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Jagori: a space of our own

Jagori is not ours alone, but belongs to all the people who have,
down the years, passed through these doors. Long after they have
moved on, their thoughts, ideas and contributions to Jagori
remain, like footprints that trace our journey of twenty years.

This is a space of heated debate and passionate polemic, of fists
raised in defiance and protest, of bonding and friendships, of
solidarity and safety. Some of us have parted ways, some have
branched out. There has been pain, there has been exhilaration.
There has been much learning, much giving and taking, and
always, much talking! Whatever our individual trajectories, each
of us found in Jagori a home, a new identity, a space to claim
as our own.
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“JAGORI’s genesis lay in a perception of its
founders that the feminist movement in India, such
as it was in the beginning of 1980s, was urban-
centred, and a conviction that without detriment
to whatever foothold the movement had in urban
India, it should fan out into the rural areas.  Jagori
started its work in August 1984 from Delhi as an
unregistered society. It described itself as a
“Women’s Resource and Training Centre”. The
agenda for the new organisation was set by those
times. Women’s groups and other NGOs were
coming up and needed to develop a perspective to
work on women’s issues and concerns. Soon after
Jagori was set up, two major devastating events
took place that determined Jagori’s work during the
first two years – the Sikh carnage in Delhi after
the assassination of Indira Gandhi and the disaster
in Bhopal where thousands of people were killed
in the Union Carbide gas tragedy. It also joined
several other groups who got active in different
resettlement colonies including the riot-affected
areas to work with victims of violence.

Our Vision: “To spread
feminist consciousness
for the creation of
a just society.”

Genesis –
The Beginning
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... Jagori might have articulated its vision and
mission only in 2001, but it is no sudden bright
idea, and can be recognised as having been there
all along from the time of its modest beginning
in 1984.”

From ‘Evaluation Report, 2002’

One of the first activities of Jagori was production
of feminist songs and poems on the theme of
oppression of women within the family and
religion.  These were distributed in cassettes and
book forms to groups, not simply women’s groups,
not only in India but in neighbouring countries
Nepal, Bangladesh and Pakistan. Along with this
there was also work in the basti with other
grassroots organisations, training on building
feminist perspective with activists and NGO
workers. Thus, even in the very early months of
its existence, Jagori set its sights beyond the
confines of any circumscribed definition of women’s
work that a new group may find convenient, and
instead tried to relate with not only other women’s
groups but other general groups also, viewing work
with women as necessarily extending beyond India’s
political frontiers.
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Jagori was set up in 1984 by a group of seven
people - Abha, Gouri, Jogi, Kamla, Manjari,
Runu and Sheba - in response to a need within
the women’s movement. They decided to form
what they envisioned as a ‘creative space’ for
women to express their realities, “to articulate
their  experience of oppression, to know more
about it and to find ways of fighting it”.

driven to volunteer time at a dynamic feminist space like
Saheli.

“A lot of us brought our anger to that space. The more we
did the play, the more the anger kept growing because we
saw for the first time the horrific nature of the crime and
also the complicity… to some extent even the family [was
part of it], which was very frightening. Couple after couple
would walk up Saheli’s staircase and say ‘here is the file
- here are the letter she wrote to us’. We realised that the

In the late seventies, thousands of women were taking
to the streets to protest against incidents of dowry murder
and rape. These campaigns saw a heightened phase of
activism, with protests, demonstrations, pushing for a law
around dowry-related deaths, sitting up nights making
posters, writing pamphlets and songs.

It was Om Swaha, a street-play on the issue of dowry, that
brought together all the founder members of Jagori. The
play was originally written by Maya Rao and Anu Kapoor,
and it became a landmark in the women’s movement. “‘Om
Swaha’ was such an interactive thing,“ remembers Kamla.
Gouri says, “Even though it was originally written by Maya
and Anu, it evolved in a very participatory manner with all
of us, and so we all have a sense of ownership.” By 1987
the play had been interpreted and reinterpreted several
times, and there were seven or eight versions developed by
the different groups who had performed it.

From the anti-dowry campaign there arose a need for a crisis
intervention centre. Saheli, the first autonomous women’s
group in Delhi, was conceived to meet this need. Many
women involved in the campaign were part of Saheli, even
though they were also involved in various other groups. The
feeling was one of being part of a movement, and being

The Backdrop
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Abha talks about the different backgrounds from which the
founding group came:
“The question of legal reforms around the important issues
of rape and dowry became very central to the women’s
movement at that time. And therefore we knew that the
people we needed were those with a legal background, or
a communication background. We also needed people who
had worked with NGOs… or in different movements…
Manjari was a lawyer; I was studying law in an evening
college while working as a volunteer, I was also very
interested in looking at the legal rights issue. Kamla and
I came from an NGO background. Runu came from a student
movement background as well as from an NGO. Gouri had
extensive grassroots experience and Jogi and Sheba were
development designers and communicators. So this was the
team, and in 1983 itself we received our first donation of
Rs.5000/- from Vikas Bhai.”

All the founder members remember the indomitable Vikas
Bhai with great affection. Vikas Bhai was a Marxist Gandhian
who influenced hundreds of people in getting involved in
activism. His annual unstructured workshops at Sewapuri on

pattern was repeating, continuously… and we asked ‘But
why didn’t you respond when she told you that her life was
in danger… why didn’t you do something? And we always
got the same answer. ‘We have done our duty [in getting
her married], after that it’s in her fate…’” Abha

Runu remembers the idealism and belief which characterised
those years:
“We found amongst ourselves, a family outside our families,
which used to give us more pleasure, more energy, and a

more meaningful life. I used to feel that with just one more
play, we would change the world! If we continued like this
the dowry murders would stop… A lot of anger used to pour
out… we would make a lot of noise; if a household was
accused of demanding dowry, we would go and paint the
walls black as a mark of protest. All this energy used to come
from the solidarity we felt with one another.”

These times, then, formed the backdrop to the creation of
Jagori.

“One thing that started coming out very strongly during
these campaigns was the need for communication materials.
We were all working on a voluntary basis and had very little
money. Somehow we would cobble together paints and
brushes… and manage to make things…” Sheba

“Around the same time, a study group on women and health
was formed - to develop a feminist understanding and
perspective on health, read feminist literature and debates
and to contextualise issues; there was a growing under-
standing of the ‘body as the battleground for patriarchy’.
We felt that a resource centre was necessary, where all the
documents could be collected and kept for reference.

There was also another question on our minds. Feminism
was already quite visible in big cities with the creation of
women’s groups such as Forum Against Rape in Mumbai,
Stree Shakti Sangathana in Hyderabad and Vimochana in
Bangalore. How do we take feminism outside Delhi, and
reach out to rural areas?” Abha

With these objectives, Jagori was set up.

Many Reasons, One Outcome: The Conception of Jagori
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By the end of 1984 Jagori had taken up some activities.

“As soon as Jagori was formed, we had to go to Bhopal,
as the Union Carbide gas disaster had occurred. Then
there was the anti Sikh carnage after the assassination of
Indira Gandhi. So we became part of Nagrik Ekta Manch and
threw ourselves into this work, primarily helping widows and
children in relief camps, by organising health care, literacy
and non-formal education classes, distribution of relief
material and helping them with their various compensation
claims. As a women’s group, we played a special role in
identifying problems that women as an oppressed group
within the community face.” Abha

Founder members recalled some other activities. One was
an exhibit called ‘Aurat ka Chamatkaar’ (The Magic of
Woman) which aimed at demystifying women’s bodies by

visually depicting a feminist understanding of women’s
reproductive function. It also raised the issue of how
institutions like the family or the State look at women’s
bodies. Finally it provided scientific information on
reproductive health. This was the first time such an effort
had been made.

Jagori was part of a national workshop on creativity called
KRITI; this workshop really inspired the founder members
and they resolved to use creativity as a central way of
expression in their future work, especially with regard to
communicating with non-literate women.

“It was the first big national level conference, we were
around 100-125 people, from different walks of life - artists,
dancers, singers, activists…I think it was one of the finest
things we did.” Kamla

The Initial Years – Some Defining Moments

environment saw hundreds of activists come together to just
discuss all kinds of issues, and build alliances, personal
growth and friendships. “Vikas Bhai was like a mother to
us”, says Abha.

The name “Jagori”, meaning “awaken woman” was given by
Abha.

Abha had been responsible for naming Saheli as well. She
remembers,“I was traveling to Hyderabad on a train; the
thought struck me that what women who are being tortured
are looking for is really a female friend – a ‘saheli’. I quickly
wrote the word on a postcard, got off and dropped it into
a post box at one of the stations!”

Runu recalls what happened when the postcard arrived in
Delhi:
“In the evening the postcard arrived at Gouri didi’s garage…

and we started celebrating! Wow, we thought, what a name!
So appropriate, just what we had been looking for!”

Gouri points out:
“In those days the name was really uncommon! Now, of
course, you can find a ‘sakhi/sangini/saheli’ everywhere.”

Although Jagori had been formed, the founding members
continued to be part of Saheli as well.

“The boundaries were fluid between organisations, there
was never really a question of asserting a separate identity.
And because Saheli was a primary location for activism,
there was this intensity in our commitment to the work.
In Saheli none of us took any money for work. If there was
somewhere to go, or something to do, we would do it, even
at the cost of something else.” Abha
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Another defining experience that the group undertook was
to live for ten days with the Musahar community, identified
as ‘the poorest of the poor’, in a village in the State of Bihar.

Abha recalls:
“… that was the time when this whole issue of
being middle class and working with the marginalised
community was being debated. We were struggling inside
ourselves with this. So we went and lived in a village. We

went to, and lived with a community called Musahars - the
name means those who eat rats. We decided to take 2 pairs
of clothing and eat the same things they did, we decided
to work in the farms with them and earn whatever we got
by doing that – we realised that it was quite a false thing.
We knew of course that we would come back to our homes
- but it was a good experiment. We had to learn by doing
that… I think we did a very critical analysis of what we
did there to know how to work with them.”

Their deep involvement in the women’s movement was
sometimes difficult to explain to their families. Runu, for
instance, says:
“To define my job was a very difficult thing for me! What
job do I do? They would think, she is protesting against
dowry, going to rallies, what kind of work is this?!”

Many of the founder members admitted that their
involvement in the movement had come at the cost of
spending too little time in the home or with the family.

“Our work never seemed to be a burden on us. Work and
pleasure have always been together. These are our lives…
there has always been an integration of work and pleasure,
and work and friendship and therefore work and pain. I
remember an occasion when I took my daughter Meeto (she
was a child then) with me for a workshop… she observed
the proceedings patiently for 3 days and then asked
innocently, ‘But Amma when will your work start?!” Kamla

The movement was built on foundations of friendships and
solidarity, so much so that often women became part of one
another’s families and the lines between their personal and
activist lives were completely blurred. Abha attributed this
to the fact that there was no ‘office’ that time - Saheli
operated out of Gouri’s garage, Jagori was in her house…
and most activism was on the street.

Diffused Boundaries

“Most of our meetings used to be held at my house or
Sheba’s house… there used to be one bed there. We used
to call them single-bed meetings! I don’t know how we all
managed to fit into that one bed - squeezing ourselves into
that little space, we used to change the world sitting right
there!  All of Jagori’s planning took place on that bed. We
used to work a lot at nights… make posters, plan March
8 celebrations, or even just enjoy – everything used to
happen at night!” Abha

“If we wanted to discuss something, we would go to Kamla’s
house, if we wanted to do something creative, we chose
Abha’s house, if it was some field related work, we went
to Gouri’s house… these were the houses where the women’s
movement actually grew during these periods” Kamla
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In spite of the close bonds amongst activists and the
fact that people were often part of different groups
simultaneously, differences emerged within Saheli, which
divided the group.

“There was a lot of overlap [in our work]… at what point
was it Saheli, what point was it Action India and what
point was it Jagori? In fact this was the first bone of
contention, identifying who did what and where… I think
the main issue with Saheli rose with the issue of whether
to accept funding or not. The whole clash of identities kind
of destroyed the cohesiveness, and destroyed friendships too
- can’t say it was only at the organisation level.” Gouri

“Organisations also started claiming their own issues, their
own people, own resources, projects, areas …” Runu

“I don’t think territory was a problem at that time. I think

Saheli raised the issue of dual identity. Are we Jagori,
Saheli, or Action India?  And, to be honest, it was not so
simple; it was a leadership clash as well, there was a
difference in our styles of working. There were also very clear
ideological differences - of being politically correct on the
issue of class, funding. There were nine of us who parted
ways from Saheli at that time, although we continue to have
strong links. At any critical moment, even today, we look
to them for support…” Abha

“… We always thought Saheli would be the think-tank,
where feminist ideology would grow, Jagori would be the
resource centre, Sabla Sangh would be the grassroots base…
so we had all these grand plans of complementarity! We
had very big dreams… I don’t think the dreams have been
destroyed, just that things did not go the way we had
thought, and each entity grew on its own…” Gouri

An End and a Beginning
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nksLrh ds [kk+frj---

ft+Unxh ds gj eksM+ ij---
tc [kqn dks vdsyh [kM+h ikrh gks
rks tkuks nwj dgha eSa
rqe ls feyus dh vkl esa cSBh gw¡

tc va/ksjs esa dqN u ns[k ik jgh gks---
rks tkuks eSa Hkh ml va/ksjs esa
rqEgkjs Li'kZ dks VVksy jgh gw¡

tc dHkh Fkddj pwj gks tkvks---
rks tkuks esjh vk¡[ksa rqEgs lsad jgh gSa
rqe esa fQj ls eLrh txkus ds fy,

vkSj tc dHkh dksbZ yM+kbZ gkj tkrh gks---
rks tkuks esjs da/ks rqEgkjh vaxqyh
yM+kbZ dk lkeuk djus dks rS;kj gSa

vkHkk ds tUefnu ij & Bhd ls ;kn ugha fdl lky ij 1985 ls
igys] ftlds ckn naxksa us gekjs vUnj vkSj ckgj cgqr dqN rksM+k
vkSj cjckn fd;kA

&:uq

Celebration of friendship

When you stand alone
At a turning point unknown
and ponder which way to go
Know then, my friend
Far away with hope
I wait to meet you

When in darkness you grope
Know then, my friend
In that darkness, I too
Reach out to touch you

When you are worn and tired
Know then, my friend
That the warmth of my eyes
Revives you

And when you lose a battle
Know then, my friend
That my arms
Will take over the battle for you
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Spreading
Feminist Consciousness

“Feminism is the recognition of the structural
nature of women’s subordination and a proactive
attempt to change this.”
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The formative years were a time of learning for those
involved in Jagori.

“We used to work on development issues, on poverty, and
so on. Our feminist perspectives grew and deepened as we
became strongly linked with the women’s movement. It was
when we all came together and started discussing, reading,
hearing about all these different debates and issues that
we began to realise how complicated patriarchy was, and
applying this perspective to our work.” Kamla

Jagori’s mandate became clearer as the founder members
took their first steps forward. It was to be a ‘documentation,
training and communication’ centre that would fulfill
various needs of small action groups, primarily in rural areas

in the Hindi-speaking belt of North India. Through
trainings, workshops, production of posters, songs, diaries,
and other material, translation of material into Hindi and
compilation of information packets, Jagori aimed to spread
feminist consciousness in different ways to wider audiences
and fill the gap of documentation and dissemination of
information in the women’s movement.

We saw rural women as our primary audience. The initial
years saw the production of feminist material in different
forms such as posters, songs, diaries and calendars. Reaching
those who were not comfortable with words pushed
everyone into constantly experimenting with different,
innovative ways that went beyond the written word to
disseminate the messages of the movement.

Training was a way of reaching out, especially in rural areas.
It provided a space for mutual sharing.  Rural women who
came for the workshops discovered the joy of articulating
shared realities and understanding the sources of external
oppression and internal power. For Jagori, the voices and
experiences of participants helped in sharpening the
consciousness of multiple and evolving  feminisms. Kamla
quotes a rural woman who explains the concept of the
relative power and position that men and women have in
the family and society: “Men in our families are like the sun,
they have light of their own - they have resources, income,
they are mobile, have the freedom to take decisions. Women
are like satellites without any light of their own.  They shine
only if and when the sun’s light touches them.”

“The training experience also helped in evolving the concept
of feminist training and translating it into practice. Feminist
training methodology moves beyond women’s participation
in placing gender at the centre of its analytical framework.

Creating Feminist Training Spaces

The objective is not merely to ensure women’s involvement
as actors in the process of learning, but to identify, locate
and name the material and ideological factors responsible for
women’s subjugation, and thereby to initiate transformative
changes in their lives.”

Spreading Feminist Consciousness | 11

The First Steps

“Training is seen as a means of empowering all the women
who participate, and guided by the understanding of the
personal as political. This means that the experience of each
woman serves as the starting point for understanding
feminism as a political ideology and patriarchy as a
conceptual tool. A wide variety of issues are covered in
workshops ranging from women’s status in the family, in
relation to the State, health, violence, sexuality, women and
work, and other contemporary issues.”

Kalpana Viswanath in her article “Spreading Feminist Consciousness” in
the book “Living Collections” edited by ISIS International, Manila, 1997

Feminist Training: Precepts and Practice (Experiences in the Mahila
Samakhya Programme by Abha Bhaiya and Kalyani Menon-Sen)
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A defining moment came in 1988 with our decision to enter
into a partnership with the Department of Education,
Government of India, around the Mahila Samakhya programme.
It was not an easy decision to take – on the one hand was
the programme itself, conceptualised and brought into
being by feminists and their allies within the bureaucracy.
On the other, was our own critique of the state and the
contradiction inherent in the notion of “empowerment by
the state”.  Viewpoints within the women’s movement were
also sharply polarised – the debate, framed in terms of “in
the state versus against the state”, faced the risk of
becoming trapped in its own polemic.

For us, working in Mahila Samakhya was an opportunity to
expand the boundaries of feminist solidarity – to give a new
energy and force to feminist theory-building by linking it
to the experiences and struggles of women who had so far
remained on the margins of women’s movements. It was our
chance to break the myth that feminism was an urban
imposition with no relevance to the lives of “real” women,
and challenge the assumption that development programmes
being implemented by “malestream” organisations were
addressing women’s realities.

Like many other women’s organisations at the time, we were
dismissed by development theorists as victims of “the small
is beautiful” syndrome – processes that cannot be sustained
at anything more than a tiny scale. Our work with Mahila

Complex Contradictions - Spreading Feminism, Working with State Machinery

Samakhya challenged this analysis and demonstrated that
it was possible to work with large numbers of women
without compromising basic feminist values and ethics.

Even though the Mahila Samakhya programme was located
within the Ministry of Education, it was built around feminist
principles – not surprising, since feminist organisations were
central to the long process of consultations in the lead-up
to the programme. The vision of women’s education embodied
in the programme was our own – not beginning and ending
with literacy, but articulated as a process of learning, a
continuous spiral of action and reflection, the outcome
of which can be seen in the women’s increasing control
over the realities of their lives. This was the same feminist
vision of ‘conscientisation’ that we were working to realise
through our activism, our materials, our campaigns, our
training workshops.

The stand taken by Jagori at the time came in for criticism
from several quarters. Many accused us of selling out, of
allowing ourselves to be co-opted. We also came under
attack from groups who saw our involvement with MS in
Uttar Pradesh as an invasion by women allied to an alien
philosophy and lacking sensitivity to the cultural context
of Uttar Pradesh.

We shared our rationale and our analysis on several platforms
– our writings and materials from this phase reflect these
debates and are evidence of the richness of our praxis with
Mahila Samakhya.  Even at that time, we were under no
illusions about MS – we were aware that a government
programme, like an NGO, has its limits. For Jagori however,
working with Mahila Samakhya became the bridge between
struggles for survival at the grassroots and activism on the
streets in Delhi – each drew on and gave meaning to the
other.  The MS experience also gave us invaluable insights
on feminist organisation-building and feminist training,
which are reflected in our functioning even today.
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As Jagori continues to work with institutions – both state
and non-state , these debates are constantly reiterated. We
continue to negotiate for autonomous spaces, where our
ideology and methodology prevail; we realise that while
there are some spaces that demand specialists with

readymade ‘capsules’ or modules on ‘gender training’, there
are still others where we continue to make innovative long-
term interventions, combining conceptual understanding
with activism and empowerment.

Jagori has constantly striven to respond to the needs of the
times, believing that all issues are women’s issues and can
be viewed through a feminist lens. Over the years, this belief
has led us to engage in various feminist debates on issues
that emerge from diverse struggles and movements.

A focus on building conceptual clarity and getting to the
roots of any issue has always been central to Jagori’s work.
Concepts of feminism and patriarchy and gender, and
complex issues like trafficking, or contraception have been
deconstructed and communicated in simple language
without losing their complexity.

Jagori has been active in contributing to existing bodies
of knowledge through action research using feminist
research methodologies, which sees intervention as central
to the research and a way of empowering those who are
the ‘subject’.

Jagori’s action research project on Single Women was a
conceptual breakthrough. It combined the building of a
new conceptual category of ‘single women’ in a society that
had so far invisibilised them, along with recognition for and
strengthening of alternative support structures in their
lives. As a part of the action research process, a number of
women’s collectives were set up. One such outcome of this
study was a single women’s collective in the working class
settlement of Dakshinpuri, the ‘Ekal Aurat Mahila Sangathan’.
This collective, over the years, has grown into an
independent community group and today  includes not only
single women, but married women too, as well as young

Every Issue is a Women’s Issue: Building Feminist Perspective

girls and boys. A prominent feature of the collective was
the Tuesday night meetings they held in their office,
situated in the home of one of the members. As the women
worked in the informal sector, and were largely daily wage
labourers, meetings in the daytime were ruled out. At these
night meetings, cases and disputes would be resolved
collectively through discussion and  action. In addition,
the night meetings also provided intimate spaces for
celebration of friendship and solidarity between women.

Research, training and activism on women’s health was
always conceptualised around the perception of women’s
body as the battleground for patriarchy. Feminists sought
to build a composite view of women’s physical, sexual,
and mental health and wellbeing as compromised by
patriarchal value systems and State policies while
suggesting alternative models for healthcare and self help.

Jagori was the first group to organise a seminal conceptual
clarity workshop on the issue of trafficking of women
and children; this provided a platform for activists,
academics and policy makers to build their understanding
on these issues from a
feminist perspective. Efforts
are made to link with other
groups and movements,
such as the sex workers
movement, with this under-
standing and perspective,
and this in turn strengthens
the movement.
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