Letter from the Managing Trustee
The pandemic has almost completely effaced our memories of 2019-20. For Prajnya, this is unfortunate
because this may well have been the year we most fully realised our potential, both in terms of our
founding mission and in terms of how many people we reached. Reconstructing what was a memorable
year has been surprisingly challenging.
As the founder, I cannot recall ever ending a year feeling like we did not do the absolute maximum we
could. Even so, 2019 was special.
● Under the Thoduvaanam series, we managed to organise a five-month English course, taught
weekly on Skype by a volunteer. The course ended in May 2019, making skill-building an important
part of our community work.
● We organised several special discussions, inviting members of our community (partners, resource
people, regular attendees and volunteers) to attend. These included: Aftermath, a feminist analysis
of election results; Difficult Conversations, about dialogue in times of polarisation; and The Politics
of Belonging, a panel on Sri Lankan refugees.
● The Prajnya office hosted not just our regular Women’s History Roundtable Series, but also a
reading group, taking us a step closer to our desire to become a hub for learning and ideas.
● Our Education for Peace Initiative took the ‘Preamble Education’ workshop to colleges around
Chennai, where we read the Preamble to the Indian Constitution closely and contextually. These
culminated in a day-long training in citizenship skills.
● Prajnya team members, Swarna Rajagopalan and ACR Sudaroli, were also part of a research project
on domestic violence support services, in the course of which field research was conducted in
December 2019-January 2020 in Dharmapuri, Tamil Nadu. Prajnya’s work on gender violence
research and public education got us invited to this project.
Prajnya team members and Fellows gave talks and participated in conferences and seminars in Chennai
and outside; notably, at the Southern Region Meeting on Adolescent Sexuality and the Law organised by Partners
in Law and Development; at a consultation on Feminist Archiving; and at the UNRCPD Regional Workshop
on Small Arms and Gender.
The year was also significant because for the first time, it looked like we might be able to meet our
monthly operational costs by providing training services. Prajnya undertook gender sensitization and
workplace sexual harassment prevention trainings at corporate and college venues across Chennai. Alas,
the pandemic put an abrupt end to this, but we hope, temporarily.
The first pandemic lockdown began just as the year ended, and because we have always been a team of
volunteers that worked remotely, the transition was easier for our team than for most.
As we compile this Annual Report much later than is usual for us, we are determined to be optimistic about
returning to the possibilities that seemed to open up for us in 2019-20.
We hope you will continue to walk with us!
Swarna Rajagopalan

POLITICS, SECURITY & WOMEN INITIATIVE
Prajnya Resource Centre for Women in Politics and Policy
1. Women’s History Roundtable Series
Talks during 2019-20 in the Women’s History Roundtable Series saw many old friends and some new ones
speak about topics as diverse as women’s writings on women and culture to working women in Indian
cities.













April 13, 2019: Dr K Srilata, Navigating Gendered Contexts: Writing as a Woman
July 13, 2019: Sivakami Velliangiri, How We Measure Time: A Reading and Discussion
10 August, 2019: V. Bharathi Harishankar, “Handmaidens of God or Common Prostitutes:
Perspectivising the Devadasi Tradition in India”
September 14, 2019: Dr. Swarna Rajagopalan, 12 Years and Counting: The Prajnya Story
October 12, 2019: Dr. V.R. Devika, M.K. Gandhi and Women
November 9, 2019: Dr. K. Kalpana, Grandmother, Mother, Daughter: Writing Women's Lives
December 14, 2019: Dr. Uma Vangal, Examining the Rise of the Female Protagonist in Indian
Cinema
January 11, 2020: Radhika Santhanam, Coverage of Sexual Violence in the Indian Media
February 8, 2019: Dr. A. Mangai, Women's Movements and Theatre
March 14, 2020: Dr. Karen Coelho, New Urban Geographies and the Disempowerment of
Working-class Women

2. Gender in India, Reading Group
In October, we started the ‘Gender in India’ reading group. Based on a discussion format, the reading
group was meant to be an informal conversation that would help us collectively engage with exciting
research in the field of gender studies. Papers by eminent scholars were shared with participants prior to
the discussion.
The readings included:






Under Western Eyes by Chandra Talpade Mohanty
Justice is a Secret by Pratiksha Baxi
Dangerous Liaisons by Shilpa Phadke
Showcasing India: gender, geography and globalisation by Rupal Oza
The Mathammas: gender, caste and the politics of intersectionality in rural Tamil Nadu by S.
Anandhi

3. Prajnya Archives
In July 2019, we re-launched the Prajnya
Archives website. This was followed by a photo
call 'Women of Words', aimed at celebrating the
voices of women, especially those who write.

Gender Violence Research & Information Taskforce (GRIT)
Gender sensitisation and gender violence sensitisation sessions were conducted for college students from
Loyola College | MOP Vaishnav College for Women | DG Vaishnav College | SDNB college
Prevention and Redressal of Workplace Sexual Harassment training was conducted for:
 National Academy of Customs, Indirect Taxes and Narcotics
 RMKV
 Tata Institute of Social Sciences
 The Quad (the session included both ICC training & WSH compliance training to help decisionmakers.)

Dr Swarna Rajagopalan conducts the Internal Complaints Committee training session at TISS.

Solidarity Actions & Capacity-building projects
Women’s March
Prajnya in collaboration with Pen Thozhilalar Sangam (PTS) conducted a Women’s March across several
locations in Chennai. Two vans, deployed for this purpose, stopped in the spots and invited women to join
each spot.

Excerpt from the Manifesto
Ahead of the 2019 Lok Sabha elections we women as citizens
take this opportunity to address those who seek to represent
us and to share with them our concerns... We raise questions
about our rights, about the safety of our communities, about
the environment we are leaving our children or about the
future of our livelihoods. For this act of citizenship, we are
denounced and pronounced as seditious. Women human
rights defenders face the spectrum of violence, verbal to
physical, in response to their work. To us, therefore, this
election is about who we are as a country, about our equality
as citizens, about our freedoms and about our right to a good
life.

A joint manifesto for gender equality was signed
by the women and handed over to the present MP
of the constituency Thamizachi Thangapandian.

A session of Namathu Nagaram, Namathu Urimai, a citizen awareness process, to inform women and girls of
their basic civic rights was held at the Madras School of Social Work on 29th November and 3rd December.
This was supported by the University Women’s Association, Chennai.
Through Thoduvaanam, our skill-building series meant for those working in the social sector, we organised
a workshop for NGO professionals on how to communicate effectively on social media by Meera
Rajagopalan.

EDUCATION FOR PEACE INITIATIVE
As part of our Education for Peace Initiative, we conducted Preamble to Democracy - a series of college
workshops focused on the Preamble to the Constitution of India to familiarise young people with the
Constitution of India, with debates that have risen through its history, and to provide them with a
framework to consider contemporary issues.
Sessions were conducted at Stella Maris College, Women’s Christian College, MOP Vaishnav & Madras
School of Social Work.


Preamble Education Forum, a one-day workshop organised by Prajnya in January 2020, was
attended by students from DG Vaishnav College and Madras School of Social Work.



Dr. Swarna Rajagopalan conducted a Peace Education Training for teachers of Lake View
Matriculation School in Chennai, and a follow-up session three months later.

Peace Patrika newsletter launched

Ishwar Allah Tero Naam
To commemorate Mahatma Gandhi's 150th birthday, we decided to celebrate peace through music with
Vedanth Bharadwaj.

Peace. What does it mean to you?
A workshop with children at Yein Udaan gave us a glimpse of the different ways in which children interpret
peace.

Prajnya conducted a workshop at Yein Udaan as part
of its Education for Peace initiative to forge new ways

“Peace is not limited to the sight of a beautiful landscape or the sounds of a symphony or
the absence of that pestering colleague. It is also being in a space – like at Yein Udaan or at
our homes and offices – where there is inclusion, respectful collaboration & appreciation,
where a difference of opinion is heard and not shot down.
Peace, as I learnt, is what we define it to be. So why limit our understanding of peace to
preconceived notions? Allow the artist in you to paint your own canvas of peace! And you
will be pleasantly surprised to see your piece of art!” - thoughts penned by Nandhini
Shanmugham who participated in the workshop.

OTHER PRAJNYA PROGRAMMES










Hosted AFTERMATH, a feminist discussion about
election results 2019.

Organised The Politics of Belonging: a panel
discussion on Displacement, Citizenship and
Gender issues for Sri Lankan Refugees in Tamil
Nadu in January 2020. The discussion was in the
context of the CAA/NRC.
The event featured two speakers
and a facilitator with expertise in
this area: Florina Benoit, who
works with OfERR (Organisation for
Eelam Refugees Rehabilitation);
Amba Salelkar, a human rights
lawyer; and Dr. Swarna
Rajagopalan, an international
relations scholar with a
specialisation in Sri Lankan politics and Managing Trustee of Prajnya.
Had an Impact Evaluation workshop for our team members. The workshop was conducted by Alice
Iannantuoni from the University of Illinois.
Curated Difficult Conversation: a Discussion on How to Talk about Social Change and Citizenship
Marked International Day for the Elimination of All Forms of Violence against Women (November
25) with events focusing on the prevention of workplace sexual harassment.
- A discussion on “The Infrastructure of Compliance: State Obligations under the Sexual
Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal) Act, 2013,”
featuring key official actors, NGOs and HR professionals.
- A capacity-building session on Safer Workplaces for NGO representatives and their role as
External Members to ICC.
- A lecture on “Right to Safe Work” by advocate Sheila Jayaprakash.
Conducted a quiz on Facebook to commemorate International Women’s Day, titled ‘Women and
Political Participation’.

PRAJNYA WENT PLACES!


Dr. Swarna Rajagopalan was invited to speak at "Spark Week", a series of knowledge
management sessions organised by Dvara Trust. She spoke on ‘What Women Want: An Election
Season Review of the State of Gender Equality in India.’



Installation ceremony of the office bearers of Inner Wheel Club of Chennai Central Elite where
Prajnya’s founder Dr.Swarna Rajagopalan spoke on the occasion.

“When candidates have gone asking for votes, notwithstanding this being a Parliamentary
election, voters have spoken about local issues and immediate survival challenges. For women,
whose lives span the private sphere and to different extents, the public sphere, water, garbage
collection, toilets, jobs and safety come first. They want to be in the public sphere and they want
better and equal access to it because it is where their livelihoods are and it is where power lies, and
they want their share of access to political power.” Excerpt from Dr. Swarna Rajagopalan’s talk at
Dvara Trust.



Chevalier T. Thomas Elizabeth College for Women where Sudaroli delivered the guest lecture on
‘Feminism and Women in modern era’. The programme was conducted by EVE cell (Empowering
women through Values and Education).



The Southern Region Meeting on Adolescent Sexuality and the Law, organised by Partners for Law
in Development and TULIR, with support from UNFPA and AJWS on 27 - 28 September 2019, in
Chennai. Sudaroli from Prajnya participated in the meeting.



The panel on Comprehensive Sexuality Education in Formal and Informal Spaces where Chintan
Modi, from Prajnya, was one the one of the speakers.



State Level Consultation Beijing +25 by Ekta (November 2019).



CSO Solidary Meeting conducted by HRF on 22nd Jan 2020. Dr. Swarna Rajagopalan and Ms.
Sudaroli participated.



Chettinad Academy where Dr.
Swarna Rajagopalan delivered
a guest lecture on the
International day of zero
tolerance for Female Genital
Mutilation.

The Regional Seminar on Gun Violence and Illicit Small-Arms Trafficking from a Gender
Perspective, in Kathmandu, Nepal, 4-6 March 2020. Dr Swarna Rajagopalan participated
in the seminar.

Dr. Swarna Rajagopalan’s representation of
Prajnya’s peace work illustrated at the
Regional Seminar on Gun Violence and Illicit
Small-Arms Trafficking.
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Caption to be added. These were a series of posts that went out on women’s day.
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