APARNA MAHANTA
Interviewed by Monisha Behal

Aparna Mahanta ( Kamrup, Assam) was involved with the women’s movement as
an academic and as a grassroots activist in the 1980s. She was a member and
office-bearer of national and state women’s organizations like the Mahila
Samakhya and the India Association of Women's Studies. She continues to be a
researcher and writer on women'’s issues in English and Assamese.

MB: Good morning Baideo! I am Monisha Behal and today, | would like to
interview you. Please tell me your name and your age.

AM: My name is Aparna Mahanta now but before marriage it was Aparna Dutta
and my birth date is 20t August, 1946.

MB: Thank you! [ am doing this interview on behalf of Zubaan and I am sure you
know about Zubaan. They want to put this interview in their archives and they
are carrying out many such interviews with a number of women. My first
question to you is about your childhood, your experiences at school, growing up
and how as an individual have your experiences been regarding boys and girls
which may have led you to form ideas about what a girl should be like. As you
grew up you took part in the movement and so do tell me about your childhood,
how your brothers treated you and about such growing up experiences?

AM: [ was born in Sivasagar and in our house there were six girls and one boy. |
have two younger sisters and at the age of four, my uncle and aunt took me to
Shillong and even though [ have a younger brother, the house was primarily a
women'’s house and I mainly interacted with girls. My brother is about six years
younger than me and as a child I was sometimes jealous of him and at times, we
used to fight whenever we met, which was not often. My education from the
beginning to the end was at a girl’s school and then at a girl’s college. I studied at
the St. Mary’s convent school for girls and later at the St. Mary’s College. We had
nuns in the school and only at college there were one or two men, so | have
always studied and been around women from birth. Hence, [ had never really
experienced the difference. And since the sisters and nuns of our school were
from different countries, they were an example to me of women who were
independent and I never felt that [ could not do anything.

MB: So you never really felt the difference?
AM: Yes, | never really felt any difference between the two till about college.

MB: The schools and the colleges you studied in, were they English or Assamese
medium?

AM: [ was taught in the English medium as I studied in Shillong and Assamese
was not really taught. I was taught Assamese somewhat at home but since the
age of ten [ was in hostel.



MB: When you were studying in Meghalaya, back then was it still a part of
Assam?

AM: Yes, It was still Assam.

MB: In your experience, was there anything that was an example for you that
changed your outlook on women or something else that created a struggle within
you?

AM: At that time, I really cannot call it a struggle but I do remember a small
incident, which involved our sister Paula who was a nun from Canada. One day
we were talking about something and for some reason she got angry with me,
and told me that “Oh! You'll be just a house-wife! Just a house-wife!” I never
really could forget that comment and I had this feeling that I should do
something else in life too because I was not thinking about a career or about a
profession as in those days everyone’s idea was to get married and [ saw my
parents starting to get worried about my marriage when I joined college.

MB: This incident, was it instigated because you did not do your homework?

AM: Not really! [ was old enough and I was in class 9 or 10 when she said it. | was
not very young.

MB: And at that time, in school or college, I am not talking about feminism but
about women'’s struggles in other countries and the state of women or the
freedom struggle in Assam where a lot of women participated, did you have any
knowledge about those struggles?

AM: There was no such knowledge and politically, the environment was very
conservative but if I think now, my female class friends from back then who were
Nagas, Mizos, Khasis, etc., they had independent spirits and in our school, we
used to do all work on our own.

MB: So you were quite influenced by them?

AM: Yes and I learnt to be independent and to be entirely dependent on my own
self.

MB: In that case, it is very rare for a school in Assam to have female students
from Nagaland or Mizoram, did you meet any girl with whom you were able to
strike a permanent friendship or whom you have been able to understand very
well?

AM: I have this habit that I don’t standstill at a particular point of time. When I
am friends with someone, we are very good friends but later, we all tend to go
our own ways.

MB: Were you more influenced by the fact that they were independent or that
they did not have a ‘purdah’ system?



AM: Absolutely. And each one of them had an ambition to be a doctor or be
someone. They had that these feelings in them even though I did not have any
such feeling.

MB: After college, please tell me about your life and [ am sure you had some
experiences that changed you. Please talk about them and how it may have lead
to your work with women.

AM: | came to the Gauhati University to pursue my M.A. and at that time, it was
like my contact with the outside world began as before that, [ was in a convent
atmosphere. Now, there were boys and girls, including teachers and because of
that, I received a different kind of knowledge. Learnt how to read different books
from outside and it was a wonderful experience. | used to spend time with girls
mostly and we used to read a lot of books, which teachers used to give us.

MB: Who were your professors? Birinchi Barua?

AM: No no. He died before, in 1963. I was in the University from 1966-68. Prof.
Amaresh Dutta was there and so was Dr. M. S. Prabhakar.

MB: He became a journalist?

AM: Yes. He became a journalist. He was a teacher. Hiren Dutta was also a
teacher and Prafulla Kotoki.

MB: Could you please tell me what kind of books influenced you and what slowly
pulled you towards thinking and working for women?

AM: Even when [ was in the University, | never faced any discrimination as such
because [ was a bright student and I used to always stand first in class. I did not
feel that I never received a chance and my teachers were fond of me. My
experience at the university was smooth. After that [ went to Dibrugarh and
there my teacher was, Dr. Dilip Barua, who went to Dibrugarh and the Dibrugarh
University had just started. Even though it started in 1965 but it had started
functioning from around 1967. 1 went there in 1968 and my colleagues were
Udayan Mishra and Dr. Kobin Phookan, even though they are a year senior to me.
[t was a very beautiful atmosphere and we all were young. Some of them had
come from the U.K. and my husband Parama Mahanta and some of his friends
had also come back from London. It provided for a very vibrant and congenial
atmosphere. We had an opportunity to develop but slowly, [ began to notice that
there is a difference between men and women in the sense that my male
colleagues were very friendly with me but I felt that intellectually, I was not
heard and I always felt it from them when we used to talk. They would turn away
or not give importance to what I had to say and I had to fight to get myself heard.
[ felt that the turning point of my life came when I suddenly realized that I
started speaking, people stopped talking to listen. That is what I felt after lots of
struggle and that of course had an effect, [ became opinionated and I learnt how
to debate, because otherwise you won’t be heard.



Another intellectual development took place. Dr. Dilip Barua had just come back
from Sheffield University. He had met us a year before at Gauhati University and
then shifted to Dibrugarh University. He had come back after doing some
research and at that time, at 1968, feminism had just started. In fact, [ was not
very conscious and he had done some work on George Carpenter and feminism
in 19t Century. He suggested that I should work on feminism and an author of
my choice. I chose George Elliot and feminism. [ read all her novels and he helped
me to get micro-films from London University and writings on feminism. I had
started working on feminism by ‘68 - '69 and then in 1971 I got married to a
colleague.

MB: Did you go to London?

AM: Yes, I went to London and I got the microfilms through the British Council
from Calcutta. Dr. Barua had some contacts and I got the films.

MB: You were being ignored by men in one sense but then they started listening
and respecting you and then it was a male who helped you....

AM: | am not saying that men did not help me. After all, there were no women
mentors and it was men who mentored me.

MB: That is very nice thing to know and I have always felt that in Assam, things
are slightly different.

AM: [ got married in 1971.

MB: He must be a man who has been a great companion, right?
AM: Who?

MB: Your husband.

AM: He is a great companion. It was our choice and it was not a family decision.
There was some problem from his side of the family because he is a Gosain and |
am sudhir. His family was not very happy but he persisted and we got married in
"71. He was very supportive throughout and in fact, he encouraged me to apply
for a scholarship at the British Council to go abroad to study. [ applied but I did
not think [ would get it. But I still applied. In the meantime, [ got pregnant and
my daughter was born. At the same time, [ got an interview call from Delhi and
she was twenty days old. [ asked my gynecologist, one lady, Dr. Nirupama, his
friend, whether [ could go and she said I could go. I left my baby with my mother
and she was very supportive. My husband accompanied me to Delhi for me to
give the interview. I arrived in Delhi in the morning and by evening, we returned.
So for four days I left her.

MB: So you stopped nursing her? Did the milk stop?

AM: No. When [ came back, I resumed nursing her. In the meantime, she was fed
milk. [ received the scholarship and she was eight months old and I left her with
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my mother at my mother’s home in Sivasagar. I have five sisters, so they looked
after her. My husband used to visit her during the weekends and used to send me
photographs. At that time, there were not any mobiles and even with telephones,
long distance calls were difficult to make. We used to talk once in a while and so
he used to send me photographs.

MB: For how long did you receive the scholarship for?

AM: | went to do an M.A. at the Leeds University for a year. I could have extended
it for longer than a year but [ wanted to come back and I had to come back
because of my daughter.

MB: Did you feel bad?

AM: Yes, | felt bad for leaving her behind but she was young and she did not
trouble a lot. I did a dissertation on George Elliot and feminism there at the
university. Otherwise, at the bookstall there, | read feminist books by Simone de
Beauvoir, Germaine Greer, etc. who all were new as well. By '72, [ had bought
books by Shulamith Firestone, on radical feminism and I kept it. [ could not read
all because I was busy with my M.A. and when I came back, I got all these books
back. That is also the time when [ met feminists at Leeds University, which was a
pretty radical university located on the north of England. I used to go for
meetings.

MB: Whom did you meet?

AM: I don’t remember the names. When I visited London, I met Anna Devin, who
is a friend’s mother. I stayed with them for Christmas. I got to know her well and
at the time, there was a feminist camp in Oxford, which I was invited for.
However, at the last minute [ decided not to go because I had my exams. I
decided not to go as I had gone on a scholarship and I had to do well. Regretfully,
[ had to give that up but she was the first feminist that I had met. Her sister, Celia,
[ suppose, [ met her at Leeds and I saw their lifestyle, which was a feminist’s
lifestyle. They showed me pictures of how they were earlier and [ saw how they
freed themselves through their struggles of being single mothers.

MB: Which year was this?
AM: Thisis’'72 - ‘73.
MB: And your daughter was born in '72?

AM: Yes. I returned in the year '73 and then, the rest of my life I spent struggling
in that direction.

MB: You got a very good background and backing since you went to England
from what [ know, in the women'’s struggle for freedom. And the organization
that you started, what is it called?



AM: The name is now Pragatishil Nari Sanstha but earlier it was called, Nari
Sanstha. Once I returned from England, the Emergency was declared in '75 and
then I became more politicized and I started to focus more on social issues.

MB: What kind of issues did you start focusing on?

AM: At that time, [ was not very free and I had a son in the year '76. [ was
focusing on the upbringing of my children. My husband was active and I was
aware about what was going on. I could not participate a lot. After that, during
the Assam Movement, we were not supporters and we had a leftist orientation.
We went through a lot of worries but fortunately, we were in Dibrugarh where a
lot of persecution did not happen. Anyway, we felt isolated because all our
friends supported the movement. In the meantime, the activities that my
husband was involved with were certain organizations, which were leftist. In
1982, he went to Delhi for a conference and then, he got me three-four copies

of Manushi. That was the first time | saw what was happening. And when the
International Women'’s year was celebrated in ’85, I along with some of my
women friends went around the Dibrugarh University’s girl’s hostels organizing
a few meetings and tried to sensitize and bring awareness about women'’s rights
and that we should do something about women'’s issues.

MB: Did you take the approach that women were being exploited by men or was
the approach oriented towards women’s rights and being able to access
opportunities?

AM: That is there but moreover, we tried to look at problems faced by girls who
had issues at their home regarding education, studies and other such related
matter.

MB: Did the problem of violence arise?

AM: No. The issues on violence did not arise at that time because we used to live
in campus and even in campus there were instances, like one of our professor’s
who was from Delhi used to beat his wife. People from our campus gathered
together and protested. This was not done by any organization but was a
community initiative. We, the people from the campus, were very upset and
later, the professor and his wife went away. It was terrible. The professor was
respectable and good but I feel that their culture does not match with ours.

MB: Who were they? From UP?
AM: They were Punjabi.

MB: The new input that you got was from Manushi, right? I think Ruth Vanita
was there.

AM: Yes, Manushi. Ruth Vanita and Madhu Kishwar.

MB: Did you contribute?



AM: No. I did not contribute because I had always wanted to work and stay here
but later, I did go. My area of interest was here. Here, my female colleagues and I
used to meet and discuss and we decided to do a survey on working women's
issues. Then, we decided to publish it and we managed to publish it in ‘83, when
Assam was going though a lot of turmoil. However, on the 8t of March, we were
able to publish a small magazine, Aidor Jonaki Baat. ] was very angry with the
press people because they had ornamented the magazine with some flowers
because it was a women’s magazine. | wanted it to be plain and have the same
feeling of seriousness as The Frontier or the EPW. The first issue came out on
March 8th, 1983. And next year, we celebrated it on 8t march, 1984 by
organizing a big meeting. That’s how the organization started.

MB: What is the name now?

AM: Right now, the organization, Pragatshili Nari Sanstha, publishes it as Jonaki
Baat. It has been 25 years.

MB: Isn’t the name of the organization present?

AM: At that time, the organization did not exist. This was used as an
organizational tool.

MB: Are there more copies of the first edition and will I find it at the
organization’s office?

AM: I am not sure but this is my personal copy. We ran it for about five year’s
with our own money and cost was low. Later, we managed to make a lot of
contacts and our network spread all over Assam and we traveled.

MB: Could you please tell what kind of a readership you had for this magazine?
Since, you have mentioned that you had a leftist bent and hence, I am sure that
the magazine must have some leftist approach to it. So what kind and level of
people used to read this magazine?

AM: Lower level villagers and students used to read it and we had not targeted
the intellectual category.

MB: What kind of content did you have?

AM: To give you an idea, our aim was to make one realize that they have the
ability of self-assertion, and plus we tried to bring awareness about what was
happening here and outside. So we used to publish some news. There was an
editorial where we used to write about what we do and here in this edition, my
friend wrote a poem. Another friend, Ms. Subarna Bhuyan, who was a teacher,
wrote a piece on women and male domination. There were a few stories and
fables relating to women. Everything is about women. Also, there was talk about
police torture on women and at that time the Assam Movement was going on.
Even there were articles about women from tea gardens and Phoolan Devi’s
surrender.



MB: Can [ make a photocopy of this edition?
AM: Yes.

MB: [ want to ask you something, after the publication of this magazine, did
the Mahila Samiti, the so called civilized society, read your magazine, did they
accept it and did they invite you for their meetings?

AM: I first got involved with the writing circle though the Women'’s University
and the Research Centre for Women's Studies, Bombay, which had organized a
seminar to commemorate the first decade of the woman’s movement in ’85.

MB: It must be a good feeling.... right?
AM: What can I say how it felt like.
MB: Who had invited you?

AM: [ was a part of certain organizations by then and from Calcutta someone had
nominated me. | had some good connections and [ was asked to prepare a paper.
[ met women writers and activists to understand their work. I wrote a piece,
which was published in the book A Decade of the Women’s Movement edited by
Neera Desai and published by Himalaya Publications. I wrote from my
experience and I spoke to women from the Mahila Samiti and I gave the entire
history.

MB: Dragging my question back to Jonaki Baat, did they reject it or did you feel a
rejection from their side because of your leftist leaning?

AM: 1 did not feel as we were a localized group and we had a network of people
from Guwabhati, Jorhat, Tezpur, etc.

MB: May I know who was there in Tezpur?

AM: It was not exactly in Tezpur but in Bihali. I once gave a report and we met
Sheila Borthakur and someone named Saikia. She was in Mahila Samiti.

MB: Torulata Saikia?

AM: Yes, Torulata Saikia. They were part of the Mahila Samiti and we met all
kinds of people, like from Bongaigaon, Bodogaon, etc. We traveled extensively
and I had built a rapport. I knew Sheila Borthakur and when I had started to
enquire about publishing and writing, | was well acquainted with Minoti
Hazarika, Nirupama Borghain, Preeti Barua. They used to invite me for meetings
and conferences. [ knew their version and their history. Sheila Borthakur and her
colleagues had sent me a very rude letter because she and her group had first
organized the Mahila Samiti meeting. From what [ know, the beginning was the
same but they split later. It was an ego issue.



MB: So the Mahila Samiti from Tezpur or Sivasagar or the apex body did not
patronize Jonaki Baat?

AM: No they did not. It did not even enter their consciousness. It was on a
different level.

MB: From my research and talking and interviewing many people, the way

the Mahila Samiti started was through a collective effort by various people at
various places who came together and it was a welfare-ist association which
focused on stitching, knitting but when it came to discussing about objecting
male domination or about women'’s access to health care, I found that it was
negligible. Do you feel that they were different or how did you come to know that
their school of thought was different?

AM: At that time, when Jonkai Baat was published, we used to visit villages and
do meetings and I noticed that in every village, Mahila Samiti had some
organization in its name. I felt that was very good because of the extent of their
reach.

MB: [ was also very impressed by that too.

AM: Everyone had to say the same thing that there is no work right now. I felt
very bad because I saw the fly-shuttles were kept away and moreover, in villages
every woman weaves. The problems of the fly-shuttle is that you need yarn, then
you need a market and if you provide one, who will run it and the implications of
it, without thinking, impressed me. Mahila Samita had become a generic word
and everyone knew it as a woman'’s organization but we could use it as a
platform to share problems. From then, we started to tackle the issue of violence.

MB: You went ahead after starting Jonaki Baat and | know that you received
some criticism, from here I have two questions: One is did you feel satisfied or
did you feel the need to struggle harder? With what aim did you move forward?

AM: I never felt disappointed because the field is always open. I worked with
people who had contacts with villages and tea gardens but at one point of time, I
came to a realization and there is a poem, which you might know of, the poem
has a line, which says that I will not work for you, but I will work with you. Hence,
[ never felt that [ should work with people who are unfortunate than me but
wherever | am, that is the place of my actions and deeds, even if | am at the
University with my teachers or at a village when we used to talk to villagers, help
them and make them aware. How much are our people conscious? They also
need to be liberated.

MB: Can I ask you, but please do correct me, that you were not an organization
person but someone who wanted to work, from the heart, for the people who
lived around you in that context? Am I right?

AM: I would say [ am an organization person too since, | have been involved with
them for such a long time but when an organization becomes institutionalized, I
am not in it. [ have left many organizations because of this and I always feel that
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an organization should be dynamic and not fossilized. I always felt that they
would become fossilized and gets into a rut. Hence, I felt the place of my actions
and deeds is the place where I will work. Once I realized this, I tried to get
involved academically and that is the time when I came in contact with the
Indian Woman’s Movement. Even though, | read Manushi and I went to Bombay
in 85 for the conference, everyone was there. And in Chandigarh in the year
1986, the Indian Association for Women'’s Studies organized their

3rd Conference. Madhuriben Shah, the then Vice-chancellor of the UGC sent a
circular around to all the universities requesting them to send delegates. Our
university decided to send Dr. Swarnalata Barua and me. We first went to
Chandigarh and presented papers, and it was a very good experience. In that
same year, we decided to create an organization back in Assam called
Professional Women’s Forum for professional women, teachers, staff, etc.

MB: What was the discourse of that organization?

AM: It was an endeavor where we wanted women to be present in all the
committees of the University. Later, we took up cases of sexual harassment
within the University. We started documenting for a women's research centre at
the Dibrugarh University. Ultimately, it became the Centre for Women'’s Studies,
recognized by the UGC in 2004.

MB: s it still continuing to function?
AM: It is a full-fledged centre now.
MB: Is it dynamic?

AM: Well, it was a foundation for all the teachers and we made the syllabus. Now,
there is module of women'’s studies in all departments.

MB: Who is the director now?
AM: The current director in-charge is Daisy Bora Talukdar. She is quite young.

MB: Let me ask you about the women’s movement because wherever [ have
interviewed, whoever I have interviewed, old or young, everyone said that we
don’t know much about the Indian Women’s Movement and some old ladies have
commented that they know about the Freedom Movement but not about this
movement. You are the first person to have said that you got involved in the
movement and that must be because of the exposure you received but how much
were you able to contribute to it and how much did they recognize your work? |
want to know that.

AM: Well, I must say that [ have contributed as well as my work has been
acknowledged. The organization I was working for at some point of time called
the Indian People’s Front, which was a political organization, organized a big
conference on women in Patna. It was a big conference and I was an organizer. I
met you for the first time at that conference. | remember that when I had gone to
Delhi as a part of the organizing committee, you had come to visit me and I
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remember it very well. | have a quality in me that [ only stay where I can,
otherwise, I cannot. I won’t go out to do something where I know I will not be
able to contribute. While organizing that conference, [ met a lot of people and I
learnt a lot of things. It was an alternative conference and [ understood that if it
is a woman’s movement, it has to be run by women and I felt that, if a man gets
involved, he would want to use it. [ felt it. That was a reason why I left the
organization and decided to work only for women'’s organizations. [ started to
participate in Indian Association for Women'’s studies’ conferences whenever |
could.

MB: Are you retired now from Dibrugarh University?

AM: Yes.

MB: Then, if you are saying you are involved, are you currently involved?

AM: No. I am not involved directly.

AM Through this connection [ was invited all over for Seminars and Conferences.
I went to Shimla to the Indian Institute of Advanced Studies. That time a book
came out called ‘From needs to Market'. It was written by Kumkum ....

MB: Kumkum Sangari?

AM: Yes or Kumkum Roy.......... fades

MB: Do you know Urvashi?

AM: Yes. [ know almost everyone because of the number of conferences I have
attended where [ met them.

MB: Don’t they publish a diary in which your name is there by Nari Mukti
Sanstha? 1 think your name is there.

AM: That is the old name. Through these contacts, [ became a member of the
National Resource Group of the Mahila Samakhya for two terms for four years.

MB: So were you a part of the Mahila Samakhya which was introduced in ‘867
AM: Yes but [ was there from 2002 to 2005.
MB: What were your responsibilities?

AM: My responsibilities were related to the Northeast and the National Resource
Group is primarily a think-tank. We used to have meetings annually or bi-
annually at different places like Shimla or Nainital. We used to look at the
progress of work and provided suggestions. Later, | was nominated by Sushila
Kaushik to be a member for the Indian Association for Women's studies and I
won, | became a member. | was a member for a term and I did pursue later
because I did not feel very comfortable as from my experience, the people who

11



were part of it were from the..... metropolitan people. So, I felt our small town
issues were not given importance. Hence, I did not feel with them and the way I
was involved,

[ feel I was acknowledged, which came across in publications and books.
MB: Do you still write? Do you write in Assamese?

AM: Yes, I still do write and I write in Assamese but [ write in English for
seminars, which sometimes gets published. I published about two books in
Assamese.

MB: Do you still feel like doing something? [ am asking because the philosophy
that you have, the experience and the desire to do something for women, that
spirit seem to be still very active and I feel that you should not let it go. You can
influence others I think.

AM: I give a lot of advice and | am a member of the Women’s Studies Centre of
Gauhati University and [ am also a member of the Tezpur University and advisor
at the Dibrugarh University. [ am contributing and I give lectures in refresher
courses occasionally. I am trying to reduce the strain on myself physically and I
am trying to focus on my writing. I do not have time to travel. Now, I have begun
to look at women as a part of society and if we do not understand the society that
we live in, we will not understand the role of women. Hence, I am engaging in
some general studies but more historical in nature.

MB: Whenever you go to Gauhati University or Tezpur University, do you find
the same atmosphere of the 1985s that you found in the initial days of the
women’s movement?

AM: Not really because society has changed so much and the younger
generation’s outlook is very different that I feel almost out of place. I feel  am not
up to the times and out of place. It is more like not being able to keep with the
mood of the time. Regarding women, the current trend in the studies and in the
discourse, I am not excited by it anymore. The trend now in the discourse is
more official/ formal. The other day I received something on the environment
and women yesterday. But I am disinterested to even read it because it has
become so predictable. The way certain terms are used - it comes across as if
they have been used without full understanding. Sounds like jargon.

MB: [ will ask you one last question. The Mahila Samitis are still running today
and some of them are politically motivated, and there are also many women'’s
organizations outside. Do you feel that we have been able to progress with all
these Mahila Samitis? Are they a strong force or not?

AM: I don’t think we have been able to progress because in our society, the way
women are perceived is still the same and we have not even been able to make a
dent on it. [ feel personally, as an individual I am trying to make myself someone
who can be respected. I have always done things on my own, [ haven’t stayed
inside the house, I travelled alone. For instance regarding conversations, we did
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not have the habit of discussing things outside and my Assamese was poor
because I studied in an English Medium school and lived in a hostel. Now, I can
speak Assamese for hours without even using a single word in English. These
skills I had to use when I had to speak with women who are from villages and to
explain to them. This experience has helped me so much and in meetings. Before
it was men who used to speak. [ used to doubt myself whether I could speak, and
then I made it a point to stand up and say something. I thought I would do it for
the cause of women so that they will be visible in society. [ have experienced this
so much and I feel that women as a whole are still not given importance.
Regarding violence, there is so much and it is difficult to read the papers. Earlier,
it used to go unreported and we used to make paper-cuttings of those pieces.
However, | have stopped doing that when it comes to violence against women
because it is just too much. Everyday, there are two-three instances and it has
become a culture.

MB: [ want to ask you something, which may be a personal opinion, if you want
to say something to the women of our society and not just as giving advice, but
maybe as a statement - to bring their attention to something crucial according to
you. What would you like to say to women which may be important to
organizations working on women like North East Network as well, like the

way Jonaki Baat did, what would it be? To young women?

AM: I just do not want to say something to women but to everyone that whatever
job/ work you do, do it well. [ feel that one of the problems of our society is that
there is insincerity and any kind of work is good work whichever that may be.
Please do think and think well which is good for you and is necessary for you,
which one has to find and articulate it. Today, when somebody says anything
different, something opposite ... that person is almost persecuted like in a witch-
hunt and I feel that there needs to be tolerance that must be inculcated in our
society, which seems to be lacking.

MB: [ agree that I feel that there needs to be a solution to a problem like witch-
hunting in a place where a State Bank official also believes in something like this.
[ remember when I had gone to Etawah district to work at a village; [ came
across a few things, which I observed like the caste system. [Here too] There was
an incident where a boy fell ill and the woman was blamed because she was
thought to be a witch. There was some meeting which was called off and even the
police kept quiet because of the pressure from the community. Everyone was
quiet and no one was against it.

If we want to make a movement against such evils, do we have to write, do we
have to educate or train? I feel that children should be educated from a young
age and the elders should be involved in another manner for instance ...to
distract them like wildlife preservation. This is what [ feel. What do you feel?

AM: You spoke about education but I feel children should learn to live together
from an early age and be made aware of personal care and hygiene. Such things
should be taught from an early age. The child should be well disciplined and well
educated. On the other hand, we should try to understand why people have such
as blind faith /superstitions. The bigger reason is not just blind faith but it is duty,
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which people depend up on so much without realizing that this earth is within
our control, if we want to control it. Till the time people do not realize this, there
will be such beliefs. What I mean is that, people do not have the outlook that if
they want something, they can very well make it happen. Hence, people veer
towards the spiritual and pray, when one can do it themselves. I had read
somewhere that Oprah Winfrey once said that “my destiny is written on my
forehead and when people will start believing that we are the writers of our own
destiny, and then things can change.” We have to understand our selve. Most
people do not understand this. When I had gone with my colleagues to the
villages, we tried to explain this that one must understand one’s self, one’s
surroundings and whatever there may not be, one should say it.

MB: Witch-hunting is because of economic reasons to take away land...

AM: Or it is about disease. [ have seen it myself, even with my daughter.
Whenever there is an illness, naturally, we start to care a lot. We go to the doctor
and we believe that the doctor can cure us. But those who do not have the
support/means to avail such resources, instead of blaming themselves, they put
the blame on someone else. Usually, witch-hunting occurs in tribal societies like
Bodo, Rabha or tea garden labour. If you see in their cases, mothers don’t have
time to watch after their children at all because they work all day with their
children over their backs, and hence, they would of course fall ill. Regarding
childcare, which is the state’s responsibility, the state must take it.

MB: The role of men as well...
AM: Yes, the men must be taught too. They have to taught...........

MB: With this, [ would like to end this interview but before that I would like you
to acknowledge that you have permitted Zubaan the rights over this interview.

AM: | have given my permission because the experience I have is not just my
experience but it is for me to share.

MB: [ also wish to share that for me to listen to you has been quite a rare
moment. [ have thoroughly enjoyed talking to you and I hope that we meet again.
Thank you.

AM: Thank you.

November 17, 2011. Mirza, Kamrup district, Assam
Translated from Assamese by Ankush Bhuyan
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