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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction
The Body of Evidence project was part of a larger initiative on the part of Zubaan
to engage with youth in different parts of Asia, through creative arts based
outreach. Largely a region with a young population, Asia has also seen different
forms of youth engagement in the past several years. From movements in
Thailand, Hong Kong, Indonesia and Korea to Nepal, India and Bangladesh,
young people have been active in protests premised upon the battle for a better
future, one that takes on board concerns for democracy, citizen participation,
gender, economics, climate change and more.
Stepping Stones built upon a recently completed project run by Zubaan and
supported by International Development Research Centre (IDRC) entitled Sexual
Violence and Impunity, which brought together young researchers in five
countries of South Asia (Bangladesh, Nepal, Pakistan, India and Sri Lanka) to
produce a significant number of research outputs. Discussions begun during this
project on gaps led to thinking of how to take the findings further and engage
youth through the use of art, theatre, song, poetry and other creative forms.
These were supplemented by similar ongoing discussions in Panos South Asia, a
Nepal based organization that was at the time running a project for journalists on
conflict and gender. The Body of Evidence s project was born of these discussions
and was collaboratively implemented with the Stepping Stones project,
supported by IDRC, which was located in two of the five sites of the previous
project, Nepal and India.
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The findings of these two previous projects informed the premise on which
Body of Evidence was based. These are:
● Despite the fact of sexual violence and its prevalence being widely known,
there continues to be a silence about it in society.
● Among young people there is a great deal of misinformation and doubt
which does not get easily addressed as they have been taught that sex,
sexuality, sexual violence and impunity are not subjects to be openly
discussed.
● The legal, medical and judicial systems are rife with prejudice and
procedural gaps that make for impunity for perpetrators.
● The question of bodily integrity of vulnerable populations, in particular
women, trans persons, people with disabilities, still remains secondary to
issues such as nationalism, religious essentialism, sovereignty etc.
The Body of Evidence project recognized the need to take these questions to
young people in order to create conversations that could begin to address the
deep silences about these important questions, and to do so in accessible,
inclusive and understandable ways. Cultural production in the form of theatre,
slam poetry and performance was the selected strategy. A number of workshops
were held to develop scripts, and performances then taken up in different parts
of India. Ethical guidelines were developed collaboratively so that this difficult
subject could be addressed while keeping in mind people’s sensitivities and while
addressing the concerns of survivors.
Key Advances
● Moving research and research findings beyond the frame of academia
into on the ground activist spaces;
● Collapsing the distance between research and activism and facilitating
parallel conversations;
5
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● Working to make young people active participants in research processes
through questions raised during script development, open studios and in
the actual performances;
● Moving out of ‘traditional’ research disciplines by creating opportunities
for sharing experiences across region, caste, culture, ethnicity and
country.
Research Findings
● A curiosity, among young people, to understand the causes and
consequences of sexual violence, and the structures of impunity from the
home to the state;
● A fear of talking about it, expressing doubt, exposing their vulnerabilities,
especially for nonbinary identities;
● An absence of conversations around sexual violence, whether in
classrooms, or in families, while at the same time, processing an overload
of confusing information;
● A willingness among youth to open up – especially in participatory spaces
– once safety and confidentiality were ensured.
Outputs
● A number of participatory workshops, open studios, etc. resulting in 50
performances (and one documentary screening) across India and Nepal
and counting;
● The preparation and sharing of supplementary materials such as guides
for facilitators;
● Ongoing social media campaigns and conversations;
● The involvement of young artists across both countries in producing visual
materials to support and enhance the conversations;
● Conferences, talks, discussions on various platforms.
6
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Outcomes
● A community of committed performers willing to take on the work even after
the project has ended;
● Cross cultural and regional collaborations among a diverse group of artists,
informing each other’s work and activism;
● Uptake of materials produced in the course of the project by other groups
and organizations as well as by media;
● Steadily increasing involvement of students and youth in conversations on
sexual violence and impunity.
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Script Development Workshop, Guwahati, December 2018

THE RESEARCH PROBLEM

Rationale of the Project
The impetus for the Body of Evidence project was the recently completely
research under the IDRC-supported research project entitled the Sexual Violence
and Impunity (SVI) project, which looked at recent histories of sexual violence and
impunity in five countries in South Asia (Bangladesh, Nepal, Pakistan, India, and
Sri Lanka). It examined the silences that exist around the issue, as well as the
structures that enable a lack of accountability on the part of perpetrators. The
extensive research conducted by participants in the project illuminated existing
blind spots in law, police, medical and court practices, and the taboos that exist
in families, communities and educational institutions around sexuality, violence
and harassment and which ensure that sexual violence remains unspoken and
unaddressed. The project, which concluded in 2016, helped to build

a

community of (mostly young) researchers and brought out the results of the
research in six country-based volumes and two stand-alone books, all published
by Zubaan.1.
Around the same time, Panos South Asia, a media support organization for the
region, supported by IDRC, launched a project looking into gender and conflict.
As part of the project, twelve young and mid-career journalists were selected to
work under the guidance of research institutes and mentors to bring out the
1

Hameeda Hossain and Amena Mohsin (eds.) Of the Nation Born: The Bangladesh Papers; Mandira Sharma and Seira Tamang (eds.) A

Difficult Transition: The Nepal Papers; Kumari Jayawardena and Kishali-Pinto Jayawardena (eds) The Search for Justice: The Sri Lanka
Papers; Neelam Hussain (ed) Disputed Legacies: The Pakistan Papers; Urvashi Butalia and Laxmi Murthy: Breaching the Citadel: The India
Papers (Vol 1); Uma Chakravarti (ed.) Fault Lines of History: The India Papers; V. Geetha: Undoing Impunity: Speech After Sexual Violence;
Essar Batool, Ifrah Butt, Samreen Mushtaq, Munaza Rashid, Natasha Rather: Do You Remember Kunan Poshpora?
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voices of women in conflict zones through both mainstream media and in the
form of a book2. The aim of the project was to combine journalism and research
to understand the lives of women in three conflict zones in South Asia – in postconflict Nepal; in long drawn out conflicts in the Northeast of India and Kashmir;
and in the frontlines of battle in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Balochistan and the
Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) in Pakistan.
Many of the questions raised by the Panos research resonated with the results of
the Zubaan research studies and towards the end of both projects, the two
organizations began to talk of the possibility of working together to take the
results of their studies further, and perhaps addressing newer, different
constituencies.
Working with Youth: A year after the SVI project was formally concluded, the
publications were being read and referred to in the region and outside. Given
the concerns that were identified as requiring longer-term engagement, the
following questions emerged:
1. What are the ways in which research projects can go beyond reports,
books and publications?
2. How can their findings be disseminated in different, more accessible and
creative ways and be used to generate debate and advocate for justice?
At the launch of the Sexual Violence and Impunity series in May 2016 in Delhi at
Max Mueller Bhawan, we had included a theatre production which created a
performance around the actual proceedings of a court case of sexual violence
against a minor. This generated considerable discussion about the nature of the
law and the failure of justice, and the abysmal treatment of victims/survivors in
law courts.
2

Laxmi Murthy and Mitu Varma (eds) ‘Garrisoned Minds: Women and Armed Conflict in South Asia’. Speaking Tiger Books, 2016
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The possibilities of combining the creativity of performing arts and the rigour of
research began to take shape.
Research Problem: Sexual Violence, Impunity and Peace-building
The youth-led upheavals in 2012 across India (starting from Delhi and spreading
across the country) catalyzing around the issue of sexual violence, signal the
mobilization of youth, and their readiness to engage, discuss and press for
change. Currently, young people form the largest subsection of the population
in India, as indeed across South Asia, uniquely forming a group of people actively
engaged in righting the multiple systemic wrongs of the postcolonial structures
created before them. It was this phenomenon of youth involvement, and the
newer methods of information dissemination, that led to the current project
proposal.
The project sought to answer the following research questions:
● How can the opening up of spaces for discussion and youth involvement
be used to further a complex set of discussions on sexual violence,
impunity and peace-building?
● How can the rich material generated by the two projects provide a basis
to generate such discussions and take them further?
● How is sexual violence perceived, and can how bodily autonomy be
assured? These issues resonate with youth in the region today.
● Could this be done in ways that build on the strengths of the earlier
research projects, that is, could we move beyond the publication of
research findings in books, to taking them into classrooms, universities,
community centres, colleges, institutes and other such locations, using
theatre, art, poetry, performance and more?
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Overall, the research objectives that guided the project did not change as it
progressed; however, some of the modalities did undergo change and rethinking
in the process of implementation and with feedback from our partners.
Some of the changes were as follows:
● We had envisaged a process of bringing theatre groups together in
workshops to collectively create scripts based on stories we provided
them from the previous project. These scripts were to then lead to
performances but also to be housed on our website so that they could
be available to other groups in other places for adaptation and use. We
found, however, that many groups preferred to work without written
scripts (although some scripts were produced), and to leave room for
improvisation based on the context and their own specific situations.
Some groups also chose different forms, such as slam poetry, or
performance lectures.
●

For the script development, another important finding was that theatre
groups and artists, once they connected to the theme of sexual violence
and impunity, preferred to do their own research and bring out stories
from their own communities. This led to region- and culture-specific
dialogues and also fostered an ownership of the project across all
participants.

● Similarly, we had thought of our audiences as people with whom to raise
discussions, but we found, in the course of implementation of the
project, that sometimes the theatre people themselves found the sharing
of stories helped them to discuss and better understand the subject
which they too had not often discussed. This was a particularly significant
finding for us, as it showed us how important it is to think of those who
are the implementors of a project as well as those to whom the project
is addressed.
12
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● Another interesting development for us was the cross-region
collaborations the project engendered. We had envisaged each group
working in its particular area, but when the groups met each other in the
closing regional showcase, they learnt so much from each other’s way of
approaching the issue that this gave rise to some partnerships where the
groups plan to work together in the future.
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Script Development Workshop, Bangalore, 4-5 February 2019
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OBJECTIVES

The overall objective of the project was to use creative forms such as theatre, art
and poetry, to create the social space for open, transformative dialogues with
youth on understanding structures of violence, particularly sexual violence and
impunity. Through this, and through the sharing of inspirational stories, youth
would be encouraged to become active and key champions in the battle against
sexual violence. The overarching aim was to sow the seeds of the campaign for
justice among youth, a large population that holds the most promise as change
agents.
This project focused on the young in two countries: Nepal (through IDRC) and
India with the objective of engaging youth in educational institutions, mainly
colleges and universities, in discussions on the many issues that underlie sexual
violence and sexuality. Theatre was used in university and other spaces for
engaging with youth and students and to encourage discussions on key issues.
As the project evolved we found theatre to be a powerful communicator,
especially as the forms of theatre deployed for the project were not the formal,
distanced forms such as proscenium theatre. Instead they were participatory,
deliberately and consciously played in formations that collapsed the distance
between audience and actor, and they also involved audiences in discussions on
the subjects they were raising.
While this was the focus of our project, overall the global project did not employ
the same or similar strategies. What was common was the focus on involving
young people and opening up conversations on difficult subjects such as sexual
violence. Clearly, in such communication there is no one-size-fits-all approach,
and every strategy that is used must relate to the realities on the ground and
15
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must grow out of the local context. Thus, our project was only one piece of a
larger mosaic of projects working on the same subject but in different ways.
This project has made what we feel are important contributions from a scientific,
developmental and policy perspective. We do not want to claim that what we see
as our contributions or learnings work for all, but to us, in our local context, these
seem to be important learnings.
The innovative aspect of this project, combining rigorous research, feminist
research methodology and praxis, intersectionality and creative expression
through theatre, spoken word and art, is a unique contribution to progressive
methodologies of change. The project, through sustained mentoring and
guidance, demonstrates that introducing feminist methodologies need not
impede creative processes, and on the contrary can enhance creativity and artistic
expression.
The impact of theatre and art is not immediately quantifiable, and audiences and
social media hits do not adequately encapsulate the wide-ranging ripple effect
and potential impact of the performing arts. Each performance in the project
pushed audiences to think, challenge, and walk away stimulated in a search for
answers. The ‘scripts’, or concept notes, many of them based on actual cases or
historical events, rigorously vetted by the Zubaan team, will add to the body of
research work (in performance format) on sexual violence and impunity. The
diverse artistic interpretations of difficult concepts like consent, trauma, memory,
accountability, justice and impunity has added to the body of work on theatre
and performance theory in South Asia in general and India and Nepal in
particular.
The Body of Evidence Project was undertaken at a pivotal juncture in India and
Nepal. Both countries have witnessed tremendous political and social upheaval
in recent years. Sexual violence and the problematic responses of the state and
society has been one of the central issues in focus. Youth-led movements have
16
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demanded an end to impunity of perpetrators of sexual violence, justice for
victim-survivors and accountability of the political establishment.
In terms of policy impact, the project highlighted the pivotal role that youth can
play in changing the discourse around gender-based violence in general and
sexual violence in particular. Consultations with youth from diverse backgrounds,
in policies and laws relating to sexual violence is vital. This is a constituency that
must not be ignored in future discourse and policy making around sexual
violence.

We also realized that we no longer were purely artists, but activists because personal had
literally become more and more political and it was a lifelong battle of educating,
unlearning and not losing hope, and that it was a marathon that needed us to conserve
energy for the long run.
Katha Ghera, Kathmandu, Nepal
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ACHIEVEMENT OF OBJECTIVES

The objectives of the project were achieved by the activities and engagements,
detailed below.
Workshop & Performances
Milestone 1.1: Workshop
12 workshops, including Open Studios, were held across the project locations in India
and Nepal. The project proposal planned for three workshops in each country but after
the first workshops in each location (Punjab, Assam, Karnataka, Uttar Pradesh, Nepal) as
mentioned in all earlier Technical reports (First, Second and Third), a more sustained
engagement was emphasized. The Open Studios were designed to bring back the same
performance groups and artists, work on the scripts developed in the interim period and
provide a platform for peer review and feedback on works in progress. These multiple
engagements not only strengthened the process of scripting cases of sexual violence
and impunity but also led to building partnerships and solidarities among the artists.
Some of the workshops did not transform into fully developed scripts and performances.
This was because of a combination of factors — issues of regional hierarchy in the arts
and creative spaces, political and social upheavals, safety of participants and also, the
geographical limitations in projects like this. As mentioned in the Second Technical
Report, one of the project locations (Punjab) which saw sustained interactions in the first
two meetings/workshops and was in the process of developing a script on armed forces
and state impunity, did not materialize due to internal issues among the participants.
Similarly, in Lucknow, the script development process was underway after two
workshops, but the final engagement had to be cancelled as it was scheduled in midDecember in Varanasi, UP (the state was under curfew due to the protests against the
Citizenship Amendment Act).
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Milestone 1.2: Performances
A total number of 50 performances across project locations (Karnataka, Manipur,
Meghalaya, Delhi, Kathmandu, Pokhara) were undertaken during the project period.
Individual reports of each group and their performances in universities, medical colleges,
law schools, and other institutions, are documented in reports and submitted to MMB in
each quarter. The report not only highlights the different engagement strategies used
by the groups in diverse settings, but also helps in identifying the need for continuing
engagement within these spaces. Even though project milestones of performances have
been achieved and exceeded (in terms of number of performances), we do feel that
youth based projects will have to build in a component of partnerships within gender
equality and other cells in these college spaces.
Apart from the live performances, eight online performances/performative dialogues
were undertaken by the groups through Zoom, Facebook Live, Instagram Live, etc. As
part of the COVID-19 pandemic response and the increasing violence against women
and gender minorities in the lockdown, the artists felt the need to engage online and
provide safe spaces for discussion and debate. The performances were very well
attended and helped increase the overall reach of the project.
One documentary film exploring customary laws was also commissioned as part of the
project and eventually screened in an online launch, followed by a discussion.
These performances continue to inform the work of the groups and artists and the online
performances, documentary and the discussion will be available for viewing and use for
audiences in their work. In all of the online and offline events, around 4000 people were
engaged throughout the project (audience numbers are mentioned in individual reports
of performers along with photographs).
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Milestone 1.3: Regional Workshop
‘Performance

as

Resistance’,

a

two-day showcase of

performances,

poetry,

documentaries and artwork that question impunity, was a culmination of the work of two
years, multiple artists, activists, illustrators, spread across India and Nepal. Taking place
in New Delhi from 11-12 January 2020 the event aimed to open up spaces for discussions
on sexual violence and impunity and display the work of the project partners to a larger
audience.
Seventeen performances by fourteen groups were scheduled during the course of two
days, and each session was followed by a discussion with the performers. While some
performances were based on personal experiences, some drew on mythology and
interactive methods to talk about discrimination, gender, sexual violence and impunity.
The event saw a footfall of more than 150 people each day, with audience members
enthusiastically participating in discussions and posing pertinent questions to the
performers. The event also displayed the Alphabet of Violence & Resistance (in English
and Nepali) and screened performances of the artists who couldn’t perform live.

Social media and extended engagement
Milestone 2.1: Social Media
From August 2018 to August 2020, dedicated social media engagement was conducted
for various purposes––to disseminate information about the various activities taking
place as part of the project (open studios and performances), to simplify concepts
tackled by the SVI books and make them more accessible to larger audiences, and to
increase levels of interactions and engagement with our target audience (adults,
students young professionals). As mentioned in previous reports, keeping our intended
target group in mind and the platform’s in-built archiving feature that allows for content
to be shared and re-shared with ease, Instagram was used as the primary platform of
engagement and content was cross-posted to Twitter and Facebook accounts as well.
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Hashtags (#ExitImpunity and #EnterJustice) were used consistently for easy discovery
and collation of information, and to distinguish content generated under the Body of

Evidence project from others. In India, around 85 dedicated posts were made under the
Stepping Stones project and more than 100 posts were made for the Nepal social media
accounts. Several polls and infographics were put up on Facebook, Twitter and
Instagram as well with some audience engagement. Visibility of all posts was enhanced
with the use of relevant hashtags and use of keywords.
The pandemic and the lockdown, and an increasing spike in cases of violence against
women, became one of the core areas around which social media engagements were
tailored from March 2020. Reposting from earlier work, performances, posters, etc.,
which dealt with gendered violence, structural impunity, etc. were centred in online
engagements.
Milestone 2.2: The Alphabet of Violence & Resistance
A collaborative feminist art project titled The Alphabet of Violence & Resistance was
conceptualized as an innovative way to engage audiences with difficult concepts of
sexual violence and structural impunity, and further to create a knowledge base on
impunity and resistance in India that could be accessed by anyone. Alphabet Projects
were carried out both by Zubaan in India and by Panos South Asia in Nepal. Under this
project, we commissioned artists and illustrators — Dalit, queer, based out of Northeast
India, etc. — to make a typographic image of all 26 English Alphabets (India) and 49
Alphabets of the Devanagari script (Nepal), which corresponds to a word, idea, concept
or historical events from the theme of Sexual Violence and Impunity.
However, the project has encountered roadblocks with the changing political situation,
especially in India. Since the corresponding concepts to most of the alphabets point to
structures of impunity, we have used ideas around state impunity – military, judicial
system, Kunan Poshpora, Muzzaffarnagar – to talk about various facets of it. However,
with growing social media policing, we had to carefully plan for outreach to ensure safety
of artists and participants of the project.
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Milestone 2.3: Extended research and engagements
More than 100 people participated in the workshops in India and Nepal, cutting across
class, caste, gender identities, ethnicities, religion, etc. These meetings fostered
discussions not only on the SVI research but also used those concepts of impunity
discussed — caste, military, police, state, race — to understand, introspect and connect
to their own lived experiences. Building on these connections, some groups chose to
delve deeper into their own communities to talk about impunity while others, even
though unable to move forward in the script development process, started using these
concepts in their own work, performance and activism. Most notably, this was seen in
the Punjab workshops and their immediate connect to the Kunan Poshpora incident and
military impunity, the Lucknow workshops and problematizing nationalism and women’s
bodies, marital rape and caste based atrocities, the Guwahati workshop and looking at
customary and indigenous rights against a gender rights framework, etc. These
conversations have continued informing the practices of the participating groups, artists
and have also contributed to strengthening the research practices of theatre groups.
Our online engagement (15000 people on three channels on Instagram — Zubaan
Books, Zubaan Projects, Panos South Asia, 12000+ people on Twitter — Zubaan and
PSA, and 18000+ people on Facebook — Zubaan and PSA) has also ensured that these
conversations continue online. The Alphabet project contributed to breaking down the
concepts of impunity and sustained engagements and coverage of workshops, open
studios, performances, polls, infographics, etc. triggered online conversations and also
collaborations with online activists.
The outreach, offline and online, has been concerted throughout the project period and
has yielded many collaborations and conversations among diverse young people. The
existence of an online information campaign has also ensured the sustainability of the
programme, while the offline component is preserved through the continuing
performances of the participating groups.
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Representative image of The Alphabets of Violence and Resistance — Cha se Chhaupadi ( a
discriminatory practice against menstruating women in Nepal, often leading to sexual violence)
& Q se Queer Rights (illustrating queer struggles for representation and rights)
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PROJECT OUTCOMES

Objective: The overall objective of the project was to work through creative
forms such as theatre, art and poetry, in order to create the social space for open,
transformatory dialogues with youth on understanding structures of violence,
particularly sexual violence and impunity. Through this, and through the sharing
of inspirational stories, we hoped to work towards encouraging youth to become
active and key champions of the battle against sexual violence.

The project attempted to spread knowledge, raise awareness and create a civic
sense of responsibility about issues of sexual violence among young people. We
did this by organizing events in colleges and universities, including professional
institutes. These events were of various kinds: a classroom officially assigned for
the performance as part of the regular schedule; a special session officially set
aside for the event, and conducted in the college auditorium or amphitheatre; a
session arranged by the college theatre club or student association and held on
the premises of the college. Typically, one or two performances (of 20-30 min)
would be followed by discussion, for a total duration of one or two hours.
Discussions were facilitated by the Zubaan team or facilitators were brought on
board — journalists, clinical psychologists, lawyers — as and when required.
Some of the key topics were medical knowledge, medical practices, forensic
practices and legal protocols; sexual harassment at the workplace; child sexual
abuse and domestic violence.
A learning during these discussions was that the performers themselves could not
facilitate the discussions on their own, as they were usually still embedded in the
space of their characters, and emotionally drained after intense performances.
Hence it was crucial to have facilitators who were not part of the performance
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troupe. As part of facilitation, a ‘Facilitator’s Guide’ was developed by the Zubaan
team which remains as a resource for conversations around sexual violence.
Another learning was that audiences tended to be moved by personal
experiences shared as part of performances, and sensitive handling of discussions
was essential, since disclosures of experiences of sexual violence were likely to
be triggered by the emotional engagement with the performance.

The challenge I faced in this performance was a fear of exposing a sensitive
issue of a transgender community to below 18 age group, Personally, I felt it
clicked because it was a new information for the students. As the performance
exposes the sexual harassment beyond structure of female body, and it is a
personal piece it helps to engage the audience throughout the performance. It
was a overwhelming performance for the audience but they were successful in
coping with it.
[Trans solo performer]

Another important learning was that the task of drawing interconnections from
personal pain and trauma to systemic injustice was a difficult and sensitive one,
and in some cases the opportunity could be lost if not foregrounded as a distinct
objective. For example, after a particularly emotive performance depicting a
trans person coming out and undergoing gender reassignment surgery, the
discussion was sometimes unable to transcend the personal pain of the
protagonist. It was then built into the performance plan, that a facilitator from
the Zubaan team would always be present to make the connections and broaden
the discussion.
25
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There can be many solutions for one problem. Forum discussion explores
those various ideas of problem solving within the audience. Solutions suggested by
audiences included – sharing with the mother, family members, fighting back, selfdefence training, reporting to the police.
Shilpee Theatre, Kathmandu, Nepal

Objective: While our attempt will be to engage young people, particularly
in schools and colleges, in discussions on the many issues that underlie
sexual violence and sexuality, we will focus on the following key areas
The medical, forensic and the legal: to raise questions about medical
knowledge, medical practices, forensic practices and legal protocols in
relation to issues of sexual violence.
Although project activities addressed young people in different kinds of
educational institutions, we did have a key focus on medical colleges and learning
centres. This was in line with some key findings of our previous project which
exposed a lack of knowledge about and serious gaps in medical knowledge,
medical practices, forensic practices and legal protocols in relation to issues of
sexual violence. In order to further discourse on sexual violence and impunity
among students of law and medicine, shows were therefore undertaken in
medical and law colleges. For many students, it was the first time they were
exposed to feminist thinking around medicine and law. The awareness that
textbooks were archaic, for example recommending the “two-finger” test to
determine “virginity” and therefore sexual assault, was a revelation. Likewise,
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feminist understandings of the law as inherently patriarchal, were shared, thus
opening up new avenues for thinking among the students.

As the audience were exposed for first time, they were stunned about it. They
needed time to process this.
Bangalore, India

The project set out to encourage innovations in form and synergise different
creative formats to take discussions further. The aim was to raise questions and
generate discussions through readings, performative lectures, devised
performances, and other creative forms. As the project progressed, it became
clear that form and content are deeply intertwined and innovation in form cannot
be separated from new ideas and thoughts. For example, the portrayal of a
survivor of rape as a strong woman with agency, had to go hand in hand with a
theoretical frame of understanding and going beyond victimhood. Discussions
will also revolve around court judgments on sexual violence, its intersectionality
with caste, class and the culture of impunity built around it.
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A comment was also made on how different and thought-provoking, a perspective
it was in looking at abuse and violence through performance and art. Sometimes
just speaking about it is not enough to get the message across. With a display of
emotions and poetry through performance, the extent of understanding abuse is
often more effective and leaves a deeper and lasting impression.
[Troupe from Meghalaya]

By setting the stage with an emotional connection created by the performances,
followed by the creation of a safe space – the students were able to question, open
up and learn from each other. The performances permitted them to talk about
taboo subjects, allowing discussion about the need for support and not keeping
quiet – overall making it clear it is not the victims fault. The students learnt new
forms of expression - performance and spoken word, giving them insight into
various ways they could express themselves. The session was successful, bringing
awareness to a distasteful topic, by deeply emotionally engaging them with
performance, planting a seed for change in the future, we hope they will stand up
for themselves and others in the future, with a holistic goal in mind – to stop
violence against women.
Word Warriors, Kathmandu, Nepal

28

Body of Evidence Project

Objective: In the SVI project, the following areas were identified as
sites of impunity for sexual violence, and areas for further work:
1. Transgender individuals and communities on the LGBTQ
spectrum and the particular ways in which lives are affected to
make sexual violence difficult to address
2. people of marginalized work identities like sex workers who
experience institutional exclusion and inability to access justice
or even to be protected in the eyes of the law, and
3. Brahmanical (caste) patriarchy and how it plays out via sexual
violence, on the bodies of Dalit, Adivasi and tribal women.
As the project unfolded, the need for special foci, already built into the
objectives, became amply clear. Communities identified as particular sites of
systemic impunity for sexual violence were also identified by participants in the
workshop as demanding special attention. Thus, transgender individuals and
queer communities and the particular ways in which their lives are affected to
make sexual violence difficult to address; people of marginalized work identities
like sex workers who experience institutional exclusion and inability to access
justice or even to be protected in the eyes of the law were particularly focused
upon. The ideological underpinning of this analysis was brahminical (caste)
patriarchy and how it plays out via sexual violence on the bodies of Dalit, Adivasi
(indigenous), queer, trans and disabled women. One of the major contributions
to the body of knowledge on sexual violence was the understanding of
intersectionality as a theoretical frame. This became possible as an actual
outcome due to the diversity of the participants in our workshops and the final
performances selected for the project.
Special care was taken to ensure representation from these marginalized
identities — in open call for participation as well as for restricted calls through
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workshop facilitators — and dedicated sessions were kept to delve into the
impunities arising from their identities. In all workshops, the different
marginalizations that occur according to geopolitical configurations were also
taken into account and workshops were tailored for an intersectional approach.

Objective: The project will also showcase, through social media and in
other ways, positive stories of young people and the processes of
change they are engaged in.
Several performers in the project were from marginalized sexualities and
genders, and their performances stemmed from personal experiences of sexual
violence and trauma. For example, “Undraping Silence” is about the journey of a
trans woman coming out to her family. The documentary “I am Property” is about
the practice of polygyny in Arunachal Pradesh, inspired by the filmmaker’s family
and the struggles of women in second marriages sanctioned by tribal customary
law. “Knots” by students of Azim Premji University encapsulated their
experiences as students dealing with sexual harassment, and negotiating power
in academic spaces. Likewise, “Sishako Shaharma” breaks the silence around
sexual harassment in the theatre community in Nepal. Each one of these (and
more) performances, showcases resilience and stories of struggle and change.
“Allegedly”, performed with only two actors, was hugely successful as it involved
audiences in actually deciding tricky issues such as consent, desire, ambivalence
and more. At the end, audiences often continued conversations long after
performances had ended.
Posts and videos of these stories were shared on social media to encourage
discussion, connecting with young people through the sheer force of
identification with the highly emotive and relatable performances based on real
life. The feminist slogan “personal is political” was exemplified through these first
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person narratives. Extensive social media campaigning dedicated to different
facets of impunity — state, military, social, etc. — were put out on social media
with scope for engagement through questions, polling, etc. These engagements
ensured that people not only reposted/reshared the material but also responded
to questions on how different experiences of sexual violence is mediated through
structural impunity.
An innovative part of the project was the creation of a collaborative feminist
typographic project which looked at the English and Nepali Alphabet and
interpreted them based on concepts of impunity. Twenty-six English and fortynine Nepali alphabets were illustrated by Dalit, queer, indigenous illustrators, etc.
on issues ranging from Dalit Feminism borne from anti-caste gendered violence
to looking at evidence as a tool of suppression in the current judicial and legal
framework for cases of sexual violence against minorities. The Alphabet of
Violence & Resistance exhibitions are currently open for public viewing and as a
permanent archival resource.
Another interesting outcome of the project is a documentary, directed and
produced by an indigenous Arunachali woman, which looks at sexual violence
through the experiences of Adi community in Arunachal where polygyny is
customarily sanctioned. It was an interesting journey by the director and the
Zubaan team to understand and work through issues of representation within the
community, on a practice that is often connected to masculine ego and status
and actually getting women to speak of their experiences. In the end, the 20minute-long documentary gets together academics, lawyers, men in polygynous
marriage settings, etc. to understand and reflect on the practice which is
inherently violent towards and protected by patriarchal customary laws.
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Script Development Workshop, Kathmandu, Nepal. November 2018
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PROJECT IMPACT

A number of different communities were impacted by this project. Overall, in
terms of numbers we reached approximately
—2500 people in India and 900 in Nepal through our physical, on the ground
performances (so these are audience figures)
—300 people in online performances in India, and 300 in online performances (in
6 events) in Nepal
However, the project also reached out through multiple social media
engagements on Facebook, Instagram and Twitter. We estimate that over 30,000
people were reached through different social media channels (this figure does
not include ongoing engagements such as likes, further sharing or comments
which would extend it further). The ideas generated by the project as well as the
stories used by the performers continue to remain in circulation beyond the end
of the project period (a performance called ‘Allegedly’ by Delhi-based
performers is in high demand and is seeing repeat performances in the coming
months).
Among and between the many communities that engaged in the project, there
are continuing conversations and a growing understanding of impunity for sexual
violence and the structures that uphold it, these understandings go beyond mere
action at dealing with the immediacy of sexual violence and explore the many
systemic and structural causes that both give rise to it and sustain it. These are
feeding into the ongoing work of the performers.
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In the different places where we worked, theatre communities took away
different ‘learnings’ depending on their context and the urgency of local issues.
In the Punjab workshop for example, the focus was on state impunity and because
of their geographical closeness to Kashmir, as well as because of their own history
of an insurgent movement eventually quelled by the State, there was a particular
interest in stories from Kashmir and the Northeast.
In Uttar Pradesh, the engagements focused much more on the issue of caste,
which remains an overarching frame within which much sexual violence is located.
The issues of nationalism, women’s bodies and caste were the main focus of
discussion and informed the choices of script selection and development in the
community.
In Bangalore the communities we reached out to comprised trans people and sex
workers; the workshops involved people from these communities and for our
theatre activists this was perhaps a first, to engage with people stigmatized by
society and to understand the complexity of their lives. For example, looking at
how the family, the state and state institutions such as the police force people,
especially trans women, into sex work and how they are subjected to violence;
also when sex work is a matter of choice, how that choice is stigmatized by
society.
Our work in the Northeastern states addressed the question of militarized
societies and indigenous rights, focusing on customary rights. Even though the
Sikkim team could not commit to a performance in the end, one of the practice
stories they used emerged from the issue of women migrating for work and being
vilified for owning their bodily autonomy.
In Nepal, one of the performers came from an oppressed caste community and
this encouraged engagement in issues of caste and identity as well as language
which both creates and transcends borders.
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Additionally, in the Open Studio in Kathmandu, an evocative poem picked up on
the story of an oppressed caste woman not being allowed to cover her breasts in
Kerala, India (as was the practice in the early part of the twentieth century). This
raised a discussion of how social and cultural norms are also implicated in the
prevalence of sexual violence and led to a cross border discussion on the
targeting of women’s bodies.
Communities within colleges and universities were another important aspect of
this project. The success of these is evident in the number of invitations we
received and continue to receive from universities and educational institutions for
repeat performances and for working with student drama societies in different
colleges. This worked both ways: colleges and universities had not previously
seen such performances but also many performers had never before performed
in university spaces or for young audiences and the experience was a
transformative one for both communities.
Everywhere, the presence of people from a particular community enabled a focus
on that community, keeping the performances locally relevant, but everywhere
the cross-community engagements resulted in learnings on both sides which
were then taken further into the work of the partners. Many discussions were
cross-border and cross-community and they helped to build what we hope will
be enduring solidarities among the performers. We saw these very visibly in the
regional workshop where all teams came together: there was considerable
bonding and curiosity to watch and learn from each other’s work, and the
creation of solidarities was evident. In one of the later online performances from
India for example, it was one of the Nepali performers who moderated the
discussion and pointed to the similarity of issues in both countries.
Thus in each place we worked with very different communities, who then took on
the responsibility of reaching out further, both within their own communities and
otherwise
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Durga Devi by Educational Theatre in Nepal, performed at National Law College, Kathmandu,
June 2019
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RESEARCH ETHICS & PROJECT UPTAKE

Our first priority in this project was that the research should not be top down, but
should be participatory. To this end, we needed to be deeply sensitive to
prevailing political and cultural sensitivities and hierarchies. For example, the
project was located in Delhi and Kathmandu but worked across both India and
Nepal. In both countries, the capital cities are seen as the ‘centres’ and other
places are often perceived as the ‘periphery’. The kind of work we do requires us
to be aware of these perceptions and to address them sensitively before, during
and after the project period as these are locations in which we work all the time.
Thus follow up and continuous engagement is both important and necessary.
One way of being aware of sensitivities and addressing them is through language
and format: thus our attempt is to ensure that participants do not feel pressured
to work in languages that are not familiar to them and all activity is therefore
multi-lingual. We did not restrict formats in terms of aesthetics and participant
groups were encouraged to experiment with whatever format was preferable and
impactful.
Similarly, hierarchies of class, caste, gender, religion, disabilities are kept in mind
while working with diverse groups across the country. While working on multiple
stories and facilitating cross cultural conversations, representation was kept in
mind on who gets to tell whose story. These distinctions were especially
important in acknowledging the flow of knowledge and information, usually
dominated by upper class and upper caste identities, and even though
knowledge sharing was encouraged, it was within the parameters of
acknowledging the emotional labour of marginalized communities. The groups
and artists were encouraged to adequately credit the owner/teller of the story,
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be it a person or community, and to respectfully engage with the material in
terms of taking consent for the retelling, not falling into stereotypes of
representation, etc.
Our research ethics also dictate that we create safe spaces in which our research
partners can work and ensure that each person is aware of our policies relating
to interpersonal behaviour (no hate speech, no insulting language, no sexism,
casteism or sexual harassment, etc). While working on sexual violence and
discussing these issues which have deep personal ramifications, the workshops
often became a very strenuous space, mentally and emotionally, and the Zubaan
team ensured that participants felt supported throughout and post workshop.
Confidentiality was ensured, and language was moderated throughout to enable
participants to feel safe. Strict action was taken in the rare cases where
participants' vulnerabilities were triggered, accompanied by conversations with
all concerned.
The project’s engagement with multiple and very diverse groups across
platforms, online, offline and interpersonal, was continuous in ensuring support
and providing safe spaces for discussions in a respectful manner and this was
relayed to all project partners and groups. This ensured that all performances and
additional research strictly followed feminist ethics of care and respect.
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The timing of the play coincided with the news about #MeToo perpetrators of theatre
fraternity in Nepal came out, and through our play we had addressed some of those
instances. Upon knowing that the powerful men made life a little hard for some of us
who spoke up from trying to boycott us, to creating rumours, to going around gas
lighting the survivors who spoke about them, so while we were garnering a lot of
support and validation from the other fields and like minded feminists, our own
internal reality was making it hard for us to believe in the work that we were doing,
and pushing us towards an edge.
Katha Ghera, Kathmandu, Nepal

Project uptake
The idea of potential uptake of the results of any such action-research project is
always speculative and hopeful. It is our hope that the materials produced from
this project, its learnings, the performances created, have a longer life. To this
end:
● Videos of all performances (barring those that may raise confidentiality
issues) will be made available to educational institutions for their use.
● All performance notes and notes of discussions have been collated and
these too are will be made available;
● The Alphabets of Violence and Resistance series created by the project
are already travelling to different locations and it is our hope that they
can be replicated in our many languages, with fresh artwork, thereby
involving a larger community of artists and writers; in this way they can
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also become teaching tools in universities and also on online courses;
● The intersectional nature of the discussions has opened up spaces for
such discussions to continue, and this could lead to broader alliance
building;
● The cross-border and cross-regional collaborations created by this project
will help in sharing these materials with diverse communities;
● Networks and partnership building across theatre communities and their
deeper awareness of the subject will make it possible for performances
to continue in youth institutions beyond the scope of the project.
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Script Development Workshop, Lucknow, March 2019
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METHODOLOGY

The methodology used was feminist participative methodology, by which we
mean: a process that begins with and validates the experiences of women. It
actively seeks to remove or at least reduce power imbalances between the
researcher and researched. It does not claim to be neutral, and is instead biased
towards the vulnerable and powerless. Our feminist approach was undergirded
by a strong intersectional perspective, acknowledging that women as a bloc do
not all occupy the same rung of dispossession. Caste, class, ethnicity, disability
and sexual orientation are other factors that exacerbate vulnerabilities must be
interwoven into any approach that foregrounds gender discrimination. This
theoretical base was shared during the initial workshops, with the help of
audiovisual material (from the Zubaan poster women project). Mindful of the fact
that most participants were young and unaware of the rich history of the
campaigns and strategies of the women’s movement, a concise history was
shared during every workshop in India.
In Nepal, experts and resource persons shared the history of the struggle against
sexual violence and impunity in the context of the decade-long civil war. The
majority of participants were too young to have experienced the conflict first
hand, and most were city-dwellers, unaware of the conflict in the hinterland. Thus,
the orientation sessions provided a solid background for the current project.
Our research findings from the Sexual Violence and Impunity project made it clear
that both sexual violence and impunity are experienced differently by different
categories of women. Mindful of this reality, our interventions took on board
diversity and inclusion. For example, selection of participants for workshops was
done keeping this in mind.
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All attempts were made to provide translations for those not comfortable in
English (the working language of the project). Time was allotted in every
workshop schedule to ensure sufficient time and opportunity for translation.
The research material from the previous Zubaan (SVI) and Panos (Gender and
Militarization) projects were used as source material. These were reproduced and
circulated to workshop participants who had access to all the material and could
make a selection based on their specific interests and experiences. Where
necessary, these materials were translated into local languages.
The participants brought to the table a variety of performance theories and
styles, such as devised performances, stand-up comedy, proscenium theatre,
playback theatre, theatre of the oppressed, forum theatre, documentary theatre,
slam poetry and the spoken word. Solo, double-acts and troupes were all
represented. The performances were stylized, using mythology, for example, or
impromptu like in stand-up comedy. Some used prepared scripts, some drew
from audience reactions. Some used elaborate costumes and/or props, some
used multimedia tools. The binding thread was a strong feminist understanding
and approach towards understanding sexual violence.

One of the questions raised by a student, which I thought was pertinent - How do you
ensure the issue of sexual violence and impunity is not trivialised by the form of standup
comedy.
Bangalore, India
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One important learning was that creative outputs might not be as innovative if
they are produced under rigid direction. In the process of attempting to balance
between inflexible commissioned works to fulfil project objectives on the one
hand and leaving it totally open ended on the other, we arrived at a workable
strategy through consultations. While the initial proposal was to hold “Script
Development” Workshops for five days in every project site, the plan had to be
revised after feedback with theatre practitioners and performers who felt that the
five-day workshop should serve as an orientation to feminist theory, women’s
rights movements and the background research already done. Five days was too
short a time to come up with a performance. This feedback was taken on board,
and the success of the revised methodology was borne out at all the project sites.
Hence, the revised process that we followed was to hold an orientation
workshop, an interim time for artistes to work on their performances followed by
an “Open Studio” or workshop to exhibit works-in-progress. The interim periods
witnessed constant mentoring and feedback from the Zubaan team. Additional
resource material was provided in the shape of legislations, judgements,
critiques, books and articles, videos and films. The process of feedback through
Open Studios and peer interaction that encouraged exchange of ideas and
experiences about form and content, was another innovation in collaborative
artistic work that could serve as a model for future undertakings.
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Dolly Kikon & Laxmi Murthy facilitating sessions at the Script Development Workshop,
Guwahati, December 2018
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PROJECT OUTPUTS

● The Alphabet project: A unique and unplanned output, The Alphabet of
Violence & Resistance in English and Nepali brought together researchers
and artists to create an A-Z to understand the different concepts related
to impunity, in words and visually. That some of the artists involved had
not previously worked on subjects such as sexual violence and impunity,
so for them the idea of visualizing something that is so difficult even to
speak about, was a learning exercise; Zubaan provided them with a great
deal of research material on which to base their work and the output has
been widely appreciated. In Nepal, the World Bank opened a space for
an exhibition of the Nepali alphabet where artists were also present to
speak about their work.
● A second unique and unplanned output was a Facilitator’s Guide for
conducting discussions after performances. This guide delved into issues
of consent, representation, safe space and how to explore vulnerabilities
without triggering audiences. This became an important part of not only
conducting workshops and facilitating performances, but signaled to the
audience of young people how valued their participation is and
encouraged them to emulate these practices in their interactions on cases
of sexual violence and abuse. The facilitator’s guide also strengthened
the performers confidence in their ability to talk about intensely personal
experiences without being left to deal alone with the discussions their
performances triggered. The Facilitator’s Guide also underlined the need
to have a separate facilitator in order to give space to the performer
immediately after the performance, in order to do justice to audience
interaction.
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● An output that remained incomplete was the development of shareable
theatre scripts that could become resource material for future
performances and to which open access was to be provided. However, all
theatre teams wished to work with stories and improvised (but rehearsed)
performances, and they were not keen to work with scripts. Also, we
discovered that those who act are not always good at writing scripts, so
this output remained incomplete, although some scripts were produced.
However, we did collect detailed notes on each performance, as well as
concept notes about performances, from the team, which also sometimes
included audience reactions so although this was not exactly what we had
planned, it was something that did help the project.
● Another output that has remained incomplete - although that is not quite
the right word for it - is the uploading of videos of all performances. It is
not that these were not done, they were, and all are archived with Zubaan,
but because of the issues being discussed are sensitive and the internet
can be a very unsafe space, we did not want to make the actors vulnerable
to trolls etc., and therefore a decision was taken to only upload excerpts
and to share the videos only when we were sure of the person’s or
institution’s credentials.

47

Body of Evidence Project

Script Development Workshop, Punjab, October 2018
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PROBLEMS & CHALLENGES

● One of the challenges was addressing a sensitive topic like sexual violence
in public forums, with diverse mixed gender, class, ethnicity and caste
audiences. Cultural sensitivities, previous exposure and engagement with
these taboo topics had to be approached with empathy and
understanding while not compromising on honestly addressing the core
issue to be discussed. An effective strategy was to anticipate these issues
and prepare the organizing team at the proposed venue. Often, this
required on-site negotiation in order to continue with the performance.
For example, after one show at a Bangalore college, a faculty member
approached the troupe and requested them to drop a crucial disrobing
scene from the play for the second performance. She said the director
might have issues and her job might be at risk. The team discussed the
issue and decided not to drop the scene, and instead discuss the issue
with the college authorities. But in an hours’ time she came back saying
the director had watched the performance through the CCTV and that he
was ok with the performance as is. The incident underlined the need for
ongoing engagement and intervention in order for performances and
discussions to proceed smoothly.
● A considerable part of the project’s timeline in India coincided with
widespread street level protests against the Citizenship Amendment Act.
This meant that many of our teams became involved in the protests,
sometimes taking their performances to the streets and providing
support to the protestors. It also meant that marginalized groups we
worked with were suddenly more vulnerable due to increasing violence
and could not travel safely to workshop locations (Uttar Pradesh), perform
in pre-decided spaces (in Manipur) and also conduct basic research for
work due to bandhs and blockades (Arunachal Pradesh).
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● Within a few months this scenario changed and the spread of Covid-19
took over. With this, travel became impossible and so did large public
gatherings and therefore in the last phase of the project all performances
had perforce to move online which brought both opportunities and
problems.
● At an early stage of the project we confronted an unexpected problem in
Punjab where we were trying to conduct workshops with actors. We had
not understood the hierarchies on the ground among theatre
communities and by taking in an ‘outsider’ from Delhi as a resource
person who somehow alienated the most senior theatre artist in Punjab,
we ended up unwittingly contributing to an existing problem and losing
the opportunity to hold performances in the state. Because this happened
early on in the project, we were able to learn from it and ensure it was not
repeated.
● Another issue was the geographical scope of the project. With a
dedicated Zubaan team, we were able to include multiple voices from
different regions and socio-economic and cultural backgrounds.
However, the extent of support, travel, language barriers and continuous
intense engagement required to sustain all of these relationships were
impossible by a small team and we had to rely heavily on mentors and
local resource people. This decentralized approach resulted in some
people not submitting final scripts even after attending multiple
workshops.
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Display of Manipur Performance, Performance as Resistance, New Delhi, India, 11-12 January
2020
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ADMINISTRATIVE REFLECTIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS

Overall, we have found it easy to work with Goethe-Institut / Max Mueller Bhavan
on this project. We are by now familiar with their reporting structures and are
able to comply with them. We have also received constant support from our
program officer so there are no administrative hurdles, and therefore no
administrative recommendations, on that count. We do, however, have a few
points that could be useful. They are detailed below.
● The budget: Although we provided a budget for the project, this was
done keeping in mind the overall budget which also involved other
organizations from across the country and elsewhere. However, we
found ourselves often constrained by budget limits for the reasons
outlined below:
● The people we worked with are not professional theatre people, nor are
they amateurs but they occupy a space somewhere between the two,
where theatre is what they make their living from but it is also what they
are committed to as a vehicle for change.
● When we were not able to pay them adequately, we felt this to be unfair
on our part and an injustice to them although, because theatre is a
commitment for them, they did not ever raise this issue.
● Because we had another parallel project that was integrated with this
one, we were able to address this issue. But in terms of administrative
practices we felt it important that the question of adequate budgets be
kept in mind. This is also because of the point below:
● In order to make a deep difference, projects such as these need
sustained engagement over a period of time, such that they can train
others to take on their work and this kind of follow through and
sustained engagement is not possible on tight budgets.
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Perhaps this is something MMB can keep in mind for future such engagements.
Projects that see themselves as engaging large numbers of people need to have
engagements that are both wide and deep, and this means either increasing
funds, or decreasing the scope of the project, both things that are not easy.

Script Development Workshop, Guwahati, December 2019

***
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