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Introduction

Registered in 2003, Zubaan is a charitable trust based in Delhi. It follows in the footsteps of its
parent NGO, Kali for Women, and has been an active participant, chronicler and publisher of
the women’s movement since 1984. It works to increase the body of knowledge on women
with a special focus on South Asia and India.
Over the years we have built up a substantial body of feminist knowledge in the form
publications, feminist archives and more recently, digital initiatives. These have found homes
and resonance in policy discussions, pedagogy, ground-level activism, and the world of art and
culture; we are now working to make it more widely available and in different forms. We focus
on:
●

Building a body of knowledge about women in India specifically, and South Asia more
generally;

●

Documenting and disseminating the multiple histories of feminist movements in South
Asia;

●

Amplifying the voices of women from the Global South within the region and
internationally so that they may nuance and enrich existing knowledge, that is currently
mostly north-centric;

●

Countering the prevailing misperception that knowledge and information is created in
the Global North and flows to the Global South by strengthening, visibilizing and
creating respect for knowledge and information flows from the Global South;

●

Building strong connections with global/international platforms and networks;

●

Focusing internally on diverse voices from the margins and ensuring these have a place
in both national and international arenas;

●

Working towards creating repositories of women’s/feminist knowledge in the shape of
archives, museums, libraries, and creating structures for its widespread dissemination.

Our close connection to a wide network of women’s groups, individual researchers, activists
and scholars, and our commitment to feminist principles of democratic, transparent and
collaborative functioning, help us to collate, curate, document and make accessible the
learnings, debates and discussions from within these movements and to bring them into a
larger discourse. In addition to this, Zubaan works with educational and corporate institutions
to conduct workshops on the sexual harassment law and its implementation.
Our approach is multi-modal and includes the work of publication (books, pamphlets, online
essays, digital archives in multiple languages) and project-based support activities (research
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grants, workshops, digital campaigns on feminist issues, cultural production from marginalized
communities and more). Our methodologies are participatory and democratic in the true spirit
of feminisms from the Global South, and we focus on marginalized communities and ways of
countering patriarchal, canonical knowledge.
Our scope of work is both regional and international. Within India, Zubaan works with different
organizations and institutions across the country to ensure that the knowledge it produces is
widely disseminated in the various languages of India. In the past Zubaan has worked with
some of the following partners:

●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

The Heinrich Boll Foundation
The Ford Foundation
The Sasakawa Peace Foundation
The Asia Foundation
The International Development Research Centre
Panos South Asia
The British Council
The French Book Office
European Union National Institutes for Culture
Goethe Institut / Max Mueller Bhavan
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Executive Summary

Dominated by the spread of the Covid-19 pandemic and the national lockdown, 2020 was a
difficult year for Zubaan, as it was for millions of other people, particularly those on the
margins of society. We closed our offices a week before the nationwide lockdown was
announced and gradually moved our work online. This was initially hard to do: not only had
our programming and the number of projects grown up to that point, but all projects consisted
of on-the-ground engagements. As it became clear that these engagements were not going to
be possible, our projects team began to rethink how our work could be done online and
remotely. We consulted with our partners and donors, and presented reworked plans based
on these consultations. These plans included first — and on a priority basis — providing relief
to vulnerable communities on the ground in our project areas, and then creating online
programmes and engagements, keeping in mind access, language, time, privacy and other
issues that could impact how our audiences accessed our work. This collaborative process
enabled us to keep to our priorities of creating, curating and disseminating feminist knowledge,
prioritizing the voices of those on the margins, and building networks and solidarities that are
not top-down but are inclusive, diverse and accessible. The projects you will read about below
will give you a glimpse into Zubaan’s work in this last year and will, we believe, also point to
the directions in which we hope to move in the future.
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No Space For Work — Political economy and challenges to women’s labour participation,
safety and autonomy

In early March 2020, as COVID-19 cases were discovered in project locations from Assam to
Karnataka to Delhi, the No Space For Work project adapted as best possible to the changing
scenario and crisis, most crucially by staying in touch with, and taking the lead from, our partners
on the ground. Zubaan shut its physical office on March 17, 2020, seven days before the
nationwide lockdown that saw huge loss of food security, livelihood, personal safety and even
life for the majority of India’s workforce, and than impacted women workers in specific ways that
dictated the direction this project must take.
Project activities that involved in-person meetings were stopped from mid-March 2020.
However, relief activities in project locations began in full swing from early April 2020 as our
primary researchers — women’s collectives — were facing food scarcity, health issues, etc. on
the ground.
As the workshops planned with women participating in care work, construction, agriculture,
migrant women workers, etc. were put on hold indefinitely, newer methods of research,
collaborations and disseminations were devised based on each partner’s particular research and
safety situations. Starting in May of 2020, multiple research activities were conducted in projectdefined sectors and locations (detailed below), and drafts of narratives collected by women
workers and collectives on the ground have been collected across these locations. These
narratives form Phase I of research in certain locations, as the question of women’s work,
precarity and violence are now intrinsically linked to a global pandemic, state response and
policies which affect work, working conditions, legal protections, healthcare, etc. of millions of
informal workers in the Indian economy, more so when the vulnerabilities are exacerbated due
to further marginalizations of gender, sexuality, type of work, location and caste, among others.
Phase I: Working Position Papers, Relief and Research Work in Project Locations, and Grants
Working Position Papers (December 2019-present)
Two concept papers, on gender and work and gendered violence impacting work, are being
developed by academic-researcher-activists, Sumangala Damodaran and Madhu Bhushan.
Multiple meetings have been conducted with both writers during the pandemic, to update them
on the changing nature of the research and project, make available incoming research materials
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and surveys, and any additional material they might find useful. The writers were also a part of
the two day online workshop (detailed below) for the research papers commissioned through
an open call.
Relief & Research Partnerships
The project has forged partnerships in ten states across India, more than the number of locations
originally laid down in the project proposal (8). In each state, these partnerships explore multiple
locations for a wider research ambit and involve multiple categories — caste, migration history,
disability, etc. — in the location-specific research. The partnerships have developed quite
organically throughout the pandemic, fostered by a sense of community and shared goals, and
built through combined relief work, and we are hopeful of supporting multiple phases of
research through these collectives, unions, groups and individuals, with our joint focus being to
render visible work, lives and the violence they live with, not just during the pandemic but also
in more ‘normal’ times. A consolidated list of partnerships, both formal and informal, is detailed
below:
1. Utthan, Gujarat (under Mahila Adhikaar Kisan Manch (MAKAAM))
2. Working Group for Women and Land Ownership (WGWLO), Gujarat (under MAKAAM)
3. Aajeevika Bureau, Rajasthan (non-financial partnership)
4. Women’s Leadership and Training Centre, Assam
5. Stree Jagruti Samiti, Karnataka
6. Society for Informal Education and Development Studies (SIEDS), Karnataka
7. MARAA—a media and arts collective, Karnataka
8. WAYVE Foundation, Gujarat and Uttar Pradesh
9. Sruti DisAbility Research Centre, West Bengal
10. Independent researchers from women and queer collectives and journalist in Manipur
11. Independent researchers from Sikkim
12. Independent researchers from Assam
13. Women in Cinema Collective, Kerala
Research (May 2020-present)
Eleven papers were commissioned through an open call for long form essays on gender, labour
and violence, focusing on the sectors and essays we are currently working in. More than 30
proposals were submitted, and the final selection was made based on the requirements of the
project as well as accessibility of the final outcome.
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A two-day methodology workshop for the 12 researchers was organised in September 2020 by
the Zubaan team consisting of Urvashi Butalia, Laxmi Murthy, Vidyun Sabhaney, Ishani Butalia
and Bidisha Mahanta. Sumangala Damodaran and Madhu Bhushan presented the working
position papers to the new researchers, providing a framework from which they could
borrow/adapt, and also provided individualized feedback to researchers. The papers have been
developed keeping in mind use and accessibility of the research by trade unions, women’s unions
and collectives and field workers. Material production, in terms of graphic narratives, radio
programmes, short booklets, videos, etc. are also in discussion and will be finalized when the
content is finalized.
Internal Adjustments in Zubaan
The pandemic impacted the planning and schedule of the project and it took some time for the
team to evolve new ways of working in the changed reality. The original focus of the project, on
ground level organizing and participatory research, now had to be rethought keeping in mind
the safety and security of our partners, and the vulnerable situations in which many working
women found themselves as a result of the pandemic and the lockdown. The project team
worked round the clock to ensure that our partner grassroots organizations were fully supported
in their relief and research measures which had to be immediately executed. All of this had to
be done remotely as travel increasingly became impossible, and because of this, everything took
much longer, leading to high levels of adjustment and exhaustion among the project team. But
in the face of the healthcare and labour crisis, this was what needed to be done and the Zubaan
team put in solid hours in rethinking, reworking and adapting the project’s priorities to the
changed reality. One of the interesting outcomes was that even as relief packages were
distributed in some places, women offered up their experiences in the form of stories, voice
notes, songs and these now form a solid base of research for us to work on.
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Body of Evidence-Stepping Stones — Engaging with Youth in South Asia

The Body of Evidence-Stepping Stones (BoESS) project was part of a larger initiative on the
part of Goethe-Institut / Max Mueller Bhavan (MMB) and Panos South Asia (who were
supported by the International Development Research Centre (IDRC)) to engage with youth in
India and different parts of Asia. Largely a region with a young population, Asia has 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.
BoESS built upon a recently-completed project run by Zubaan and supported by IDRC, the
Sexual Violence and Impunity in South Asia or SVI Project, 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 which were begun during
this project on gaps led to new ideas about 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
BoESS project was born of these discussions and was located in two of the five sites of the
previous project: Nepal and India. The findings of these two previous projects informed the
premise on which BoESS 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 is not
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 BoESS project recognized the need to take these questions to young people in order to
create conversations that could begin to address these deep silences, and to do so in accessible,
inclusive and understandable ways. Cultural production in the form of theatre, slam poetry and
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performance was the selected strategy. A number of workshops were held to develop scripts,
and performances then taken up in different parts of Nepal and 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.
Recognising the potential of social media in sparking conversations and owing to the fact that
the intended target audience of these projects were South Asian youth, a robust social media
campaign ran parallel to activities that were being conducted with project partners on the
ground. This campaign encompassed various different elements, be it documenting most (if not
all) of the performances to ensure that even those who couldn’t attend could experience them,
sharing small explainers that looked at different aspects of impunity, or using art and
typography to draw attention to both general and specific kinds of violence and resistance that
one can witness in the subcontinent.
The closing period of the project coincided with the onset of the pandemic, and while it became
difficult to execute certain aspects of planned work, the team adapted to the circumstances and
switched programming online in the form of webinars, which now find a place on Zubaan’s
YouTube channel.
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Key Advances
●

Moving research and research findings beyond the frame of academia into on-theground activist spaces;

●

Collapsing the distance between research and activism, and facilitating parallel
conversations;

●

Working to turn young people into 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.

●
Outputs
●

A number of participatory workshops, open studios, etc. resulting so far in 50
performances (and one documentary screening) across India and Nepal;

●

The preparation and sharing of supplementary materials such as guides for facilitators;

●

Ongoing social media campaigns and conversations which have been saved to Zubaan’s
various profiles and can be revisited in perpetuity by existing and new stakeholders;

●

The involvement of young artists across both countries in producing visual materials to
support and enhance the conversations;

●

Conferences, talks, discussions on various platforms.

●

A subtitled audio-visual archive of theatre performances that touch upon different
aspects of sexual violence and impunity that can, in the future, be shared widely among
target communities under the project.

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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Research Findings
●

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 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 sexual violence, expressing doubt, exposing their vulnerabilities,
especially for those with nonbinary identities;

●

A willingness among youth to open up – especially in participatory spaces – once safety
and confidentiality were ensured.
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Cultures of Peace — Festival of the Northeast

Zubaan’s Cultures of Peace — Festival of the Northeast is a project run in collaboration with
Heinrich Böll Stiftung India and initiated in 2010. Over the years, the festival has taken the shape
of events around literature and culture, organized both within and outside the Northeastern
region. Through multiple forms of cultural production such as writing, music, film, theatre, media,
photography, art and performance, Cultures of Peace brings together academics and activists,
writers and filmmakers, civil society actors and others, in a series of dialogues that serve to
showcase the northeastern states and their peoples. This project has also been able to bring
forward many key issues that concern the region and its relationship with the rest of India or the
‘mainland’, against a broader framework of gender, identities, indigenous rights and
peacebuilding, among others.
Unlike the previous years, where the events would be organised and conducted live, the entirety
of the Cultures 2020-21 programming moved online, owing to the restrictions created by the
ongoing Coronavirus pandemic that has had a devastating impact on the country as much as the
rest of the world. The idea was to keep the conversations going and to make these dialogues
accessible to a wider group of audience via the digital medium.
From 1 June 2020 to 30 November 2020, Zubaan conducted project activities conceptualised as
opportunities to reimagine the ways in which spaces can be created for conversation and
dialogue, and foregrounding the production of media resources to form a strong bedrock of
engagement.
1. Event-based programming:

This comprised three months of theme-based online discussions and activities, led by a curator
for each such quarter. We commissioned guest ‘curators’ to take the lead on putting together a
series of online-based discussions and events on specific themes. The themes for these quarters
were ‘Food Cultures of the Northeast’ (June-August 2020) and ‘Women in Music in the
Northeast’ (September-November 2020) respectively, and programs were curated in
collaboration with curators Xonzoi Barbora and Anungla Zoe Longkumer. The two remaining
quarters fall in the second phase of the programming which will be implemented from early- to
mid-2021.
The first online discussion began with the release of Dolly Kikon’s short film titled ‘Seasons of

Life: Foraging and Fermenting Bambooshoot During Ceasefire'. The screening was followed by
a conversation with historian Uma Chakravarti, photographer Yirmiyan Arthur and the filmmaker.
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The second online discussion titled ‘Food Cultures in the Northeast’ saw a discussion on the
politics of food production and consumption in the region. The panel included Seno Tsuhah,
Shubhra Devi Hanjabam, Pushpadhar Das and was moderated by Dolly Kikon.
The third and final discussion ‘Northeastern Food in the Diaspora’ looked at creating a taste for
Northeastern food outside the region, migration, and how women and queer people navigate
this space of food and belonging. The speakers for this session included Tungshang Ningreichon,
Kasturi Barua, Veizouzam ‘Zoe’ Kshetrimayum, Monalisa Baruah and the discussion was
moderated by Vivek Bhusan.

The first two online panels of this quarter, slated as a two-part ongoing conversation ‘Owning

Her Space’ were discussions with female musicians about their music, gender, migration and
indigeneity. The first panel titled ‘Owning Her Space: Women in Music’ saw a discussion with
Tipriti Kharbangar, Mangka Mayanglambam, Sunita Bhuyan, MoArenla and Anoushka Maskey,
moderated by Mercy Tetseo. The second panel ‘Owning Her Space: Music Across Boundaries’
saw a discussion with Mercy Tetseo, Tipriti Kharbangar, MoArenla, Sunita and Mangka,
moderated by Banamallika Choudhury.
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The final online session of the second quarter titled ‘Making Music in the New Normal’ was a
conversation with artists about their music, support systems, lived experiences and realities as
musicians from the region. The speakers for this panel included Fame Sangma, Vanrodinpuii
‘RDI’, Daiaphi ‘Reble’ Lamare, Ruthi Chali, Borkung Hrangkhawl and the panel was moderated
by Raina Bhattacharya.
2. Media Archive:

Part of the tenth year of programming of Cultures of Peace, the idea behind building a media
archive was to deepen Zubaan’s engagements and create a repository of video interviews,
podcasts, essays and works of art among others, which will be a comprehensive collation of the
work Zubaan has been doing with activists, artists, writers and other cultural practitioners in the
last decade. The Media Archive would also be a space where all materials generated and
developed by the projects run by Zubaan will be consolidated and housed. Due to the pandemic,
Zubaan’s activities and events had to move to the virtual space. This raised further concerns
relating to inaccessibility of internet services in certain areas as well as connectivity. It was
therefore felt that a good strategy would be to record these discussions and interactions and
house them in a place where they are accessible and can be used as resources.
The Media Archive will be hosted on the Zubaan Projects website. This component includes the
creation of audio, video and written material to be shared and publicized through online
networks and social media. Whereas the podcasts and essays were put together in collaboration
with curators, the video interviews were filmed with the help from Thingnam Anjulika Samom,
who has worked with Zubaan on several other projects. It was necessary to bring in an
interviewer who was working in the Northeast and had knowledge on the current situation of
the region to draw out a more insightful, nuanced conversation. Materials commissioned and
completed thus far are:
a) Eight video interviews with resource persons such as musicians, performance artists
and dancers with a focus on their practice and projects. These are people Zubaan has
worked with in previous editions of our Cultures of Peace programme. The interviews
focus on themes of performance, graphic art, visual culture, dance, poetry, writing, music
and photography.
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b) Podcast series: A ten-episode podcast programme, with five episodes per
quarter/three months. These have been hosted by the curators. The theme for each set
of five will correspond to the theme of that quarter. Therefore, five podcasts focusing on
food politics, indigenous knowledge on food production, conflict, etc. and five on music,
politics, identity, representation, etc. were recorded.
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c) Five interviews with women activists’ series across the Northeast (Assam, Manipur,
Meghalaya and Mizoram), to focus on their work and activism in the region, against the
backdrop of conflict and peacebuilding, customary institutions, etc. to be added to the
Zubaan archive of materials on women’s movements in the country. These conversations
were able to unravel some inspiring stories about their work, whether through
documentation, gender rights activism or through peace negotiations in a region often
perceived only as a place of conflict.
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3. Online essays programme:

This involved the commissioning of short essays focusing on the history of cooking and food
cultures, food production, market spaces and on the intersection of music, gender, and
representation.
Cultures of Food in the Northeast: From each writer’s personal perspective, these five essays
explore and map the different influences in the history of cooking and (adapted) food cultures,
indigenous food, food identity both in the past and in the present, all looked at from the
perspective of gender.
Women in Music: In collaboration with curator Anungla Zoe Longkumer, nine music essays were
curated and commissioned by writers and researchers in the Northeast. These explore various
aspects of music, representation and gender, the changing pattern in regional music, from folk
music as well as contemporary music scenarios, and music’s relationship with resistance in the
region.
4. Social media engagement programme:

The virtual nature of the programming required extensive social media promotions and
engagement, in order to bring together an audience at a time when many were facing increased
domestic duties, loss of childcare assistance, and economic hardship. The online festival, with
this understanding in place, saw impressive engagement on both Zubaan Books and Zubaan
Projects social media platforms (Twitter & Instagram). The six webinars which formed the first
phase of the programme saw 250+ attendees in total.
The video interviews, podcast series, and online essays previously mentioned are also an
important pool of resources at this time. We plan to publicize and disseminate these materials
via our social media platforms through campaigns that highlight short excerpts and snippets of
existing video and audio resources, which we hope will encourage more people to engage with
these materials.

17

Publicity and Outreach

While the online dissemination of outputs has been an important component for all our projects,
owing to the recent changes in the world due to the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown, we
have shifted all publicity and outreach events to the online mode. From conceptualization of our
projects and grants to meetings with the participants and local stakeholders, activities are being
prepared for as well as conducted in the virtual setting. For output dissemination in 2019-20,
Zubaaan had been holding events in the local settings in the Northeast in the form of exhibitions
and book launches. However, since that was not possible in the pandemic, we collaborated with
the local activists and speakers from the Northeast virtually and held these events over Zoom.
During the pandemic, social media has become the primary medium to garner publicity for
events and bring visibility to our different projects. We have thus used our social media handles
to keep our followers updated with our work and familiarize them with new projects. It has been
the main cite of registrations for events, applications, and submissions. In addition to inviting
participants, social media campaigns have been the main source of disseminating project
outputs. In the absence of any physical events, social media is also the site where our followers
engaging with our outputs can give us their feedback and comments. We are also building a
social media networking policy that especially focuses on the amplification of materials by and
voices from smaller feminist organizations, in particular those run by Dalit, Bahujan, Adivasi,
Tribal and indigenous people.
Privacy and safety concerns: In order to ensure the safety of our speakers and participants, and
to prevent trolling and harassment, we have been adopting a number of safety measures for our
online events. The audiences for our online zoom events are filtered through a number of
processes. The registration links for our events are shared in public event graphics across our
social media handles. In this information we give out publicly, only the Zoom meeting ID is
visible. Participants sign up by providing their name and a valid email ID. The passcodes to the
Zoom meeting are then sent only one night prior to the events, via the email addresses provided.
To accommodate late sign-ups, the registration form is monitored and new emails sent out
periodically, the last one being as the event begins. This is done as the frequency of online
programming has risen exponentially during the pandemic and it is often possible that interested
audience members only come across event information quite close to the event time. When the
event begins, Zoom names are matched to registrations before allowing each participant in.
Unlike offline programming before the lockdown, for which one has to pay for transit and plan
in advance, participants can attend webinars immediately, if they are free. Attendees can also
watch events for short periods of time or attend only portions of an event and leave without
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disrupting the event at all, to absorb what is possible of these often intense discussions, and
leave without guilt. In understanding this, we continue to allow participants in regardless of how
much of the event is left (once they are matched with their registered name) and provide updates
in the chat boxes wherever possible to catch people up.
The online nature of the events also made a difference in how audience members interacted
with speakers and engaged with the content of the discussions. We received very encouraging
responses from our audiences and the interactions also helped in adding different dimensions
to our discussions. The recordings of all events conducted online during the pandemic have
been made available on our YouTube channel and are frequently reposted via our social media
handles. We have been using our handles on Facebook, Instagram and Twitter for content
dissemination as well as publicity purposes. Zubaan has a considerable following here with more
than 17,000 followers from Facebook1, 12,000 followers on Twitter2 and a combined strength of
17,000 followers on our Zubaan Books3 and Zubaan Projects4 account on Instagram.

Left:

Call

for

illustrators

for

the

No

Space

For

Work

project

on

@zubaanbooks

(Twitter).

Right: Poster for a webinar on women musicians in the Northeast, as shared by @zubaanprojects (Instagram).

1

https://www.facebook.com/ZubaanBooks/
https://twitter.com/zubaanbooks
3
https://www.instagram.com/zubaanbooks/
4
https://www.instagram.com/zubaanprojects/
2
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Issues of accessibility: Dissemination and publicity through online resources have been our main
outreach strategies in the times of the pandemic, where physical activities which constitute our
social lives have come to a complete standstill. However, we have not been able to escape some
obvious shortcomings of this mode of public outreach, most of which percolate into the digital
sphere from the inequitable social world outside. The problem of accessibility of online content
is exacerbated in the times of the pandemic. While some of the world shifted its work and leisure
activities online, those without the resources to purchase the necessary devices and stable
internet connection, or whose work is deemed “essential” or must be conducted in the material
world, have been completely excluded from its functioning and aren't able to participate in the
new “normal”. Since shifting online, we have been constantly changing our programming to
ensure outreach but issues of accessibility and resources — smartphones/computers, access to
the internet or areas where internet connectivity continues to be an issue — continue to affect
the communities we work in. Digital platforms privilege users from certain castes, class, gender,
region, etc. and pose a huge barrier to people with disabilities. While being aware of the extent
of inclusivity and representation in our programming, we have tried to incorporate multiple ways
of increasing engagement. We make it mandatory for all participants to keep their videos off so
that the people with weak internet connections can also access the meetings, we give options
for captioning (and translations and ISL interpretations) whenever required and we are also
trying to upgrade the skills of the team and to have processes in order to streamline accessibility
of the outputs. All events, meetings, etc. hosted online are also hosted on our YouTube channel
for further use/dissemination.
For instance, the online event Love:ability: Breaking barriers between desire and disability held
on 19 December 2020, was held in Assamese as most of the panel speakers were comfortable
speaking in Assamese. To include non-Assamese speaking audiences, closed captions were
provided in English. Further, ISL interpretations were provided to make the conversations
accessible to the Deaf community in India.
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Snapshot

from

the

‘Love:ability’

event

held

in

December

2020.

Challenges: One of the biggest challenges we have started facing is mental and emotional
exhaustion in the communities and people we work with, after over a year of living and working
through a pandemic. Online dissemination has been suffering because many sections of the
audience are experiencing the “Zoom fatigue”, finding it overwhelming to participate in online
events beyond a point. Thus, drawing in audiences for online programs and having them engage
with online content proves difficult after a time as most people are spending an unprecedented
number of hours in front of their computer screens.

Relief measures: Conversations with our partners and communities also exposed the immediate
need of relief in both basic foodstuff as well as medical and safety equipment, whether this was
for the communities or the workers themselves. Some amount of our outreach budgets was
spent, with funder approval, on supplying good and funds for relief, in existing project locations.
Project-based outreach

Body of Evidence / Stepping Stones
As the closing period of the project coincided with the pandemic, some of the planned offline
activities had to adapt to the online mode. We utilized that space and timing, to reshare and replug the earlier components of the project with our audiences on social media. Through a twopart webinar titled, 'Performance as Resistance in Digital Spaces’ held on 4 August 2020 and
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14 August 2020, the speakers tried to address the effect the pandemic has had on the field of
performing arts and the potential of virtual spaces in creating platforms to talk about existing,
new and rising forms of sexual violence and impunity. The recording of the webinars can be
found on Zubaan’s YouTube channel, for public viewing.
In addition to this, we launched an extensive social media campaign in September to re-share
the illustrations from our ‘Alphabet of Violence and Resistance’. The illustrations in the project
focused on impunity through various lenses and lived realities of Dalit, queer, Northeastern and
Kashmiri artists. By sharing the illustrations along with bios of the artists who created them, we
tried to revisit the conversation of sexual violence and impunity, especially in places most
affected.

Cultures of Peace
The entire process of conceptualizing and executing the programming for Cultures of Peace
2020 was done online. Since most of the project activities in the Northeast are carried out by our
local partners in various locations of the region in coordination with the Zubaan’s projects team
based in Delhi and Bangalore, restrictions on travel and gatherings forced us to shift to the online
mode completely. Publicity through social media played an important role in inviting diverse
audiences for the events. We shared the invitations for the webinars through our social media
handles, and these calls were amplified by various social media accounts from the region. We
also shared the bios of the speakers involved in the events and tagged their social media
accounts, so as to put them directly in touch with people who might find their work interesting
and would like to follow them.
Through the webinars we tried to implement the vision with which Cultures of Peace was
conceptualized i.e. facilitating conversations between the Northeast states. All of our panels
featured a majority of women, and we tried to consciously bring in participants from different
states of the region, in an attempt to have a broader conversation on the subjects of food cultures
and music in the northeast. The recordings of these webinars are available on Zubaan’s Youtube
Channel as an open resource for the public. As online events do not require individuals to
physically travel to different places to attend the events, we got an encouraging number of
participants, especially younger audiences for our webinars.
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Screenshots from the Cultures of Peace webinars, available on our YouTube channel for public viewing.

No Space For Work
The pandemic and subsequent lockdown put our primary researchers, who are mostly from
women’s collectives and unions, in a highly precarious position. The project-based activities
which involved physical meetings were stopped from March 2020, and the project shifted its
priorities towards relief activities for our local partners who were facing a number of issues. By
May 2020, various research activities resume in the selected sectors and regions. The women
workers and collectives, who have been working locally and collecting drafts of narratives
regarding women’s work and violence, now adapted their work to the current context. These
narratives now look at women’s work, precarity and violence within the context of the global
pandemic and the state’s response to it.

Informed by the findings from the different field locations, two concept papers, on gender and
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work and gendered violence impacting work, are being developed by academic-researcheractivists, Sumangala Damodaran and Madhu Bhushan. Additionally, a two-day methodology
workshop for the 12 researchers was organised in September 2020 in which Sumangala
Damodaran and Madhu Bhushan presented the working position papers to the new researchers,
providing a framework from which they could borrow/adapt, and also provided individualized
feedback to researchers. In December 2020, a call for illustrators, restricted to women, trans and
non-binary persons from Assam, Karnataka, Manipur and Sikkim was shared on all our social
media handles. We’ve received an overwhelming response from some very talented illustrators
and are using these resources to commission illustrative or graphic longform nonfiction work
under the NSFW project.
More project outputs for dissemination are planned in the next year and will involve multiple
resource persons with expertise in producing material in different mediums.
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Conclusion

We began the year 2020 with considerable uncertainty: how would we implement projects
that were so based on ground-level interactions through workshops, discussions,
performances, exhibitions in the face of the pandemic and lockdown? Our concerns were
people’s safety and security, their increased vulnerabilities and the precarity of their lives after
the loss of livelihoods and jobs. Feedback from our partners provided the guidance we needed
for a timely focus on relief, and then a gradual restructuring of our activities to take them
online, but also to work remotely to document the gendered experiences of dealing with the
pandemic and the lockdown. At the end of a year of more intense work than we had imagined
could be possible online, we have learnt much about the resilience of our partners, their
enterprise and their courage and about the strength of our voices. This year has brought home
to us even more the responsibility of being an organization concerned with amplifying the
voices of those on the margins, and we are grateful to our partners for working with us
through this time to bring this important lesson into the frame of our activities. As we move
into the future, we are privileged to be able to take these learnings with us.
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