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LATA MANI (born 1956) 

Historian, cultural critic, writer and poet based in Bangalore. Was active 
in FAOW in the early 1980s. 

Interviewed by Laxmi Murthy 

 

Laxmi:  So this is Thursday morning – I am with Lata Mani who was active in 
Bombay in the late 70s. And I would just like to ask you Lata to recall a moment. It 
needn’t go chronologically –something which happened later. Like you have just shown 
me photographs of 1980. So it can start from there and go back or if you would like to 
build it up to how you happened to be sitting behind the table over there. However, 
you’d like  

Lata Mani:  Hm Well, I came back to Bombay – I was away during the Emergency and 
I came back in 1977. I was on the fringes of many things that were happening, mostly 
around post-Emergency re-thinking on issues of civil liberties and civil rights violation. 
And how to make sure that such things did not happen again. ‘Never again’ was the 
sense at that time. The possibility and then of course rather quickly the betrayal of the 
Janata Government and so on. That was the political moment. And I was on the edges of 
most of those things. I wasn’t personally deeply personally involved but I went to 
various public meetings and various civil rights symposia held in the post-Emergency 
period. My moment of – I think it was really with the first meeting that was called 
around the four lawyers who’d written that open letter in the context of the Mathura 
rape case. That was the first time that I actually involved myself to some degree. My 
involvement I should state at the very beginning was very modest. As I was saying to you 
when you called me I am not sure that I am a good person to interview because really if 
the perspective from the point of view of the quick glimmer we see on the firefly which 
then disappears into darkness. It’s that kind of transient perspective that you get from 
me – a sense of the moment I think as far as it would be appropriate to go. Because I 
was involved in organizing the first and the second conference but pretty soon after I left 
for the US for graduate school. And though the women’s movement has been – a kind of 
my unofficial family, you could say. The crucible of my learning. I will say more about it 
in the course of our conversation. I have not been actively involved in the trenches like 
most of the other people that you have interviewed, so if you could treat these as kind of 
reflections, reminiscences which gave a sense of the flavor, the texture and that’s as far 
as it would go. The thing I remember most clearly about that – thinking now – thinking 
about it in the context of your having called me – was just the excitement of the 
moment. It was a real moment! And I think there are many such real moments – many 
of us have been part of. Something like that open letter –setting off something that no 
one could have predicted. At that time most activism was related to political parties 
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either over-ground or those that were on the fringes, you know of the political 
mainstream and political spectrum. The idea – I mean now we use the word 
autonomous women’s movement – it can roll off our tongue –like those three words – It 
simply didn’t exist. And I will give you an example – at this first meeting which was held 
in Mahim at the place – at the library that was then and documentation center that was 
run by Mira Savara and Javed [Anand] at the time – I forget what it’s called now eveni, 
although I – I can describe the room to you – I even know how to get there but I forget 
what social research something – let me not give it the wrong name. At that point I 
remember being there sitting on those chatais on the floor with various you know book 
shelves behind us and everyone introduced themselves and would say – I am from this 
organization, I am from that organization, college student. I remember that I had no 
particular organization to which I belonged. And then I and so at first people thought – 
‘kahan se aye humme malum nahin’, you know. But one kept turning up and getting 
more and more involved and pretty soon people would ask me suspiciously – where are 
you from like? And then somebody decided that since I kept showing up – clearly I was 
here to stay – ‘achcha usko woh freelance Marxist hai’. So that was the only way to 
describe someone like me was as a freelance Marxist. The idea of being a member of the 
women’s movement also wasn’t there quite, you know it was coming into – it was like a 
– one of those rubbings you go to a church and you put a piece of paper and you rub and 
soon the image appears on the side. It was appearing somewhere. But even the women’s 
movement as a movement I mean post-Independence  - I don’t mean the involvement of 
women in the national struggle. This idea of an autonomous women’s movement in the 
post-independence period even that concept hadn’t come into view.  So this – this was 
the moment now – what was amazing about it was – I’m afraid my reflections will be 
somewhat personal – I hope that’s ok? 

L No, it needs to be only personal.  

Lata: Ok. So, I don’t know how useful it will be for social historians but I do want to say 
– I have an immense debt of gratitude to that historical moment. And I feel very very 
grateful that I happened to be in Mumbai at that time, it was Bombay then, and I 
happened to meet these extraordinary women. Because – I will give you an example – I 
mean I was 24 so not exactly young but 23-24 something like that but I – it was a time 
for very very quick learning for me. For example I would be sitting in a meeting with 
these wonderful dynamic women – you know Chaya Datar, Vibhuti Patel, Gayatri Singh 
– who had run away having being radicalized by the Black Panthers and had come back 
to India. You had Anuradha Gandhi – she was there at the beginning and then she went 
off – was much more involved with CPDR and uh I am trying to remember – Stree 
Shakti Sangathana. In the very beginning we had people from the CPI and CPM also 
part of it you know. These women had – Sujata Gothoskar, Rohini Banajee, Mira Savara 
who I think may have called the first meeting – that is a fact that would need to be 
checked. And loads of people, I mean Jennifer Mirza came in the early days and then 
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had to – had to leave – to take care of other things. Even I think Jean Kalgodkar was 
involved in left parties. Ritu Dewan – I am sure I am missing very very important people 
but all the people who then subsequently went on – who had already done very very 
substantial things and they subsequently went on to do equally more important things – 
they were all there. So in as sense it was an extraordinary moment to be part of. 

L If I can interrupt here, you said in the meetings everyone would say where has 
she turned up from and you were not part of an organization 

Lata: Hm , there were many others like me 

L So where had you turned up from? I mean how did you hear about these 
meetings? 

Lata: I think I heard about it because the letter calling the meeting had gone to Eve’s 
Weekly and my friend Ammu Joseph had received it along with Jyoti Punwani who was 
also working there and she had told me about the meeting and I have always been a 
feminist and have always been interested in politics. I had not been formally involved, 
although I had been very much as far as a school student could against anti-racist 
movements in the UK. I went to school in the UK – I would say I discovered pubescence 
and racism at the same time, you know at the age of eleven. Very quick growing up. I 
mean I was always interested in politics – I used to read the newspaper when I was 7 
and 8 – I was interested to see what was going on. Uh  so the Britain in the late 60s was 
a very interesting moment to be in. It was  a moment of radicalization – you discover 
yourself as a person of colour. It was a time when East Africans were thrown out of East 
Africa. Idi Amin refugees showing up.  Huge resistance to the refugees.  Common 
garden variety racism experiences in high school – that kind of thing. So one had cut 
one’s teeth on all of that. Then I came back to Delhi – did my BA in political science – I 
am probably going off-track here. 

L No, its fine 

Lata: I hope you will edit to what is relevant to this issue, anyway my interest in politics 
continued. And in the mid 70s – during the time of the emergency I was working with a 
television company in England. At that time I got very involved in anti- fascist, anti-
racist movements. And the first Asian women track event…the Grand Prix…all kinds of 
were happening. I while not being formally involved was a close witness and my body 
was in all the demonstrations. But I had not been involved in any single organization. 
And coming back to India was very exciting because that post-Emergency moment was 
also a moment when civil society was alive in which people of my generation had not 
experienced in at least quite the same way, I think. People who had been in the 
nationalist movement would have had those experiences certainly. So I heard about this 
meeting and it seemed absolutely natural to go. And I was very very inspired by the 
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kinds of discussion that were happening because we never had anything – our 
understanding of the women’s question has always been social, cultural, political. It’s 
never been only at the level of fighting for the rights of individual women. That was 
wonderful. And what would happen to me as I would sit there and many of the women 
who were involved with these meetings they came with incredible histories  - political 
history, intellectual history, right and they would - I would be carried away by the stories 
they would tell – this issue, that movement, how they handled this problem, that 
problem.  And so I was there listening to all these extraordinary to me epic stories. And 
the meeting would be over and we would be going out. And whoever I happened to be 
travelling with even on the BEST bus, or specially the suburban railway would then give 
me the other view. They would be able to take what happened to that meeting and parse 
it out. This comes from that perspective. She is a Trotskyist – she is bound to emphasize 
this. She is a trade unionist therefore for her the labour issues are far more important, 
this story could have been told in this other way. All of a sudden what it seemed to me a 
seamless experience – a narrative experience becomes a far more complex process. And 
these women are so generous with someone like me – I had come out of the cold. But 
they trusted me enough to school. I owe a lot of political education to women in that 
group, specially the women who would come with that kind of history. So that which 
had seemed so seamless suddenly became very very different. And this is important 
because I feel that my understanding and relationship with Marxism has never been dry. 
It was made alive. It was made alive because it was on the suburban trains of Mumbai 
that I learnt half the concepts. I re- learnt in graduate school, but they always had a 
different concept for me. Whether we talk about ….State, Trotsky, Lenin, Mao, ML – 
there were huge debates. I mean all this wonderful, at least in this moment, people were 
fairly loving towards me. They would identify the particularity of a certain analysis with 
a political affiliation but they would not reduce the person to that affiliation. It was not 
said in a mean way. So that meant I could understand the difference between the 
Trotskyists and the  CPM and the CPI, the ML and all of that. So I owe an abiding debt 
to that moment. The great thing about the Forum at that time was that nobody could 
dominate. If you think about some of the debates we had – it was all about structure. 
Are these people going to bring ‘their’ people and flood this organization and take it 
over. Is it going to become a front – the CPI or the CPM or this group or that group. And 
really it could not, primarily because it had the great advantage of having a bunch of 
extremely strong individuals who all cancelled each other out. So it was not possible for 
any single person to dominate because there were enough ‘characters’ in the room. And 
without  and those who could not abide this –went off back to their organizations. But 
there was that moment of fluidity for about three or four years when everybody stayed. 
And everybody kind of argued out their positions and everybody began to respect the 
idea that they could still be part of their organizations and yet there was something 
distinctive about what was happening here. And that the idea of an autonomous 
women’s movement made political sense. Made ideological sense. So that they were no 
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longer seen as needing to ‘capture’ – it was no longer seen as necessary to capture this 
moment. Nor was it seen as necessary to duplicate it in your party organizations. But to 
come and the idea of a coalition began to make sense – a coalition to which a space like 
this was necessary, important and had its own kind of vibrancy which should be 
allowed- allowed to exist. So the very same people who had dismissed me as freelance 
Marxist would then wave to me in crowds. I remember when Ahilya Rangnekar and 
Pramila Dandavate waved to me – it was like a big moment, because here I was a 
nobody, you know, whom everybody had looked down upon and suddenly, you know we 
could hail each other. Even if it was not a morcha called by them. And of course, as you 
know once you get involved in one particular issue – we were out demonstrating about 
all kind of allied issues, which is what at that point in time – the purview – the outlook 
was very broad, very flexible. And to a great degree that has remained so analytically for 
the Indian women’s movement. Although as people have gone off into their own 
particular areas of work – they have also become more focused -the NGOisation of the 
movement. So how do you structure a organization is a matter of great debate. And we 
all read the tyranny of structurelesness by Jo Sinclair  

L Jo Freeman 

Lata: Jo Freeman, ya. And so that was a big debate. Foreign funding was a huge debate. 
It was pre the fact that… NGOs were basically distrusted politically. How do we generate 
our own resources a matter of very very strong debate. So those two things are the 
things that I can think of off the top of my head that we actually had fights about. They 
were resolved. For the most part Forum was not funded. And I don’t think and I don’t 
know that it’s  received institutional funding since then. The Women’s Center spun off 
and became a separate unit. And we found ourselves very quickly, I mean look at this 
historical gift – the two so-called ‘cases’ which came to the Forum – Flavia Agnes and 
Shahnaz Sheikh. I mean these were – these women then went off. They were 
extraordinary women, you know with extraordinary personal dynamism and a great 
commitment to truth and justice and equality. And went off – each of them in their own 
way to pursue their own political futures and their personal trajectories. So it was a time 
– I don’t want to make it sound like it was an ideal or utopian space but it was a moment 
of possibility. And it’s always interesting to me as a historian and someone interested in 
politics – what enables a moment and why does that moment lose that energy? That’s 
one way to put it. Why is that moment not sustainable in that way?  But I have to think 
that there are moments – there is a mystery to this - of course people have analyzed 
what is it about the 1970s that made this moment possible including the fact of 
emergency and the enormous mobilization of civil society that happened during the 
Emergency and that was freed after the Emergency - JP movement etc etc. And also 
various state government schemes that empowered rural women. All of that sociological 
analysis that framework is available to us to help us to explain this, but I also think that 
there is a kind of an element of contingency in the theoretical sense or mystery, if you 
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like, from a more poetic point of view. Where it seems to me that people just come 
together – extraordinary people come together under extraordinary circumstances feed 
off each other’s potential and for a moment – rather like that firefly light up the night, 
you know. And I think that was the feel at that time.  And there was a lot of creative 
energy as well. So there was for example – this was before the time even before dowry 
death became dowry murder.  I mean there have been – we have to really pay attention 
to our language in the conceptual shift when dowry death becomes dowry murder. It’s 
enormous! It’s as though the world has shifted. A whole epistemological world has been 
transformed by just that. But so much work goes into making that shift -perceptual shift 
possible, right. Words which now can sound so ordinary to us because they have become 
part of our language – I think it is important as people in the movement or people 
thinking about the movement to go back and look at the moment and see that word was 
simply not even available to us. So, I remember when I first heard – when I first heard 
of that shift I just felt something in me had changed forever. I could never think about 
the death of women in the context of dowry harassment in the same way ever again. So, 
I think as we write our histories – I think that these moments are moments worth 
paying attention to because they do give us something of the fabric of the movement, 
you know- something of the sense of the moment, which is quite powerful and can help 
to keep our relationship to language and therefore our relationship to reality and our 
politics alive, so that it just does not become sort of dead and polemic…dry. 
Reanimating  our notions of politics - these moments  are one way of doing that. 

L Lata a lot of what you have been saying about the early meetings and discussions 
seems to be what would be quote-unquote ‘theoretical’ political discussions about 
Trotsky or Lenin and so on, whereas a lot of what hears about the early history is the 
link between the personal and the political in feminist groups. And in fact autonomous 
groups are often accused of being obsessed about talking about  personal issues or the 
body and so on. But do your memories match this early early discussions linked with 
you know personal experiences of  violence or discussions on sexuality, control over the 
body 

Lata: Not in that period. I should make a distinction that I went sort of without 
distinguishing – I went straight to the meeting from the suburban train compartment, 
right. What was happening in the meeting was pretty practical. This has come up – we 
need to do this, how do we do this. How do we write the pamphlet – what’s the point of 
view we should take – who’s going to do what etc, right? And there were always people 
making sure that this or that faction did not take over the process, right? And then 
people would report back on the things that they did. So partly what I am talking about 
the theoretical discussions were reflections on what had happened in the meetings 
which tended to be extremely driven by the agenda of the meeting. I would say that 
between 1980 and 1982 they were hardly any personal discussions. And in fact I 
remember that Flavia had said to me when I left for the US and had a kind of – goodbye 
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thing at Mahim. I noticed that everyone was extremely uncomfortable because this was 
a social occasion and actually we were not used to being with each  other socially. And 
the moment after we finished eating the samosas and I thanked everybody and said 
goodbye. The moment the business started – it became lively again. I remember 
noticing that – thinking – Gosh! This is very interesting! Here on the one hand we have 
shared some very important history together and on the other hand it seems that we 
can’t be with   each other in silence. Or we can’t be - just be. Obviously there were people 
in the room that had personal friendships, but when you took those 20 people together 
they all didn’t have the same degree of intimacy with each other. Even if you don’t have 
intimacy, there was not -wasn’t even the culture of relaxiveness you could say, where we 
could just hang out. We were very driven by the work we had come to do. And I 
remember Flavia saying that at the end of the meeting there were lot of samosas left and 
I said what should we do with these samosas?  And someone said why don’t we give it 
the first person we see who looks like they are hungry, you know. And she said she was 
in that room and thinking I am starving, my kids are starving – it hasn’t occurred to any 
of them to offer it to me, ok.  And that is the degree to which there was a distance 
between the personal and the political. Here was someone for whom the personal, who 
articulates the relationship between the personal and the political in a particular way, 
you can have problems with it, that’s a different matter. Here was someone who was in 
the room – not just a ‘case’ and even by that point she was not just a case. It became 
very clear that she was an integral member of the group, right and yet somehow we had 
not joined the dots. I would say that in those early days – there was very little personal 
discussion that I recall. Certainly none on sexuality. Certainly none on gay lesbian 
sexuality at all. None even on heterosexuality for that matter, except…  

L But how was this possible while discussing rape for instance? The first years were 
talking about rape or consensual sex or the lack of consent – did it not somewhere link 
up with women’s own experiences of control or non-control in their own personal 
relationships? 

Lata: Well you know it was impossible for it not to relate to our own personal 
experience – why would we all be there? Why would we think it was important? All of us 
faced, at least fear of rape, if not the actual experience of rape. We were constantly 
stalked by it and living with it. Perhaps, it is my memory which fails me – I don’t recall 
having these kind of discussions. I do recall there was one person called Lalita, I think 
her name was Lalita who wanted to bring up issues of culture, you know. And she was 
also interested like you know, why is it not a good idea for me to wear a bindi and you 
know – I am someone who likes to do kollam. Why cant we discuss these things? It was 
just regarded as, you know there were these primary contradictions and secondary 
contradictions. It fell into the secondary contradictions and pretty soon became a 
tertiary issue. And she also had a child I think, and husband was very involved in trade 
unions and then she dropped out. 
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L Lalita Dhara this is.  

Lata: Exactly. Exactly.  I do remember she tried to put that kind of discussion on the 
agenda. I don’t think anybody was willing to come out and say that in the group that 
how it had affected them personally because that was seen to be a kind of middle class... 
I think there was a distinction between – it was contradictory. There is no way you can 
be a woman and not think rape has nothing to do with you or sexual harassment has 
nothing to do with you. Clearly. And even in public meetings when we spoke about it  we 
would say it is an issue which unites all women, even though things like custodial rape 
are more likely to happen to people who are working class or tribal or rural and so on. 
So we had a kind of class analysis that didn’t ignore middle class but somewhere the 
relationship between ourselves as women – the work we were choosing to do - precisely 
why were dynamised by it and how to find a political language for it wasn’t there in the 
first two years. If you have interviews of people saying… who suggest that my memory 
fails me – I would just accept that I don’t recall.  

L No, I think during a similar period in Delhi – I mean.. I wasn’t active in the late 
70s – whatever one has heard. For instance the women’s …..from the early 80s onwards 
Stree Sanghursh, before Saheli was even formed, which was launched, 81was when it 
was formally registered, not registered formally launched I would say – one hears about 
all these discussions about the body and body control, contraception. Obviously that 
does mean that there must be discussion about sexuality and also intimate relationships 
in terms of looking at other issues, you know control or so on – I dunno may be there 
was a mismatch or may be. In ones and twos.. . 

Lata: Maybe it happened after I left. I donno because certainly in the meetings between 
1980 and 1981 and a half  or two – I don’t recall. Maybe personally people were 
individually talking to each other, but not part of the group discussion. 

L This is also I guess may be the general image of what the autonomous women’s 
movement was all about that it mirrored consciousness raising groups in the West 
where they were these very personal discussions linking it up to a political 
understanding of patriarchy and so on. 

Lata: That’s not my memory. That’s not my experience. It was a different – it was the 
other way round. I think there was – when something like Mathura happened – for 
many women who were not involved previously – there was a recognition, right. A 
recognition that that couldn’t happen to them in the same way but that was an issue 
which affected them in some way, which was very different from – the directionality was 
very different. It was from the women who were experiencing these kinds of things. We 
went to a chawl once where a man had murdered his wife in the context of dowry 
harassment and so on. We did not –while we did not conceptually separate ourselves 
from those women because we could see we were all on a continuum. And as middle 
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class women we had a little more room to play and were only too aware of our class 
privilege. So while we saw each other on a continuum – we noticed our class privilege 
but I don’t think we ever took the matter within. I didn’t experience that between 1980 
and 1982.  

L Was that you think something to do with the composition of the group in the 
sense of most women having come from an organized left background or with you know 
a pretty much set left ideas? Or was that again part of simply the way strategizing and 
organizing happened? 

Lata: I think definitely the former but not only. Because I would say because there were 
sufficient numbers of us who did not come from that background for example, but we 
also didn’t feel inclined to go in that direction. I think we were so aware of class privilege 
– of English-speaking privilege, education privilege and feeling that if things really 
tough for us we could take some steps to protect ourselves. We were so aware of the 
paucity of options for other women, that I think that made it – made us less inclined – 
and I don’t think this is a good thing – I mean this is said as auto-critique as much as 
anything else. I don’t think we were inclined to really take the issues inside. One – we 
were not inclined. Two – I don’t think we had the skill.  I think we were quite terrified 
were we to start talking about our own personal – it would become – we would run the 
risk of individualizing the issues, of trivializing the issues, of not being able to address 
the systemic and structural dimensions which seemed to us very very important. So 
there was in a sense inclination to look outward. I won’t say that we came from the same 
social work mentality, although I think there were many people in the group who had 
the social work mentality, you know of politics as philanthropy. Some people came from 
there. I think in my own case – I was very in adept – I did not have the facility. I sensed 
there was a gap but it was inchoate. Now I can tell you what the gap was – I wouldn’t 
have had the language for it. I was also – I did not have middle-class guilt but I have had 
extreme awareness of my class privilege. And so I think that made me less inclined. So, 
between being less inclined and not having the skills – I don’t think we did the kind of 
introspective work to come up- to develop a new kind of language. That would mean 
that when we spoke politically – we spoke politically in a way that did not separate us 
from the issues about which we spoke about emotionally. I think intellectually- 
ideologically –politically we were not separating. But I think emotionally-psychically 
and somewhere – we were in a sense missing in action from our own movement. 
Perhaps, perhaps it is putting it in a somewhat extreme way, but if I put it that way – I 
would say it’s because I feel in many ways that there is a kind of – when we fail to join 
the dots in that way – eventually there is a dishonesty. There is a dishonesty because we, 
we deal with issues that have to do with us in one round and we deal with issues that 
have to do with the public in another round. And I think that our politics and our 
political imagination suffers for it in the long run. And our inability to find movements 
being able to sustain us also flows from this gap. Aand ultimately I will put it terms 



10	  
	  

which sound more Buddhist now- I would say we fail to see ourselves in the other at a 
very deep level. We may have had a extraordinary political record and done wonderful 
things but when we look into each other’s eyes – we fail to see our connectedness. And 
that is the end result of having this gap between yourself and another. But I don’t think 
as a movement we have developed supple enough language even today to speak in these 
terms. I don’t know whether that makes any sense to you.  

L No, no absolutely, it does. Another thing I am curious about is taking you back to 
that moment – you spoke about some of the veteran leaders from party backgrounds 
and so on being part of these meetings. Were there a lot of young people as well – were 
these issues appealing to young people? Was there mobilization in colleges and schools? 

Lata: Yes, there were, but not school – colleges definitely. And the veterans came for 
the first few meetings and then realized they could send some other people from the 
organization and disappeared. After that they would call us and say – we are having this 
mahamorcha – will you come and join us? Would you endorse it? I mean people of the 
stature Ahilya Rangnekar, Pramila Dandavate and so on. We also ended up having – no 
I don’t want to say this – I am not sure of the fact – so lets keep that part off the record. 
There were young people. There were footloose and fancy-free people like myself who 
didn’t come from any particular political, I mean organizational background.  And there 
were others. Many people were also attracted – you remember this poster – was a poster 
that Chandralekha made and brought to that – its that orange and yellow poster which 
says ‘Chidagnikund Sambhoota’ – woman born of the fire of consciousness. And I 
remember this was actually in a suburban train – that’s why it has those four holes in it 
because at the end of the conference I didn’t have one and I had spent several with 
Jennifer Mirza from England who happened to be visiting at that time – was very 
involved in Asian Women’s politics in England at that time. Jennifer Mirza and I  we 
went into the ladies compartments two-three afternoons and pinned them up and 
pasted them up. And it was fantastic the conversations we had with women. Obviously 
not rush hour – so that it was not full which made it possible for us to do this. And 
people also had time – chopping their vegetables or reading their book  - fascinated by 
what we were doing, what the issue was about. Many of them took our leaflets. We 
leafleted at various stations. We also did go to colleges and invite students to come and 
many of them did. It was…people were very very open. There was something fresh about 
it to the people it seemed. Because now if you try to – sometimes depending where you 
are – if you try to give a leaflet – people are like ‘no thank you. I don’t have time for this’. 
But people had time. Maybe it was a special time - I don’t know. People had time. There 
was something new about the language because even though as I say and here’s an 
interesting thing which I am realizing as I am talking to you. Even though we may not 
have made the link between – we may not have turned the mirror and looked at 
ourselves in the ways perhaps we might have – I would say that the language of the 
pamphlets and the writing that came out of that time was distinctly – was distinct. It did 
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not reflect sort of left discourse. It was not repetition of leftist discourse  - there was 
something distinctive. People were writing who had not written those pamphlets, for 
example journalists were writing 

L Do you have any of them, by any chance? 

Lata: You know at the tenth anniversary of the Forum we put together some of them 
and I had it. 

L That document I have 

Lata: So that may be there. And there were some wonderful things that Mira Savara 
was – is a very creative person  - but at the time she had wonderful ideas. We went to 
this … we tried to enact social ostracism. It was entirely dramatic and theatrical. So we 
went to this chawl where this man had murdered his wife. She arrived – this was not 
discussed in any meeting – she just arrived with a cartoon – graphic – telling the story 
of what happened in that household through pictures – like an Amar Chitra Katha or 
something like that. It was actually quite wonderful. And we distributed – it went faster 
than any text-based leaflet we had produced until that time. I mean memories as you 
can see our kind of hit-miss, that’s the nature of memory. You say something – it 
reminds me of something. It’s not a coherent story. But hopefully there is a coherence to 
the story.  

L Up and down is very fascinating. Because I think what one remembers is not 
linear. 

Lata: Yes, one doesn’t remember things in a linear fashion. And the songs that came 
out at that time! I think they were composed Chaya …. Stree Shakti Sanghatana?..I am 
not sure which group she was in. They recorded a cassette. Which was wonderful! Just 
wonderful! And so there was a great flowering of creative energies – street plays – we 
had looked at the pictures from the first Conference. There were lots of plays that were 
part of it. And if you wanted to bring people to order – you had to start with a song –it 
would bring people together. Then we had amazing – you know we used to call Vibhuti 
Patel Linking Road because it’s a road which goes all the way through Mumbai. She is 
fluent in Hindi, Marathi, Gujarati and English. And you know she was our UN in one 
person, right! Simultaneously translating for everyone and everything. A very – a person 
with great feeling! Spoke with great feeling! Wonderful! Wonderful character! She is 
also a wonderful character! She could quote from Trotsky at the drop of a hat! Amazing 
thing! These people were so brilliant! There is no other word for it. You say something – 
they will be able to cite a historical example. They would be able to recite a poem! They 
would be able to know exactly which passage from which Marxist text bore on this 
question. And I remember at the end of the first conference – Sudesh Vaid, whom you 
would know from Delhi days – She gave an impromptu seminar on the history of the 
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women’s movement in the United States. And some of us ended up by being invited to 
this thing. And she went on for three hours, no notes, nothing. But she had lived in the  
US – she had been part of the Ohio State firing. And she had cut her political teeth there. 
She could really see the relationship between the civil rights movement, the black power 
movement and the women’s movement. And she mapped it in a way, that at least at that 
time – the scholarship from the United States hadn’t done. There were various 
polemical statements but no one actually told the story the way she did, which is 
something I realized after I went to the US and started teaching Women’s Studies. 
Suddenly people were writing – these books were coming out in which it was being 
argued that the story has not been told like this before, you know. And I said wow! I 
heard it from Sudesh in Bombay! So that was the colour – there was electricity in the air 
at that time. I don’t think that those moments politically can be sustained in quite the 
same way, but I think they electrify enough individuals – that they go on and the other 
more sustainable structures do develop. I am not pessimistic. I don’t think one can have 
the same degree of catalization sustained in quite the same way. But there are special 
moments. It happens in every city. It happens in every movement. It happens in every 
historical period. And we just happened to be talking about that particular moment in 
the early 1980s.  

L But was there any glimmer of consciousness at that time that this is making 
history? You know that this is historical? Because it was pre, you know 24/7 television. 
It was pre recording every single thing and so on. Whereas now there is this sense of 
preserving for posterity everything you do from birthday parties to morchas to 
everything else. At the time looking back, and I would like you to talk a little more about 
the first conference in ‘80- was there a sense that, you know, that this is big! This is 
historical!  

Lata: I think there was and there wasn’t! Was to the extent that the way people 
responded to the call for that conference blew everyone away! There was no money! 
People came – they paid out of pocket and came. Everyone was sleeping in that choultry 
– it was a wedding hall. Which we thought was really great. It was in the suburbs of 
Bombay in Khar, next to the railway station. So that public transportation is easy. There 
was also a bus depot. So these were all important for us that you plan the venue 
accordingly. Everybody – we did not provide food. There was no bottled water. There 
was nothing. People came. They paid out of pocket. They came by train and they showed 
up! You know Madhu Kishwar and Ruth Vanita came – Manushi had just started – a 
year 79 it started, ya – they came. It was a – of course there were various prima donna-
ish kinds of dramatic moments through the conference. No single prima donna. I mean 
various people’s nerves were frayed and so on, but that is all part of the cut and thrust of 
an event like that. So there was a sense of great excitement. People would – so many 
people also unattached people footloose like myself also showed up! 
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L A couple of hundred people?  

Lata: I think so. I think so. You will have to ask. That period has been written about 
and so those folks would have checked, right – mine is very impressionistic, what I am 
telling you.  So there was a real sense that something significant was happening! That it 
was going to initiate a strain – a political strain or a political strand  called the 
autonomous women’s movement which would then go on to become quite significant 
part of civil society, as it has become in a way – I don’t think anybody could have 
guessed at the time. Everyone felt there was something exciting happening and that was 
the moment of just noticing that. And feeling after the first conference that we should 
have one soon enough. That is should be followed up. That this energy should not be left 
to disperse.  

L Was there a sense of a more  like a kind of national kind of movement or a wider 
movement, quite outside of Bombay. I mean Mathura was from Maharashtra and all of 
that. 

Lata: Ya. No definitely for example – the Criminal Law Amendment Bill – everyone 
was involved in it. So I remember going to Delhi from the Forum side – to go to various 
public meetings on behalf of the Forum, because I happened to be there, not because I 
had any specific skills in this regard to represent the Forum. In fact, some years ago I 
met Kumkum Sangari and she said – I always remember you in the context of the Rape 
Bill - to me you and that Rape Bill. We have known each other for years and it is very 
odd that she should remember me in that regard in relation to that Bill. But that’s the 
way memory is, I suppose. So, the Bill would affect nationally- that was involved – so 
everyone was together. Secondly, people like K. Lalitha, Susie Tharu – Rukmini Menon 
was also on the edges of this –of the Forum – not as involved as Ritu Dewan – that’s a 
name I have to mention. They have been doing – what were they called – they were also 
called Stree Shakti Sangathana?  

L Stree or Jagriti 

Lata: Can’t remember what they were called. They came to the conference – had a 
wonderful paper. Susie presented a paper and Lalitha presented a wonderful paper on 
hostels – women’s hostels I think. But I remember – that was the first time that I and I 
can say this honestly – you know what – I need go study. There was something about 
the way they put this whole experience. Travelling up and down the suburban trains 
with these women at the end of public meetings in south Bombay – all going back to the 
suburbs, you know Thane, I lived in Santa Cruz wherever. I was just ..I was just inspired 
by the way they saw the world. The analytical concepts at their hands, at their fingertips. 
I remember listening to Susie and Lalitha and this paper on Women’s Hostels – I can’t 
remember – correct me if I am wrong – at that conference and thinking Wow! This is 
sociology! I want to study sociology. One was a political scientist, the other was a literary 
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person but that doesn’t matter – there was a sociological analysis which was very supple 
and very interesting. And I learnt something from it. These are the ways in which also 
individuals and movements shape people. We are shaped by random things –not that 
the people were random. But I have become aware as time has gone on – it is so 
important to make place for the unexpected and the accidental – the random. The 
randomly occurring event in what finally shapes a phenomenon and a life, a movement, 
an individual, a trajectory -it is random in that sense. And these are things which get 
written out of official histories. We tend not to pay attention to them because their 
significance cannot be measured, but there can be a chance comment or an accidental 
encounter which can actually and does actually change people – the direction we would 
take. And I think cumulatively really pushed me to go to graduate school. And if I went 
back to academics – I would have to say –it is the extraordinary – the intellectual 
dexterity and political generosity of the people that I encountered in that period of my 
life.  

L That’s saying a lot actually. Because the movement is accused of being anti-
intellectual and anti in-depth study and activists are forever making off-the cuff 
remarks. It is interesting that you remember it as also opportunities to share 
scholarship, I mean you mentioned at least three such 

Lata: Yes 

L very scholarly kind of consideration of political events. 

Lata: Absolutely. Now look at PUCL and PUDR and CPDR – look at those fact finding 
reports. Somebody should write about them as extremely important intervention in 
Indian historiography, you know. Most of those people were self-taught. I mean it’s not 
like they were taught how to interview people, how to go and do field work. Many of 
them were in English, right. Which has been the default disciplinary affiliation of most 
people. Like you can speak English properly-you fall into English Literature. But these 
are the folks that went out and undertook all of this – undertook all of this study. And 
they have produced a very rich text and rich social history. They are both primary 
materials and not primary materials. I think , I dunno who other than Sudesh worked on 
this – several people have done it “Inside the Family” – very important document- a 
very important document that should be in the national archive. 

L Interestingly again that it was a civil liberties group that brought out one of the 
first kind of very strong statements about a woman’s position in the family rather than a 
women’s group 

Lata: Ya, Yes, yes, yes. So that I think that you know the – it could be that as one 
becomes – here the distinction between the activist and the scholar is a little blurred. 
For example a number of the texts on the women’s movement have come from actually 
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activists then  getting some money to do some research. I was thinking of the two 
Nanditas and their book. Or Radha Kumar, who is also an academic, but she wrote the 
book on the Indian Women’s movement.  

L I think subsequently there has been a little more of friction between – I mean 
after Women’s Studies came up as a discipline. I think that’s when there has been a little 
more of a dichotomy and slight amount of hostility and friction - far more than would be 
helpful actually. But again going back to that period – I am just harping about it because 
very few people have this little window into that period. Because often what tends to 
happen that in a thirty year period of activism – that’s a little blip 

Lata: yes  

L Whereas if you have taken a break, the reality of it is far more vivid, which is why 
I am focusing so much on that. And I would just like to ask you – what the reactions of 
people around you were to this, you know, very intense and excitable period 
intellectually was in your life – your family or other friends who might not have as 
involved? Did they see it as like a phase that would pass? Or that this is a populist thing? 
Or that Oh! She has finally found something that reflects her... 

Lata: But that my parents, my mother comes from a Gandhian family – my mother was 
involved in the freedom struggle. For her it was like – you know – you have no idea what 
we inherited, you have no idea what you inherited and I am so excited to see you have 
this opportunity to something –for a kind of social movement, because I have always 
been individually very agitated about these issues and very engaged from a very young 
child and even the language to know what I was upset about. Was very vocal and 
forthright. But for the first time she could actually see their was a social context. There 
were many many others like me. And as a mother –her thing was always to make sure 
that I didn’t isolate myself on account of my extreme ideas, which sometimes feared 
they were, right. So coming into contact with so many women – quite often she would 
say – have everybody come over here! Have your meeting here! I think she felt – she felt 
buoyed up by me – by the energy! So my mother was very supportive! My father’s 
always been very supportive. That was not an issue. I generally tended to stay away from 
people who would think that this is all mad. And so I didn’t really face much resistance 
from anywhere. But that’s because I tended to be self-selecting in whom I relate to and 
my family had by that time – I remember my early twenties – had already written me off 
as someone who could not be corralled into anything and was probably going to do 
something strange. And so that gave me plenty of room to move – enough.  

L But did the others within the movement in these meeting, you know have to 
battle a lot of, you know derision or even may be more physical controls, you know 
curfew at home – that kind of thing or was it... 
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Lata: You know I really don’t know. I can’t answer the question. I don’t recall having 
conversations about that. I do feel – I mean I would not be surprised if some of the 
women of the left had to encounter a certain step-motherly attitude towards the 
women’s question as they got more and more involved in the early days.  But I think – 
others they would be best placed to answer that question. Because there were some 
parties that felt that – I mean I think the respect that the respect that the autonomous 
women’s movement earned during that period – that two –two and a half years period – 
first grudging and then just an acceptance that this is of a social force, you know. That 
had to be won. Didn’t – it was not self-evident. There were – there were people I 
remember even at the time thinking: is this going to split the movement? That whole 
debate in every country – is it going to split? Is it going to scatter out energy? Is not class 
struggle the primary contradiction? Is this a secondary contradiction? All that.  I do 
remember those kinds of discussions in the group that people were reporting on having 
in their parent organization or if you like their primary organization, you know. But they 
would be much better to placed to answer. 

L No, I just wondered because it could also may be one of the factors of  Bombay 
being more liberal city in terms of commuting and so on for women going home late and 
so on. Because in a lot of other cities one comes across – women unable to stay for 
meetings late and there is a little element of risk plus family pressure and so that is a 
point of discussion in the meetings. When does the meeting take place? And where does 
it take place? I can’t get home late.  

Lata: No, I can see that. Somehow Bombay because of its industrial culture – almost a 
century old industrial culture and wonderful public transport –inadequate of course, but 
wonderful. And it’s a place as a woman even today I feel much safer than in almost any 
other city in India. That was less of an issue on account of that. But all are meetings 
were not before 6.30 because everyone was working during the day.  These were not 
housewives or college students with a lot of spare time. Almost everybody that I recall 
was actually working. They either worked in a lawyers office, for their organization, for 
their trade union, for their party or like  myself in a media house, so you know they 
could only meet evenings and they didn’t end before 9 o clock -9.30. It was a very long 
day. You have to be pretty committed to be part of it.  

L: It’s almost done. One last question – in the early 80s , could you have, I mean did 
you get a sense - it’s purely a personal question, of a sense of problems to come or the 
problems to emerge. Like one example is this whole issue of sex determination tests, 
which five years later was such a big issue and starting in Maharashtra and Delhi. This 
whole campaign for the law. When you look back at a movement which was so vibrant – 
was there any kind of sense of it-not just this issue but these are, you know the portends 
of the future kind of thing – was there some sense of that. 
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Lata: A little bit. A little bit. In some good ways and in some not good ways, I would 
say. Looking back, again this is the view from the wing mirror if you like, you know. 
One, there was always this absolute awareness of girl preference and so then  

L Boy preference you mean.. 

Lata: I am sorry, boy preference – ya and the sorrow at the birth of a girl, so that issue 
was discussed. And when the technology became possible for sex determination – in fact 
a lot of sane people were involved just a few years down the road – so in that sense there 
was the – that did not come as a surprise that it became an issue. And it seemed to me 
that it would and I say it would have been because I wasn’t there by that point – it would 
have been an easy transition, a smooth transition in that way. I would – if there was one 
– there are two things I would like to point out as a kind of auto-critique from that time. 
It would be that – we also dealt with the issue of public culture – mass culture. For 
example we had a demonstration against red rose – the film ‘Red Rose’ that came out at 
that time – don’t even ask me! I think it’s a Rajesh Khanna film – don’t even ask me 
what was wrong about it – I do remember going for the demonstration, I do remember 
that Rohini Banajee wrote – I think she wrote the pamphlet. I recall – I have this 
distinct memory of Vibhuti Patel saying you know in capitalism we talk about under-
utilized capacity – Rohini is an under-utilized capacity. 

L laughs 

Lata:  So this is the kind of way in which stuff would happen. But I feel that the – that 
somewhere we have vacated the arena of mass culture and a feminist critique of mass 
culture, because the idea of the objectification of women was very much a part of the 
thinking at the time. And now it is much more about women’s right to sexual self-
determination. It’s not that the two are one – that to take that position is to not have a 
position on objectification of women, but somewhere it seems as though this has come 
to the fore and questions about the objectification of women in mass culture has really 
fallen away. I don’t see it as being part of the politics of autonomous women’s 
movement. Maybe taken up in film studies and so on – that’s another matter. So that I 
think one could see. The second thing – our failure I think was actually to deal head-on 
with issues of culture and religion. We really didn’t, I mean. Flavia has talked 
subsequently about how it was a Hindu group. It was a Hindu group in that unmarked 
sense that this is the dominant religious group.  

L Default setting 

Lata: Default setting kind of thing, you know. So I don’t think we dealt with issues of 
culture and religion and the importance of articulating a specific feminist position to 
those two things. So that I think in many ways we got caught on the back foot as issues 
of fundamentalism blew up in our faces.  And in some ways we have responded very ably 
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and in some ways we still haven’t interrogated these categories in the ways that we 
might.  

L When you say it was not discussed – do you mean some people wanted it 
discussed and it was marginalized as an unimportant issue or was it not even part of 
anybody’s agenda? 

Lata: You know, Lalitha wanted it discussed as I mentioned. I remember clearly she 
even called a meeting. But it was just not deemed to be important. And that’s because I 
think in a way we were in a way not looking at – we were seeing these as social issues 
and as political issues. And we did think about the cultural, but culture almost became 
subsumed by the social. You know, that there is nothing about the culture that in and of 
itself needs to be engaged, because really the issue is social. That is the edge, that is the 
pressure point where we should be going towards and also rather naïve and certainly not 
unique to the women’s movement, believed that these kinds of cultural problems will 
reduce automatically as you have greater urbanization, greater modernization and so on. 
But the – what you might call the persistence of culture in both the good and the bad 
sense, that is not a problem that we took up as a predicament, you know as a theoretical 
– as a political problem. As an epistemological problem and ultimately an existential 
problem.  I don’t think we have even till today really, really confronted that issue. Which 
is why we tend to vacate the sphere of culture as a site of struggle. And we are much 
more comfortable, even today I think, dealing with things that are explicitly political, 
social and legal. But culture is a terrain for contestation. 

L And you see religion as part of that 

Lata: As part of that, because a lot of what informs common sense – kind of South 
Asian ethos – common sense if you like. And common sense is a combination of good 
sense, bad sense and nonsense, ok – once you have understood that in the Gramscian 
sense, you know. Part of what informs that is as much – is even more culture than 
religion. Now there is a relationship between the two, but there – for example a lot of 
the shared syncretic culture – of the culture that is shared by Christians, Muslims and 
Hindus has to do with the cultural civilizational context. It cannot be reduced to one or 
other religion. When you start to take this very complex field and you erect boundaries 
around it and saying this is Hindu, this is Muslim, this is Christian then you over-
religious – tend to see things as religious that are actually have a deeper cultural base. 
But then also specific religious expressions related to that shared cultural base and we 
need to make that distinction. So that we can even develop a language of politics that 
draws on this civilizational ethos. And is not always positioned as in opposition to it, you 
know. Or moving from a place where there is a hope that this civilizational ethos will 
somehow become weak, lose its prana and disappear, leaving us with a political ground 
with which we are much more comfortable – which is human rights, civil rights, social 
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issues, political issues, legal issues – I feel like we have ended up there partly because we 
didn’t take up some of those problems in those early days. I could be wrong, you’ll have 
to correct me. 

L No, no this is not about right and wrong, but about your memories of the time. I 
think this is something which one is hearing a lot about in terms of not engaging with 
religion as a very black and white opiate of the masses view or like let peace prevail kind 
of thing – they are far more complex engagement which was missing and probably still 
is I think. It’s spot on 

L Is there anything you’d like to share or ..? 

Lata: Well, I’d like to thank you. 

LM laugh 

L On record. 

Lata: I have absolutely no idea if this is of any use, but as I said I have gratitude for that 
experience. 

L Thanks Lata.      
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