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For decades, feminists have dreamed of a future South Asia that is just, democratic, 
peaceful, inclusive and free of the prejudices, discrimination and exclusions based 

on hatred, alienation and otherness. Across the divides of country, age, class, caste and 
religious belonging, feminists and women’s rights activists, have worked to bring about 
a region in which gender equality prevails, democracy is a lived reality, borders cease to 
be barriers to interactions, and in which our precious resources are used on our people 
and their well-being.

Previous efforts in 2006 and 2010 to create a feminist agenda for a transformed South 
Asia by Sangat, provided excellent analyses of the existing situation.1 Still, we have no 
clear roadmap to achieve the dream while the intervening years have thrown up both 
new challenges and novel opportunities. The need for a renewed vision to address 
emerging and older challenges has been felt across our region, as has the need to 
reflect on our collective struggles, and the way forward.

The FEMPOWER project2  was conceived with these concerns in mind. It aims to reinvigorate 
a stalled feminist agenda by strengthening women’s movements, deepening feminist 
understanding, expanding the number of activists, creating strong solidarity linkages 
and inserting feminist thinking into other social movements and organisations. The 
hope is to catalyse efforts to outline a feminist vision for South Asia, based on equality, 
justice and freedom, not only for women but for all those excluded, marginalised and 
subjected to discrimination.  Activists from Nepal, India, Bangladesh, Pakistan and 
Sri Lanka met in Kathmandu in October 2018 to start the process of consolidating a 
revitalised South Asian feminist change agenda by reviewing our changed local, national, 
and global realities, and state of our movements.

To remain responsive to the changing realities of women’s lives in theory and practice, 
our movements need lively discussions and debates. We must accept that the resulting 
tensions are what give movements vitality. This reflection piece, bringing together some 
of the key concerns and thinking of the South Asia meeting, including some of the 
challenges our movement(s) need to (re)consider, is an invitation to become involved in 
furthering the discussions, deepening analysis, sharing innovative strategies and hard-
learned lessons. 

1The South Asian Feminist Declaration was jointly prepared by a group of  40 women feminists from South Asia who met in Negombo, Sri Lanka 
(July 25-29, 2006). A Feminist Vision of  a Peoples’ Union of  South Asia was created by Sangat in 2010.
2 Supported by the South Asia Women’s Fund, now the Women’s Fund Asia.
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The vast region of South Asia, home to some two billion people, is characterised by 
a rich diversity of cultures, religions, languages, ethnicities, sects and indigenous 

groups. Within the enormous diversity, there are commonalities both within and across 
countries of shared cultures, thought, experience and modes of living. We have shared 
histories, folklore, stories and styles of dancing, singing and celebration of seasonal 
festivals.

We also share a set of common economic, social and political problems as well as a 
post-colonial consciousness in our political and economic structures. These problems 
may have differing articulations and extents in each country, but they stem from deeper 
socio-economic and political structures that underlie the kinds of state and societies 
we inhabit.

Concerns fall into the overarching structures and systems that govern our lives, in 
particular: 

1. Patriarchies;

2.  Neo-liberal Economic Order; 

3. Dynamics and nature of nation-states; 

4. Militarisation and 

5. Climate Change. The specific effects of each of these broad intersecting structures 
will need to be better understood, challenged and resisted to create an alternative 
world where justice and equality replace exclusion and discrimination.

Context 

1.1 Overthrowing Patriarchies– Local, National and Global

Patriarchy is a material and ideological 
construct that underlies all social, 

economic and political issues, manifest 
in all institutions: the home and family, 
the community, the state and the global 
economic system. Patriarchy undergirds 
all structures and tiers of power. Based 
on the first division of labour between 
men and women from earliest times, 
patriarchy produces all kinds of violence, 
inequality and discrimination. Entrenched 
in all institutions of state and society and 
adapting to changing circumstances, it is 
implicated in the major power systems in 
all of human history from tribal to feudal 
and capitalist modes of production and 
reproduction.

Patriarchy is the leading principle that 
organises life in South Asian societies, 
albeit with contextual differences across 
the many cultures of our region. Forms 
vary but patriarchy is deeply embedded 
in the legal, political, economic, social, 

and cultural systems of state and society. 
It informs and shapes all state structures 
as well as informal institutions of society, 
especially traditional family systems, 
and attendant cultural and customary 
practices. This is evident in the fact that in 
Pakistan for example, some discriminatory 
laws against women are even protected 
by the constitution, negating the promise 
of equality in constitutionally guaranteed 
fundamental rights. Across the region, 
legislation on early age marriage, divorce, 
custody of children, maintenance, and 
inheritance rights is weak, and the 
implementation of positive laws notoriously 
inadequate.

The foremost task of feminists is to 
counter patriarchies in all their forms and 
manifestations from homes and family to 
the state and economy. It is essential to look 
at the dominant economic, political, social 
and cultural structures and phenomena 
through the lens of patriarchy to understand 
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the centrality of challenging it in our lives 
and in our countries. Patriarchies combine 
with the global economy, the dynamics of 
states and militarisation to produce myriad 
forms of discrimination and systemic, 
structural and inter-personal violence 
against women and girls from the home to 
the community, and from the state to the 
global arena.

Familial, social, cultural, economic, political 
and legal forms of violence against women 
have been extensively addressed by the 
women’s movements in South Asia: from 
female foeticide to inadequate healthcare, 
education and recreation for girls; from 
the malnutrition of women who are usually 
the last to eat in the patriarchal pecking 
order to inter-personal physical and 
psychological violence, including rape 
and sexual harassment. And yet, despite 
decades of struggle and securing more 
gender-appropriate laws and policies, 
gender-based violence is pernicious, not 
only persisting but manifesting in new 
forms. Women and girls continue to be 
beaten, maimed, mutilated, murdered and 
verbally, emotionally and psychologically 
abused with impunity by close kin and 
others. Violence committed in our cultures 
in the name of tradition and religion must 
be ended by the state that is responsible 
for the safety and security of all its citizens. 
Our states have failed to curb practices that 
seriously limit life choices and deny rights, 
such as giving women of lower castes as 
devdasis, marrying women to the Quran or 
the accusation and burning of women for 
witchcraft, crimes in the name of so-called 
‘honour’, to name a few.

We must continue to demand effective 
and implementable state law, pursue 
rigorous implementation and ensure that 
our states take actions against local tribal 
councils that pronounce violent judgments 
against women. We must demand that 
our states carry out extensive campaigns 
against such practices through the media 
and educational systems. We must also 
hold them accountable for providing free 

universal access to education and health by 
diverting their resources from unproductive 
sectors to social development.

Feminists need to identify and better 
understand the changing forms of violence 
women and girls confront, and assess 
and devise effective strategies to address 
these. For example, the new location and 
form of cybercrimes is still inadequately 
explored and addressed. Across the 
board a fundamental question is what 
more can be done to institute change in 
society to overcome the deeply entrenched 
patriarchies in our communities, to render 
any form of gender-based discrimination 
unacceptable? How do we provide succour 
to survivors beyond retributive laws? What 
models of resistance can we mobilise, be 
inspired by? How can we occupy more 
public spaces, in terms of both narratives 
and physical presence?
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Patriarchy underlies the global 
capitalist economy and accompanying 
imperialism, militarisation and 

conflict, identity politics, nationalisms and 
fundamentalisms. As patriarchies organize 
the reproductive order in society, so the 
neo-liberal economic structures constitute 
the productive order – the economic base 
upon which are built the superstructures 
of modern states. The main tenets of the 
currently dominant economic philosophy 
are privatisation, trade liberalisation, 
de-regulation and macro-economic 
stabilisation. In this paradigm led by the 
Bretton Woods Institutions (IMF and World 
Bank) and the World Trade Organisation 
(WTO), the market is conceived as being 
neutral, and as the ideal engine of 
development. State intervention in market 
processes is believed to distort markets 
hence a rollback of the welfare functions 
of the state is promoted as essential for a 
free market economy.

The neo-liberal economic paradigm is the 
dominant ideological form in all our states 
that, to a greater or lesser extent, are 
undergoing restructuring towards a market 
orientation. This paradigm has led to the 
seizure of our precious natural wealth, 
pushed our workers into the unregulated 
informal sector, and enhanced poverty while 
enriching global multinational companies 
(MNCs) who make massive profits. In the 
meantime, macro-economic stabilisation 
being carried out under IMF diktat means 
excessive indirect taxes on consumption, 
the lifting of subsidies on basic goods and 
the removal of state interventions in the 
market. Alarmingly, inputs essential for 
ensuring basic rights, such as health and 
education, are being privatised.

The informalisation of labour and de-
regulation of the labor sector goes hand 
in hand with the feminisation of poverty. 
De-regulation means large chunks of our 
populations are becoming a part of the 
expanding informal sector. South Asian 
women, who own and control less land, 
wages and income compared to men, 

constitute an overwhelming portion of the 
poor. Labour rights, granted in international 
agreements, ILO Conventions and state law 
are not applicable in the informal sectors, or 
are circumvented using various measures. 
Women make up the majority of workers in 
the informal sectors of South Asia where 
employment is casual and contractual, and 
workers are not recognised or registered.

Neo-liberal globalisation includes 
establishing Export Processing Zones (EPZ) 
and Special Economic Zones (SEZ) that are 
promoted as free trade zones in many of 
our countries with the aim of increasing 
exports. These zones offer special facilities 
and major incentives to foreign companies 
but no labour rights to workers, enabling 
multi-national capital to maximise profits 
at the expense of workers, most of whom 
are women.

In tandem, the systematic push towards 
privatisation in the health sector is 
undermining the fundamental right to 
health. Powerful pharmaceutical MNCs, 
dominant in the medical industry, 
control access to health. Many of the 
traditional health remedies derived from 
indigenous plants have been patented by 
pharmaceutical MNCs, depriving people 
of access to affordable traditional health 
remedies. The market orientation has also 
led to a de-skilling of women in providing 
traditional remedies at home.

Under various WTO agreements, MNCs 
have seized control over our lands, forests, 
waters and coasts – essentially depriving 
many people of their sources of livelihood. 
Under the WTO Trade Related International 
Property Rights (TRIPs) agreement and 
Agreement on Agriculture, the marketing 
of genetically modified seeds is leading 
to crop failures, farmer suicides and the 
inability of farmers to save their seeds for 
the following year’s crop. Seed patenting 
has deprived farmers of control over food 
production and our countries of food 
sovereignty. Women, in spite of being 
actively involved in agricultural work are 
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still considered by policy-makers and 
community men alike as farmers’ wives, 
excluded from decision-making even 
though they are responsible for feeding 
their families. By denying our food security, 
the neo-liberal economic order negates 
the basic right to life.

The idea that the market is neutral and 
will ensure the public good if left to itself 
is untenable. As feminists we reject the 
currently dominant neo-liberal economic 
agendas that have forced our states to 
become protectors of local and foreign 
capital rather than defenders of peoples’ 
rights. We oppose mass scale privatisation 
of all public entities as it leads to downsizing 
and loss of jobs as well as the sale (or 
long-term leases) of our lands, forests and 
coasts to multi-national companies that 
deprives our people of their sources of 
livelihood and survival.

Democratic states must prioritise the public 
good over private gain, and the object of 
public social policy must be the citizen and 
not capital.

We must strive to extend legal coverage 
to women in the informal sector – both 
traditional and emerging - as well as 
SEZs and EPZs. All are characterised 
by exploitative conditions of work that 
include meagre remuneration, long hours, 
no holidays and no medical or accident 
insurance. Some feminists in Sri Lanka 
are working to reorient the concept and 
practice of trade unions to address the 
exploitative conditions of work and gender 
inequalities. We must learn from and 
build upon this and other initiatives. The 
movement also needs feminists to not 
merely critique the existing paradigm, but 
to suggest concrete alternatives and how 
to achieve this.
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1.3. Re-imagining Democratic and Inclusive States

States are meant to be the principal 
guarantors of human rights of all citizens, 

yet all our states display an inability and/
or unwillingness to fulfill their obligations. 
Citizens are treated unequally depending 
on gender, class, religion, ethnicity and 
other identities, on where they are located 
and whether they are differently abled. 
The state’s patriarchal underpinnings are 
evident in the persistent lacuna of gender-
appropriate laws and policies, weak or non-
existent mechanisms to ensure women’s 
freedom from violence including protection 
against abduction and forced conversion, 
to ensure inheritance and labour rights, 
and political representation. Thanks to 
hard-fought battles, all our states have 
instituted laws and policies protecting 
and promoting the rights of women and 
other marginalised people. But, they fail to 
allocate the required budget, human and 
other resources, rendering implementation 
difficult if not impossible. Furthermore, 
the meagre resources available for social 
development are consumed by widespread 
abuse of political power and corruption by 
ruling elites in all our states. In parallel, 
the inability of the state to deliver justice 
and rights has led to the strengthening 
of informal, customary and traditional 
dispute resolution systems that are based 
on primitive notions of justice as revenge. 
Amongst other travesties, these forums 
have ruled that women marry their rapists 
(Bangladesh), and ordered innocent 
women to be raped to settle a dispute 
between men (Pakistan). State narratives 
along with those of the community must 
be challenged to ensure justice for women 
as well as minorities as guaranteed by the 
state.

Despite the assortment of diverse 
nations and communities residing 
within the territorial boundaries of our 
states, democracy in our region, as also 
elsewhere, has taken a majoritarian rather 
than inclusive form. Political nationalisms, 
premised on the idea of sovereignty, tend 
to imagine, create and maintain enemies 

outside the boundaries of the state with 
which the nation is permanently at war. 
Political and economic nationalisms also 
promote militarisation. Often drawing upon 
religious sources, cultural nationalism 
tends to invoke conservative and traditional 
notions of femininity and masculinity 
that place limits on gender roles and 
possibilities. Religious nationalisms deny 
the equality of all citizens, rendering both 
women and religious minorities lesser 
citizens. Ethnic, sectarian and religious 
minorities – amongst others - feel insecure 
and threatened by majoritarian forms of 
nationalism that seek to erase rather than 
accommodate diversity in a plural and 
inclusive system. The states’ differentiated 
treatment of citizens extends to indigenous 
peoples who confront discriminatory 
practices, and in some cases violence, from 
both state and non-state actors.

Currently, many of our countries reflect a 
fundamentalist ethos wherein the state and 
society are both permeated by a singular 
view of the majority religion that is imposed 
on all. Even secular constitutions, as in 
India, do not ensure the equality of women 
and minorities as society espouses the idea 
of a nation based on religion. In Pakistan, 
religious nationalism is constitutionally 
sanctioned, while in Bangladesh there 
is a visible move away from the secular 
premises of independence in forging a new 
Bangladeshi nationalism. Across the region, 
the impact of religious fundamentalism on 
women is clear in terms of the denial of 
the rights to education, employment and 
political participation in the affairs of the 
country.

For feminists, a complicating factor is the 
personal status laws of religious minorities. 
Where the intention is to provide autonomy 
in personal matters to minorities, in reality 
this means that states treat citizens from 
these communities as ‘other citizens’, 
delegating authority to non-state actors. 
Inevitably, religious laws discriminate 
against women; the result is differentiated 
rights of female citizens.
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In all our countries, state nationalism has 
been countered by ethnic nationalisms of 

people who believe the state has treated 
them unfairly. In addition, beleaguered 
religious minorities feel constrained to 
emphasise their religious identity and 
indigenous peoples their indigenousness 
as a basis for engaging with the state; 
particular religious or ethnic groups 
targeted by non-state actors have identity 
imposed on them. The net result is a 
fragmented and fractured society that 
plays out in identity politics. For feminists 
this poses a dilemma because on the one 
hand, we do not support the majority 
community’s intolerance and lack of 
recognition of diversity, on the other we 
are troubled by the treatment of women 
within minority communities. Balancing 
the individual rights of a woman with the 
collective rights of communities is an area 
for feminist debate and reflection.If equal 
citizenship is to be ensured, religion must 
be separated from politics and from the 
state; all kinds of religious fundamentalism, 
whether reflected in state law and policy or 
observed in society, must be countered. It 
is imperative that states protect the lives 
and security of their citizens against non-
state fundamentalist actors, sometimes 
spawned by the state itself or in alliance 
with it. For example, India must prevent the 
RSS, VHP and Bajrang Dal from harassing 
Muslims and other minorities, and Pakistan 
must bring the assorted groups of Taliban 
and the Daish to justice. 

The withdrawal of our states from providing 
welfare and rights to citizens, and the 
construction of exclusivist nationalisms to 
counter both global and local pressures, 
has made democracy an unfulfilled dream. 
Without democracy in the home, there can be 
no equality or justice. If women’s freedoms 
are restricted, and they are deprived of the 
right of movement, speech, expression, 
association and assembly, democracy 
remains denuded and incomplete. 
Democracy must go beyond form – voting, 
elections and representative assemblies, 
to acquire substance  that implies equality, 
justice and freedom from discrimination 

and exclusion. Democracy, equality of 
citizenship, inclusion and pluralism must 
become entrenched as guiding principles 
underlying a secular state.

Unable or unwilling to ensure citizens’ 
economic and political rights, states resort 
to violence to suppress dissent and silence 
the freedom of speech and expression. 
The shrinking space for debate and dissent 
across the region is deeply worrying.

Our feminist agenda is to change the 
nature of the state from a repressive entity 
to one that is based on tolerance, inclusion, 
democracy, development and equality –a 
state that espouses civic nationalism as 
its ideal with universal and fundamental 
human rights and dignity for all citizens 
irrespective of class, caste, gender, 
religion, sect, ethnicity or language. States 
must uphold and defend the rights of all 
citizens equally and eliminate gender and 
all other forms of discrimination. Special 
measures are needed to ensure the rights 
of all differently-abled people. Indigenous 
communities must be recognised and 
given their rights, and their lands and 
forests must be protected under state law. 
Just development and the fair distribution 
of resources across the different regions 
in each of our countries, will help to 
overcome the alienation of sub-national 
ethnic groups as they would then have a 
stake in the system.

In tandem, states must redirect their 
energies and focus from the protection of 
private capital to the citizen, accept that 
the basic rights of health and education 
are the responsibility of the state, and 
desist from privatizing these sectors as 
well as the forced seizure of people’s land, 
forests and waters, and the use of violence 
unleashed on people fighting for their 
natural resources. 

As feminists, we seek a Uniform Civil Code 
for the protection of the rights of all women. 
The challenge lies in ensuring that such a 
code does not become an imposition of the 
majority perspective on all others.
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Legal intervention alone cannot change 
social attitudes. To create tolerant, liberal, 
inclusive and plural states and societies, 
our states must promote these values 
through public education and the media. As 
feminists we must carry on our campaigns 
for tolerant, inclusive and plural societies 
and expand interventions for societal 
changes.

In terms of the state, a major paradox and 
challenge for the women’s movement lies 
in demanding our rights from the state 
as the guarantor of fundamental rights, 

while recognising that the state itself is 
a major violator of rights. This dilemma 
needs serious reflection by feminists, 
especially to explore what kind of political 
arrangement can be envisaged, if the state 
were to wither away.  Alternatively, how 
can we make the state both responsive 
to and responsible for all its citizens on a 
basis of equality when it is caught between 
globalising pressures on the one hand, 
and exclusive nationalisms on the other?  
These are some of the thorny questions 
that Fempower seeks to explore.

1.4. Resisting Militarization and Militarism

Militarisation and militarism are global 
phenomena. The armament industry 

is the leading industry in developed states 
like the US where a number of auxiliary 
industries are linked with armament 
manufacture. Armament constitute the 
major exports of rich countries where built-
in obsolescence creates the permanent 
need for new and updated weapons.  
Permanent war and ongoing conflicts 
across the world are necessary to feed 
the voracious armament manufacturers 
located mainly in the US and Europe.

South Asian states are among the leading 
buyers of arms and ammunition as they 
seek to control restive populations and 
manage border disputes. India and 
Pakistan are locked in a debilitating arms 
race that threatens to ruin their fragile 
economies, while leaving few resources for 
human development. The Sri Lankan state 
and the Tamil Tigers both purchased arms 
from the same countries or even the same 
suppliers. The same is true of Nepal where 
the military was engaged in a protracted 
conflict with the Maoists. In Bangladesh, 
the military has been used to suppress 
uprisings of indigenous communities in 
the Chittagong Hill Tracts.

Virulent nationalisms, along with notions 
of sovereignty, are invoked to justify large 
standing armies and massive defense 
expenditures. The support for militaries 
is conjured up by making them sacrosanct 
and impervious to critique; militaries 

are eulogised and glorified in nationalist 
songs, war songs, poetry, dramas, films 
and various cultural forms. Military 
budgets are huge and often shrouded in 
secrecy in the name of ‘national security’. 
These budgets are seldom audited as the 
demand for the accountability of military 
spending comes to be seen as treason.

Draconian laws are enacted to enable the 
militaries to suppress dissent and carry out 
punitive actions without due process of law. 
The Armed Forces Special Powers Act in 
India and the Twenty-third Constitutional 
Amendment in Pakistan allowing military 
courts are examples of legislation designed 
to give militaries unbridled powers against 
their own people. Of concern is that 
large parts of our territories (Balochistan, 
Kashmir, Siachen and other areas) remain 
permanently militarised.

The ubiquitous cultural manifestations of 
militarism appear in the form of war toys, 
war movies, poetry, dresses designed 
like military uniforms and martial music. 
The most pernicious manner in which 
militarism is celebrated is through the 
gender division of labour. Men must go 
out and fight, while women must perform 
secondary war duties and, as sacrificing 
mothers, produce valiant sons to die for 
the nation. Increasingly, we find women 
militants as in Sri Lanka and Nepal, but 
the images of the brave male soldier 
and sacrificing mother are the recurring 
motifs of a militarised culture. The military 
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paradigm of organising collective life is so 
dominant that all conflicts and disputes 
come to be managed by military means.

The militarisation of civilian life is extensive 
as transnational movements, such as the 
Daish and Taliban, involve non-state actors 
and civilians in conflict. Thousands of 
civilian lives have already been lost in acts 
of terrorism, and more weapons are then 
acquired in the name of fighting terrorism. 
For women, conflicts prove to be disastrous 
in many ways.  Both as combatants and 
uninvolved civilians, they suffer injuries, 
death,mutilation,maiming and rape.As 
victims they lose male kin who are either 
killed or become ‘missing persons’ for  
whom they search endlessly but seldom 
find.Even in conditions of war and conflict, 
women are expected to provide food, care 
and healing for families, while ignoring 
their own depression, illness and sorrow.

As feminists we must support peace 
initiatives within the SAARC framework so 
that the region’s resources can be freed up 
for development and people’s wellbeing. 
We must actively work to overturn the 
ideologies and narratives of militarism as 

well as the gender ideology of martyrdom 
and death, promoted through militarisation. 
No peace is possible without the inclusion 
and engagement of women in all peace 
negotiations, post-conflict rehabilitation 
and reconstruction programs. All peace 
negotiations should be carried out in 
keeping with UN Resolution 1325 on the 
importance of including women in peace 
processes, and Resolution 1820 addressing 
the issues of sexual violence as a tool of 
war.

A peaceful and progressive South Asia 
demands a shift from the ‘national 
security’ paradigm to one based on 
social and human development wherein 
distributive justice is combined with 
inclusive growth and to drastically reduce 
defense expenditures. This includes 
discarding the repressive role of militaries 
in containing internal dissent; dealing with 
civilian conflicts without resorting to arms, 
by civilian authorities through fair and free 
judicial systems; ending the indiscriminate 
killing of people belonging to sub-national 
groups as in Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka, and 
of indigenous people who fight for their 
rights as in Nepal and Bangladesh.
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1.5. Addressing Climate Change

Climate change is an increasingly 
vital area for feminist engagement. 

Significant shifts in global climate patterns 
have resulted in hurricanes, tornados, 
floods, earthquakes and cyclones of high 
magnitude across the globe. Fears of 
desertification and de-forestation due 
to high temperatures have multiplied 
because of greenhouse gas emissions and 
depletion of the ozone layer. South Asia is 
one of the worst affected regions. Major 
earthquakes in Pakistan (and lesser extent 
India) in 2005, and Nepal in 2015, huge 
floods in Pakistan in 2010 and again 2011, 
cyclones in Bangladesh and the massive 
Asian Tsunami which affected India and 
Sri Lanka in 2004 testify to the region’s 
vulnerability to natural disasters. All left 
a great deal of destruction and tragedy in 
their wake; at least 100,000 died; many 
who survived lost their livelihoods, homes, 
families, and belongings or were maimed 
for life. 

While governments carried out 
rehabilitation and reconstruction efforts 
with local and global donations, few 
interventions had an appropriate gender 
perspective and little attention was paid 
to supporting surviving women and girls. 
Scores of women were disabled as a result 
of the disasters and many were unable to 

access healthcare from either the state or 
emergency organisations. Single women, 
with no support systems, had to cope 
with disability and survival on their own.  
Apart from physical disability, mental 
health problems among women survivors, 
especially depression, have not received 
the attention they merit. We must insist that 
our states include women in all prevention, 
rehabilitation and reconstruction efforts 
so that their perspectives inform all 
intervention strategies.

Apart from the impact of disasters, rural 
women who depend upon the land and 
waters for the family’s daily needs are 
seriously affected by desertification and 
de-forestation. Receding forests and the 
drying up of rivers impacts women who are 
responsible for fetching water and firewood 
for the family. Women were at the forefront 
of the environmental movement, yet there 
is a paucity of systematic feminist research 
in South Asia establishing the gendered 
impact of climate change that is linked to 
the excessive consumerism promoted by 
the neo-liberal capitalist model of growth 
with its extensive exploitation of the earth’s 
finite natural resources. Research from a 
feminist lens is needed to determine the 
gendered impact of climate change and 
suggest necessary steps.

1.6. Displacement and the Politics of Space

Disaster and climate change-related 
migration in South Asian countries 

is only one reason for a high rate of 
displacement in South Asia. Reasons 
include armed conflict, war and military 
actions as well as the closing of economic 
and livelihood options in consequence of 
the pursuit of neo-liberal development 
policies. Impact ranges from increased 
gender-based violence, disabilities, 
the continued burden of responsibility 
for ensuring provisions and often few 
marketable skills in relocation sites. This 
is an area on which there is a dearth of 
systematic research and analysis.

In some ways, displacement falls into the 
larger framework of gender and space. 
While feminists have long focused on the 
gendered politics of private/public and 
interior/exterior spaces, this has been 
carried out through the singular lens of 
gender. It is time to conceptualise the 
gendered politics of space including 
the broader structural issues of urban 
development, neo-liberal policies and 
climate change. Feminists in South Asia 
with its vast experience of displacements 
may be in a position to contribute to 
feminist analysis on this topic. 
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In the past two decades, feminist agendas 
are experiencing a global ‘mobilisational 

lull’3 . The 1985-95 decade, bookended 
by the Second and Fourth United Nations 
World Conferences on Women, respectively 
held in Nairobi and Beijing, witnessed 
invigorated debates around gender 
equality and showcased the vibrancy 
of women’s movement(s) worldwide. 
Women’s movements helped to set the 
agenda, shaped the 1995 Beijing Platform 
for Action, and catalysed great hopes 
of change. Yet, if many gains have been 
secured, gender inequality remains the 
most pervasive, systematic and universal 
form of discrimination.

Several inter-linked developments have 
contributed to the diminished vibrancy of 
women’s movements in the post-2000 
scenario. The 1985-95 decade had seen 
unprecedented support for women’s 
gatherings, enabling differently located 
activists to collectively reflect and learn 
from each other. Multilateral, bilateral 
and private donors actively sought out the 
inputs of gender equality experts amongst 
development actors and academics but 
also civil society activists from diverse 
backgrounds, fields of focus, and dissimilar 
socio-economic and political environments 
to develop a global consensus agenda for 
gender equality. This culminated in the 
Beijing Platform that, for a global document 
of governments, reflects feminist analysis 
to an unexpected degree.

The momentum of the Beijing process 
and associated resources started to peter 
out with the launching of the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) in 2000. MDGs 
were widely criticized by activists as being 
a step back from the Beijing Platform, in 
particular for being a technical agenda that 
had washed out the political analysis that 
undergirded the Platform. Other reasons 
for the diminished visibility of women’s 
movements were internal to feminist 
practice. Having invested considerable 

time and energy into shaping a consensus 
document with buy-in from all governments 
– in letter if not always in spirit - many 
activists felt morally obliged to try and 
concretise the promises of the Platform. 
Diminished resources for a feminist agenda, 
combined with sector specialisation among 
researchers and activists focused on their 
own fields, gradually led to a shift from a 
political to a more technical agenda.

It is imperative to re-energise our 
movements, explore how they fit into 
broader social activism and identify 
ways of linking up. Instead of the focus 
on specific quantitative indicators and 
technical solutions, we need to re-focus our 
attention on examining power imbalances 
and changing power dynamics. We must 
understand the dynamics of power: who 
holds power and how it is used against us 
in order to challenge it more effectively.  
In this endeavor we need to learn not only 
from our past successes but equally from 
our failures.

Addressing the transformed social, 
political and economic environment in our 
region necessitates innovative strategies. 
Confronted with new opportunities and 
threats, we must learn from both our 
successes and failures in the process of 
inducting new activists, and interfacing 
with other social movements for justice 
and equality. In re-energizing and 
reinvigorating the feminist movement in 
South Asia, we need to conceptualise new 
strategies of change while retaining the 
most effective existing ones. 

2.1. Women’s movements

Feminist Strategies for a New South Asia 
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2.2.  Intersectionality and Interlinkages

A major challenge today is the insufficient 
practical integration of intersectionality 

in our struggles. Theoretical understanding 
of the many axes of social differentiation 
along the lines of gender, caste, class, 
ethnicity, religion, sect and language, 
etc., has failed to translate into effective 
praxis. Too often, women from the LGBTQI 
or indigenous communities, those living 
with disabilities and those in the most 
marginalised labour sectors including sex 
workers, struggle in isolation. The stage and 
context of struggle are highly differentiated 
within and across each country. For example 
in Pakistan, Trans* issues have acquired a 
space in public discourse and recognition 
from state officials and policies, whereas 
the lesbian and queer communities remain 
largely underground to manage dire life-
threatening consequences, and need safe 
spaces. In comparison the situation in 
other countries is better. Unless we bridge 
our struggles, our movement(s) will remain 
fragmented and weak. We need to consider 
how best to leverage our dissimilarities 
to achieve success against exclusionary 
states.

A deeper and more practical understanding 

of intersectionality will enrich analysis and 
also enable feminist movements to link up 
with other social justice movements. To 
fundamentally change the power matrix 
system, feminists need to create linkages 
and build bridges with other social 
movements whose aims are similar to our 
own and ensure that gender equality is 
integrated in their agendas.

Women’s movements have joined other 
struggles around common and shared 
issues. At other times, we may bifurcate 
because our understandings of the 
situation differ from how other activists 
understand things, but this must be done 
keeping in mind sensitivity to issues that 
may not be our own. A mutually supportive 
process, both analytical and critical of each 
other, may be the most fruitful way to link 
up with social movements that differ in 
terms of focus.
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2.3. Intergenerational & Sustainability Issues

A persistent challenge is bridging the 
generation gap. The issues that 

movements take up and strategies devised 
belong to a specific time in history. To take 
the movement into the future demands 
harnessing the energies of youth without 
losing the rich experience of older activists. 
We need to build historical connectivity to 
maintain continuity as younger generations 
learn from past mistakes and successes 
to develop their own strategies. Older 
feminists need to learn from the innovative 
initiatives, new strategies, thinking and 
modalities for activism of younger women.

Women’s participation in movements 
reflects personal aspirations in that 
individual desires come together in a 
collectivity. This is how the personal 
becomes political. We need to collectively 
analyse and understand our specific 
divergent situations and act upon these 
in ways that complement each other. We 
need to create safe spaces for interaction, 
analysis, discussion and action within and 
across countries, issues and situations. 

The generations, separated by histories, 
geographies and issues, can work together 
through mutual support, cooperation 
and understanding. It is vital to identify 
successful modalities for such interactions. 

Additionally, many women in South Asia 
undertake activism in tense and difficult 
circumstances, confronting threats 
from family members, community, non-
state actors as well as state agencies 
and authorities. There is a felt need for 
techniques and working methodologies 
that strengthen personal well-being and 
integrated security. Self-care is a feminist 
issue; the personal is political.
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2.4. NGOs and Individual Feminists in the Women’s Movement 

2.5. Social Media and its Impact on the Movement

The last decade has seen concern over 
the NGO-isation of the women’s 

movements (as well as other struggles). On 
the one hand there is the danger of activism 
turning into a nine-to-five job and the 
threat of a projectisation of movements that 
diminishes the passionate commitment 
with which feminists in the past engaged 
with the state and all exclusions. On the 
other hand, CSOs are an opportunity for 
increasing the outreach of our messages 
and interactions with communities and 
policy-makers alike; some have enabled 
important research and theoretical work.

All movements need organisational bases 
and we must ensure at least some non-

funded platforms. The question is whether 
women’s organisations that accept 
funding can strengthen the movement 
and the extent to which CSOs can resist 
donor-driven agendas that undermine the 
autonomy necessary to make independent 
decisions and carve out our own path. 
This needs further discussion and debate. 
South Asian feminists should consider how 
to mobilise their own resources to reduce 
reliance on unpredictable donor funding. 
A separate question is how to link up with 
feminists who do not desire to be associated 
with any organisation or platform, and how 
to interlink more effectively with feminist 
academics.

Modern technology, especially social 
media offers one way to bring 

scattered and fragmented movements 
together. Breaching barb-wired traditional 
borders, social media allows connectivity 
over long distances in a matter of seconds. 
This technology helps to bridge the gap 
within each state and enables collaboration 
across borders too. The proliferation of 
social media, including Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram, along with online chatrooms, 
Messageboards, online Blogs, websites, 
and Youtube channels, can enable swift 
connectivity. The lack of vital information, 
for example on sexual and reproductive 
rights, has been addressed through this 
mode. Newsletters using local and national 
languages can help to draw in the maximum 
number of people. The use of artistic self-
expression - including poetry, theatre, 
visuals, songs, music, dance and humour - 
can help to better mobilise women across 
a wide spectrum.

Although developed by advanced global 
capitalism for its own uses, social media 
can be used subversively to create online 
groups of like-minded people, while VoIP 
and video-chat technology such as Skype, 
WhatsApp, FaceTime allow face to face 
conversation at virtually no cost. As the 

technology is widely available to women in 
our countries, and to some extent has also 
penetrated rural areas, it can help to bring 
together women working on different but 
related as well as similar issues. Global 
social media campaigns such as #MeToo 
and #TimesUp, offer opportunities to 
network with women in other parts of the 
world, or learn from their strategies.  

Social media is a double-edged sword, 
however, both a threat and an opportunity 
so it must be used with caution and 
discretion. It is the vehicle for intense 
sexual harassment including media trials 
for which we have not yet adequately found 
strategies. 
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2.6.Global Human Rights Instruments

2.7. Research and Analysis

It is time to shift the pre-Beijing slogan 
of “think globally and act locally”. South 

Asian feminists must think and act both 
globally and locally. Global human rights 
and women’s rights instruments (e.g. 
CEDAW, ICCPR and ICESCR) signed by our 
states albeit with reservations provide 
opportunities for action. Our states are 
legally obliged to fulfill these commitments 
and bring their laws into conformity with 
international human rights standards. 
The UN’s human rights and development 
processes present an opportunity to 
further our agenda by holding the states 
accountable for commitments regarding 
gender equality in a boomerang fashion. 

We should remind our states of their 
commitments to the global community on 
our behalf.

Governments are adept at giving very 
positive reports to the international 
community that may not reflect our 
true situation. As feminists, we need to 
constantly monitor not only what is being 
agreed to on our behalf, but also what is 
actually being done on the ground. We 
must scrutinise all actions, policy measures 
and legislation to evaluate our respective 
states’ performance with regard to our 
rights.

The dearth of solid social research on 
feminist and social issues is a major 

block to understanding and action.  
Research quantity and quality is much 
better in some countries as compared with 
others, but in-depth empirical research and 
theoretical research is needed so that our 
actions are guided by sound understanding. 
New and cutting edge research is needed 
so that we do not base our programmes 

and plans on flawed information. We 
need more multi-country research from a 
feminist perspective – studies that do not 
just rely on numbers and statistics but 
point towards the structures underlying the 
oppression, subordination and exclusion 
of women. The gap separating activists 
and academics needs to be addressed for 
us to be able to feed reflection into action 
and back into reflection.

Towards a Feminist Change Agenda for a New South Asia

Page 16



2.8. Developing Leadership for the Movement

A main goal is to develop vibrant young 
leadership to carry the torch into 

the future. Leadership skills of young 
activists must be nurtured. A continuous 
learning in interactive hubs is essential 
for the wider movement. We must ensure 
sensitive responsive feminist leaders and 
disseminate the practice of collective 
shared leadership instead of the traditional 
top-down, authoritarian styles. Just as we 
remind states to ensure human rights and 
equality, we need to emphasise equality 
within our movement itself. Women’s 
groups should not rely on lifelong 
leaders and instead work with rotating 
and collective leadership. One example 
is the Women’s Action Forum in Pakistan 
where decision-making is collective while 
the conveners in each chapter work on a 
rotation basis.

Instead of working in silos, women’s 
movements need to create cohesion and 
synergy to mount effective struggles 
against multiple oppressions. The leaders 
and members of the movements need to 
collaborate within their countries with 
one another as well as with those in other 
countries. Loose networks exist within 
and across our countries but are not 
consolidated. The synergy in Pakistan, 
where several groups of women participated 
in the huge Aurat March in Karachi in 2018, 
and the attempt of Girls at Dhabas, Bolo Bhi, 

Auratnaak, Aurat Haq, Women’s Democratic 
Front, That Feminist Collective Olomopolo 
hosting Auratnaak comedy and Women’s 
Action Forum to collaborate on common 
issues are examples of coordination and 
good practices. It is vital to work with 
differences, keeping in mind multiple and 
plural realities and perspectives.

Leaders and feminist thinking are needed 
at all levels – within the movement and at 
the levels of state functioning. Currently, 
women in political leadership positions who 
have a gender equality perspective rarely 
have sufficient clout to be heard, as politics 
and political parties are dominated by male 
leaders who rarely take women colleagues 
seriously. South Asian feminist movements 
need to support as well as critique our 
women leaders in order to strengthen 
them, while keeping them vigilant about 
the issues that require attention. We 
support the special quota of women’s seats 
in legislative assemblies, from the national 
to the local levels until such time as gender 
parity is achieved in direct elections. The 
same principle is valid in terms of women’s 
seats in services and other institutions. We 
hope that our movements will strengthen 
women in assemblies and governments 
on feminist agendas and those in politics 
and state positions will in turn support and 
strengthen the movement. 

With these reflections, we invite other feminists to join 
the conversation: contribute your critiques, thinking and 
experiences so we can build a feminist change agenda in 

South Asia.
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