of us came together and 
formed a ‘Friends’ Circle’. No one told us to do this and no one guided us. It was all 
our own initiative.  What we used to do was write about our problems, what 
happened in our lives, in our homes: why do our families not send us to study? Why 
do they treat us like this when we get our periods?  We were like revolutionaries, that 
way, many of us would not even tell anyone when we started our periods, lest they 
make us stay at home. I too did not tell anyone – the first time I got my periods I just 
managed on my own. These were the kinds of problems we would share, and write 
about. For about five years we brought out this magazine. 
 
LM: When was this? Which year? 
 
C: It was around the time I did my SSLC.  
 
LM:  Around when would this be? 
 
C:  I was born in 1959. I finished my MA in 1981. So it must have been around 1976-
77. When I was doing my BA in Shimoga city, I used to go back to the village for 
visits. In the city, we came to know about other things. I would read Simone De 



Beauvoir and discuss it. At that time I had some connections with a Marxist group. 
We used to do street plays of Lakshmi Narayana. I was very interested in literature 
right from the beginning. Because I was the field of literature, teaching reading, 
writing, I had more of those kinds of yearnings. We brought out the ‘Friends’ Circle’ 
magazine for five years. Talking against dowry, talking against violence, inviting 
people and asking them to speak; we ourselves doing a ‘pick and speak’ about a 
particular topic. Because women would hardly ever speak, young girls would take the 
initiative to call people to listen. Every Sunday we would set out for these talks. And 
everyone would scold us “Look at them! Trotting away on a Sunday”. [Laughs] It was 
a village, no, so everyone knew everything! 
 
One of my friends, she hadn’t told anyone at home for six months that she had 
started her period. There were so many restrictions – don’t go out of the house; sit in 
the corner, not being given food and things like that. My friend was a Shetty girl.  
Like this we all had problems and rather than just share the problems, we started and 
ran ‘Friends Circle’ for five years.   
 
LM:  What were your parents doing? 
 
C:  My father was an agriculturist.  My mother was illiterate.  My father had studied 
up to 9th standard.  My mother did not know much.  But because of her personal 
violence, she would support us.  In the sense, as far as I have seen, she was not very 
happy in her married life.  Our home had problems.  If seen like that, it was the 
problems at home that made us want to go out and do things.  There were always 
problems at home. There was violence, but at that time we didn’t understand.  
Perhaps my father had affairs. My mother was very beautiful. Maybe she did not 
want to get married.  She would resist the relationship. Maybe because of that, my 
father would beat her.  The blood would flow.  Ours was a big house. She would try 
and run.  The blood and the broken teeth…  Both my sister and I witnessed the 
violence.  And looking at the violence… And then my mother suddenly became 
insane.  Then they brought her to Bangalore and admitted her in the mental hospital.  
At that time we did not know, we were from a village, we had not seen even 
Bangalore.  They brought us here and my sister had to do all the cooking.  After all 
she was the older daughter.  Her experiences were different.  Because she had to do 
the cooking, they stopped her education.  Because I was younger, I had more liberty. 
My mother… 
 
LM: Were there no brothers? 
 
C:  There were two brothers. For my father… 
 
LM:  Were they younger? 
 
C:  No, they were older. My father was prepared to educate them.  They wanted my 
sister to do the housekeeping.  I was young.  My father sent both my brothers to 
study.  But then they did not study. One brother took our gold and sold it.  My father 
had got a lot of gold ornaments made, worth lakhs of rupees, my brother took it all 
and sold it. So they brought him home and got him married. My other brother copied 
in the exams, got caught and came back.  [Laughs].  Both of them came back.  We 
wanted to study.  Both my sister and I wanted to study.  My sister protested.  Even I, 
when I wanted to leave for the city, I did not eat for three days, I fasted.  I didn’t eat, 



didn’t drink water and was stubborn.  I wanted to study.   I wanted to study and earn 
and stand on my own feet.  Both I and my sister.   We supported each other.  She left 
first and she is the one who took me.  When I was leaving to do my MA, my father 
refused to let me go.  He said that I wouldn’t be able to get married.  It was difficult 
enough that I had done my BA. Never mind, I had done my BA in Shimoga and I 
knew many lecturers.  I thought that they would support me.  I would beg them. By 
that time my sister had fought and gone to Mysore to do her diploma. Then she told 
me to go along with her and that she would take me to Mysore.  At that time we 
didn’t know anything.  She said that she would admit me to MA.  I remember very 
well, my father was saying that he would not be able to get me married. I told him to 
get me married at once, at this very instant or let me go and study.  [Laughs]. He 
threw Rs. 200 at my face and said go and do what you want.  Then my sister brought 
me and admitted me to MA. I wanted to be a lecturer in literature.  I was very 
interested in literature.  I wanted to be independent.  And the violence at home...  
The constant fighting and the beating…  We used to read a lot, Laxmi at that time we 
used to read Bhyrappa (a well known Kannada writer). Now we realise that he is very 
RSS.  But at that time we used to imagine the heroines.  We thought we too should 
protest. We used to read U.R. Ananthamurty.  Like this, literature influenced us a lot. 
May be it was to escape the violence that we used to immerse ourselves in these kinds 
of books, I don’t know. So together we eight or ten women, even today we are in 
contact. We were about ten or fifteen girls, when we didn’t know anything about 
autonomous, the movement, long before I knew about Vimochana, we used to meet 
and discuss things like Simone de Beauvoir and brought out the magazine.  We used 
to read a lot and discuss things.  It was a spontaneous outlet for our personal 
problems.  Even today I say that that was the beginning of my activism.   
 
L:  Are copies available today?  With anyone? 
 
C:  Yes, it must be somewhere.  I will look for them.  For a long time copies were at 
my home. When I wrote my novel, I have used many narrations from there. This is 
my first novel Shivaganga, I have used much of the material from there.  All the 
personal narratives.  May be that is why literature is so close to us.  We can articulate 
things.  In activism there might be a dilemma when you have to take an action there 
is may be a dilemma but you have to take action.  You can’t articulate your dilemma 
there.  You can put everything in writing. I mean you can discuss the whole thing.  It 
is possible that conflicts and dilemmas of activism can be spoken about in literature.  
That is why I always fall back on it.  It is a kind of an outlet.  But feminism, all that I 
have learnt from feminism, I am talking personally, I have transformed it into 
literature.  I have tried to do this as much as possible, especially in Karnataka.   
 
L:  So after you came to Bangalore, you got in touch with Vimochana? 
 
C:  My sister had a job 
 
L:  Was it in Bangalore? 
 
C: Yes, she was in SIEDS, working in Vimochana.  Possibly they have spoken to you 
about this.  It was an aided group.  They had foreign funds.  For some time it was 
going OK.  But the structure of that Laxmi, it was… I don’t know if it should be 
recorded or not. 
 



L:  No it is fine. 
 
C:  The structure was like this - some people are employed.  And then there are 
outsiders.  They are constantly being pulled in for work. I was an outsider and I was 
working as a lecturer.  I was devoting my spare time to different activities.  The kind 
of problems it created. Actually there used to be fights between my sister and myself.  
It was like this, when we were asked to go somewhere, the insiders would get auto 
fare, but how was I to come? I had to use personal money for auto fare.  I have used it 
many times.  Like when we were doing a street play, there used to be ten insiders and 
ten outsiders. So what happened was that the insiders had financial support, like if 
they wanted to make phone calls.  They had the infrastructure.  There was no 
infrastructure for us.  So much so, I used to say that this is not autonomous.  As we 
went along it seemed that they were paid for this work, they had the infrastructure.  
And they used to go out (of the country) also.  Of course, people in Vimochana would 
send us also.  “You go, you go,” they would say.  But even then we started feeling that 
it is not autonomous at the core.  This led to a lot of arguments.  Then my sister 
started saying that we should become autonomous.  She was an insider in vimochana 
meaning that she was a paid worker.  I was not, Saraswathi was not, Savitha was not.  
We were all there and active at that time.  We would participate in everything, be it 
street theatre or anti dowry demonstrations. As we went along, these kinds of 
differences appeared, some were paid and some were not.  How do we make this into 
a movement?  How do we enlarge it?  How to explain these kinds of situations?  Were 
some of my questions.  At that time Raji, my sister, was inside SIEDS and started 
demanding that Vimochana be separate and should not be a part of SIEDS, it should 
not be funded.  We can work, if necessary without funds.  She raised these kinds of 
questions.  She is the one who raised it inside and we were the ones who raised it 
from the outside.  So what happened at that time was they were not ready. It could be 
Corrine Kumar, Madhu or Donna. They were not ready.  They wanted it to be a part 
of SIEDS.  I spoke to Corrine about it before I went on a scholarship to Holland, to 
study women’s studies.  Even when I came back, I raised the same questions.  If we 
want to draw more outsiders, how do we explain this situation to them?  Some are 
paid, some are not and there are about twenty of outsiders are not paid, then how do 
they become active in the movement?      
 
The problems of money emerged.  Then I was thinking of the Anwatti Friends Circle 
group.  We had no money or anything.  I began to feel that that was better.  Then Raji 
(my sister) left.  Then some of got together, around ’85 and started Manasa.  And 
since then it is continuing.  I am not claming that it is working very well.  Why we 
focused on a magazine was because activism needed a lot of time.  And a lot of 
money.  We did not mobilise a lot of funds, and we did not have time to mobilise 
funds. In fact we have never gone in for lots of funds.   So when cases (of women 
needing help) came to us, we referred them to Vimochana.  We had a good 
relationship with them.  Even after everything, there is a lot of warmth between us 
and Madhu and Donna.  It is a relationship of many years, even today we feel for 
each other.  That is at a personal level, but our politics differ.  So we referred all our 
cases to Vimochana. Or if we could deal with it, we did.  Like some violence cases we 
could deal with, but when we couldn’t, we referred them to different groups.  We 
would tell them “go to this group” or “go to that group”.  That is what we did 
basically.  We have gone to some police stations. Some times I couldn’t.  I didn’t have 
the time.  I had to manage my time and I had to manage my money.  If we did this 
full time, our survival would be difficult.  So we did not want to collapse our survival 



and our commitment.  We decided never to club the two together.  We had had 
enough in Vimochana.  So, our survival was separate and we would do as much as 
possible for our commitment.  So like that Manasa continued from ’85.  And if it is a 
magazine, you know, we can sit at home and do some things.  We can write, we can 
coordinate, and do some work on the phone.  And we knew a lot of writers.  And we 
could bring together many writers.  There were no magazines.  Once there was 
‘Achala’. ‘Achala’ also…  and then there was the issue of foreign funds. Vimochana 
was always talking of foreign funds.  Vimochana it self had challenged us ‘how will 
you bring out a magazine without money’. Earlier, there was Vimochana Varta Patra 
that was brought out. But we were able to do it.  All these years… we may have taken 
funds from individuals.  We have never tried to get institutional funding.  The people 
who started it are still here.  We have personally put it money.  Sometimes we have 
gone for advertisements that are not complicated.  We have taken some government 
advertisements. So we are doing this.  Whoever wants to come along with us, we have 
taken money from them.  So many years we have continued.  Even when we have 
wanted to leave, there are youngsters who say, ‘you have struggled for so long. Let us 
do something’. People who have been with us a long time, and have seen us, and said 
that they wanted to do it, so we let go.  Let it continue for as long as possible. Why a 
magazine?  It is a question of mobility.  We all had outside jobs.  Like Savitha was 
active with us, she had an outside job.  She was working with the telephone 
department and Saraswathi too was working.  I was working and Raji was working.  
All of us were working outside for survival.  So we devoted out spare time to activism.  
And we thought our writing was also a contribution.  
 
L: Do you remember what was in the first issue of Manasa? 
 
C:  In the first issue we spoke about Cicilyamma.  She was one of Vimochana’s cases, 
but she was very close to all of us.  Cicilyamma was a woman who had studied 
ayurvedic medicine.  She… someone gave her slow poison and killed her.  It was her 
husband.  Vimochana had taken up the case.  But we were all involved.  We had gone 
with her to Kerala.  We had a detailed story about her case and there were some 
feminist articles and some theoretical articles and things like that.  I think we have a 
copy of it.  It is somewhere in the loft. We also put photographs of young girls. About 
feminism and…. it was just like what we were doing in Vimochana.  We had 
something about a workers struggle and there were personal stories and some 
theoretical articles.  In our second issue we wrote about Thirvalamba that is 
Nanjangud Thirvalamba, she has done a lot of work, she was a widow and 
Kalayanamma and people like that.  They also used to bring out a magazine long ago, 
it was in the ‘40s.  At that time, they were also four or five people. Kalayanamma 
started the Makkala Kuta. We used to write their life histories put in a lot of photos. 
At the same time a lot was going on in literature also, to reinterpret history and at 
that time Karnataka feminists we re-looking at history, they were not accepted by the 
literary tradition.  Women like Vijaya Dabbe, Sumitra Bai and people like had done 
things.  We write about people like that in our magazine.  In the first issue, as far as I 
remember there was Cicilyamma’s case and other things and Manjula Urs had 
written something. And we had some theoretical articles. And happenings, the events 
that were happening in Karnataka.  
 
L: After being so active and dealing with cases and being politically active you only 
had a group that brings out a magazine? Did you also participate in rallies? 
 



C: Yes, we participated in rallies.  It was like this, in our group, the only thing we did 
was bringing out the magazine. And we handled some cases, but politically, we would 
connect with many different groups.  Though we could not organise any rallies, we 
would work with the group that was organising it. This was our base and we would 
always proclaim our politics openly.  We have worked with Vimochana, we have 
worked with Mallige, we have worked with Vimala’s group, like that we have worked 
with different groups.  We have participated in rallies and have represented. Like 
that we are politically active.  But at our level we wouldn’t do what we felt was 
difficult.  Like mobilisation was difficult but we used to release books and we 
organised some seminars,  like the one on women and violence. Like in Thirthahalli 
we brought women and literature together like workers like umm workers like, do 
you know Rohini? 
 
L: The garment worker? 
 
C:  Yes, garment workers. We got garment workers and writers together and raised 
questions like why don’t they write the stories people like garment workers.  People 
who called themselves feminist writers, in Karnataka, why don’t you see issues like 
this.  Because activism and feminism is somewhere else and these writers are in some 
other place.  There is no representation of it at all, so we did programmes to bring 
them all together. 
 
L: When was this?  Do you remember? 
 
C:  Things like this? 
 
L:  Programmes like this.   
 
C:  About three or four years ago. 
 
L: Umm in the 1980s… 
 
C:  In the 1980s we would challenge in our writing.  It was only writing.  Like how 
does Lankesh (Kannada writer) look at women?  How does Ananthamurthy look at 
women?  We would participate in discussions like that.  We would not do it 
ourselves, but would participate in programmes done by others.  This has started 
recently Laxmi, about four years ago.  Independently we did only the Tirthahalli 
programme.  The background to this is that, the people who reexamined things, 
about ten people who had no name in literature, a group like Namichandra, Gayathri, 
Sumitra Bai, Vijayamma, Madhavamma, this is before Vijaya Dabbe’s accident. They 
were very active.  They all participated in analysing literature. Because there was a 
tradition like that, discussion was possible and we would bring this out in Manasa 
too.  We would carry a lot of literary criticism and the new ideas of feminism and we 
would discuss that.  And we participated in the march against rape, Forum against 
Rape it was organised by them. 
 
L:  In 1980? 
 
C: Yes, and later we recorded the participation.  Like that… 
 
L: Did you go? 



 
C:  I did go.   
 
L:  In 1980.   
 
C:  In 1980 I was still doing my M.A.  I was in first year M.A.  They had all gone from 
Vimochana. 
 
L:  What did you think? 
 
C:  I was a young girl at that time.  I was very happy, I had not seen anything like this 
at close quarters.  Travelling itself was rare for us.  We had not gone anywhere except 
Bangalore.  
 
L: Was that the first time?  
 
 C:  Yes, it was the first time I had gone to Bombay. I haven’t travelled much. Even 
Delhi I have gone only twice. We have come from the village no?  Even the double-
decker bus was new to us. [Laughs] We would gaze at the aeroplane.  I am very lower 
middle class.  I don’t have any hi-fi culture. Very middle class where we had to fight 
for our… We grew up under very patriarchal values, like father, because it was a 
village, there were a lot of feudal values.  So given that we were wide eyed with 
everything we saw.  But at the same time, the values we got from the ‘Friends Circle’, 
was always working till the end.  Had twenty of us not built?  There is a connection to 
this day. When people talk of autonomous, we did not know anything.  We just came 
together, put money, brought out the magazine, we were fighting for the…  but there 
was no political extension. We were not looking at workers problems, women’s 
problems, dalit problems.  Because of our personal relationships some of us were 
very close to the dalit movement.  There was Ramaiah, Raji’s husband.  He was with 
the Dalit movemnt.  He knew Devanor Mahadevaiah.  So there was an opportunity 
for us to participate in the Dalit movement.   I don’t know, but at that time in 
Vimochana it was not much.  But for some of us who came from villages, even as 
outsiders we would get involved in such movements.  So it was all in all activism for 
us.  
 
L:  At that time what was the main issues in the Dalit movement?  At that time?       
 
C:  When were there they took up the case of Anasuyamma’s.  You may have heard of 
it. 
 
L:  Yes, I have heard of it. 
 
C:  Anasuyamma’s case and a Hunsekote case.  They were taking up cases like that.  
But Krishnappa’s discussions were happening, there was a lot of violence, like there 
is today.  Much more in fact.  There were things happening like the land movement, 
there was a lot of that.  And the violence against landless labourers, women, there 
were a few issues taken up.  Then there was Anasuyamma’s case.  Even today we sing 
songs written by Ramaiah. He had written a fair number of songs. But if one comes 
to the core, there were issues of land and landless labourers, but when it comes to 
women… even today I don’t know how much of discussion is going on.  Saraswathi 
talks both about Dalits and women.  She talks about the dilemmas there.  But they 



(Dalit groups) don’t raise questions of feminist values.  It is difficult. Even for the 
Dalits that I have seen at  close quarters, it is difficult.  They are very feudal.   
 
L:  Were you discussing questions like this in the Dalit groups?        
 
C:  It was not so serious and sharp.   
         
L:  Why?      
 
C:  At a sympathetic level there were discussions, but as we went along…. Even the 
Dalits that we were close to were also feudal.  They used to be feudal in their home.  
Feminism was what was spoken about outside.  We could not question the integrity 
of the person living you.  Those were the kind of dilemmas for all of us.  Ramaiah was 
also the same.  At the core they are sympathetic. But at the end, feminism means, 
feminist means, they are like this.  The break family values, they break families, they 
put children on the streets and things like that. We have the men talk like this.  So 
much so that sharp edged questions…. Because these we all the men that we knew.  
Those that we used to relate to were the Dalits that we knew.  So we couldn’t raise 
sharp questions.  So it was in autonomous groups that we could raise questions like 
this and work. In Dalit groups it was difficult to raise questions of autonomy.    
 
L: Did you try there?  To raise questions like this? 
 
C:  Uhhhhh. No we didn’t.  Because there were  more fights.  When fights broke out 
they were at a personal level, and everyone had their circles. So much so, that ‘let him 
be, look at his home, it’s not o.k.’ They used to spread rumours like this.  About 
issues, I don’t remember.  They were working and they were sympathetic. At the core 
we didn’t raise questions, because we realised that that they would not do anything.  
They will not listen to you when you raise these kinds of questions.  When 
Krishnappa and all were there, you know how it was Laxmi, at home their wives were 
supportive.  Up to that point it was ok.  Krishnappa and his wife Indira.  She was 
supportive. If you raise these kinds core of questions, there will be fights in the 
house.  Isn’t it?  So they don’t raise question and raise questions only outside the 
house.  I think that.  Even today it is not possible to raise feminist questions in dalit 
groups.  I have not seen any group in Karnataka raise these kinds of questions and 
work.         
 
 
L:  And what about the other way around, was it possible to raise caste issues in 
feminist circles?  Those days I mean, not today, in the 80s.   In the 80s was there a 
caste consciousness and awareness in feminist groups? 
 
C:  There was consciousness, but work… when somebody else did something, they 
would go.  They would not take up issues and fight.  Some they did, like for 
Anasyuyamma, everybody had gone.  There was no focus on that.  But at the same 
time, nobody said not to do.  Nobody felt that we couldn’t take up these issues, for 
example a Dalit girl, Lakshmi, she had a personal issue, and we took it up. I have 
seen in Vimochana, I was there at that time.  We went around to the police station 
and ran around and about the boy.  There was no pressure not to take us issues like 
that. But there is less space in the women’s movement.  And there was no particular 
focus on this.  They had their own priorities. They took up issues as they came along, 



like communal riots and things like that.  They had their priorities. Rather than a 
prohibition to work on those issues, it was more a question of facilities.  It needs a lot 
more people and to focus on this.  They did not prioritise this much.  They took up 
cases as they came along, like violence.  They did not prioritise this.      
 
L:  look at the issue of violence, taking up gender violence is one type of activism, but 
caste violence, not only one women, but the violence of untouchablity, the caste 
system it self.  Was there any analysis of it?  
 
C:  There was analysis. But practical work was less.  As I said, when prioritising umm 
they did not prioritise this.  But at the same time nobody said not to prioritise it.  Or 
that it was wrong.  It was not like that.  It is so loaded with so many other things is 
what I say. So we could take it up.  But I don’t remember at all taking up any such 
cases all the time I was in Vimochana.     
 
L: And in Manasa?  Was it a conscious decision to work with both issues? 
 
C:  We wanted to do it.  For example Saraswathi was working, we all supported from 
the outside.  It was a question of mobility that’s all.  Like organising on a daily basis, 
like when she took up working with street workers, the pourkarmikas [municipal 
sanitation workers], nobody said not to do.  But she took the plunge.  She said ‘I will 
do it”.  So we all worked supportively.  I told you earlier, right, there was nobody with 
so much mobility in Manasa.  All of us were tied up and from that position we had to 
work.  So we made a supportive group.  There were a lot of discussions.  But when it 
came to action, it was how many people were able put in time and labour 
continuously.  Now she is also not with them.  She has also moved on.  When there 
are problems with the pourakamika, we are with them.  But are we full time with 
them? No.  We have no time, it is a question of time.  Because the magazine also 
demands a lot of your effort.  So when an issue like that came up, we would focus on 
it in the magazine.  If it were possible for us, we would focus on it.  If we wanted to 
focus on garment workers, we would interview people, write about their activities, or 
if there was someone from the Dalit movement we would include that.  Like that.  So 
becoming an activist, forming a trade union, if you ask, ‘have you done it?’.  Then it’s 
definitely no.  I can’t tell lies.  But bringing up those issues in the magazine, or if 
someone has written about it, we would use that.  To that extent, there was 
discussions and this as well.  There was a consciousness also.          
 
L:  When you were doing activism in Bangalore, did you feel there was a national 
movement?  There is an international movement and we have links to that.  Or did 
you feel that you that the work you were doing…  
 
C:  No, we knew that there was a line. For instance Nilanjana was working with us.     
 
L:  I mean then, like when there was the Bombay conference. 
 
C:  Yes, I told you all these kinds of discussions we would bring out in Manasa.  We 
always thought that whatever was happening in the movement, like the one 
happening in Bombay or more recently like the violence that happened in Manipur, 
all that we do.  When that girl from Manipur came and did that drama, we had all the 
details and had Manipur on the cover page and covered the whole thing.  Like that we 
are very conscious when we are writing the editorial.  And now the young girls have 



to connect themselves.  We… I feel that we have become a little lethargic.   But we 
were always doing that.  And for feedback we used to depend on Nilanjana 
[Nilanjana Biswas from Saheli who moved to Bangalore], sometimes we would ask 
Ranjana [Ranjana Padhi from Saheli, Delhi], we have even asked you.  Like that, very 
consciously we would include issues like that.  We wanted to connect ourselves with 
the whole thing.  Like whoever knew the language, like English, good if they knew, 
but if they did not they would work at the local level.  Pushpa always worked at the 
local level, she never saw other horizons.  So we try and draw them, to send them 
outside for exposure, if we send young girls they will know what is happening 
outside.  They will connect themselves.  They are still young, sixteen or seventeen 
year old girls.  We think, let them grow in their own space.  So we do as much as 
possible to be connected.  Saheli, we have used so many of your reports.  We have 
published your reports because you did something about Dalits, do you remember?       
 
L:  ummm 
 
C:  We have the whole report.  We have used the report and written Saheli at the end.  
Like that whatever has happened, we have used that as much as possible.  Where 
ever we could connect, where we could bring in discussions of the autonomous 
groups we have brought this out in Manasa as far as possible.  If you ask about pure 
activism… ummm if you ask about working in the field, may be I was there about ten 
years ago.  But I have slowed down and the activities have become less.  I have 
focused on the magazine.  That keeps us alive.  And to keep our connection with the 
movement.     
 
L:  Your personal life, your marriage, your family, and your children – how did you 
reconcile all that with your activism?     
 
C:  ummm, I personally… 
 
L:  When did you get married? 
 
C:  [laughs] it was not exactly a marriage.  With Shankar… actually I met him when I 
was in Holland.  But even then I … 
   
L:  When was that?  When did you go to Holland? 
 
C:  It was umm...’84 -85.   
 
L:  Was it ISS the Hague? 
 
C:  Hague. ISS.  Er who gave? I don’t remember now who funded it.  [Pause]  a 
scholarship, who funded it?  I have forgotten it.  ISS 
 
L:  Was it for two years? 
 
C:  Yes, two years.  Before that, some relationship… I had a very bad relationship at 
my BA level.  So it was, I felt that I shouldn’t believe anybody, why have only one 
relationship?  I will have some kind of a relationship with a man and just get on with 
that.  I also knew that in the literary field they exploit one.  [Laughs]  Make use of you 
if you are available.  I don’t believe in marriage, I will have some kind of a 



relationship like a live in one, but such relationships were exploitative too and after 
experiencing that too.   I just wanted to stick on.  I met him when I was almost 24 or 
25. he was  from a traditional family, but I told him, it is like this.  Then I bargained 
in the relationship, I bargained my activism.  We have been together for a long, long 
time.  I can’t say there are no ups and downs.  But I had issues with my family.  They 
had no difficulty with getting us married.  They thought we were big people, we had 
studied so much, where to get bridegrooms for us. For their level, they are from a 
village and illiterate. So they felt that as long as we got married and settled down it 
was alright. 
 
L: What about dowry?  It is there in your community?  In your family? 
 
C:  It was there.  But we didn’t go there.  We didn’t depend on mother and father for 
our marriages. We knew that the people they found would not be suitable. With 
natures like this if we had married someone from the village… I always used to say.  
If we married someone like that, we would have to sit at home and make rotis.  So we 
don’t want, don’t look for bridegrooms for us.  So when we came here, they must 
have felt that we are beyond them. My sister, and I they felt that they could not catch 
us and do anything.  And they felt that they could not search for someone like us. I 
was earning, my sister was also earning, and both of us were employed.  And then, 
and then, they did not even know that we were involved in so many relationships.  
And after all this, could we get married to someone they found and live with them?  
And then when I said that I would get registered, my mother was with me.  Then she 
said ‘ok’, then she came, poor thing she was from the village, she came to Mysore, we 
gave her Rs 7, and then we got registered, because I wanted to have a baby.  We 
registered and came back. That is all.  That was all that was my marriage.  A seven 
rupees marriage.  My mother shed tears, ‘that is all the marriage?’ she said.  I said 
‘that is all that even you could have done.  What is the point of taking a loan and with 
all the money that you had, this is all that you could have done’.  So we had a couple 
of friends for a meal.  We also did not have money.  We had to take a loan.  [Laughs]  
then Vijaya Dabbe was great.  She had come for the wedding.  So we told her ‘please 
give us Rs 150’.  We got scolded. ‘who do you want to give a meal to?’ we gave a meal 
and came back.  And that was it.  We have had lots of ups and downs, but still, I have 
a relationship that allows for bargaining, I can bargain.  He also, since he has some 
exposure, he also worked with some NGOs, so he has no such problems.   
 
L:  But, house work and bringing up a child and all that?  And activism? 
 
C:  All that, when my daughter was young, my mother was with us. When she was 
young, my husband would also do things.  But he got an attack. What shall I say, 
what disease is that?  He was like that for six months, like when dopamine becomes 
less, it is a kind of a mental illness, you are not a normal person.  Shankar had an 
attack like that.  That was difficult for me at that time.  For me, since I grew up with 
feminism, uurrr kind of to manage everything…  it was a disorder.  He has that 
problem. 
 
L:  But  
 
C:  Bipolar disorder.  He has that problem.  Like that.  When he was 33, I was 34.  
There is one year difference and I am older.  Then he had that attack.  Then it was 
very difficult for me.  At that time, my daughter was young and my husband was 



bipolar.  Bipolar means, different… they have many strange behaviours.  I didn’t 
know anything about it, so I had to get hold of the whole thing, about medicines.  At 
that time Saraswathi, Nilanjana and all helped with doctors and things like that.  
Then I read a lot of books to get a hold on it. After that, he is not lazy and he 
contributes to the house.  But I cannot demand more from him because he had to 
sleep a lot.  He couldn’t go for outside work.  I didn’t bargain too much.  And then no 
one was very particular, in our house, that this should be like this or that.  So it 
worked.  So I do outside work, if I am at home and have time, I do things.  Not too 
much, in the initial stage there were struggles.  As for activism, I had said when we 
got married that I had so many relationships, I am someone who tried multiple 
relationships, if you can accept that its ok, if not that’s ok. [Laughs]  I am like this.  I 
won’t wear a tali.  Poor thing, it was difficult for his family.  Even with traditional 
values, he tries to cope with this kind of thing.  He may have thought it was an 
adventure, he may have thought like this. I don’t know.  He might have seen it as an 
ideal relationship.  But, so, [pause] looking at a balance, I don’t ever think that I have 
lived in a compromised.  I have done enough house work, but at the core he doesn’t 
think that he should not do, but his position, his bipolar disease, his disease I have 
always been very sympathetic.   
 
L:  But how did you, because feminism in theory and being a feminist is one thing, 
but bringing up a daughter as a feminist, was that a conscious decision?  That my 
daughter will be brought up in a certain way  
 
C:   Yes, yes, very independently.  Even now.  Then I used to tell her, these days 
boyfriends are very common.  You can marry whomever you want, but when you 
decided, it is better if you are older.  Deciding at 17 or 18 is not, because you are not 
very mature to decide.  She speaks about everything.  She will tell me everything.  She 
tells me, even the day before yesterday I was asking her who her close friend is and 
she said ‘you are my close friend’.  That is the relationship we have between us.  We 
should bargain to work. [Laughs]  They do many headstrong things, but over the 
years, she has realised many things, many, many things.  In her own relationships 
when they have proposed to her, she has seen ups and downs.  Like that, I don’t take 
it very seriously.  And then she talks about, he did like this, that one did like that, is 
he ok?   Like that she is ok.  Now the movement, we stopped working in Manasa, she 
has come in now.  So she addresses things, slowly she addresses things.  If we ask 
anything she does it.  I don’t force her to recognise the feminist movement.  I don’t 
tell her to go into the movement or anything like that.  It has to come from their own 
heart.  They have to feel.  They have to come to it and they have to do it.  But, totally 
she knows what I have done.  She has been with me for the past 24 years.  She might 
get involved very slowly.  I don’t know.  But she has not connected herself to any 
movement as such.            
 
 L:  Why do you think that is?   
 
C:  She…  in the hostel and in other things her different things and her friends circle, 
I think that it is different.  Like that I have not seen in her the urge to struggle and do 
things.  There is an urge at the personal level.  Like I should be independent, all that 
is there.  But I have not seen an urge to join a struggle.  That urge should come from 
them Laxmi.  What ever we do, the outside atmosphere that is there today… she goes 
to the theatre, she enjoys theatre, and if asked she will come for protests, she will 
stand there, but she will not initiate, go forward and do anything.  I don’t see that.   



 
L:  Do you think it is because of a certain political atmosphere?   
 
C:  Atmosphere that they are living in. 
 
L:  So that is what I wanted to get at.  Could you describe more about the political 
atmosphere in the 80s like 83?  When you were here? 
 
C:  That time it was…  in a way… 
 
L:  What was? 
 
C:  We were talking about social justice.  Er, we were talking more about gender- 
based equality it was very focused.  Then there were government policies as well.  
And out side there was also a kind of traditional atmosphere.  I used to attend so 
many meetings there was idealism. Aahh. 
 
L: Please speak more about that idealism.  When you say ‘idealism’ what did you 
mean?  How did it express itself?    
 
C:   Like for instance, there was an urge to get justice for Dalits, fight for them.  There 
was a social concern um; there was an attitude to put pressure on the government.  
There were groups, many groups. There were independent groups.  And then, 
whenever there were seminars outside, it was very focused.  When we spoke about 
gender justice, there was a system outside to value it.  Um.  There used to be about 
ten meetings like that.  There were ten street plays that were connected.  It used to 
connect to the entire atmosphere.  In today’s globalised context, there is nothing.  
Meetings are rare, and if they do occur, there is hardly anybody there.  Like that, 
there was a traditional atmosphere. And then even among student, there was an idea 
that if we did this, it is good, it is a recognition.  They had the urge to do it.  In today’s 
globalisation there is nothing except money.  [Pause]  Even the children today are 
products of the globalisation.  So much so that they too are consumeristic.  However 
you raise them, however simple you are at home, however much you talk about it, the 
children have their own exposure outside.  They have their own core group; they have 
their own friends.  So that is more, talk about social justice is less.  Protests seem 
meaningless.  At that level I am speaking.  I am not saying about high levels it is not 
there.  So children get lost.  They are loosing their base.  If one says forcefully that I 
will do it, she should have friends who will support her or him. Like that, concerns 
for social justice, be it women or dalits or poor people, that concern, that core is not 
there.   
 
L:  Do you think that rallies and marches were different then, as compared to now?  
Do you remember some march at that time? 
 
C:  At that time there were more people I say. There was a mass.  Now it is not there.  
Even now there are marches, in different ways, with more technology, it is there with 
hi-tech.  But people with an urge, people who connect with it, people who are there 
continuously are less.  There is a loss like that.  At the core there are no such feelings.   
 
L:  can you tell us about some march or demonstration?  If you can remember, any 
rally or march?  Which you were involved in?   



 
C:  I always used to go for rallies of garment workers.   
 
L:  Any one if you can remember.  One that you went to which is memorable.  Any 
particular demonstration or rally. 
 
C:  We have attended so many.  Against communal violence when it happened, at the 
time of the demolition of the Babri Masjid.  It was a big rally.  At the same time there 
was the autonomous women’s, … it was in Calcutta there was a lot of discussion at 
that time.  Things like that.  And the rally in Calcutta, the big rally.  Had you come to 
Calcutta?  Calicut. It was Calicut.   
 
L:  1990 yes. 
 
C:  Yes, Calicut, that was a big rally.  And the discussions were so lively.  And in 
Tirupathi also.  Of course there was a lot of controversies in Tirupathi, [laughs] but 
still.  Those are the things I connect to.  I like them very much.  To go there and… the 
last one I went to was the 6th autonomous women’s conference.  In Calcutta.  That 
did not touch me too much.  But at Calicut, at that time there was a lot of communal 
violence.  We did a big rally against it.  Those kinds of things I remember.  And about 
Fire  (the film) in Bangalore.  And all that happened. 
 
L:  At that time, was the response of the general public different?  At the rallies and 
things, were the public more involved? 
 
C:  There was more involvement.  A little bit.  There was a feeling that these people 
are saying something, they are doing something.  Today, if we do something about 
domestic violence, the men think that… and there will be something in Town Hall.  
There have been two events in Town Hall.  Men’s collective.  They form themselves 
into men’s collectives and they campaign against the new domestic violence act.  
They say ‘ take it away, the women misuse it.’  Mother-in law and daughter in law, 
even women are there.  Did you listen when Premila Nesargi spoke about the 
Mangalore incident?  She spoke horribly.  This kind of reactionary forces has become 
more.   
 
L:  Why is that?   What is your analysis? 
 
C:  U, this is.  Things that empower women, therefore, only people with feminist 
values, that means only people who talk feminism at the core… only they feel that 
something has to be done.  For people like Premila Nesargi, there must be an overall 
change, that is all.  At the core you are not principled, at the core you don’t talk 
values.  You give a general statement that women should be empowered.  They do 
work here, they do work there, all the things that are happening now.  Women work 
in companies and when you see things like that, it is ok.  But when you question 
domestic violence at the core, then women are off the mark; they are breaking the 
family.  With globalisation, communal aspects are increasing.  In the sense, 
traditional values are increasing, that is the way women dress, they should not wear 
dresses like this… in a way you could say Indianness.  They are pushing values like 
this.  There is a re-emergence at the time of globalisation.  So for women, this is 
enough, giving this much it self is empowerment, they should not go beyond this.  
They shouldn’t.  This is a general attitude.  Now there is a lot of negative attitude 



towards women.  Like that.  If you do one thing against domestic violence, then the 
men will do another one.  It is like that.  In the sense, it is re…  
 
L:  Where were the demonstrations those days?  At Town Hall? 
 
C:  There were demonstrations at Town Hall, there were many demonstrations from 
Mysore Bank Circle against violence.  We have been to Rajbhavan to give 
representations.  All that was from Mysore Circle.  We used to go from Town Hall to 
Mysore Circle.  We ourselves, with Donna have gone from Cubbon Park.  Like that 
many… we did mostly against communal violence.  Some of it I remember.  Apart 
from that, this… recently we have done about Manipur and that was not there those 
days.  Apart from that… 
 
L:  Like the Mathura rape case? 
 
C:  Yes, Mathura rape case, they used to do a lot those days.  Rameeza bi’s case.  We 
have done plays about Mathura case and about Ramaeeza bi.  That is a national level 
connection.  All that we have done in Vimochana.  We used to do a lot of street plays.  
We used to do them in about 20 different locations.  In that Jajadish, Nirmala’s 
husband was very active.  But when you see him now, you feel, if you don’t have 
feminism in you, what is the use?  There was so much violence; in their home there 
was so much violence.  Isn’t it?  If you don’t internalise it, if you don’t internalise 
something, what is the use, tell me.  Today, do we have to deal with Jajadish?  After 
25 years of being a comrade?  We have done so many plays with him.  So many street 
plays.  I used to look up to him.  He used to say and carry himself so well when we 
used to do dowry plays.  How can we deal with someone like that today?  That means 
it has not been internalised.  Nothing has gone in.  And if it is not internalised, what 
is the use of doing things for effect?  What is the use of doing so many 
demonstrations?   
 
L:  At that time, what was the response of the public to street plays? 
 
C:  They used to watch.  They thought something was happening and some one was 
doing something.   
 
L:  Where did you perform?  Only on the streets or in colleges and places like that? 
 
C:  In colleges, in the streets, in the villages, in about 20 locations.  In front of 
factories.   
 
L:  What was the name of the play? 
 
C:  It was about dowry.  We did it in about twenty places but I don’t remember the 
name.  And one play… it was about a factory closing.  They were… this thing the 
women.  We had done a play about the factory.  Saraswathi and we were part of it.  
From 75 to 80 we were all in the group.  We were in so many plays.  We used to finish 
college and run to the play, how much of college we used to bunk. [Laughs].  But I 
didn’t lose my job, that’s all.  [Laughs].  I saw to it that I kept my job.   
 
L:  Same college? 
 



C: It’s a government job, right?  It’s a transferable job.  Not the same college, but 
different, different places.  When I was in Devanhalli, they used to mark me absent 
many times, because I used to go for so many street plays. [Laughs]  I used to go off 
for street plays a lot then.  I used to be transferred to different places.  When it came 
to Manasa, I used to adjust my time.  After all survival also has to be there Laxmi.  
Because of the disease, he couldn’t work for 6 months.  He didn’t work for 6 months.  
I can’t help it.  He is like that.  His situation is like that.  Because of that I … my job, I 
had to keep my job to raise my daughter and help him.   
 
L:  There was no danger of loosing your job when you were campaigning about… 
 
C:  No, no, the government did not take it so seriously.  [Laughs].  Because we would 
have done it somewhere else.  Once I was arrested.  There was some problem for the 
hostel girls and I was arrested.  It was in the papers and I was a little scared.  But 
nobody asked me.  No one asked me very seriously.  But now the situation is a little 
different.  [Interrupted by a call]  
 
L:  When you are doing the so called anti national activities like campaigning, was 
there no conflict with you being in a government job?  Signing all these petitions. 
 
C:   Those days, when we did something like that, they thought we were doing a good 
thing.  But today, many of my friends, like in Mangalore are facing a lot of problems 
when they do things like this.  That is what I am saying, it was not like that at that 
time.   The government attitude, they would not harass us too much.  But today, 
because of the RSS, and because it is a BJP government, whatever one does, they 
catch us. Like who is coming to college, how it is being supported, kids who come to 
invite others for demonstrations, the Marxist groups and people like that, then there 
are chances that there will be problems.  The lecturers say to go for the 
demonstration like price rise.  At the time of Anna Hazare, I don’t support it fully, 
but still it is a movement and the children should know about it.  In our college itself 
there is a lot of corruption.  [Laughs]  So in our college, I had organised something 
outside, telling them to support the movement.  In our college let the principal know 
that he should not take money from students.  He threatened to give me a memo.  
Now there is a lot of harassing like that.  At that time, there was nothing like that.  
Even when I was arrested nobody questioned me.  If you are in a high position it 
becomes difficult. If you are the a lecturer in the university… I am in a junior college.  
I teach the PU the plus two.  So they don’t pay much attention to us.  May be they 
will.  Now a colleague of mine is RSS.  He will pay attention.  What am I doing?  He 
will pay attention.  Now it has become more.  At that time I didn’t feel any clashes.  
But I also didn’t tell them anything.  I would just go and do it.   
 
L:  those days surveillance was also less, there was no computers… 
 
C:  Yes, there was nothing computerised and they could not find out quickly.  Now if 
anything happens you are on TV, if it is a protest, immediately there is TV coverage.  
Those days it was not like that.  So no one really… even now… but one cant say.  It is 
very sensitive. 
 
L:  Were the colleagues supportive? 
 



C:  They were and are supportive even now.  Now there are more people who rub the 
wrong way.  There are more people with that kind of politics.  I too have colleagues 
like that.  Men who have different political perspectives.  If we talk like this, they 
brand us Marxists.  That’s all because  they don’t know anything else.  They don’t 
know much more.  They don’t have other questions.  So when the CPM people come, 
they send the students.  The calculate.  But many colleagues are apolitical.  They 
don’t understand anything.  They do things that are good.  Many of them buy the 
magazine.  They think we are doing good work.  [Laughs]  That is all their politics is.  
They don’t think beyond that.  And moreover, we don’t talk to them seriously.  If we 
tell them what feminism is, they misunderstand us.  [Laughs].  So we don’t tell them, 
we jut talk generally.  They are very apolitical; it is difficult to convince them.  So the 
government doesn’t directly harass us.  Nothing has happened to me.  Mine is also a 
low profile job.  If it is high profile, immediately you will be caught.  It’s a very low 
profile job, so it is all right.  But I am paid for it and I work.  [Laughs]  And I love my 
teaching also.  I like the routine.  I am committed.  In my work I don’t bargain. I am 
too committed to it. 
 
L:  Do you feel that the classroom is also a venue to make political…  
 
C:  Yes, yes, and to articulate things. 
 
L:  And are your students politically active? 
 
C:  Many of them are like that.  Whenever possible we bring out students.  I invite my 
students when we do something in Ravindra Kalakshetra or Town Hall.  I give them 
the magazine.  That’s the extent of it.  But we don’t do it too much; they have exams 
and are bound by exams and the other things they have.  They make a small group 
and do reading. 
 
L: Which subject?  
 
C:  I teach English.  We don’t do literature.  We do language, grammar.  We have 
lessons, some poetry and lessons.   
 
L:  Not women’s studies? 
 
C:  Not women’s studies.  But some of the poems are women oriented.  These days 
they have introduced these.  Nice poems.  I like them.  I teach them through 
discussion.  Some of the poems are very nice.  There is one called ‘I am not that one’.  
That poem is very nice.  When I teach things like that, I talk a lot about this.  Some of 
them are very sensitive.   
 
L:  Would you like to add anything more?  
 
C:  Not really.  I think feminism is a way of life.  To that extent people should accept 
it, it should become a way of life.  It should not be just…. A concept like 
empowerment, so many people talk about it.  It should be a way of life.  Till it 
becomes a way of life, it should seep in.  Otherwise all these rallies we do, it enlarges 
our political horizon. But we should always combine to integrate our public and 
private lives.  We should look for that. Otherwise, somewhere outside… because after 
twenty years… I spoke about Jagadish.  It is difficult to deal with that.  After twenty 



years we are trying to deal with him.  I feel so scared, how do you handle people.  
People like this become so reactionary, how do you convince the ordinary people.  If 
it becomes so difficult to convince, at a personal level, people who have been exposed 
to so much political activity, public and private integrity is so important.  You have to 
look in side, outside gives you lot of political horizon but look into us.  Because that 
will help us survive for a long time.  It will go a long way.  Other wise all kinds of 
things happen.  After all our lives are not the same.  There are so many layers in our 
lives.  We must search in these layers also.  So we have to look into our self.  
Whatever you are, you can talk about Vedanta or something else, but as we grow 
older we talk of different horizons, different layers.  But somewhere it should be a 
running thread, right?  To become a running thread you should put things in your 
mind.  In different situations you can say the same thing.  My daughter may go that 
way, but I talk to her about it.  She should visualise her life in a different way.  Not in 
the way society is structured.  I always think that, so I always push her.  Not force 
her, but see to it that she moves in that road.  [Laughs] 
 
L:  Ok, thank you so much Champa.                                
 
 
[Transcript of original interview in Kannada. Translation by Sandhya Rao] 
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