
ARE THEY ONLY ONE CALL AWAY?

Is this seat taken?(More than reservations)

According to WHO, one person dies of suicide every 40 seconds somewhere in the world and nearly 17% are residents of India.
Lahari K.V. investigates suicide helplines that have popped up claiming to save the day

In a nation that touts unity in diversity, what does it mean to be a minority? Grace Prince explores the Naga identity in Manipur and Nagaland

17-year-old Anjali (name changed) picks up her phone 
in a state of utter helplessness and anguish and dials 
the first number that pops up on her screen when she 
Googles ‘Suicide Helplines India’. The line rings for a 
few seconds and disconnects. After making sure it is a 
24-hour helpline that she is calling, she calls a couple 
more times only to have her call unanswered. The same 
story continues with the next couple of helplines on the 
list. “This is not just my experience,” says Anjali who has 
survived clinical depression and is a 1st year college stu-
dent now. “I know people who have called these help-
lines in times of dire need and haven’t gotten a response 
or gotten very unsatisfactory ones.”
 
About 1.35 lakh people die from suicide each year in In-
dia, according to a report by WHO. National Crime Re-

cords Bureau revealed in 2015 that at least one student 
commits suicide per hour in India. With mental illnesses 
still being plagued by stigma and therapy not being ac-
cessible and affordable to everybody, suicide helplines 
have begun to pop up to make professional help acces-
sible to a larger group of people. However, complaints 
have been emerging about the available helplines, call-
ing them ‘dysfunctional’.

Abhinav Jain, another suicide survivor, recalls his expe-
rience with a helpline that was on the very top of Google’s 
list of Indian helplines. “The call was not being answered 
at first and then when it seemed like it had got connect-
ed, I could hear no response from the other side. When 
I tried a couple more times, it either said the line was 
not reachable or busy.” He emailed the helpline about 

this shortly after the incident, only to receive a reply the 
next day that said, “Sorry, we do sometimes receive a 
lot of calls and sometimes the line is so bad it’s difficult 
to hear. Instead of blaming us, you should blame bad 
connection. We do care about you and are concerned. If 
you do not succeed in talking to us through the phone, 
maybe you should email us instead and we will respond 
in a day or two. Sorry about the bad connection but that 
is not in our hands.” Sasmita Patro, co-ordinator of SA-
HAI, a popular suicide helpline based in Bangalore says 
it had been difficult for them to manage when they had 
initially started out 16 years ago with just 13 volunteers. 
According to her, shortage of trained counsellors who 
are willing to work at these places is a major problem for 
any such organisation. “We also lack funding. It becomes 
hard to keep the organisation running with a shortage 
of funds because it will mean that the volunteers have 
to spend money from their own pockets for needs such 
as transportation. It’s not economical for them... We re-
ceive 10-15 calls a day on an average. Our helpline is not 
open 24/7, but we are trying to employ more volunteers 
and extend our services to Sundays as well,” she says, 
talking about the plans to overcome the limitations their 
organisation faces.

Anjali adds, “We do not have enough functional help-
lines for a country of 1.3 billion people, let alone those 
open 24/7. It’s shocking that someone who has taken up 
the responsibility of saving lives seems so nonchalant 
and unbothered about the consequences of their irre-
sponsible behaviour. This needs to be fixed.”

P H O T O  C R E D I T :  L A H A R I  K . V.

“I just didn’t have that one rupee coin.” 
Clink. He kicked the small bit of grav-
el clean across the sidewalk, aiming for 
the lamp post. “No, it was so funny, you 
know? The way she asked me… and the 
fare was so odd, ya.” We walked down a 
dimly lit Kamaraj Road with the rush 
hour in full swing on our right. As he 
found new pieces of broken-off pave-
ment to shuffle between his feet, he con-
tinued, “It was like, 56 or 57 rupees from 
Majestic Metro Station till MG Road. And 
she was asking in such a serious way, 
‘Where are you from?’ And I said, ‘Mani-
pur.’ ” MK Kashung, at 16 years old, had 
come to Bangalore in October last year 
to pursue a professional career in foot-
ball. The low lighting did nothing to im-
pede his accuracy. Clink. “Then, she told 
me to give my own country’s currency,” 
he paused to scoff, “I said, ‘Manipur is in 
India, you dumbass...’ ” I asked him if he 
actually said that. “No, ya. But you know it 
happened again today…” 

Nagaland did not exist until its people 
were acquainted with British bureaucra-

cy. The main forms of interaction among 
the tribes were through head-hunting 
and war; these hills were fraught with 
bloody clashes within clans, villages, and 
tribes. This changed with the formation of 
the Naga National Council and its charge 
towards an independent Nagaland under 
A.Z. Phizo. For the first time, people were 
introduced to a collective banner they 
could identify with and this political par-
ticipation awoke in them a sense of unity 
that did not exist before.

Eventually, the Naga Movement saw a 
decline as it travelled underground, yet 
sparks continue to flare in the North-
East; in today’s brutal and violent polit-
ical clashes are echoes of a bloodthirsty 
head-hunter’s war cry. Zimick (name 
changed), now in his 70s, recalled his ex-
perience as a young boy with the Naga 
Underground. “They said that Nagas from 
every clan, from the Kashungs, Keishings, 
et cetera, should nominate one member 
of their family who was educated to go 
with them to China...”
(Contd. on page 12) I L L U S T R AT I O N :  G R A C E  P R I N C E  A N D  S U I B  I C O N 



On 24th February 1965, in a small town 
in Burma, amidst the interracial war and 
rampant casualties, a 10 year old and her 
mother migrated to India, seeking safe-
ty, not knowing where the boat that took 
her father during the war was headed. 
Fast forward to many years and end-
less obstacles later – with hair cut short, 
thick black rimmed glasses, and a radiant 
smile – Diana Tholoor, 64, is a force to be 
reckoned with. 

At the young age of 18, Diana chose a 
path which would have her battle the de-
mons of this world at a larger level than 
most. “I had a choice of going to college 
straight out of school, but in order to pay 
for the fees my family would have had to 
work extra, so I took a decision to set out 
to educate myself by taking up a train-
ing that would help me to acquire a job,” 

she says. “That stint as a teacher and the 
subsequent recommendation letter from 
the principal of the school that said ‘You 
should be a teacher’ is the one thing I 
remembered. I tried working as a typist 
for a bit and finally ended up training to 
become a professional secretary. I broke 
all records in the course and the insti-
tution offered me a job to teach. Since 
then, I have enjoyed teaching, building 
educational institutions, doing train-
ing programmes at corporates, running 
communication and presentation skills 
workshops, and finally starting my proj-
ect: The Chrysalis Performance Arts 
Centre for the Challenged 20 years ago,” 
says Diana. She feels this was the point 
at which God put a purpose in her life. 
She became unstoppable as she went on 
to direct an outstanding number of over 
200 stage productions, social films, ra-

dio shows, art programmes, and a pro-
gramme for over 1,50,000 children in 20 
cities all across India.
 
Diana is a person who thinks beyond the 
physical aspects of human beings and 
lives to prove people wrong. She explains, 
“Sarbani [the founder of Bubbles Organ-
isation] is a friend of mine and asked me 
to consult for the school, and theatre be-
came a part of the curriculum. I started 
working with children who were differ-
ently challenged – physically challenged, 
blind, deaf, [suffering from] HIV/AIDS, 
and the economically challenged in 1999. 
I have done over 150 productions, audio 
scripts, and socio-documentaries with 
the children from all sectors of challeng-
es.”

This is what sets Diana apart from all the 
other directors and theatre artists out 
there. She directed The Lion King and 
The Little Elf with spastics and children 
on wheelchairs. Putting up a play with 
children with autism is an enormously 
difficult task, but she saw this as a means 
to shed light on how wrong we were in 
thinking so. “Yes, I am driven to enable 
the children to become professional per-
formers so that they can shrug off any 
label that has been put on them. Doctors 
and medical professionals find it difficult 
to believe that children who are sensitive 
to darkness, loud sounds, strong lights, 
live smoke, and other issues can be si-
lent backstage, make entrances and exits 
with such perfection, remember and ex-
ecute every move with such confidence, 
never forget their lines, and  remain calm 
and still while on stage, amongst all the 
others concerns people have.”  In all her 
years as a director the most satisfying 
part of her job is seeing the joy on other 
people’s faces. “Parents cried watching 
their children perform like professional 
actors – with no behaviour issues, taking 

their lines with such confidence, singing, 
dancing, and acting. When parents come 
up to me and say that they did not know 
their children could perform like this, I 
thank God for using me as his vessel to 
bring hope to them.”

As a corporate trainer, theatre per-
son, film maker and dancer, Diana says, 
“Watching a production come alive, the 
feeling of something as linear as writing 
a script becomes multi-dimensional on 
stage.” This is a feeling she will always 
hold close. She has achieved many firsts, 
being the first to do a play with and for 
people with mental disorders like Schizo-
phrenia, Manic Depression, and Bipolar 
Disorder. She was the first to train and 
stage a play exclusively with blind stu-
dents and an all-deaf stage cast, and also 
the first to produce and present large-
scale stage productions such as Lion 
King and Aladdin with autistic children. 
This ultimately led her to win a series of 
awards like the Sadguru National Award 
for Women in Social Work, the Kalasha 
Woman Achiever Award for Social Work, 
and the Shristhi Special Academy Social 
Excellence Award. 

For Diana, however, this is just the begin-
ning. In a room full of people, she will be 
the first to be heard and acknowledged 
because she loves to speak her mind. 
However, the one thing that most people 
don’t know about her is that she also loves 
silence. “For all my eloquence when I am 
teaching or speaking on stage, I sit quiet-
ly when I enter into a new environment. 
I like silence and thinking on my own, 
making my observations before I enter 
into any conversation with new people.”
 
Life will never be dull for Diana; she nev-
er allows it to be. She continues to travel, 
while taking on yet another production 
for the Bubbles Centre for Autism.

Belief in passion and faith in prayers
DIANA THOLOOR

Strength of a Woman

Jessica Anu Deepak talks to the woman who has been putting up shows 
with specially-abled children

Sharanya Mohan meets an army nurse who
has taken up multiple roles with ease

The quaint little villa gave off an old world 
charm that was quite alluring. While en-
tering, I noticed the well-kept garden 
which provided a certain sense of dis-
cipline. The majority of the flowers in 
the garden were various kinds of roses. 
The long, British styled windows could 
be seen from a mile away; they added to 
the beauty of the villa – a blend of both 
new and ancient styles. I could see that 
she was busy – mending broken branch-
es and picking up dry, withered leaves. 
As soon as she noticed me, she jumped 
to greet me. “Please feel at home here,” 
Vanathi Jones said. 

As I entered, I couldn’t help but feel at 
home. I could smell the sandalwood in-
cense burning. I saw an enormous fami-
ly photo hung on the wall. After catching 
me stare at it for some time, Vanathi re-
marked, “You know, family is everything.” 
Every little corner in the house looked 
like she managed it with the greatest care 
and importance. I noticed how she had 
kept everything ready for me – cookies, 
a glass of water, a carton of Frooti,  and 
a pen. She had the most infectious smile. 
Dressed modestly in a chudidar-kurta, 
she wore a thick gold chain with a sil-

ver watch on one hand and two thin gold 
bangles on the other. Her long, silky hair 
could make her the subject of everyone’s 
envy. She had a healthy figure and looked 
a lot younger than her years. 

I noticed a scar on her hand. “Being in 
the army for so long and that too in the 
medical field, you forget all about wounds 
and scars. This particular one was given 
to me during a very difficult period in Ne-
pal. I had been serving there for about 3 
years and one day, our truck was hit by 
a small bomb and we crashed. It was a 
small crash and everyone survived, but 
we were wounded.”

“I served in the United Kingdom, Nepal, 
Muscat, and India. Each country offered 
so many opportunities and helped my 
growth. I speak 7 languages and Arabic 
is one of them,” she revealed. Flashbacks 
of her toughest times tell how painful it 
was to stay without her son. “Duty calls, 
but how does a mother ever adjust to stay 
without her child? The thought of him 
having to stay back when I was shipped 
off to different countries just broke me. 
But, I survived and, thankfully, could be 
by his side in his most crucial years.” 

Vanathi has received an Honorary Doc-
torate for Social Services and the Flor-
ence Nightingale Award for Excellence 
in the medical field. While giving a soft 
chuckle which turned her cheeks rosy 
she said, “Accolades maybe a pride for 
my family, but they don’t define me... Re-
alisation of hard work and keeping my 
head afloat where everyone is drowning 
came to me very early on. I was 11 years 
old when my father had passed away in 
an accident and being the elder one in a 
family that had no man, I started working 
by the age of 15 to provide extra money 
to help my mom and provide for my sis-
ters. I’ve lived the ‘nothing-comes-easy’ 
life which I wouldn’t say had much tur-
bulence but rather had many lessons to 

learn,” she continued. 

Her family consumes all her time; she 
wishes to catch up on all the time that 
she missed spending with them. Her 
work in medicine still remains her pas-
sion and she now wants to open an in-
stitution for underprivileged students to 
learn nursing. “I don’t want anyone with 
a chance to have a bright future, skip out 
on something beautiful just because they 
can’t afford it or are not aware enough to 
receive it. My life started out rough but 
it has been the most exciting journey one 
could have.” 

Vanathi Jones – a nurse, an army veteran, 
a mother, and a wife – is full of life and 
waiting to take on more roles.

D i a n a ,  w i t h  t h e  c h i l d r e n  a f t e r  a  s h o w

V a n a t h i  J o n e s :  a  n u r s e ,  a n  a r m y  v e t e r a n ,  a  m o t h e r,  a  w i f e .



THE STUDENTS’ OUTPOST
Rashika N. Makam writes about a student group that seeks to discuss and tackle various concerns faced by college students across the city

#MeToo #BringOurGirlsBack #Feminism #BodyPositiv-
ity #MentalHealth #LGBTQ+ #PrideMonth 

‘Clicktivism’ becomes real every time millions of people 
open their phones to see these hashtags staring them in 
the face. This generation has been called #ArmChairAc-
tivists which roughly translates to: a generation who sit 
and type away but don’t do anything to change it. 

“Though our politicians believe that as a generation 

we do nothing practically, the change that comes just 
through four people that upload a story or perpetuate 
a hashtag is unlike any other,” says Fiza, a 19-year-old 
Communications student. Gautami, a Journalism stu-
dent from St. Joseph’s adds, “The power to just bring 
up any topic of interest is amazing and one must con-
sciously wonder what we could and must do with that 
power. The stories that are shared and the reach that 
these have are beyond amazing to watch and it makes 
you that much prouder to know that you are a part of 
this GenZ and GenX.” 

With the growing need for change and hundreds of is-
sues yet to be resolved, a pulsating, educated people is a 
necessity. With the resources at hand, social media be-
comes one of the more inexpensive but effective ways 
to get to the thousands of people who want to tell the 

nation their story. Though this aids in furthering a mes-
sage that might otherwise go unnoticed by the nation, 
this only does so much. Activism in physical forms like 
protests, marches, or hartals have been recognised as 
signs of activism. With the emergence of a new platform, 
power and roles are divided and shifted. Social Media 
Activism or Clicktivism has been under scrutiny because 
people believe that simply signing a petition online or 
typing out a long paragraph on the current situation of 
the black people does not make you an activist. 
A fundamental problem that has surfaced through re-
search is that the people today, though enthusiastic 
and ready to take a stand, never do enough to inform 
themselves about the situation at hand. An activist is 
someone who does huge amounts of research to work 
in a particular field of social concern and then gathers 
a group of like-minded people who work not just in or-
ganizing a protest but also think of alternatives to shape 
this into something that will legally be enforced for the 
betterment of the people. 

“Now it’s almost a trend right? Just picking a relevant is-
sue to talk about puts us under the pressure of having to 
sound smart. People think we care. Forget people, even 
we think we care. Sometimes it’s this feel-good factor 
that comes with writing about poverty or women em-
powerment on social media that stops us there. We don’t 
take it further. We simply don’t have the time, right?” 
says Rufina Mariam, a 19-year-old medical student. That 
warm glow the youth of today feels in their bones after 
participating in an event and fighting for some good in 
the moment is also one of the prime reasons why genu-
ine use of social media to spread the word is starting to 
be termed as ‘Slacktivism.’ People who do build a steady 
following out of this act of speaking out are also expect-
ed to do so no matter what the problem. 
(Contd. on page 4)

Take My Hand
Sankeerthana Swaminathan writes about
the need to unite two forms of activism

1

‘The Students’ Outpost (TSO) is a collec-
tive of students from Bangalore that seeks 
to address issues and concerns raised by 
students in various colleges. Over the last 
one and a half years, students from var-
ious colleges, especially private colleges, 
have come to be a part of this collective. 
The TSO addresses some very substantial 
issues dealing with rights and entitle-
ments of students. As a part of their ef-
forts they try to arrange seminars, panel 
discussions, meetings, and awareness 
campaigns to address student issues.

A much-raised concern in these meet-
ings is the difficulty in getting grievances 
redressed, related to sexual harassment 
in colleges. On scrutinizing rules re-
garding sexual harassment in colleges, 
it has been clearly mentioned that the 
UGC mandates the establishment of an 
internal complaints committee for re-
dressal. On further enquiry by TSO, it is 
established that there is little or no im-
plementation of these rules in colleges 
in Bangalore and very limited awareness 
amongst the students regarding this.  
‘Having a say and giving a damn!’ is TSO’s 
goal. From the right to question and the 
right to functioning anti-sexual harass-
ment cells, to creating greater awareness 
and inclusivity among students, TSO 
aims to create safer, happier campuses in 
the city. More than anything else to cre-
ate a network of students who are keen 
on working towards these goals. There 
are students across all fields of educa-
tion, students with ideas and opinions to 
share. TSO is a platform open to all. 

Varkey is the founding member of TSO, 
who now studies at Delhi University of 
Economics and is a member of the Stu-
dents’ Federation of India (SFI), Delhi. On 
the importance of a student’s union he 
said, “There are students who hide their 
discontent and will to react because they 
are overwhelmed and intimidated by the 
nature of their institute’s management. 
It’s easy to understand why. The last thing 
anyone who has access to near unlimited 
amounts of power would want, be it the 
college management or the central gov-
ernment, is for the people under them to 
organize. Because of this reason – organ-
ising, within an educational institution in 
Bangalore, is a near impossible task. And 
2 years of failed attempts have led me to 
believe that the only logical conclusion 
is for us students, is to organize outside 
of our management. This need not be a 
union in the traditional sense, but a col-
lective of students from all the colleges 
in Bangalore coming together to create 
a platform for discussion and action.” He 
added, “We must do this because we’re 
up against very organized oppressors, 
from the right-wing forces that have tak-
en hold of the government to the college 
managements, and within this system 
there is very little we can do as individ-
uals. I feel that time is ripe for such an 
initiative; for students to politicise and 
organise across campuses in the city.”

Talking about the importance of ICC (In-
ternal Complaints Committee) and why 
the collective is into fighting lack of re-
dressal mechanisms, Mounica Sreesai, a 

former member of TSO and a member 
of the SFI, Delhi, said, “Colleges in Ban-
galore are spaces that are increasingly 
becoming averse to discussing matters 
relating to gender and gender related is-
sues. Gender sensitisation programmes 
are mostly unheard of in private colleges 
in Bangalore. A good majority of stu-
dents, according to our research, experi-
ence a sense of insecurity in approach-
ing colleges or the management. One of 
the reasons could be – students are put 
in a space where they are not comfort-
able talking about matters such as sexual 
harassment. The approach of the college 
management in dealing with sensitive 
matters such as intimate partner vio-
lence, violence directed against certain 
vulnerable groups, and violence directed 
against the third gender must be known 
to students. This would help students to 
be more comfortable approaching the 
ICC in such cases.”

Shalom, a student in Bangalore and a 
member of the collective said, “Gender 
based violence, in many cases is direct-
ed towards individuals coming from cer-
tain vulnerable sections of the society. In 
order to effectively curb gender-based 
violence both the students and anti-ha-
rassment committees should be made 
aware of the unfair power dynamics in 
our society. 

In January 2018, TSO organised a pro-
test in front of Town Hall along with stu-
dents from various colleges from Ban-
galore fighting for the implementation 

of the ICC in college campuses. And just 
2 days after the protest, some colleges, 
contacted their students regarding the 
implementation of the ICC. This is some-
thing that TSO takes pride in achieving. 
Throughout 2018, TSO has constantly 
been working for the betterment of stu-
dents and the further implementation of 
the ICC. They are also fighting against the 
age-old ban on student’s union in Karna-
taka and are constantly trying to organize 
large student groups who have strong 
opinions on politics, decisions, and pol-
icy making. 

“Developing a respectful and healthy 
space for young adults to grow and learn 
is a primary responsibility of every edu-
cational institution,” says Shalom. 

P H O T O  C R E D I T :  R A S H I K A  N .  M A K A M
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In light of Mallika Dua’s recent posts on 
Instagram, people’s expectation of her 
to comment on the Pulwama attacks is 
something that genuinely describes the 
feel of being a social media activist. “It’s 
important to notice that this medium 
of talking to thousands of people online 
also serves as a means of educating and 
informing the people. Though not every 
page and post that you share will go viral, 
everything that you share will influence 
2 out of 5 people’s opinions. This is im-
portant – to acknowledge both sides of 
the situation. Nobody is obligated to say 
anything on social media if they don’t 
want to. We should all keep this in mind,” 
says Ms. Annie, a teacher of History and 
English. 

In light of the many conversations had, 
Vaishnavi Suresh who has been noticed 
as an activist who uses both mediums – 
physical and social to promote her view-
points in one of her recent Instagram 
stories says, “I don’t think social me-
dia activism and ground activism is the 
same. In some cases, social media activ-
ism is not even deserving of the credit it 
gets…Social media activists such as my-
self get spots in panel discussions, pho-
toshoots, and money for opinion pieces.” 

It’s essential to know that most online 
activists are those that have easy access 
to a crowd of people. A large number of 
ground activists are of lower castes – 
Dalits, Bahujans, or Adivasis who go un-
noticed by the media and the people. So-
cial media activists do not always pick up 

from where the ground activists left off 
or amplify their voice – most of the time, 
they’re both fighting for issues that are 
polar opposites in nature. If the two can 
find mid-ground and work towards the 
same issues, it would be complete usage 
of resources. It is issues like feminism, 
body positivity, ‘Black Lives Matter’ that 
have been furthered by the internet. 

On asking a professor from JNC on his 
take on activism he says,  “It is important 
that we have these discussions because 
back then, it was nothing but violence 
and physical forms of activism. It’s good 
that you all use it to your benefit but re-
member, this benefits you first and then 
the 1000 other people that follow you 
who also in fact belong to the same priv-
ileged crowd as you. Social media has 
led to many revolutions and discussions. 
The presence of this internet is some-
thing nobody will ever be able to ignore, 
which is why we need to use it. But with 
the kind of multi-layered space this is, it 
becomes difficult to figure out what the 
truth is and what the uninformed opin-
ion is.”

To pit online and ground activism against 
each other will cause no growth but more 
friction. The economics of the situation 
will never not be there, looking you in the 
eye, but as a people who want to collec-
tively move towards a country that has 
more space to grow and exist, it is im-
portant to educate, improve, and inform 
our opinions. #Learn&Inform.

Contd. from page 3...
Take My Hand

Every book lover’s dream is to be present 
in a room filled with books. A bookstore 
is one such actualisation of this dream. 
However, in this Digital Age has the value 
of physically visiting a bookstore dimin-
ished significantly? In a survey conducted 
on 50 people between the ages of 18-30, it 
was found that 39 prefer reading books 
from a physical book store. Book lovers 
tell us about what makes a physical book 
store so special while book sellers discuss 
whether online bookstores have affected 
the sales of brick and mortar stores.

Ragini, a book lover says, “I prefer buying 
books from a physical bookstore because 
the feeling of walking through a book-
store is magical; the touch and smell of 
books as we browse through the collec-
tion in a store is wonderful. When we buy 
a book online there are no underlying 
emotions involved in the process.”

Mr. Prakash Gangaram of Gangarams 
Book Bureau claims, “It [online sales] has 
definitely affected our business in the 
last 10 years. Foreign investors are look-
ing to kill competition and their business 
model is: lose in the first 5 years, break 
competition in the next 5 years and then 
start making profits. They are not only 
competing by delivering books to peo-
ple’s houses, but they are also giving huge 
discounts because they want to create an 
illusion that books are available cheaper 
online. If we have to sell a book at the cost 
price to compete with the online book 
stores, it is not worthwhile.”

“I usually buy books online because of 
the cheaper prices and door step delivery 
but many times the quality of the books 
turns out to be bad,” says Adhirah S, a 
student of design at PES University. “This 
can be avoided when we examine books 
closely before buying, which is only pos-
sible when we buy books from a physi-
cal store.” Krishna Gowda, the owner of 
Bookworm remarks, “We are not affected 
by online book stores because we deal 
with both used and new books. At least 
60% of our used books are out of print 
and are not available online. We also pro-
vide 20% discount on all new books.”

“Online book stores don’t affect our sales. 
Apart from our wide collection of books 
and discount sales, people can come to 
our store and spend a long time brows-
ing through the collection. They are even 
allowed to sit and read as many books as 
they want,” maintains Mahi Gowda, pro-

prietor of Blossom Book House, which 
also briefly sold books online through its 
own website which is now disabled. The 
website is currently inactive due to the 
absence of a dedicated team to manage it. 
Keshav from the 9 month old Book Hive 
on Church Street states that he already 
has a base of regular customers which 
helps him combat online book stores.  “A 
store such as this is built upon the trust 
of the customers. We only sell genuine 
books to a customer. Many customers 
have told me that they received pirated 
books when they ordered books online.”
Mr. Gangaram adds, “Our loyal custom-
er base has been keeping us going for 
the past 20-30 years. Old customers now 
bring their children. People who have 
moved out of India come back and visit 
us to relive their pleasant memories. We 
believe in customer service and feel that 
we must be able to cater to the custom-
er’s demands. If we are unable to supply a 
book to the customers when they visit the 
store with a demand for a particular book 
or a specific author, we procure it from 
the UK or the US.”

Pratibha Rani, a representative of the 
e-retail giant Flipkart says, “There is a 
huge growth in the number of people 
who purchase books online and the rea-
son for this growth is that you can pur-
chase various types of books from a sin-
gle platform in a fraction of seconds. This 
can be done at any time by sitting any-
where across the world.” Flipkart began 
in 2007 and initially focused primarily on 
book sales before expanding into the sale 
of other items. 

When asked about what measures are be-
ing taken to tackle the problems caused 
by e-shopping, Mr. Gangaram replies, 
“There is nothing we can do except lower 
our operating expenses. Earlier the store 
was on MG Road and the reason we had 
to move was that the rent was going up by 
6 times. When our lease expired in 2013, 
we moved to Church Street, but we are 
in a similar situation here too. All these 
factors have made us come to a decision 
to invest money and buy our own prop-
erty on MG Road so that we don’t have to 
worry about our overheads.”

Mr. Gangaram conveys a message to all 
the book lovers out there, “Continue to 
visit book stores. A book store offers you 
information on enough topics to quench 
your thirst for knowledge and will never 
let you down.

The Store Wars
Have physical book stores been affected by online sales?

What makes a physical book store so special?
Meghana L tries to find answers
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SAVE NOW, pave for later

SEX EDUCATION

Kritvi Karthik explores why financial knowledge and awareness is a necessity for today’s youth

Despite having a population of nearly 1.3 billion, Indians refuse
to discuss how we got there. Shriya Supreeth investigates

The world has dealt with financially rough periods like 
the Great Depression and the Great Recession – making 
it clear that one has to be completely aware of their fi-
nancial options and all that they can do to avoid a mon-
etary crisis in their lives. This knowledge, is especially 
important for the youth of the world we live in.

In the context of the Indian education system, there is 
little to no financial knowledge offered, apart from text-
book definitions of what loans and banks are and what 
they do for us. Topics like simple and compound interest 
for mathematical problems throughout middle-school 
are about all we are taught. Children are shown how 
to apply the formula of compound interest, but not the 
power of compounding their actual assets.

The number one thing drilling holes in pockets of 
coming generations is the act of instant and prema-
ture gratification of consumer needs due to the avail-
ability of finance. There is barely any understanding 
of taxes, unless you are a student studying commerce, 
and there aren’t a whole bunch of us who are aware 
of the kind of schemes banks offer to the youth, some 
of which, if explained and consented to, do not even 
require the help of our parents, which is the way most 
of us explore anything even remotely finance-related. 
Most parents fail to teach or pass on their knowledge 
regarding finance, especially stressing on the fact that 
‘money matters are not a child’s problem to deal with’ 
while discounting how uncertain life can be. 

Financial literacy for students and teenagers should 
involve practical activities which introduce them to the 
working of the real world in monetary terms. Sanjay 
Shroff, co-founder of Rent Alpha Pvt. Ltd. and erst-
while SVP and Head, Investment Banking, Edelweiss 
Capital, explains the Marshmallow Test conducted by 
Stanford University, on a group of children. They were 
each given a marshmallow – with a condition – in order 
to study delayed gratification. In this study, a child was 
offered a choice between one small reward provided 
immediately or two small rewards if they waited for a 
short period – approximately 15 minutes – during which 
the tester left the room and then returned. In the fol-
low-ups, researchers learnt that children who waited 
a while for two rewards, instead of an immediate one, 
tended to have better life outcomes – in terms of SAT 
scores, educational attainments, and other life mea-
sures. Sanjay says, “While schooling teaches compound 
interest, it does not teach the power of compound in-

terest and how it could help with 20-30 years of saving. 
Since the power of compound interest teaches one to 
spend responsibly, if these children were taught how to 
postpone instant gratification, they would grow up to be 
financially stable at the right time, that is, being wealthy 
at the age of 25 as opposed to at the age of 40, which 
would increase independence and quality of life expo-
nentially.” 

Young adults who pick up skills they can truly apply to 
real-life situations are likely to understand and have a 
sense of responsibility as they step into the world. Imag-

ine this – all our lives, we are sheltered by our parents 
who take care of all our basic needs. We have access to 
food, clothing, a house, an education, but never to the 
one thing that makes all of this go around in the first 
place – money. Most 40 year olds today, at least in India’s 
economy, are indebted to all the loans they still have to 
pay back. Should there be any sort of a black swan event 
in the near future, an indebted individual would nev-
er get out of it. Talking about the one financial value 
the youth need to be taught, Sanjay says, “Postponing 
gratification and the habit to save and invest. When one 
postpones gratification, they create availability of spare 

cash for them, which in turn creates a flow of cash to 
invest, and guarantees money in the future, tenfold.”  A 
financially literate person understands how to build a 
proper relationship with money – opening appropri-
ate accounts, evaluating loans and loan terms, credit 
building, using credit cards responsibly, the basics of 
investing, and how to distinguish between a ‘need’ and a 
‘want’. All of this will help them avoid personal debt and 
increase the odds of achieving financial independence 
and security. 

19-year-old Disha Shah of Inner Goddess, a finan-
cial-awareness firm of sorts, started by a group of 
young girls who want to propagate financial liberation 
for women, stressed on how important it is to be woke, 
financially literate youngsters in India today. “Finance, 
unlike math and biology, is not taught in schools, tui-
tions, or by our parents. I have always been a saver and 
as I grew, my curiosity to what can be done with this 
cash and seeing my peers, only boys, talk about the 
different financial products they were using made me 
want to start learning myself.”

Since finance and its management is an important as-
pect of everyone’s life, Disha says, “It does not stop, 
just stop, at financial information, at any point in life it 
might become the need of the hour for you and learn-
ing and having the pressure of making the right deci-
sion then often leads to unpleasant outcomes. Hence 
acquiring knowledge about the different aspects of fi-
nance at an earlier age gives you the chance of making 
well-informed and smarter financial decisions.” 

Disha adds, “You don’t have to earn a lot or have access 
to a lot of money to save but ensure that you are saving 
at least 30-40% of whatever you get if you’re a student. 
I say this because it’s the easiest part of your life in 
terms of your financial needs because most of us are 

still supported by our parents so it is the best time to ac-
cumulate for our future. Get access to a bank account!! 
It’s easy and every single bank account offers an account 
for a minor too. It’s the best way to start your financial 
journey. I got my bank account when I was 12 years old.”
  
Every young adult, soon to be a part of the workforce of 
a country, should have the financial knowledge which 
will empower them. “When you understand and learn 
how money works, it is no more a barrier when you are 
seeking opportunities, but rather a resource to make 
better and informed decisions,” concludes Disha.

I L L U S T R AT I O N :  J E S S I C A  A N U

Does it work? Is it necessary?

“There is nothing wrong in a school tak-
ing up the responsibility of providing 
students with sex education... It’s a place 
where lot of misconception and myths 
can be explained. The discussions can 
be fruitful,” said Sonika Yadav, a school 
counsellor, at Bangalore International 
School. 
 
Today’s generation is bombarded with 
sexual messages and adults face the prob-
lem of raising their wards to be healthy 
and responsible citizens. “One way of do-
ing so is by formally providing students 
with sexual education. By formally I do 
not mean that only schools should deliv-
er this information to students. Children 
should sit down with adults and discuss 
it,” said Aruna, a teacher in Sri Kumaran 
Children’s Home (SKCH – CBSE). Sev-
eral psychologists have said that talking 

to youngsters about these concepts is 
the safest way of ensuring their healthy 
growth as they would not have to turn to 
sources like the internet or their peers to 
answer questions ranging from ‘Where 
do babies come from?’ to ‘How do we 
make babies?’
 
When the students of SKCH – CBSE  and 
Aurobindo Ashram were asked who in-
troduced sex education to them, Raghu-
nandan  Sriram (18) said it was his school 
while Supriya Satish (18) said it was her 
parents. All students interviewed said 
that they were introduced to this with 
reference to good touch and bad touch.
 
When asked what sex education meant to 
them, Trishla Malli, a student from SKCH 
(CBSE) said, “It is the teaching of con-
cepts like human anatomy, sexuality, re-

productive health, consent, safe sex, and 
other interrelated topics.” 

A majority of students from Kumaran’s, 
Little Flower Public School, and Shibumi, 
Bangalore said they would be uncomfort-
able talking to their parents about sex. 
“It would be awkward,” said Shreshta, a 
13 year old. Sanjay K, from Shibumi said,  
“I’m already really comfortable and well 
informed thanks to my school and I think 
things would have been a bit awkward if 
my parents tried to help me understand.” 
However, a considerable number of stu-
dents said they would be more comfort-
able with their parents talking to them 
about it. They also mentioned that  con-
cepts were formally explained to them in 
Biology classes in 7th or 8th  grade. While 
some mothers felt it was inappropriate to 
talk to their sons,  Sandhya, a mother of 
two said, “I see no harm in talking to my 
son about his body post-puberty, as I am 
as much a parent as his father is.”

Sandhya Supreeth, senior counsellor at 
SKCH (CBSE) said, “A school is a place 
where a student needs to not only learn 
academics but also must learn the critical 

life skills; sex educa-
tion is a part of life skill 
learning necessary 
to help the students 
make important deci-
sions concerning their 
reproductive health 
and also stay safe.” 

When the school’s 
staff were asked about 
the ideal age to intro-
duce these concepts 
to students, Ganesh, a 
facilitator from Shibu-
mi said, “Children 
from the age of 5 and 
6 are introduced to 
good touch/bad touch 
through books, dis-
cussions, interactive 
plays, etc.” While Nidhi 
Arora, the coordinator 
of The Children’s Post, 
said, “Children are 
old enough to know 
the minute they begin 
stepping out of the house...
(Contd. on page 6)
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Online vs. Offline: the better
learners

#58, Palace Cross Road

Why are people gravitating towards the new infrastructure of online 
education? Aysha Hilma tries to find answers

There is no ideal age for this.”

In the course of the study it was found 
that the quality of sex education var-
ied based on the socio-economic back-
ground of the family. Primary school 
students from a government school, in 
Doddakalasandra, Bangalore were large-
ly unaware of the concept as the teachers 
do not talk to students about it. The boys 
from high school said that they’d learnt a 
lot about intercourse from the internet.

A teacher, responsible for the middle 
and high school sections said that girls 
were talked to about sexual health from 
all perspectives as most of them would 
be married or would be sent to work in 
unfamiliar environments after finish-
ing school.  The teachers from the low-
er grades understood the importance 
of sexual education but saw no require-
ment for talking to their students about 
it. Pushpa, a housemaid, said she doesn’t 
talk to her son about the concepts relat-
ed to sex. “Namma maneavarige bittidini 
(I’ve left it to my husband),” she said. 

It is important that teachers have a posi-
tive attitude towards sex.  Rajatadri, a 16 
year old student of Shibumi said, “Teach-
ers themselves must be free of prejudice 
and must not portray sex as a manifes-
tation of the devil or anything like that.” 
Sandhya added, “There is a great need 
for trained professionals to impart this 
knowledge and also several programs 
must be taken up at the community level 
to change the outlook of people; primary 
health centres may work in partnership 
with schools, identify parents who may 
be willing to contribute and also Angan-
wadi workers may be roped in to talk to 
the mothers of students so as to bring 
about a change at the community level.” 

There is space for growth in the area of 
sex education as its primary aim is to 
contribute to building a space that is safe 
for all and to ensure healthy growth of 
the population.  

“It is the future, whether we like it or 
not,” says Mihir Shah, an entrepreneur 
from Manipal who is in the process of 
launching his e-learning website. “Who 
would have thought 5 years ago that this 
could have even been possible?” In India, 
the 2000s have brought along a storm 
of technological advancement in every 
industry possible. Food, travel, grocer-
ies, and more are handled online, and 
education is now the newest member of 
the e-commerce family.  As of 2015, In-
dia was already the 2nd largest market 
for e-learning after the United States. 
The sector is expected to become a $1.96 
billion industry in 2021, with an expected 
growth in the number of paid users from 
1.6 million in 2016 to 9.6 million in 2021.

“In the beginning, it was a gamble. No-
body knew how the Indian audience 
would react because most of them are at-
tached to their roots and the traditional 
way of teaching. The success of this in-
dustry was a surprise. A good surprise,” 
continues Shah. According to him, the 
online system has become popular due to 
several factors. The main being the con-
venience that it offers. It cancels out the 
need for daily commute and gives stu-
dents the opportunity to learn in a space 
they are comfortable with and at their 
own pace. Students in the online system 
claim to have less pressure and anxi-
ety due to the relaxed setting in which it 
operates. Mirael Lia, a student of Mount 
Carmel College, Bangalore expresses, 
“Online education gives a lot of respon-
sibility to the child to be serious, inter-
ested, and passionate about learning. 
Schools seem to take that away with its 
rules and punitive methods of teaching. I 
was home-schooled till the 8th grade. My 
lessons were online, and I thoroughly en-

joyed them. The problem with offline ed-
ucation is spoon-feeding. You are given 
everything. You can’t even write it in your 
own words and learn in your own meth-
od of understanding because of the rigid 
correction system.” She also adds that 
online education is only effective as long 
as it is done in a controlled environment.
National Sample Survey Office (NSSO), 
reveals that there has been a 175% rise in 
the average annual private expenditure 
for general education between 2008 and 
2014. During the same period, the an-
nual cost of professional and technical 
education has increased by 96%. Online 
education providers can reach out to the 
masses without setting up a physical in-
frastructure or incurring administrative 
costs such as staff salaries, stationery, 
books, etc. Hence, it is less expensive 
than traditional schooling and gives In-
dian students the opportunity to gain 
quality education from reputed colleges 
abroad, minus the exorbitant cost.

Online education now goes beyond the 
realms of secondary, post-secondary, and 
tertiary education. It also includes cours-
es and modules for competitive exam 
preparation, professional skill enhance-
ment, and other non-academic subjects. 
By 2020, India is expected to have the 
largest tertiary age population and, by 
then, the government hopes to increase 
the gross enrolment rate by 30%. How-
ever, the existing educational infrastruc-
ture is not equipped to meet the added 
capacity. E-learning can supplement the 
conventional model, and bridge the gap 
to a considerable extent. However, par-
ents are not convinced. “They already 
spend more than half their day in front of 
screens, do we really want to encourage 
more of this?” exclaims Sagar Moham-

med, a father of 4.  According to Com-
mon Sense Media, the average teenager 
spends around 9 out of 16 waking hours 
online. Increased amounts of screen time 
have been found to cause sleep depriva-
tion, childhood obesity, and have cata-
strophic effects on the eyes. Forbes mag-
azine says it can also cause changes in the 
brain chemistry of children wherein they 
are prone to fall into addiction pathways 
and are at high risk of developing mental 
health issues. This begs the question of 
whether subjecting education to screens 
is the right alternative.

“The communication process is 3 
stepped. A message is transmitted at one 
end, it is received at the other, and then 
an acknowledgement of the reception of 
the message is sent. This process is in-
complete in an online setting where the 
communication between the teacher and 
the student is minimal. The connection 
that exists between the teacher and the 
students, within the four walls of a class-
room, is one that cannot be substituted,” 
declares Aysha Mohammed, a professor 
of chemistry at Farook College, Calicut. 
The freedom given in online education, 
in terms of time and space, increases the 
probability of students getting distracted 
as there is no supervision, unlike tra-
ditional schooling. Aysha also says that 
classroom interaction is invaluable and 
this is when most of the learning takes 
place. “As a teacher, you are able to gauge 
your students’ level of understanding and 
modulate your tone and the style to make 
it more graspable.”

The scales weighing online education 
and traditional schooling are still in the 
process of measurement. “Instead of 
protesting the inevitable, efforts must be 
taken to develop protective screens that 
are safe for one’s eyes and also develop 
methods that help children stay focused 
while online. A system should be estab-
lished where there is timely personal in-
teraction with the instructor,” says Mr. 
Shah about the prevalent air of scepti-
cism towards e-learning.

 Despite its shortcomings, the technolog-
ical age is taking over, so banishing tech-
nology from education may not be wise. 
Like Philip Green rightly said, “Good, 
bad, or indifferent, if you are not invest-
ing in new technology, you are going to be 
left behind.”

I L L U S T R AT I O N :  R A S H I K A  N .  M A K A M
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Sex Education



the better
learners TEEN PREGNANCY

Teen pregnancy are two words that al-
ways make someone’s blood run cold. 
Often coloured in the same canvas as 
premarital sex, it is as much a taboo as 
a topic that is hushed and kept inside 
the four walls. According to the research 
conducted by the Health Department’s 
Mother and Child Healthcare Monitoring 
System (MCTS) between April 2016 and 
January 2017, Bengaluru Urban had 8,099 
pregnant teenagers. In the state girls 
that were 18 or under the age of 18 were 
numbered 59,717, making for 7.01% of the 
8,43,857 pregnant women.

Dr. Vijaya Sherbet, obstetrician and gyne-
cologist, Cloudnine hospital, explaining 
the main causes of teen pregnancy says, 
“Teenage is a time of hormonal upsurge 

and an awakening into what adulthood 
might be. For many teenagers, it is a time 
of experimenting or exploring their sex-
uality. In the backdrop of a lack of con-
versations regarding sex, and a surfeit of 
information without provenance, teen-
agers may develop mistaken opinions of 
contraceptives.”  The ISCE, CBSE and IG 
board in schools, make a chapter on sex 
education in biology textbooks compul-
sory, but all of this has only been a com-
pulsion in recent times. 

19-year-old Sneha (name changed) was 
in fact well aware of how to handle an 
unwanted pregnancy at 18. “My men-
strual cycle is usually like a damn clock 
so I knew something was off when I was 
a day late. I was super confused because 

I was on birth control but every preven-
tative measure has a catch so…I took 2 
pregnancy tests, and looked up gynae-
cologists near where I lived and made an 
appointment.” She was accompanied by 
her boyfriend, throughout this process. 
Both believed that they were not physi-
cally, mentally or financially independent 
to raise a child, which is why they didn’t 
face a moral dilemma at that point. 

According to Dr. Sherbet, “The birth 
control pill is the mythical beast that will 
slay her health, her future fertility. And 
the easily available abortion pills are the 
magic potion that delivers freedom.”

Tamanna (name changed), another 
19-year-old, has been married for a year 
now. She talks about her pregnancy in a 
positive light, as a planned step, taken by 
the couple, as both wanted to take their 
relationship forward. When asked about 
whether she considered abortion, she 
said, “Termination of pregnancy never 
came into my head because both of us are 
happy with the decision and are very ex-
cited to welcome our new bundle of joy.” 
She believes that her maternal instincts 
kicked in the minute she found out about 
her pregnancy. “My journey has been ab-
solutely beautiful; this has probably been 
the best phase of my life.” Unlike Sneha, 
Tamanna felt mentally, physically and 
financially prepared to have a baby. She 
believes that much of her experience 
with pregnancy has been blissful because 
she is married.

Sosomichon Chamberlain, who is cur-
rently 39-years-old was pregnant at the 
age of 19. She belonged to a Christian 
Missionary family. Pregnant before mar-
riage to her Hindu boyfriend, Sosomi-
chon was 5 months into her pregnancy, 
when she realized that she will have to 
keep the child. Both her and her boy-
friend, now husband, were still in college. 
Her parents, were heartbroken but it 

didn’t matter to them if the boy was from 
a different caste or not. She says, “This 
did not mean that they weren’t ashamed 
of my ‘predicament’ in the face of society. 
Being pregnant out of wedlock and that 
too with a non-Christian was scandal-
ous! And it took a lot of courage and quite 
some time for them to stand in the public 
eye and move around their social circles 
again freely. Today mom gushes to all her 
friends about her grandchildren and how 
brilliant they are.” She believes that many 
young girls who get pregnant at a young 
age, don’t fully understand that it’s quite 
a Herculean task to raise a child. This is 
also because of how sex education isn’t 
openly discussed between parents and 
their children.

“As someone who was pregnant very 
young and as the mother of two teenaged 
daughters, trust me when I say that you 
should wait, your time will come. Wait, 
until you’re emotionally, mentally and 
spiritually ready and mature enough to 
bring another life into this world. In the 
meantime, soak in all the experiences 
that life has to give you. Make sure you 
receive well rounded counsel from a 
trusted source. Be it a parent, teacher, 
medical personnel or spiritual guide. You 
don’t have to go through this alone,” she 
offers her advice to the teenage girls out 
there. Dr. Ashwini, gynaecologist, says, 
“A teenager who receives good health 
care in pregnancy may get away cheaply, 
and might only suffer the consequences 
of having a responsibility thrust upon her 
when she may not be emotionally and 
physiologically ready to deal with it.” 

It is extremely important for teenage girls 
to be aware and precautionary to avoid 
unwanted consequences. Sneha sug-
gests, “For someone who is dealing with 
the same, I’d say know your rights; if you 
are sexually active keep track of your cy-
cles like a hawk, look for a good gynaecol-
ogist and hang in there!” 

Urban Indian Stories:

To write her own story or to teach the little one to write?
Yukta Chopra talks to three women about their journey

Although the laws in India allow women 
to get their pregnancy terminated, so-
cial stigma surrounding abortion leads to 
women opting for extreme measures. The 
Medical Termination of Pregnancy (MTP) 
Act of 1971 allows women to terminate 
pregnancies under numerous guidelines 
that are backed with medical expertise to 
safeguard women’s lives.

According to the latest estimates pub-
lished in The Lancet, December 2015, 15.6 
million abortions occur in India that is, 
47 abortions per 1000 women within the 
ages of 15-49 years. The MTP Act states 
that pregnant women in the first trimes-
ter (12 weeks) of the pregnancy need to 
consult just one doctor to have a termi-
nation, in the cases of 12-20 weeks con-
sultation of two doctors is required, and 
termination is possible, after 20 weeks, 
only if it poses a threat to the life of the 
mother. Although, this law is meant to 
keep women safe, there are a lot of obste-
tricians and gynaecologists who find this 
act arbitrary and outdated. 

Dr. Chandana, an obstetrician, says that 
the problem doctors’ face is detecting the 

anomalies in the foetus, which can clearly 
be detected only after 20 weeks of preg-
nancy. “In the case of anomalies, I think 
the MTP Act should be made slightly lib-
eral.” On the other hand, some doctors 
support the MTP Act. “It can be a threat 
to the mother’s life if the foetus is termi-
nated after the 20-week mark,” says Dr. 
Suchitra, a gynaecologist. At this stage, 
she needs to get permission from the 
court, with the judgement of a physician 
along with the consultation of doctors.

A woman can terminate her pregnancy 
also due to a failure of contraceptives or 
if it poses a threat to her mental health, 
according to the MTP Act. Dr. Suchitra 
states, “We can’t terminate the pregnan-
cy for anyone who asks for it. We have to 
abide by the law.” Dr. Chandana, howev-
er, makes a contradicting statement, “We 
allow abortions for women who request 
MTP under the pretence of failed contra-
ceptives.” 

Women, who are 18 and above, can, un-
dergo abortions by consulting a doc-
tor, and if it’s a minor, the doctors must 
consult the parents or guardians of the 

woman, and in the case of rape, they are 
supposed to report it to the police; they 
cannot abort the foetus in such a case 
unless they get a court order.

India has a large number of abortions 
taking place every day, out of which 11.5 
million (73%) abortions happen outside 
healthcare facilities. While unsafe abor-
tions have reduced significantly, around 
8 lakh women still resort to unsafe ter-
mination of pregnancies. Many doc-
tors believe that women do not opt for 
safe abortions, due to the social stigma 
around abor-
tions and also 
many minors 
and their fam-
ilies fear that 
the doctors 
may report the 
pregnancy to 
the police. Dr. 
Suchitra ex-
plains, “There 
should be bet-
ter education 
in regards to 
safe sex and 
a b o r t i o n s . 
Then women 
can also ap-
proach us and 
ask for prop-
er assistance.” 
Women who go 
through unsafe 

abortions, later deal with the complica-
tions related to it such as, septic shock, 
heavy bleeding due to ‘over the counter 
pills’, and haemorrhage.

The high number of unsafe abortions 
and unplanned pregnancies will hopeful-
ly motivate the government to come out 
with better policies and programmes to 
improve abortion services and contra-
ceptive care. If a woman chooses to get 
an abortion, she should be able to access 
abortion on request at any point within 
the legal gestation limit.

Abortion in India:
what you need to know

Shristi Jain writes about the laws and social mindset surrounding it
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MILITARY, MAGGOTS & Motherhood
Being a woman is not easy today, and it was harder three decades ago.

Lahari K.V. talks to Lt. Col. Geetha K.A., a girl from a small village who broke all barriers and stereotypes, and went on to to serve the nation 

She sits across me in the living room of 
her house in Mysore, clad in an elegant 
khadi kurti. Her greying hair is cut pixie 
style. She hands me a cup of tea and asks 
if the tea is sweet enough. She seems very 
comfortable with her body and weight and 
has a certain ease to her movements that 
proves one does not have to be thin to be 
fit. There is sunlight pouring in from the 
huge windows and into the room, giving 
it a warm cosy feeling. At 54, ex-army of-
ficer Lt. Col. K.A. Geetha, is still as active, 
energetic, and good humoured as ever.

Born to a Coorgi family with a father who 
was a government official and a mother 
who was a homemaker, Geetha had quite 
a nomadic childhood with her father be-
ing transferred all over the state. “Ever 
since I was a kid, I wanted to be inde-
pendent and that desire drove me to do 
things. I was quite a ‘tomboyish’ child and 
our dad often joked that he wished my 
brother was his daughter and I, his son. 
I used to get into fights with older boys 
at school. I liked earning my own money 
by selling coffee saplings and I loved buy-
ing my siblings things out of the money 
I made,” she says recalling her pre-army 
days.

“So, how did you end up joining the 
armed forces?”
“That’s a funny story, actually. I had al-
ways wanted to study law. But since 
colleges were very far away from where 
we lived, I was waiting for my father to 
get posted to a new city so I could pur-
sue my higher studies there. So I stayed 
home for a year after my 12th and that’s 
when a neighbour brought home an ap-
plication form for the entrance exam for 
MNS: Military Nursing Service. I decided 
to give it a try too. Just when I had for-
gotten that I had written such an exam, I 
got a letter saying I had passed it and had 
to appear for a physical test...After that I 
trained in Delhi for 3 years and in the Air 
Force Command Hospital, Bangalore for 
9 months and got commissioned into the 
army as a nursing officer with the rank 
Lieutenant in 1986. I was the first com-
missioned officer in my hometown.”

“Did you face any struggles during your 
time training?”
“Actually, yes. The main problem I used to 
have, was with language. Not having had 
studied in convent schools like most of 
the other girls there, I was not fluent in 
English and could speak next to no Hin-

di. There were few South Indians there 
and we were made fun of for dressing 
differently and were constantly called 
Madrasis by the fellow students. I learnt 
the two languages by working diligent-
ly whenever I got the time, sometimes I 
stayed up all night. At one point, I felt like 
I was going to give up and go back but my 
parents’ support gave me the strength 
to stay. Even my mother, who had cried 
until the second I left home, was proud 
of me.”

Talking about her time in the army she 
says, “I had to move about a lot. Initially, I 
thought I was better off alone and would 
never marry, but eventually I found a man 

and married him at 32. He was an engi-
neer in the Navy and is really caring and 
supportive – I’m very thankful for that. I 
had thought my family would be appre-
hensive about accepting him since he be-
longed to a different caste, but that did 
not happen. Everyone is on great terms, 
even today...Even when you get married 
just make sure you really love him, every-
thing else will sort itself,” she laughs. 

“I worked in the Burns Intensive Care 
Unit at every hospital I was posted in: 
Chandigarh, Chandimandir, Gwalior, 
Delhi, Yol, Pune, and other cities. On my 
2nd day at work, a 19 year old wife of a 
young sepoy with 100% burns in her body 
was left under my care. The first aid that 

the villagers had given her had caused 
maggots in her body. She died 2 days 
after being admitted and I could not eat 
anything for a week. When another man 
came in with 100% burns after that and 
died, the doctor incharge made us peel 
the burnt skin off his body so we would 
get used to what was coming. However, 
after a while, the burns did not bother me 
anymore and all I cared about was mak-
ing them feel as less pain as possible. We 
also had to be there for them emotionally 
as most of them were also in a lot of emo-
tional pain after having been disfigured 
completely.”

“Did the Kargil War affect you in any 

way?”
“It affected me very personally. My son 
was just born and back home, my father 
had just passed away, and I could not get 
my leave sanctioned. ‘The nation comes 
before family,’ they said. I had to report to 
duty leaving my 2 month old son at home 
under the care of a nanny, all the while 
regretting not having been able to attend 
my father’s funeral. The after-effects of 
the war continued for years in the army 
hospitals.” Talking about her experience 
rising to the rank she holds in a highly 
male dominated field, Geetha says, “I’ve 
seen officers misbehave with female sub-
ordinates. A major once touched me in-
appropriately and I slapped him then and 
there. Usually, most of them are rath-

er guarded since they will be dismissed 
from duty immediately if found guilty. 
There were also a few men who were 
to work under me who did not feel very 
comfortable taking orders from a wom-
an.”

“I started planning to retire voluntarily in 
2007 and got around to being able to ac-
tually do it in 2015. I felt like I was not be-
ing able to give enough time and care to 
my family. I had 100% job satisfaction and 
I badly wanted to spend more time with 
my family, especially my son. My mother 
got sick around the same time and that’s 
when we decided to settle down in My-
sore. My husband works as an engineer 
for the Indian Railways and my son is in 
12th standard now. I also have my moth-
er-in-law to take care of.”

“I heard, you were bearing the college 
expenses of two girls from poor back-
grounds?”
“Oh yes, one of them doesn’t know that 
yet. I’m just doing it because I feel blessed 
that I have so much. And it makes me feel 
good that I can help change their lives.”

“What’s your life like now?”
“I have wanted to join yoga classes for a 
while now, but I still don’t get the time. 
I go to the gym sometimes. I read books. 
Another hobby of mine is picking a fight 
with the gentleman who lives two houses 
away and always throws garbage on the 
side of the road.” She pushes her glass-
es to the top of her head and continues, 
“I don’t have people to accompany me 
to the movies or go shopping, so I don’t, 
unless my niece comes home from col-
lege. Days pass by quickly because I al-
ways have something or the other to do. 
Life is quieter here, but I certainly do 
miss the restless but disciplined military 
lifestyle. I wanted to retire with the rank 
Lieutenant, but, I am so satisfied with my 
years of serving the nation. Now I just 
want a peaceful life ahead and want to see 
my son achieve greater things.”

Lt. Col. K.A. Geetha truly shows that em-
powerment is more than just talking; it’s 
about going out there and proving things 
– to yourself and the world. In her own 
words, “You need to give up on some-
thing to get another thing. It’s all about 
finding that balance. You may lose your 
balance trying to find it, but it’s not at all 
impossible to attain.” 
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The Growing Air of Disbelief
Since the beginning of time, religion has 
been a steadfast institution that has had a 
major influence on peoples’ lives. In liter-
ature, religion can be traced back to An-
cient Greece where people are believed to 
have worshipped Olympian gods. Soon, 
the Torah became widespread in the re-
gions of Israel with the advent of Judaism. 
In 1st Century A.D., Christianity, which is 
now the largest religion in the world, was 
born. 6th century A.D. saw the birth of 
the last of the major Abrahamic religions, 
Islam. But that is not all. Since then, var-
ious other religions have erupted around 
the world, nearing a total of 4,200. How-
ever, recently a new religion has been 
taking over at an intense pace – the reli-
gion of no religion. In other words, Athe-
ism. What is the reason for the sudden 
onset of disbelief? Let’s find out. 
The basis of Atheism, according to John 
Dewey, co-author of the Humanist Man-
ifesto I (1933), comes from the belief that, 
“There is no God and there is no soul. 
Hence, there are no needs for the props 
of traditional religion. With dogma and 
creed excluded, then immutable truth is 
also dead and buried. There is no room 
for fixed, natural law or moral absolutes.” 
Atheism is thus a rejection of the asser-
tion that there are gods. 

The census conducted by the Govern-
ment of India in 2013 shows that Atheism 
has quadrupled itself with an average an-
nual increase of about 15% , since the last 
census conducted in 2001. National Geo-

graphic predicts that religion will fade 
from relevancy as the world modernis-
es and that soon, several countries like 
France, New Zealand, and the Nether-
lands will have majority Atheistic popu-
lations. China currently houses the larg-
est number of Atheists, with nearly 50% 
of the total population following Atheism 
according to Kounteya Sinha, journalist 
for The Times of India. 

In a lot of cases, the early indoctrina-
tion of religion seems to be the biggest 
problem. Tanvi Sharma, a student at 
Delhi University says, “One of the main 
reasons I became an Atheist is because 
religion was pushed down my throat. 
In India, there is no concept of discov-
ering your own religion like in the West. 
Since even before you’re born, a religion 
has been assigned to you and question-
ing even the minutest of things about 
this religion is frowned upon.” The he-

reditary nature of religion thus seems to 
pose a problem for the millennial youth. 
Another leading cause of disbelief, is the 
dawn of the age of literacy. “As people got 
more and more educated, they began to 
question the very need for religion. They 
became more and more sceptical of the 
validity of the various religious beliefs. 
They started asking questions about the 
reasons for the different tenets of reli-
gion and certain parts of scriptures, the 
answer to which they found unsatisfac-
tory,” says Aalia Parveen, student of Cul-
ture and Religious Studies at Farooq Col-
lege, Calicut. A self-proclaimed Atheist 
herself, she says,” When you are exposed 
to Science, where there is substantial 
proof for every little thing, you lose belief 
in something that expects you to follow 
blindly, without providing any rationale.” 
According to Sa’ad Ahmed, an Indian stu-
dent studying at NYU, the main factor be-
hind Muslims becoming Atheists is fear. 
He says, “Atheism was sort of an escape 

for me. I no longer wanted unwarranted 
stares or comments behind my back. I 
no longer wanted to be wary of going out 
and introducing myself. I hated the con-
notation that followed my name. I hated 
the fact that my religion was forcing me 
to hide my identity.” 
The growth of Atheism has been revolu-
tionary. “I think the reason people hate 
the concept of Atheism is because they 
never thought they could break the con-
fines of religion. They haven’t ever dared 
to dream beyond what religion has al-
lowed them,” says Parveen. According to 
new research published by psychologist, 
Corey Cook, the driving antagonism to-
ward Atheists stems from the fact that 
they threaten the comforting narratives 
that give meaning to so many people’s 
lives, and makes the thought of death 
bearable. In India, there have been sever-
al incidents of hate crimes against Athe-
ists like the killing of anti-superstition 
activist Narendra Dabholkar in 2013 and 
that of M.M. Kalburgi, a writer who criti-
cized idol worship, in 2015. This brings to 
light the intolerance that Atheists in the 
country are subjected to. With the im-
pending arrival of Generation Alpha, who 
are supposed to be the wealthiest, smart-
est, and most long-living generation of 
all time, the world must aim to be more 
accepting in their approach towards oth-
ers’ beliefs. As Paulo Coelho once said, 
“In order to have faith in his own path, 
he does not need to prove that someone 
else’s path is wrong.”

ATHEISM:
An exposé on the religion of the decade by Aysha Hilma
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A class of first year Communication Stud-
ies students at Mount Carmel College had 
studied Augustine in their 1st semester 
and when asked if they’d known that he 
was a black man, 0.78% said that they had. 
The colour Christianity has been tinted 
in, over centuries, is embodied in exam-
ples like this and in the words of Jeevan 
Kumar, now pastor of a church on the 
outskirts of Bangalore, “I grew up hear-
ing that Christianity is a Western religion 
and Jesus is a foreign God.”

Brandon Munson, a lay minister from 
Philadelphia, suggests that the same way 
the Ethiopian Orthodox Church por-
trayed all the saints as Ethiopian, the Eu-
ropeans portrayed all saints to look like 
them. With the rise in colonialism how-
ever, this depiction of all saints as white 
would have dire consequences: “This af-
fected the psyche of the people groups 
who were dominated or converted. It was 
not like this was the goal all along…it was 
just an unfortunate list of ingredients 
that crossed paths at the same time.”

“From head-hunters we became 
soul-hunters,” Rev. Peter Kashung of 
Manipur spoke of the cultural erasure 
that took place with the coming of Amer-
ican Baptist missionaries to the North-
East. The tribal men traditionally wore 
their hair in a mohawk but this was dis-
couraged as the foreigners attempted to 
impose more Western haircuts on them. 
“There is nothing in the Bible against 

keeping our traditional hairstyle. They 
have spoilt our folklore as well; we have 
beautiful music and beautiful songs… but 
instead, they taught us tonic sol-fa and 
staff notation. The Nagas have beautiful 
clothes and that should have been re-
tained but they taught us how to wear a 
coat and how to wear long pants...” Pastor 
Daniel M. of North Bengal had this to say, 
“Indian culture and traditions are deeply 
rooted in their religious belief systems. 
Therefore, when someone decides to 
follow the teachings of Christ, there will 
definitely be changes involved.” The se-
nior pastor of Daniel, who happens to be 
an American, posted a provocative state-
ment on Instagram in 2018 about how 
“real Christian women do not wear bin-
dis.”

According to Jeevan Kumar, “A decade 
ago our prayer style was with reverence 
to God. Therefore, we used to take bath 
and pray only on our knees but now 
prayer has become more casual. I’m not 
saying you should pray only when you 
take bath or only on your knees; I am 
saying churches are running with the 
culture.” The Indian tradition of bowing 
and touching the feet of elders to show 
respect is also frowned upon in some 
churches. He says this is because they are 
taught that scriptures command one to 
bow before God alone. 

“Indian preaching is always going to be 
loud, always going to be passionate… be-

cause that’s the Indian way of presenting 
arguments. I like that. I don’t like it when 
I see Indian preachers, in effect, imitating 
the West.” Rev. Glen Aries is an English-
man who has lived in India for the last 18 
years, working with churches and teach-
ing theology. He sees a large part of to-
day’s Christianity as being influenced by 
America, “I was talking to somebody the 
other day and they were saying that their 
American missionary friends are re-
quired to send back reports each month 
and much of the report is about the num-
ber of people they had contact with, the 
number of people who have been con-
verted, etc… It’s a financial thing. These 
churches and Western Christians tend 
to be very wealthy and they invest in 
technology that spreads their influence 
around the world; way beyond, in my 
opinion, what it deserves to be.”

When asked how a religion, founded by 
a Jew 2000 years ago, came to be dom-
inated by the White Western Male, Aries 
replies, “You have to look and say, ‘What 
was the impetus?’... The message was 
the gospel of salvation that was meant 
to bring life and joy to all people… Now 
I think, that has been distorted over cen-
turies because now the means is if you 
have enough money, or if you can post it 
on the internet, or if you can pay for time 
on God TV then I think you can have in-
fluence that is way beyond your gifting.”

“I don’t watch God TV very much,” Aries 
chuckles to himself, “but when I was sick 
a couple of weeks ago I sat watching it and 
they had the head of God TV interview-
ing a guy who was 69 and they were pro-
claiming, ‘Wow, you look amazing for 69!’ 
– and I thought he looked 69 – but he was 
basically saying, ‘On God TV, I’m going 

to talk about all health care and about all 
these supplements that you should buy.’ 
And the really interesting thing was the 
head of God TV, a guy called Ward, then 
said, ‘This is so brilliant because we have 
people in Indian villages who are watch-
ing us and they will learn about taking 
care of their bodies and learn about these 
supplements.’ Supplements that, by the 
way, are basically made out of fruit and 
vegetables. And I thought, ‘Ugh! This is so 
appalling!’ You’re basically advertising a 
product that’s going to cost them thou-
sands of rupees when, by eating a healthy 
diet, by helping improve the water supply 
or by teaching them basic health and hy-
giene you could make a difference.”

“The danger is on both sides of the argu-
ment you get into stereotypes that simply 
reflect both cultures. And I think we have 
to be careful of not saying ‘all culture is 
bad.’ The difficulty is where culture is not 
actually native culture but an imported 
one. For me, my concern has always been 
to say, ‘What does Indian Christianity 
look like?’ I’m not sure I’ve ever actually 
seen real Indian Christianity.”

(White)Washed in the Blood
How is it that a religion founded by a Jew 2000 years ago is now dominated 
by the White Western Male? And at what cost to culture?
Grace Prince investigates
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“I was in Class 9 when I was hijacked 
from school. We were taken to the jun-
gle to train; how to jump, how to fight, 
how to forage, shooting, running, hiding, 
every kind of training. We were taught 
how to survive.” Soon, they were ready to 
move; a group of 450 students  (around 
18-25 years old, accompanied by trained 
members of the Underground or, as 
it was then known, the ‘Naga National 
Army’. “My boss was also my teacher from 
school and he recruited me as his right-
hand man. So, 150 of them were in the 
front and they had to move 1 day ahead. 
“The next 150 of us would move a day lat-
er and the next 150, after that. We were 
moving to Myanmar to go into China 
and the first group had already crossed. 
Somehow, the information leaked and 
we were surrounded by the armed forc-
es on all sides… They began firing, from 
both India and Myanmar and we were 
caught in the middle with only a single 
pistol between us. I was arrested and re-
turned to the police in Ukhrul. The officer 
at the station happened to be a Malayali 
Christian and he spoke to me in English. 
He asked me why I had joined and I told 
him that it was not by my will but that I 
was forced to. He then asked the Deputy 
Commissioner not to put this on my re-
cord and gave me 3000 rupees before he 
sent me back home.”

In a survey of 100 Nagas from the North-
East, 85% said they identified strongly as 
Naga. In a separate question, 52% of the 
same sample group identified strongly as 
being Indian and 10% did not identify as 
Indian at all. When asked to explain their 
answers for this, the responses were var-
ied: From “Cultural and racial differenc-
es” to “Because I am Indian,” “Because I 
am Naga,” “Not treated as fully Indian and 
hence don’t feel fully Indian,” “I love my 
cultural heritage and am proud to be In-
dian,” and every shade in between.

Amenla Jamir, founder of Roots & Lei-
sure – a platform promoting local cul-
tures – talks about how Nagas used to be 
embarrassed about the kind of food they 
ate, but she now sees food blogs popping 
up, showcasing different local cuisines. 

“Young people are so proud, it’s infec-
tious in a way. Not just to brothers and 
sisters but to friends outside the North-
East. They’ve started believing in them-
selves – in their identity as Nagas. They 
are so comfortable with it, so confident 
– not a 100%, but it’s growing.”

“For me, I feel that I am Indian only,” 
Wangtoi, a gentle, soft-spoken lecturer 
from Manipur, glanced over at his col-
league. Imti, Afro-haired and bubbly, had 
just finished answering my question, “Do 
you feel Indian?” He spoke slowly at first, 
choosing his words carefully as he talked 
about the cultural differences between 
the mainland and the North-East. I no-
ticed his shoulders tense as he began to 
tell me about the villages in Nagaland and 
how if you said “Indian Army” in one of 
them, you would hear immediate cries 
of disgust and protest. The rape and pil-
lage of the people is fresh in their racial 
memory. We sat in a heavy silence for a 
heartbeat; a deep set furrow in his brow, 
he said, “I am, by circumstance, Indian. 
Not by origin. Not by blood.” 

Wangtoi admitted that the mechanism 
through which Manipur became a part of 
India was all very shady but he said that 
was finished; he was a man born into an 
independent India and felt as Indian as 
the next fellow. He believed other com-
munities too faced discrimination when 
the minority-tables turned in the North-
East.

Although he said he had to acknowledge 
this: “Our leaders are voiceless. They 
could go to Parliament and speak but all 
they do is sit and listen and come back.” 
There is a fluidity to identity that is al-
most unpredictable; the shift is shaped by 
social, political, and economic conditions 
and personal experience over genera-
tions. Sitting across the coffee table from 
these two men and discussing their dif-
ferences, the relevance of the direction 
of that shift grew dim. All that could be 
heard was the echo of a people that des-
perately wanted discourse, discussion, 
an active seat at the table and someone to 
occupy it, a voice.

“So, who am I? The day I crack this ques-
tion, I’ll have attained nirvana,” is how 
Sonu Dabral, the Founder of Shenergy, 
introduces herself. Her name is a spin on 
the word ‘sona’, which translates to gold 
in Hindi, which completely matches her 
radiating and cheerful personality.

With an MBA in Human Resources, Sonu 
is currently based in Goa. “From being 
an educator, having run an institute in 
Noida, freelancing as a translator, work-
ing for a website, teaching both at the in-
stitute and at school, to handling a real 
estate project and doing interiors – my 
journey has been quite an adventurous 
one,” she explains. A published author, 
she has written two novels for children, 
Phantom of the Raymond Villa and Mys-
tery of the Kungfu Panda. 

Of all her projects, Shenergy is closest to 
Sonu’s heart. It started as a women-ori-
ented website to showcase their skill and 
convert it into a mode of employment. 
This website brings together women, 
employed or unemployed, from across 
the country to 
share their talents. 
‘Do what you love 
and make it your 
profession’ is what 
Shenergy preaches. 
This website gained 
fame in no time 
and currently has 
about 300 wom-
en as members. To 
promote this proj-
ect, Sonu organised 
Shenergy Mela in 
which women set 
up food and paint-
ing stalls and craft 
exhibitions. The 
Mela was a huge 
hit. After this, there 
was no stopping the 
growth of Shener-

gy. This banner also holds cooking com-
petitions, fashion shows, and exhibitions 
which have made many women empow-
ered and confident.

Recently, a Shenergy adda was also 
launched. It is a common area where 
women can conduct workshops and 
classes. This project has offered employ-
ment to many women. Sonu is a feminist 
and believes that opportunities should 
be equal. She has always grabbed every 
opportunity that has interested her and 
loves challenging herself. “I believe that 
there are two kinds of people in this world 
– the ‘doers’ and the ‘dreamers’. ‘Doers’ 
are also ‘dreamers’ but they punch in that 
extra effort and will to transform their 
dreams into reality. I am somewhere in 
between – a ‘trishanku’ of sorts who has a 
dream in Shenergy, a passion for life, and 
is trying to do something about it.”
 
Sonu is an inspiration to her team. Her 
independence keeps all negativity away, 
and she declares, “Shenergy is my favou-
rite kind of energy.”

SHENERGY
Vrinda Dabral talks to a woman entrepreneur who aspires to

provide opportunities for women to grow and succeed
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