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One can argue that chasms have always existed 
in our society. That differences have always led 

to conflict and even war. That disunity between 
communities, religions, linguistic regions and 
fiefdoms has been more the norm in South Asia 
than unity and solidarity.

I’d argue, however, that this is the nature of pa-
triarchy and toxic masculinity that seeks to domi-
nate and rule (women co-opt into this system too). 
That, to evolve as a race and as a people, we need 
to balance it out with more feminine energy and 
qualities of care, regeneration and inclusivity. 

That is why eShe is on a quest to bring together 
women of this region and to generate ideas and 
solutions for a grassroots movement towards peace 
in South Asia. This not only means an end to 
unnecessary conflict and war, but is also a necessary 
long-term solution for growth and development 
in this region. Since our male-dominated political 
establishment could not – or would not – do it, can 
we do it through ‘soft power’, through our shared 
heritage, culture, arts, design, education, literature 
and cinema? Can we at least talk about it? Dialogue 
is the key that unlocks the door to peace.

eShe’s Indo-Pak Peace Summit Led by Women 
was the first step. Next is our South Asia Union 
Summit Led by Women coming up this summer. 
There is much work to be done. Join us and be on 
the right side of history. 

BUILDING BRIDGES
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INDO-PAK
PEACE SUMMIT
LED BY WOMEN

We thank all our amazing panelists, speakers, hosts and attendees for a

phenomenal summit with thought-provoking discussions and constructive

dialogue. May these words and voices ring in peace in South Asia.

https://eshe.in/2021/01/01/peace-summit/
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F or Reena Saini Kallat, art has 
been a means of inquiry as well 
as a tool for expressing person-

al and collective concerns. As one 
of India’s most notable artists, her 
works span drawing, photography, 
sculpture and videos that largely 
dwell on the fluidity of borders and 
the futility in drawing boundaries 
when nature itself is boundless. 

Reena’s journey into art began 
out of a sense of loss. She lost her 

mother to cancer early on in life. “I 
never thought of art as a profession, 
but a way of existence that’s as nat-
ural as breathing,” she narrates.

As a child, Reena collected mag-
azine clippings and books on art. 
These introduced her to the lives 
and thoughts of artists. She was keen 
on a career in medicine, hoping to 
find a cure for cancer, but her father 
recognised her talent and urged her 
to pursue her interest in art. 

Artist Reena Saini Kallat’s work looks at social and political borders by 
bringing the focus on manmade barriers and symbols of  nationality

By Shweta Bhandral

BOTH SIDES OF 
THE BORDER

Facing page and above left: Verso-Recto-Recto-Verso (2017 – 2019); above right: Reena Saini Kallat
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Reena Saini Kallat’s work Light Leaks, Winds Meet Where the Waters Spill Deceit (2010) depicts two halves 
of the gate on Wagah Border, each wrapped in sacred red thread, which is part of both the cultures of India 
and Pakistan. It is often tied to get wishes fulfilled and untied when these get accomplished.
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Born in Delhi, Reena grew up 
in Mumbai. Studying at the Sir 
JJ School of Arts, visiting librar-
ies across the city and learning art 
history changed her perspective. 
“During my college days in the 
1990s, I enjoyed the works of art-
ists like Louise Bourgeois, Christian 
Boltanski, Rachel Whiteread, Susan 
Hiller and Anish Kapoor. In the In-
dian context, it was artists like Nali-
ni Malani, Vivan Sundaram, Arpita 
Singh and Nasreen Mohamedi’s 
work that I responded to,” she says, 
adding that she was more drawn to 
work by women artists.

Reena’s secular household 
nurtured her with liberal ideas. 
She describes, “Growing up in the 
suburbs of Bombay with a dynamic 
mix of neighbours from every 
possible religion, there was a sense 
of pride of living in an inclusive 
society with access to diverse 
cultural experiences.”  The 1992 and 
2002 riots were turning points for 
her. “I was in college when we saw 
began to notice the rise of right-
wing fundamentalist thought with 
electoral politics dividing people by 
engendering hate and fear, perhaps 
the legacy of Partition,” says Reena.  

Reena had her first solo exhi-
bition in Mumbai in 1998. Since 
then, she has travelled all around 
India and the world with her paint-
ings, sculptures, installations and 
audio-visual works. Her interest in 
political borders, the pain of forced 

migration, and divisive national 
narratives are distinct in her recent 
works. Being from a family with 
roots in Lahore, she has heard sto-
ries of how her uncle had to leave 
everything behind and rebuild their 
lives from scratch in India. 

Reena depicts nature’s oneness 
and the confluence of rivers, birds 
and trees while highlighting how all 

divisions are manmade. She shares, 
“While flying across the border be-
tween India and Pakistan one night 
in 2001, I saw the Line of Control 
lit up like an incision on the ground. 
It was a chilling experience, and the 
feeling stayed with me for years. I 
made several visits to the Wagah 
Atari border, experienced the con-
troversial Radcliffe Line drawn to 

Siamese Trees (2014) by Reena Saini Kallat
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partition the two countries through 
the no-man’s land. Yet it is more the 
social barriers between communi-
ties than the physical border itself 
that I constantly think about.” 

Her work Woven Chronicle (2011-
2016) traces the movement of mi-
grants historically. It depicts the 
earliest migratory movement out 
of Africa, labour migrations, move-
ment within industrial societies 
and even the more recent ones. A 
wall drawing is made with electric 
wires knotted to form continents. 
Its audio component resonates 
with high-voltage electric current 
sounds, deep-sea ambient sounds, 
the hum of engaged tones from 
telecommunications, a mechani-

cal-sounding drone, factory sirens, 
and ship horns that intermingle 
with sounds of migratory birds. 

“I was thinking about the fi-
bre-optic cables that traverse the 
ocean floors, connecting us, and the 
way technology is trying to unify 
and flatten the world with access to 
information. Wires essentially trans-
mit energy and information from 
one place to another. Technology 
and commerce are blurring geo-
graphic boundaries,” she says.

In one of her more recent works, 
Reena revisits the Constitution. Ti-
tled Verso-Recto-Recto-Verso (2017–
2019), the installation comprises 
textual scrolls of the Constitutions 
of eight countries. The preambles of 

Hyphenated Lives (2015 – 
2016) is a re-imagining of 
fantastical mutations within 
the natural world, where the 
national animals, birds and 
flowers of different countries 
symbolically get combined
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these politically partitioned coun-
tries’ Constitutions are revealed as 
white dots on a blue and black cloth 
through the process of tie and dye 
by artisans from Bhuj. The founda-
tional words common to both pre-
ambles are in Braille, about which 
Reena says, “We seem to have lost 
sight of our common shared values, 
with our failure to recognise our 
interdependence.” She speaks of the 
limitations of language at being able 
to express deep notions of loss.

Reena regrets the lack of muse-
um-going culture in India. Schools 
hardly encourage it, she says. “In 
Delhi, we have the Bhau Daji Lad 
Museum, the CSMVS, the NGMA 

and several private galleries active-
ly showcasing art that is socially 
and politically engaged. We have to 
work in solidarity and partnership 
for art to have an impact,” she avers.

The 47-year-old visual artist be-
lieves in the transformative pow-
er of art, which is what keeps her 
going. She says, “There is always a 
sense of hope, and that lies in how 
we imagine our future and partici-
pate in creating it. It would be naïve 
of us not to recognise our intercon-
nectedness and interdependence on 
each other for our existence. Our 
actions impact not just humans 
but millions of other species with 
which we share this planet.” 

L-R: Blind Spots (2017 – 2019) features the Constitutions of 12 pairs of warring nations; Chorus 1 (2015)
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I f you love fiction, you probably 
own at least one book by 
Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni. 

For those who have experienced 
blissful getaways into the pages 
of this Indian-American author’s 
phenomenally successful works such 
as A Palace of Illusions (2008), the 
award-winning author, poet, activist 
and professor at the University 

of Houston has now come up 
with a new novel The Last Queen 
(HarperCollins, 2021). The story 
of Rani Jindan Kaur, this work of 
historical fiction once again brings 
together Chitra’s signature – and 
addictive – storytelling with a tale 
from India’s ancient past. We caught 
up with the bestselling novelist 
about her writing and activism.

The Storyteller
Acclaimed author Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni on contemporising 

mythology and exploring the question of  identity in a globalised world
By Neha Kirpal
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Why did you decide to make Rani 
Jindan Kaur the subject of your latest 
book? How were you personally moved 
by her life?
The first story I heard about Rani 
Jindan was of how the British 
forcibly separated her from her 
son, Maharaja Dalip Singh, when 
he was only nine years old. The 
British imprisoned Jindan, but she 
escaped and walked across northern 
India to Nepal where she received 
asylum. By the time she saw her son 
again, many years had passed and 
she was almost blind. When she met 
him again, he had been converted 
to Christianity and had cut off his 
traditionally long hair. When she 
touched his head and realised this, it 
broke her heart and she wept loudly. 
This emotional moment went deep 
into my heart. 

I was moved by her love for 
her son and her helplessness in 
protecting him from the British. But 
she didn’t give up! She spent the rest 
of her life with Dalip in England 
and rekindled his pride in his 
heritage. Because of her influence, 
Dalip would fight the British for his 
rights and, after her death, would 
return to his Sikh religion. Jindan’s 
story first resonated with me 
because I am a mother too. But as I 
researched her life, I was struck by 
her other qualities: her courage, her 
intelligence and her love for Punjab. 
Of all the books you have written, which 
one impacted you the most personally? 

The Forest of Enchantments, in which 
I retell Sita’s story in her own voice, 
was the most impactful for me. It 
made me think deeply about many 
things, including how women 
– even wonderful and innocent 
women such as Sita – can be harshly 
judged by society  and have to pay 
the price for crimes they never 

committed. Sita’s character taught 
me a great deal about dignified 
resistance, inner strength and 
the true nature of love. As one of 
literature’s first single mothers who 
brings up her sons perfectly and 
without any bitterness towards their 
father, she was a great role model 
for women of our time. 
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Tell us more about your role as the co-
founder and former president of Maitri, 
a helpline for South Asian women 
dealing with domestic abuse.
Helping women in situations of do-
mestic abuse has been important to 
me ever since I was a graduate stu-
dent at the University of California 
at Berkeley and volunteered in their 
Women’s Center. I strongly feel that 

a woman deserves to feel safe in her 
own home. I also feel that all wom-
en should have the ability and train-
ing to stand on their own feet and 
be economically independent. Af-
ter graduation, I volunteered with 
mainstream US organisations such 
as Support Network in Califor-
nia. But women from our cultural 
background did not feel comfort-
able using such services. So, a group 

of women friends and I founded 
Maitri. The organisation provides 
women in distress with a safe place 
to stay, financial and legal help and 
job training. I still remain connect-
ed to them. Here in Houston, I am 
on the advisory board of Daya, a 
similar service helping South Asian 
women. Things have been difficult 
for our clients during the pandemic 
as many are stuck at home all day 
with their abusers. 
How did the pandemic affect your 
writing process? 
At first, I was in shock. The Univer-
sity of Houston, where I teach, had 
to go online all of a sudden, and I 
had to learn how to teach online. 
That took a lot of effort and cut 
into my writing time. Plus, it was 
very distressing, seeing how people 
were suffering all over the world 
and feeling helpless to assist anyone. 
I could not even help my friends. 

But at a certain point, I pulled 
myself together and said, “Let me 
focus on something I can actually 
do.” So, I focused on completing The 
Last Queen. Ironically, I think the 
pandemic helped me to stay focused 
on my writing and to complete the 
book by my deadline.  
In your books, you have retold epics 
through the perspective of women. Do 
you feel it is important to contemporise 
mythology? 
Yes, I feel it is very important to 
contemporise mythology. The tales 
of our epics and the wonderful 

Chitra at Blue Willow Bookshop in Houston
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characters in them, have timeless 
lessons to teach us. Sita and Draupa-
di give us excellent models of how 
to resist injustice and evil. But ulti-
mately, what I’m most drawn to are 
the wonderful stories – they are ex-
citing, complex and full of surprises, 
and can be interpreted in so many 
ways, on so many levels, both prac-
tical and spiritual. I learned so many 

things about how to live my life as 
I was writing The Palace of Illusions 
and The Forest of Enchantments. 
Many Indian writers from the West have 
brought up cross-cultural themes in their 
books. How do you see the question of 
identity in a globalised world, especially 
from the female perspective?
Cross-cultural themes are very 
important for me. I am fascinated 
by the immigrant story, particularly 

the story of the Indian or South 
Asian immigrant, who is living in 
America and balancing (or caught 
between) two cultures. I am also 
interested in the idea or repatriation 
– what happens to characters, 
particularly women, when they try 
to return to the land of their origin. 
My novels such as The Mistress of 
Spices, Queen of Dreams, and the 

three-generational immigrant tale 
Before We Visit the Goddess explore 
themes of transformation of identity 
(and trauma) that occur in a cross-
cultural world. I’m also interested in 
examining to what extent identity 
is a fluid concept in a globalised 
world, and to what extent it has 
become more rigid, because of a 
belief in nationalism. 
Read more on eShe.in

L-R: Chitra and her husband at City Palace, Jaipur, where her book cover was shot; with her new novel
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DRIVEN BY 
THE STORY
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M ehreen Jabbar never set out 
to change mindsets. “It’s 
the stories that get me,” 

says the phenomenally successful 
Pakistani-American filmmaker 
whose debut feature film Ramchand 
Pakistani (2008) starring Indian 
actor Nandita Das went on to 
win several awards worldwide and 
who has made several hit television 
serials and films since 
then. “If I tell the story 
well, it may change a 
few mindsets in the 
room but I believe 
you shouldn’t make 
films for an audience; 
you should make films 
you believe in,” says 
the award-winning 
director. “The audience 
will come to the films.”

Mehreen is back 
in the news of late for 
her delightfully addictive new web 
series Ek Jhoothi Love Story, which 
is one of the few Pakistani serials 
available for viewing in India, and 
Wehem, a psychological thriller 
shot in New York that has received 
rave reviews from Hindi / Urdu 
audiences worldwide. “I am driven 
by the story. Who would have 
thought that people would love 
watching a woman play chess,” she 

says, referring to the new American 
miniseries The Queen’s Gambit. 
“People watch all kinds of things,” 
the 50-year-old avers.

Born and raised in Karachi, Meh-
reen’s parents ran one of Pakistan’s 
leading advertising agencies of the 
time. Her father Javed Jabbar had a 
long career as a writer and intellec-
tual, and was also the filmmaker be-

hind Pakistan’s first En-
glish-language film in 
the early 1970s. Meh-
reen’s mother, an en-
trepreneur, actively ran 
the family’s ad agency 
until her retirement. “I 
had enough strong fe-
male role models in my 
family,” says Mehreen. 
“My maternal grand-
mother was the first 
Muslim woman to go 

to Cambridge Univer-
sity in the 1930s; she came back to 
Pakistan to set up colleges here and 
was an educationist. So I was always 
brought up in a very liberal-minded 
environment.”

After completing her schooling 
in Karachi, Mehreen moved 
to New York to study film and 
television production and then 
returned to Pakistan to work with 
her parents. “It wasn’t easy to get 

New York-based award-winning filmmaker Mehreen Jabbar on 
storytelling, female role models and Indo-Pak cinema collaborations 

By Aekta Kapoor

“YOU SHOULDN’T 
MAKE FILMS FOR 

AN AUDIENCE. 
YOU SHOULD 

MAKE FILMS YOU 
BELIEVE IN; THE 
AUDIENCE WILL 

COME”
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into media back then,” narrates 
Mehreen, who was brought on a 
diet of Pakistani dramas, besides 
mainstream American and Indian 
films including those by Mira Nair 
and Satyajit Ray. The country had 
only one state-owned television 
channel back then and Mehreen’s 
first attempt at making a telefilm 
Nivala based on an Ismat Chughtai 
story ran into a roadblock as she 
wasn’t allowed to use an Indian 
director. Her second attempt with 
a Pakistani director finally got aired 
four years later on a private channel. 

For the first 10 years of her career, 
Mehreen focused on television 

shows, making one every year, 
as Pakistan’s film industry was 
“practically nonexistent” at the 
time. She moved back to New York 
but continued to shoot in Pakistan. 
With family on both sides of the 
border, she always had an affinity 
for India and was keen to work on 
Indo-Pak collaborations like her 
father. When he suggested she make 
a feature film based on a real-life 
story of a Hindu Pakistani who was 
imprisoned in India for crossing the 
border illegally while searching for 
his little son, Mehreen jumped at 
the opportunity.

“Thank God I listened to my 

Mehreen’s colleagues commend her clarity, professionalism and getting “the temperature of a scene right”
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father,” she smiles in retrospect. 
The film, Ramchand Pakistani, was 
made despite diplomatic standoffs 
between the two nations but 
Mehreen only has words of praise 
for government officials on both 
sides. “My father had been running 
an NGO in the Thar desert [in 
Pakistan’s Sindh province] for several 
years when he came across the story 
of Ramchand, whose father had 
been a substitute teacher in one 
of the schools of the area. We were 
crowdfunded by 20 people who 
had the vision of working towards 
an Indian-Pakistani collaborative 
project,” explains Mehreen, adding 
that Nandita Das was allowed to 
travel to Pakistan to shoot the film 

and the music score and editing 
was done in India. The film was 
critically acclaimed and screened at 
film festivals worldwide, and in fact 
several times at New York’s Museum 
of Modern Art. “Cultural exchange 
between the two nations was more 
fluid back then,” she adds, “I can’t 
imagine an Indian actor coming to 
Pakistan now to shoot a film here.” 

Mehreen focused more on televi-
sion serials for the next several years, 
and came up with hugely successful 
shows like Daam and Jackson Heights. 
She ventured twice more into fea-
ture films with the award-winning 
Lala Begum and Dobara Phir Se, both 
releasing in 2016. With the advent 
OTT streaming television – and 

L-R: Posters of two of Mehreen’s feature films, Ramchand Pakistani (2008) and Lala Begum (2016)

COVER PERSONALITY
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EXCHANGE BETWEEN 

THE TWO NATIONS 
WAS MORE FLUID A 

DECADE AGO. I CAN’T 
IMAGINE AN INDIAN 
ACTOR COMING TO 
PAKISTAN NOW TO 

SHOOT A FILM”
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especially of Zee5 in India and its 
Zindagi initiative that invests in Pa-
kistani cinema and screens Pakistani 
dramas in India – Mehreen is opti-
mistic about the future of television 
in her country. 

In conversation, Mehreen is 
remarkably down-to-earth. While 
she does speak with the poise and 
conviction only women of purpose 
have, she is so amiable that it is easy 
to forget she is one of Pakistan’s 
icons in contemporary cinema and 
a role model for a generation of 
girls and filmmakers.

Towards the end of the cinema 
panel at eShe’s Indo-Pak Peace 
Summit Led by Women last month, 

a young fan’s voice piped up from 
the virtual webinar audience, 
addressing Mehreen on the panel. 
“How can a normal girl like me get 
a chance to work with you? I am 
even willing to be the chaiwala (tea-
server) on your set.” Mehreen’s co-
panelist, documentary filmmaker 
Tazeen Bari, added with a grin, 
“Mehreen, I would also like to offer 
to make chai on your set.”

Mehreen smiled from New York, 
where it was around 8 am in the 
morning. “Sure, come on down,” 
she said with her characteristic 
good-naturedness. “Make some 
chai.” No doubt, she wears her 
crown lightly. 

21|

Mehreen on the sets of Ek Jhoothi Love Story; the 18-episode series is available in India on Zee5
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Through art, dance and her Conflictorium Museum, Avni Sethi has created 
a space to bring up difficult subjects of  conflict, violence and democracy 

By Manvi Pant

RELEARNING 
DEMOCRACY

C onflict and strife are inevitable 
aspects of human life. To 
navigate this difficult subject, 

interdisciplinary artist and Kathak 
dancer Avni Sethi founded the 
Conflictorium Museum in 
Ahmedabad in 2013, over a decade 
after the city saw one of the worst 
communal riots in modern Indian 
history. “We are not going to 

manage a conflict-free society and 
that’s probably not even the point. 
Conflict is sign of a living culture, 
that we’re breathing and thinking 
and making, and therefore there 
will be conflict,” the young activist 
said at eShe’s recent Indo-Pak Peace 
Summit Led by Women, where she 
was a panelist. 

“But as a culture, region and PH
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as a people, it’s a good time to 
think whether we are equipped 
with conflict resolution. If there is 
conflict, can we talk through our 
conflict? Or make art or dance 
through it? Can we do these 
things and not choose the route of 
violence, which is the easiest way 
and the way we have chosen for 
years on end?” she added.

For Avni, who grew up in 
Ahmedabad in a Punjabi-Gujarati 
household, conflict was personal. 
One set of her grandparents 
had migrated to Delhi during 
Partition and had to constantly 
pull through insecurity and crises. 
The other had lived in Gujarat for 
generations. Avni spent most of her 
childhood navigating through these 

differences, in deciding ‘what to 
say, where’. “When you are a dual-
culture child, always dealing with 
this subtle conflict present at home 
and in your extended family, you 
become more careful. You don’t 
want to say anything that gets you 
into trouble. And so, I resorted to 
silence while growing up.” 

This lack of interaction led six-
year-old Avni to explore different 
artforms to communicate. “I did 
a lot of craft. I would embroider, 
or fold paper, but never used 
language very well. It’s not where I 
lived, even if it was the most easily 
understood code to deliver an idea,” 
she says. During this time, what was 
also nurturing in the background 
was her relationship with dance. 

Avni Sethi
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“In India, unfortunately, the 
pedagogical mode of dance training 
includes a lot of comparisons and 
body shaming. So, I never enjoyed 
it. I would find an opportunity 
here and there to leave it. And then, 
when I finally decided to perform, 
I had no one to mentor me on 
eye movement, or aesthetics, or 
presenting oneself in front of the 

audience, or choreography. I never 
reached that stage where a guru or 
a mentor had enough confidence 
in me that could help me with the 
delivering part,” she narrates. 

But dancing brought new 
experiences, new encounters to her, 
such as meeting a Sufi musician on 
a dancing tour across eight cities in 
Gujarat. “I was 22 that time and he 
was 10 years older. We were a part 

of the same karawan. I was dancing 
to Kabir, he was singing a lot of 
Amir Khusrau and Bulleh Shah. 
Coincidentally, we had a lot in 
common to talk over chai. By the 
time we completed that tour, I had 
committed to marry him and we got 
engaged. He was my first encounter 
with Sufi writing and Sufi thought. 
Even though the relationship fell 

apart over time but through his 
presence, and the influence he 
brought in, a lot changed in my 
life. Suddenly, worlds opened up,” 
reminisces Avni, emphasising that 
while everything around us tells us 
that we are completely in control of 
our lives, it is not true. 

More of an observer than a 
participant now, Avni feels that it’s a 
trait she has acquired over the years 

The Conflictorium Museum offers a space to bring up caste-based, communal and ecological conflict
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thanks to her parents. Her father 
is a human-rights activist and her 
mother teaches management and has 
worked largely around gender. As a 
child, Avni heard stories of protest 
and resistance, and that resulted in 
a paradigm shift in her perspectives. 
“After hearing those stories and 
meeting people who were fighting 
every day, I realised my conflict 
was much smaller compared to 
theirs. And then, when I was much 
older, I went to Kashmir to study 
the kind of surveillance practices 
the Indian State uses to control 
Kashmiri bodies for my dissertation. 
That’s when I saw life from an 
aerial view for the first time,” says 
Avni, who studied design from the 
Srishti School of Art, Design and 
Technology, Bangalore, and pursued 
Master’s in performance studies at 
the Ambedkar University, Delhi. 

As an artist, her performances are 
inspired by syncretic faith traditions 
as well as sites of contested narra-
tives. The Conflictorium Museum 
was initially her diploma project at 
design school. “The Museum large-
ly deals with the idea of ‘identity’. 
It acts as a home to diverse critical 
explorations on conflict transfor-
mation and art practice,” explains 
Avni, who is the recipient of the 
2020–2022 Jane Lombard Prize for 
Art and Social Justice from the Vera 
List Center for Art and Politics at 
New York’s New School.

“Democracy is learnt behaviour. 
But, these days, we have everything 
eroding more of it; we are 
unlearning democracy every day,” 
she says. Through her work, she is 
trying to create a space for learning 
and relearning this most precious of 
human achievements. 

Avni during a performance 
at St Catherine’s College, 
Oxford, in 2016
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BEING 
MARIAH



27BOOK REVIEW

FEBRUARY 2021

|

W hen one of the world’s 
most famous pop celeb-
rities decides to write a 

memoir, one almost expects a pic-
ture-perfect, heavily edited and 
censored account of her life, gloss-
ing over all the icky and uncom-
fortable bits. But American music 
sensation Mariah Carey seems de-
termined to break boundaries here 
too, just as she has done all through 
her life that was potholed with do-
mestic abuse, marital conflict and 
the challenges of being a biracial 
woman in a white man’s world. 

In her autobiography The 
Meaning of Mariah Carey (Pan 
Macmillan, `750) co-authored 
with Michaela Angela Davis, the 
pop singer pulls no punches as she 
describes the difficult relationship 
she had with her mother and the 
frequent conflicts and violence she 
witnessed at home. The youngest of 
three children of a white mother 
and a black father, Mariah’s parents 
divorced when she was three years 
old. While her mother got custody 
of Mariah and her brother, Mariah’s 
sister went to live with their father.  

As visibly more ‘white-skinned’ 
than her siblings, Mariah had certain 
advantages in a deeply racist society, 
but even so, she often had to face 
the brunt of colorism in childhood. 

She describes incidents of racism 
in school, and especially how her 
white friends singled her out and 
bullied her once they realised she 
had a black father. Ironically, she 
was also unable to fit in completely 

with her father’s black family for 
the reverse reason.

A budding singer and a beauty 
from a young age, Mariah describes 
being the victim of vicious sibling 
rivalry and how – in order to 
escape from her family’s clutches 
– she allowed herself to be lured 

Superstar Mariah Carey’s autobiography reveals details of  her rocky 
childhood, her dedication to her music, and her traumatic first marriage 

By Aekta Kapoor



FEBRUARY 2021

BOOK REVIEW|28

into a relationship with a wealthy 
music industry executive who 
was much older than her. Then 
begins the next gruelling stage of 
her life story – her toxic marriage 
and almost ‘imprisonment’ at her 
marital home, where she lived with 
her controlling husband, Tommy 
Mottola. As Mariah describes it, 
she was under constant scrutiny, 
disallowed simple freedoms of other 

women her age, and forced into 
financial dependence though she 
was earning as much or even more 
than her successful husband by then. 

Having achieved some level of 
fame, Mariah left Tommy after 
a few years of marriage – it took 
much longer for her divorce to be 
finalised considering the millions 
of dollars at stake – and set out to 
leave her own mark in the world. 

All her experiences made their way 
into her music and this book is 
peppered with lyrics inspired from 
her real life. It is interesting to read 
the back-stories of songs that were 
emblems of an entire generation, 
and to know the labour and thought 
that went into their making.

Later, at age 38, Mariah surprised 
the world by marrying comedian 
and rapper Nick Cannon, who was 
not only 10 years younger than her 
but also far less successful in terms 
of net worth. The marriage lasted a 
decade and the couple had fraternal 
twins together, named Moroccan 
and Monroe. Mariah’s devotion to 
her kids is evident in the final chap-
ters, leading up to a happy ending.

While large parts of the book are 
dedicated to intimate personal 

experiences, this book will be best 
appreciated by a fan of Mariah’s 
music, for she has dwelt most of all 
on her musical journey, going into 
details of production, partnerships, 
and anecdotes from her time in the 
studio and on stage. With 15 studio 
albums and hundreds of songs to 
her credit, she is still very much, 
at 50, active in the music industry 
and one of the most awarded and 
feted singers of all time. She makes 
an attempt to address controversies, 
and has dedicated a chapter to 
other celebrities who have played 
a significant role in her life. As a 
musician, she is no doubt going to 
go down as a legend of her time, and 

Mariah with twins Moroccan and Monroe
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her sheer hard work and dedication 
to her craft is plain for all to see.

If there’s any jarring note in this 
memoir, it is to do with her constant 
use of the italicised endearment 
dahling for the reader, which rings 
in a sense of superficiality and 
‘acting’ in what is supposed to be 
an honest, candid account. What 
is also disturbing is a subliminal 
message of ‘revenge’ one gets from 
her descriptions of her interactions 
with her mother, siblings and 
even Tommy. Even though their 
treatment of her is definitely 
abusive and predatory, her still-
unresolved anger makes it appear as 
if this book – and indeed her entire 
career – has been an attempt to ‘get 

back at them’ or prove to them that 
she could be a star one day. It seems 
as if Mariah has not yet managed to 
make peace with her past and move 
on with her own life, which is by 
any standards beautiful, plentiful 
and whole by now.

Fame comes with both pros 
and cons – besides the wealth and 
material trappings, one also has to 
invariably contend with mental-
health issues, relationship traumas 
and the struggle to outdo one’s 
own performance every day. With 
this book, Mariah proves the real 
‘meaning’ of being a superstar: they 
are hardworking, gifted, purposeful, 
resilient and, yes, human and fallible 
just like everyone else. 

Mariah Carey on the TV show Lip Sync Battle with actor Darren Criss and rapper-producer Jermaine Dupri
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Scholar and peace activist Kirthi Jayakumar is using stories, advocacy and 
technology to nudge India towards gender equality and social justice

By Smitha Murthy

TOWARDS AN 
IDEAL WORLD

I don’t lose faith or hope in life or 
in anyone. I think the day I do 
either, I will flatline, says Kirthi 

Jayakumar whose sense of faith and 
idealism took root early in life. The 
award-winning peace educator, 
lawyer and author used these very 
qualities as the force to launch the 
Red Elephant Foundation, which 

uses storytelling to promote gender 
equality and civilian peacebuilding, 
and the Gender Security Project, 
a think tank working at the inter-
section of gender, security, justice 
and peace. She is also the creator of 
Saahas, an app offering support for 
survivors of gender-based violence 
in 196 countries.  
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Kirthi was in the first grade 
when her mother tried to get her 
daughter to understand the rules of 
subtraction. “If I have five apples, 
and you take away two, how many 
do you have?” her mother asked 
her. Little Kirthi responded with, 
“Zero.” Perplexed, her mother asked 
again. But Kirthi only repeated the 
same thing. Frustrated, her mother 
gave up and asked, “How is it zero, 
Kirthi? You took two.” Kirthi’s logic 
was simple and telling. “But you’ll 
start crying if I take away two from 
you. You will be sad, then I’ll be sad, 
and that’s not good, so I will give 
them back to you.” 

For Kirthi, that moment is 
symbolic of her approach to life. 
She imported what she terms that 

‘idealistic’ mindset into adulthood. 
“I was an idealist as a child, dreaming 
of a world where we would all sing 
songs, eat muffins and be together 
without fighting. I try to hold onto 
that little girl’s ideas even today,” 
says Kirthi.

Her experiences made Kirthi 
grow up wanting to study medicine 
so that she could ‘help people.’ But 
then she realised that she could do 
that with development too. Born 
in Bengaluru, Kirthi moved to 
Chennai to study law, after which 
she worked in the corporate sector 
and at litigation. 

“But something about the system 
had me running out, kicking and 
screaming,” she says. “It got me 
thinking that many cases that 

Kirthi Jayakumar conducting a class on peacebuilding and gender equality for schoolchildren
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sat warming the benches in the 
judiciary could have been addressed 
had the people involved been aware 
of their rights at the inception.” 
That led her to volunteer with the 
UN Online Volunteering System 
and other organisations in Chennai, 
as well as freelancing with legal 
publications and journals. 

“With time, I gained some 
understanding of the way things 
worked and realised that one of 
the most common narratives in 
the journey remained tied to the 
gender quotient. If I worked with 
communities on awareness on their 
right to public health, I noticed 
that women were kept out of it, or 
with communities on their right to 

clean water, I noticed that women 
had little or no access. It was similar 
for food, education, healthcare, 
infrastructure, jobs... That was when 
it hit me: there’s so much sitting 
on one domino: gender inequality. 
If we knocked it, this enormous 
global burden of inequality could 
just be knocked out.” 

Kirthi went on to do her Master’s 
in sustainable peace in a contem-
porary world from UPeace, Costa 
Rica, and a second Master’s in peace 
and conflict studies from Coventry 
University on a Commonwealth 
Scholarship. Both the Red Ele-
phant Foundation and the Gender 
Security Project seek to reimagine 
a world built on the foundations of 
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positive peace, equality, and justice. 
These are courageous initiatives in 
a world that needs that little girl’s 
ideals more than ever. 

But there’s a restless energy that 
runs through Kirthi – a feeling 
of not having done enough still. 
“Truth be told, I don’t have courage. 
I have a lot of foolishness and a 
sense of random urgency - both of 
which really just feel like explosive 
energy with little to no direction - 
sometimes I wake up 
in the morning with 
no plan whatsoever 
and other times I 
wake up wondering 
what I should do to 
show up. I’ve noticed 
one thing remains 
steadfast, which is the 
constant feeling of 
not being deserving 
enough to be on the 
planet. I was very 
young when I read 
a quote by Muhammad Ali, about 
how, ‘Service to others is the rent 
you pay for your room here on 
earth’. This remains in my mind to 
date. I feel the urge to constantly 
pay that rent in one way or another, 
and this was fomented by the 
understanding that my place on the 
planet is one of unearned privilege.”

That energy is visible in her 
writing and Zen doodling too. An 
author of several books, her search 
for peace led to her writing The 

Doodler of Dimashq (2017), set in a 
war-ravaged Syria, whose tortured 
history drew her to write a story of 
healing and hope from the wreckage 
of that pain. Kirthi’s 2015 book, 
The Dove’s Lament, was similar in 
its vision – an anthology of stories 
weaving the human side of conflict 
with breathtaking compassion and 
vulnerability – and made it to the 
final shortlist for the Muse India 
Young Writers’ Literary Award.

In 2012, Kirthi 
received the US 
Presidential Services 
Medal for her services 
as a volunteer to the 
NGO Delta Women. 
She is a two-time 
recipient of the UN 
Online Volunteer 
of the Year Award 
(2012 and 2013); 
the recipient of the 
Global Peace Prize 
2016 from WeSchool, 

and the Rising Star of India Award 
(2016) from We The City India. She 
is also a World Pulse Impact Leader. 

Yet, the feminist researcher is 
aware that her work has only just 
begun, that she has to carry forward 
this story of change. That idealistic 
child in her may still want the world 
to have muffins together. “I believe 
both gender equality and peace can 
come together to create a future 
that is sustainable. Without one, the 
other cannot exist,” she says. 

“THIS [URGE TO 
SERVE OTHERS] WAS 
FOMENTED BY THE 
UNDERSTANDING 
THAT MY PLACE 

ON THE PLANET IS 
ONE OF UNEARNED 

PRIVILEGE”
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Saadia Gardezi and 
her teammates at 

Project Dastaan use 
technology to help 
Partition veterans 

find closure 
By Shweta Bhandral

THE MEMORY 
PROJECT

J inne Lahore ni wakheya o jami-
ya ni (one who has not seen 
Lahore is not born). Saadia 

Gardezi grew up in Lahore, a city 
of history, art, culture, and litera-
ture. “Working with people who 
migrated between India and Pa-
kistan in 1947, I cannot imagine 
how heart-wrenching it would be 

to leave home for good, especial-
ly a home like Lahore,” says the 
co-founder of Project Dastaan, a 
unique initiative that uses technol-
ogy to help the Partition generation 
revisit the land of their birth.

A journalist who has worked for 
several news networks and a po-
litical cartoonist for The Nation in 
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Pakistan, Saadia is also an artist and 
runs her own art studio called Pen-
guin Pop. The 34-year-old’s vibrant 
sense of colour turns shoes, jackets, 
and bags into something unique 
and quirky. At present, she is pur-
suing her PhD in international re-
lations at Warwick University, UK.

Earlier, as a Weidenfeld-Hoffmann 
Scholar at Oxford University in 
2017, Saadia and her friends sowed 
the seeds of a unique collaboration 
called Project Daastan. 
Their mission is to give 
emotional closure to a 
generation living with 
broken memories of the 
most challenging times of 
their lives. Saadia explains, 
“Project Dastaan came 
into being when Indian 
and Pakistani friends 
studying in Oxford spoke 
to each other about the 
difficulty of being able to 
help their grandparents 
travel across the border. 
Due to wars, old age, and 
trauma, there are still too 
many barriers for this 
generation to return to see their 
ancestral villages, whether in India 
or Pakistan. Project Dastaan could 
make that return possible.”

With founder Sparsh Ahuja and 
co-founders Sam Dalrymple and 
Saadia Gardezi, the initiative aims to 
examine and document the human 
impact of global migration through 

the lens of the largest forced 
migration in recorded history, the 
1947 Partition of India and Pakistan. 

The project works at four levels. 
First is the social-impact programme 
that reconnects Partition survivors 
with their childhood homes. 
Saadia shares, “We aim to find the 
exact locations and memories that 
these survivors seek to revisit and 
recreate them through bespoke 
360VR experiences.” The second 

is A Child of Empire, an animated 
virtual-reality documentary that 
makes you experience a migrant’s 
state of mind. The Lost Migration is 
a three-part series sharing lesser-
known Partition narratives and the 
impact of colonialism. Where Birds 
Live is a 40-minute documentary of 
a family from Pakistan visiting their 

L-R: Sam Dalrymple, Saadia Gardezi and Sparsh Ahuja 
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ancestral home in Sherkot, India. 
About the hurdles they faced in 

launching the project, Saadia says, 
“Strangely, it is only a reality because 
of the hurdles that exist in the path 
of free movement and collaboration 
between the two nations. The wired 
borders and hostilities between the 
two countries have created visa 
regimes that can only be described 
as cruel when considering the 
shared heritage. These political 
narratives have created enmity 
between people resulting in 
misinformation and hate without 
the chance of physical contact with 
the other. It is only contact that can 
help remove our misconceptions. 
Project Dastaan tries to establish the 
fact of our ‘contact’ in the past… a 

shared past.”
The younger generation has the 

power to look at the situation from 
a new perspective. Saadia proudly 
talks about the Project Dastaan team 
who believe in the vision and are 
willing to go out in the field. “Jay-
osmita Ganguly in India and Ayesha 
Mir in Pakistan are two writers and 
filmmakers who have given us ex-
ceptional support. In early 2020, 
we ran a kickstarter campaign, and 
through the support of donors in 
India, Pakistan, and across the world 
we raised $28,000.” 

The project is supported by 
Catchlight, The National Geo-
graphic, St Edmund Hall at Oxford 
University, and the British Coun-
cil’s Digital Collaboration Fund, 

Saadia interviewing Ali 
Phambra and Jannat 
Bibi, 2019
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and a group of advisors including 
Malala Yousafzai, Anita Irani, Aan-
chal Malhotra, Anam Zakaria, and 
Dr Yasmin Khan.

The team hopes that such a 
grassroots movement can help 
people in India, Pakistan and 
Bangladesh think of each other as 
human, equal, and worthy of love 
and hospitality. Saadia shares that the 
most touching moment is when the 
whole family feels reconnected to 
their roots: “The families’ reaction 
to the footage has often been even 
more exuberant than the survivors’. 
In a way, we have been able to 
reconnect whole families to their 
ancestral towns and villages. The 
use of the virtual-reality medium 
has been a great catalyst for young 
people to start having conversations 
with older generations about 
history and Partition.”

Talking about Indo-Pak peace, 
Saadia admits there is a long way to 
go. Still, she believes that there are 
pockets of hope, building harmony 
amongst people. She believes, “The 
opening of the Kartarpur Corridor 
was one such spark that allowed for 
open exchange between people, but 
such official overtures of friendships 
are few and far between. Meanwhile, 
it seems it is up to Indians and 
Pakistanis themselves to think about 
peace, to find common ground, 
and change our habitual kneejerk 
reaction of wanting to criticise and 
disparage anything associated with 
the other.” 

Saadia has a list of places that she 
wants to visit in India. She says, 
“Sadly, I have not been to India; I 
could not secure a visa. But I do not 
doubt that it will feel something a 
lot like home.” 

L-R: Khalid Rai sees his village in India after 70 years; Partition veteran Zarina Chaudhury shares her story
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A s co-director of Amrita 
SeRVe, a project of the Mata 
Amritanandamayi Math, an 

NGO with consultative status to 
the UN’s ECOSOC, Anju Bist has 
travelled to the most backward vil-
lage clusters in 20 states of India, 
helping set up initiatives for sus-
tainable development. In 2017, the 
Kerala-based NGO developed re-
usable pads from banana fibre and 

cotton cloth, called Saukhyam.  
Since 2017, Anju has been lead-

ing the Saukhyam team of over 30 
volunteers and staff engaged in the 
production and sale of these pads, 
which have won awards nationally 
and internationally. Over 50,000 
pads have been sold in three years, 
helping prevent the emission of car-
bon dioxide and reducing non-bio-
degradable menstrual waste. 

A Kerala-based social enterprise built on spiritual and humanitarian values is 
out to provide rural women access to low-cost, eco-friendly, reusable cloth pads

By Manasvi Jerath

FOR BODY & PLANET
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Anju obtained her MBA and 
MS from the University of Mary-
land at College Park in the US and 
worked for PricewaterhouseCoo-
pers thereafter. In 2003, she moved 
back to India and during the next 
decade was part of Amrita Univer-
sity where she taught environmen-
tal sciences and headed the team for 
web communication. 

We asked her about Saukhyam 
and the advantages of cloth pads.

What was the motivation behind 
launching a brand of reusable pads? 
Reusable pads solve the problem 
of waste and help mitigate climate 
change to some extent. If every 
menstruating woman and girl in 
India used disposable pads, then a 
whopping 4,87,50,00,000 soiled 
pads would be discarded every 
month! These would continue to 
pollute the planet for a long time. 

Another well-kept industry secret 
is the fact that trees are cut to make 
the cellulose fibre, which is the ab-
sorbent material in most disposable 
pads available today. The link be-
tween disposable sanitary napkins 
and climate change is finally being 
acknowledged now. 

The main motivation for our 
team was the desire to bring low-
cost products for menstrual hygiene 
to lakhs of women and girls in rural 
areas who do not have ready access. 
In doing so, we did not want to ex-
acerbate environmental problems. 
This led to the creation of a reus-
able menstrual pad from banana fi-
ber and cotton cloth.        
Why did you choose banana fibre? 
Banana fibre is a type of cellulose fi-
bre extracted from the banana tree. 
It is a completely natural substance 
and is used as an absorbent without 
chemical additives. It can absorb up 
to six times its weight in liquid.

Cellulose fibre is the absorbent 
material most disposable pads glob-
ally and it is derived from trees. With 
banana fibre, though, one does not 
need to cut any living trees – the 
fibre is obtained from cut trees. 

India is the largest producer of 
bananas in the world. Banana fibre 
is obtained from agro-waste and is a 
made-in-India raw material. When 
we began, we also heard about the 
therapeutic qualities of banana fibre. 
Now we have anecdotes from sev-
eral Saukhyam users whose painful 

Anju Bist
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Cloth pads are designed to be easy to wash and dry

cramps reduced in intensity after 
they made the switch to reusables. 
These anecdotes need to be scien-
tifically investigated and validated. 
Do cloth pads work out to be more eco-
nomical than disposable pads? 
Definitely. Reusable pads only cost 
one-tenth the amount disposable 
pads cost. That is the biggest reason 
women and girls are making the 
switch to reusables. In many urban 

areas, women and girls spend `100 
monthly on buying disposable sani-
tary napkins. This is almost `48,000 
over the entire menstruating life-
time of 40 years. Compared to this, 
the Saukhyam starter pack with five 
day pads costs `280; the value pack 
with an additional night pad and 
pouch costs `440. These pads last 
four to five years. If one buys them 
10 times in one’s lifetime, the total 
expense is under `5,000. 

In rural India, women and espe-

cially young girls are now beginning 
to buy disposable pads, spending 
`30-40 a month. Reusable pads are 
cheaper than even the `1 Suvidha 
pads sold in Jan Aushadi stores.
How hygienic are reusable cloth pads 
compared with disposable pads?
There is quite a body of scientific 
literature and journal papers on the 
topic of reusable pads from differ-
ent countries. We are working with 
a PhD scholar at Amrita Universi-
ty, who is scientifically proving that 
these pads are better than disposable 
pads in many ways.

As long as one follows the wash-
ing and drying instructions proper-
ly, the pads are completely hygienic 
to use and reuse. After soaking the 
pads for a few minutes, they can be 
gently washed with soap. No hot 
water nor vigorous scrubbing with 
any kind of brush is required; the 
pads don’t generally stain. 

The pads need to be dried in the 
open, as sunlight naturally sanitises 
them. We have seen that women do 
not hesitate to dry them with the 
rest of their clothes since the pads 
don’t stain. Used cloth pads also do 
not have the nasty smell we usually 
associate with disposable pads. 

For many women, the chemicals 
and toxins in disposable pads cause 
rashes, and a shift to reusables helps 
them experience freedom from this. 
It is reusable products that are more 
hygienic and better for our bodies, 
and not disposables.
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What is the connection of Sri Mata Am-
ritanandamayi Devi with this brand? 
Sri Mata Amritanandamayi Devi or 
Amma is revered the world over as 
a spiritual and humanitarian leader. 
The Mata Amritanandamayi Math 
adopted 101 villages in India in 
2013. Teams from the Math and 
Amrita University began several 
interventions in these villages fa-
cilitate sustainable development. At 
the root of many health and educa-
tion related problems of rural girls 
and women was the lack of suitable 
products for menstrual hygiene. 

It was on Amma’s instructions 
that efforts were made to develop a 
sanitary pad for this purpose. When 
the team at Amrita University 
learnt that trees are destroyed to 
make pads, we could not propose 
a solution that would lead to the 

destruction of even more trees. So, 
we decided to use banana fibre.

At first, we tried to make 
disposable pads from banana fibre. 
But Amma said, “Even though 
banana fibre comes from waste, it 
is far too precious to be used once 
and thrown away.” Thus began our 
efforts for reusable pads. Today 
principles of the circular economy 
state that disposable products cannot 
be sustainable in the long run. The 
planet simply does not have enough 
resources for us to take, make, use 
and throw endlessly. 

Amma continues to guide our ef-
forts as we attempt to bring these 
pads to women all over rural India. 
The surplus from the sales is used 
for the development of the same 
villages the pads are made in. 
Read more on eShe.in

Humanitarian leader Sri Mata 
Amritanandamayi Devi (in 

white) urged the teams at Amrita 
University to develop low-cost, 

eco-friendly pads for rural women 
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Author and social 
entrepreneur Mehr F 
Husain is chronicling and 
reviving the Subcontinent’s 
artisanal heritage
By Manasvi Jerath

Keeping 
Crafts 
Alive

J ournalist Mehr F Husain’s 
life took a turn towards her-
itage conservation – and es-

pecially the crafts and textiles that 
are indigenous to the Subconti-
nent – when she began research 
for a book. “Why can’t India and 
Pakistan come together over these 
ancient fabrics and craft that have 
stood the test of time?” asks the La-
hore-based author and founder of a 

social enterprise that makes trendy 
accessories using traditional crafts 
and fabrics. Indeed, her new book 
Pakistan: A Fashionable History is a 
case in point: it includes a foreword 
by Indian couturier Tarun Tahiliani. 

Besides working in prestigious 
Pakistani publications for 13 years, 
Mehr’s work was featured and 
quoted across borders, even in an 
FPA Award nominated article in 



The Economist’s 1843 magazine. 
After founding Pakistan’s first 
weekly humour blog whilst living 
in Saudi Arabia, Mehr decided to 
branch out into the world of books. 
Since then, she has had two short 
stories published, one of which is 
now part of the English curriculum 
in Pakistan schools.

Raised in England and Saudi 
Arabia, Mehr also had a stint in 
standup comedy, tackling issues 

related to desi motherhood. “I feel 
South Asian women have been 
suppressed for far too long when 
it comes to the ‘holy’ topic of 
childbearing and being a ‘maa’,” 
smiles the mother of two boys.

In 2014, a mammoth book she 
edited, Multan: A Spiritual Legacy, was 
published and presented to Queen 
Elizabeth. It is the only book that 

documents all the Islamic, Hindu, 
Sikh and colonial structures, shrines 
and temples in Multan, one of the 
oldest cities of the world. “The book 
also features my maternal family 
shrine in Multan,” adds Mehr, who 
cites historical evidence to advocate 
for pluralism and multiculturalism 
in modern Pakistan, and for Indo-
Pak peace.

Next, she took up the task of 
writing Pakistan’s first book on 

fashion, published in 2020. “Since 
a large chunk of the book is about 
1990s fashion, it was only fitting that 
Tarun Tahiliani – the sole Indian 
designer to have held a fashion show 
in Pakistan – write the foreword as 
a poignant reminder of what India 
and Pakistan had achieved and what 
we have lost,” says Mehr.

In fact, it was after losing two 
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L-R: A wooden block used for blockprinting; Mehr F Husain’s book Pakistan: A Fashionable History (2020)
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book deals with India due to pol-
itics that she decided to set up her 
own publishing house, Zuka Books. 
“I’m immensely proud of our au-
thors and the taboo topics they’ve 
decided to write on. The saddest 
part is that, though these books will 
resonate with Indian women, there 
is no way for them to gain access 
across the border,” she rues. 

Another path also opened up to 
Mehr while writing her book. She 
founded a social enterprise work-
ing with khadder and mulmul, both 
homegrown materials in South Asia. 
Using these along with the ancient 
craft of blockprint, Mehr works 
with a local nonprofit that teaches 
women from minority underpriv-
ileged backgrounds how to stitch 
and embroider. Her label Zuka Ac-
cessories primarily makes mulmul 
scarves and khadder pouches. “My 
heart leaps with joy and sinks with 
sadness when I see the same mo-
tifs being used on the other side of 
the border – I fail to see any differ-
ence. We in India and Pakistan must 
come together and develop our 
shared heritage,” she says.

Mehr is also media advisor to a 
nonprofit working towards digital 
literacy in Pakistan’s rural areas. 
“These are the same areas where 
Sikhs and Hindus also worked and 
embroidered the same patterns, 
using the same craft of gotta, mukesh 
or crochet with the same patterns 
that have been passed down from 

generations – mother to daughter, 
sister to sister, friend to friend. We 
teach them how to use smartphones 
so they can earn directly, free from 
exploitation,” she explains.

The 36-year-old is passionate 
about not only preserving the arts 
but also using them as a medium to 
address and eradicate cross-border 
conflict. “Whether it is craft, the 
written word, or designing fashion 
items, what is crystal clear to me 
is our heritage is the only thing 

that can enable us to retain sanity 
and push for a progressive future. 
Nationally or cross-border, it has 
always been art, literature, music 
– everything that forms heritage 
– that has linked communities and 
will continue to do so. This past 
year of Covid has proved to us that 
we are all interconnected and we 
will ultimately need to change our 
way of life if we are to coexist and 
survive on this planet. We humans 
will die but heritage will live on,” 
she says. 

Blockprint on mulmul scarves and khadder pouches
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HEALING 
INSIDE OUT

UK-based yoga teacher and author Caroline Purvey helps people heal 
from stress and trauma using the body’s own powerful healing mechanism 

By Kay Newton
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stress or trauma; it is a modern-
day epidemic. More so now, 

as the world battles to deal with 
Covid-19 causing mental health 
to spiral out of control. As external 
circumstances increase internal 
stress levels, life has become harder 

for everyone. 
The current method to heal is 

from the outside. But did you know 
you can heal from the inside out? 
That you can naturally release the 
tension stored from your body 
without medication, intervention, 
or even the need to talk?
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There is a simple solution, says 
Caroline Purvey, author of Feel It 
to Heal It and yoga teacher based in 
Kent, UK. She has developed a five-
step programme that she calls the 
Total Release Experience (TRE), 
which is a powerful, empowering, 
simple practice without restrictions 
of age, race, religion, beliefs, even 
physical abilities. 

Every human being holds the 
ultimate innate solution to heal 
from their past and build resilience 
for their future. All you have to do 
is to let your body do the talking. 

As Caroline says, “Our physical 
body has the power to heal on all 
levels. I first learned this technique 
in South Africa nine years ago. I am 
proud to have evolved it into the 
programme it is today. Everything 
we teach, our message and deliver-
ance, is based on client experiences, 
the thousands who have all taken 
back control of their wellbeing.”

How does TRE work? The body’s 
reptilian brain is responsible for au-
tomatic mechanisms, which include 
the two fundamental functions of 
breath and blood circulation via the 
heart. Our very survival depends 
on both systems. However, little 
thought is given to the processes 
because they happen naturally.  

There is a third neglected and 
forgotten reptilian brain function: 
the power to tremor after a stressful 
or traumatic event. Unfortunate-
ly, as humans have become social 

animals, this natural function has 
been suppressed. TRE enables acti-
vation of this process so that deep 
healing can start. Unlike most oth-
er modalities, it does not rely upon 
the conscious control of your body 
or brain. It activates an involuntary 
shaking of the psoas muscle. 

Caroline explains, “Your psoas 
muscle connects the upper body 
to your lower body. It connects 

to the diaphragm and sits behind 
your organs, extending down to the 
pelvis, connecting to the femur. The 
psoas is also your fight-flight centre, 
and it is where you hold your 
fears and emotions. It also impacts 
breathing.”

Every stressful or traumatic 
experience from birth builds 
tension in your muscle memory, 
storing adrenaline and cortisol. 

Caroline Purvey
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Using the TRE process naturally 
releases from the body what is held 
and undischarged. If you do not 
let go of the impact of past stress, 
overwhelm and trauma, the body 
kicks back and physical, mental, and 
emotional problems start to escalate. 
Stress is a silent killer.  

On a personal level doing the 

practice for herself, Caroline sailed 
through menopause. “When you 
go through menopause, the body 
systems become out of kilter, which 
impacts the nervous system and the 
mind. As a yoga teacher doing my 
practice and TRE, my body was so 
aligned that I did not notice until I 
was into my late 50s. My menopause 

phase was very short. It would 
not be so without my ‘releasing’. 
I maintain optimum health and 
energy with regular practice.”

Caroline works with individuals 
from all walks of life and her 
programme has also been adopted 
by the military, service sector, 
schools and prisons. “They share 
significant changes: from better 
sleep to feeling calmer and more 
peaceful; the healing of their back, 
shoulder, or neck pains and any 
other physical, mental or emotional 
pain that has been holding them 
back. Stress and tension, released 
from the body, is gone forever. They 
feel more empowered, happier and 
reignite their passion for their work 
and life,” says Caroline.

She goes on: “The release process 
is like peeling an onion; layers 
of tension in your body muscle 
memory can go back years. From 
the first session, layer by layer, the 
healing begins.” And it is not only 
your personal back story; genes 
hold onto three generations of 
stress, through the mother’s womb. 

Caroline adds, “When you be-
gin to understand the lives of those 
who have done you harm, you have 
more compassion. You begin to 
question the abuse that happened 
to them: ‘if they did that to me, 
what happened to them’? It is only 
in forgiveness that one can find a 
deep heartfelt love.” 
Find Caroline on TREUK.com

https://time2heal.treuk.com/~access/a2c318f/
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What is adventure? Can it be as much about going outwards as going within?
By Aekta Kapoor

The Definition 
of  Adventure

M y husband and I are both 
adventurous but in different 
ways. For him, adventure 

is setting off into unknown 
territory, rucksack on his back, his 
notebook and camera tucked in, 
and not much concern for creature 
comfort. As a journalist, he thrives 
in meeting hundreds of people and 
in discovering new stories and ideas 
in unlikely places. Messy bathrooms 
or stained bedsheets don’t bother 
him as much as they irk me. 

Though I was also an avid traveller 
at one point, my adventurism has 
become more inward-looking over 

the past several years. I am now 
more likely to be found trying a 
new technique of meditation or 
pranayama than seeking a new 
city to visit. I have tried all kinds 
of spiritual journeys, and I really 
mean all kinds. Though I am 
otherwise quite fastidious in my 
lifestyle, I have been willing to face 
even physical tests in my quest: 
lying face down on much-walked 
upon floors, hugging trees, walking 
barefoot on pebbles, dancing with 
my eyes closed in total abandon, 
whirling at great speed, sitting for 
hours on meditation mats in halls PH
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filled with a hundred people, not 
speaking to anyone for days on end, 
eating bland food, covering myself 
with a wet dupatta so that the heat 
doesn’t kill me while I sleep in an 
airless little cell, touching people I 
wouldn’t otherwise.

Naturally, my adventures have 
also come with stepping out 
of my mental comfort zone – 
trusting strangers with my darkest 
secrets, stretching my imagination, 

confronting the play of my 
own gunas (elements of nature), 
recognising my karmic tendencies, 
learning to pray for the wellbeing of 
my ‘enemies’, forgiving those who 
hurt me, letting go of the baggage 
of my past, cutting the cords to my 
own limiting beliefs.

For my mother-in-law, neither 
of these forms of adventure would 
appeal. I am fortunate to have her 

staying with us for a longer stretch 
due to the pandemic and we are 
constantly talking over meals, be-
fore meals and after meals, about 
subjects ranging from the farmers’ 
protests to the plots of the books 
we’re reading. A retired zoology 
professor, she would definitely not 
want to wander in far-flung places 
in search of stories to write about, 
nor do my kind of spiritual adven-
tures appeal to her scientific mind. 
She is suspicious of religious cults 
and the trances they promise; she 
can’t be tempted into any such 
thing, she says.

And yet, her eyes shine when she 
reads a good piece of literature – 
especially historical fiction – and 
I can see her mind heading off to 
new adventures with the characters. 
She speaks animatedly on the phone 
with her children, grandson, friends, 
siblings, nieces and nephews, for-
mer colleagues, and I can see her at-
traction to interacting with dozens 
of people every day. She scours her 
favourite newspapers and watch-
es her favourite TV channels with 
the hunger of those in a quest for 
knowledge. She adapts each time 
she shuffles between her three chil-
dren’s cities and homes with all the 
flexibility and resourcefulness of a 
consummate traveller.  

I have come to believe that we 
are all adventurous in our own 
ways. There is no better definition 
of adventure than life itself. 
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When I went whirling like a dervish
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INVEST  ON  EVERY  HAPPY  OCCASION ,

WATCH  YOUR  HAPPINESS  GROW !

MOBILE: +91 9818018222

WWW .MIRRINVESTMENTS .COM

http://mirrinvestments.com
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http://instagram.com/manasvijerath

