SOME REFLECTIONS ON SANGAT 
BY KAMLA BHASIN
It was in 1975 that I left an NGO in Rajasthan India to go to Bangkok to join the Freedom from Hunger Campaign/Action for Development of the Food and Agriculture Organization. I was asked by FAO to work at the Asian level for capacity building of Change Agents and network between Asian NGOs and people’s organizations. I was 29 years old and quite young.

Today I am 64 years old and still quite young. My work and friendships have kept me young and energized. Even after 35 years, I feel fresh doing this work because it is not rigid and it flows. This work does not follow pre-determined modules; it constantly evolves and grows. This work is alive because it is connected to real issues and real people. 

For the first 30 years of Sangat, there were only two full-time people running this work. Now we have a 50% increase in our staff. We are three.

Two or three people could run these courses, organize several short workshops, exchange visits, share information etc. because of our main slogan “I am not the wall that divides; I am a crack in that wall”. We made no walls and we turned existing walls sideways to make them bridges. We connected with others and so our work was owned by others. All our activities have been done in partnership with friends and partners. 

Friends, it is not by chance that Sangat is celebrating our South Asian solidarity for rights, justice, democracy and peace in Bangladesh. Friends and NGOs in Bangladesh have contributed the most to our regional work. Our eight-week course held in 1978 started in Gonoshastho Kendra in Savar. A seven-week long course held in 1983 also started in GK. Our month long course in 1986 was done in collaboration with Nari Pokkho and was held at the Proshika training centre in Koitta, Manikganj. In the 1990s, we organized three more courses at the Proshika centre. The South Asian workshop of Gender trainers held in 1998, in which Sangat was created, was also held at Koitta. Our ongoing feminist capacity building course is being done in partnership with Nijera Kori and is being held at the BRAC Centre in Rajendrapur.

In Bangladesh, we have run short workshops for senior staff members of ASK, BRAC, Nijera Kori, Proshika, CCDB, Action Aid, CARE, CONCERN, Steps Towards Development and some others.
Friends, please join me in celebrating these partnerships and the contribution of friends in Bangladesh towards South Asian solidarity.

I would also like to mention here the solidarity and support we have received for 25 long years from our partners in Europe—EZE, now called EED, and MISEREOR. They have been our partners, not just donors. I celebrate our partnership with them for making our shared dreams come true.

This ongoing course is also being supported by Action Aid International, ICCO and Global Fund for Women.

I am happy to tell you that now about 50 percent participants pay for their own travel, food and stay. This shows our courses are being valued by many.

Sangat’s South Asia is also gradually expanding. We have had participants from Sudan, Turkey, Burma and in this course we also have two participants from Iran in addition to the eight SAARC countries.

To celebrate these achievements, let us chant some slogans

Women united will never be defeated

Feminists united will never be defeated

South Asian united   will never be defeated

Why do we in Sangat spend so much effort and resources to build the capacities of women and men activists, helping them develop a feminist, socialist, and ecological and rights perspective? We do it because we know that the single most important factor responsible for making an organization gender sensitive and responsive is the presence of strong and committed feminists. This is why we focus on PEOPLE and their creativity. And by the way we do not call people ‘human resources’. People are not resources for corporate profit. Mother Nature is also not a resource for corporate profit. People and Nature are the be-all and end-all of all our efforts.

Friends, I believe that the clash of civilizations is not between Islam and Christianity. The clash of civilizations is between two Ps—P for Profit and P for People. Another name for profit is greed. The clash is between people’s needs and corporate greed.

Friends, Sangat is directed and advised by a group of South Asian feminists. I wish to name them.

They are Khushi Kabir, Eva Khondker, Sultana Kamal and Dina Siddiqui from Bangladesh;

Abha Bhaiya, Suneeta Dhar, Anuradha Kapoor, Rukmini Rao and Nandita Gandhi from India;

Anis Haroon, Rubina Saigol, Ambreen Ahmad and Yasmin Zaidi from Pakistan;

Indira Shrestha, Renu Rajbhandari and Binda Pande from Nepal, and

Sunila Abeyasekera, Kumudini Samuel and Chitra Maunaguru from Sri Lanka.

All of us and hundreds of our other partners are doing our bit to create a peaceful, gender just, democratic and secular South Asia. May the efforts of all of us succeed! Friends, as many of you know, I cannot stop without raising a slogan. This one is our favorite Aazaadi slogan. Please join me:
We women want     Aazaadi

Our children want   Aazaadi

Our peasants want Aazaadi

The workers want    Aazaadi

The Dalits want        Aazaadi

Aadivaasies want     Aazaadi

From war and plunder   Aazaadi

From Nuclear blunder   Aazaadi

From exploitation    Aazaadi

From sexploitation     Aazaadi

From endless violence Aazaadi
From helpless silence   Aazaadi

From monocultures        Aazaadi

From media vultures      Aazaadi

From Patriarchy               Aazaadi

From all hierarchy          Aazaadi
