REGON
FEREN

RETHINK
REWORK
REGLAIM

NEPAL AT RECON

Across films, archives and tes-
timonies, we will surface the
negotiations of gender, body
and belonging shaped by con-
text, community and constraint.

Voices from Nepal

Opening remarks feature voices
from Nepal, including Manisha
Dhakal (Blue Diamond Society),
Pratima Gurung (National Indig-
enous Disabled Women Associa-
tion Nepal) and Roman Gautam
(Himal Southasian).

Lightning Talks

Gauri Nepali, Sarita Pariyar and
Sona Khatik from Just Futures
Pahal bring Dalit feminist and
queer narratives in Nepal and
globally into focus, question-
ing whose stories take centre
stage. Shuvangi Khadka and
Nangsel Sherpa of The Pomelo
will reflect on In Her Footsteps, a
feminist archive carried through
intergenerational memory.

Films

The documentary Nepali Women
Reclaim Their Bodies by Nirvana
Bhandary examines how young
women navigate colorism, fat-
phobia and discrimination,
while Silent Flow by Pushpa
Joshi follows two trans men
moving through the emotional
and social complexities of men-
struation. In Snow Leopard Sis-
ters, Sonam Choekyi Lama, Ben
Ayers and Andrew Lynch accom-
pany conservationist Tshiring
Lhamu Lama and Tenzin Bhuti
Gurung across the Himalaya,
where mentorship, survival
and resistance unfold against
breathtaking terrain.

CONVERSATIONS

Christina Dhanuja, of the Global
Campaign for Dalit Women,

on why feminism must
interrogate caste as much as it
does patriarchy

CONVERSATIONS

Srilatha Batliwala has blended
grassroots activism with
scholarship for half a century.
The veteran feminist's new book
tells stories from a long career

8- 10 DECEMBER 2025, KATHMANDU, NEPAL

The much-loved RECONFERENCE
comes back to life in Kathmandu,
the ground of earlier gatherings.
The place is the same, but the times
so different. At the first edition of
the global convening, in 2019, hun-
dreds of activists, scholars, artists,
filmmakers and other people with
consciences in working order gath-
ered to rethink their own areas of
work. This time, we meet with
the resolve to rethink, rework and
reclaim our spaces, strategies and
narratives in a convulsing world.

After its own protests and
upheaval, Nepal is also find-
ing its way to a new equilibrium.
Meanwhile, all around the world,
feminists and those committed to
social justice have found ourselves
in limbo, lashed by conservative
forces. An old order is cracking.
Tomorrow is ours to make.

There couldn't be a better place
for us to renew our bonds and ener-
gize our resistance.

Bringing a global gathering
of this scale to Nepal after recent
events was not an easy call. We
sought advice from our partners
and made a considered decision:
That we could not but stand along-
side our friends in Nepal, as they
have stood with all of us.

Nepal has always been a hub of
regional solidarity. It has hospita-
bly allowed Pakistanis and Indi-
ans, Bangladeshis and Sri Lankans
to meet across the hostile walls of
their own nations. This is the first
country in South Asia to decrimi-
nalize sexual minorities (Sunil
Babu Pant, who founded Blue Dia-
mond Society, was the first openly
gay national-level legislator in
Asia). Nepal’s progressive Consti-
tution defends gender and sexual

minorities, social justice and fed-
eral harmony. It continues to be a
reminder that no gains are granted
to us, they are wrenched of our own
struggles. Mere months ago, young
people in Nepal expressed their
hunger for change through an irre-
pressible protest.

And for decades, this nation
has been an inspiration for social
movements around the world.
Whether it is sustained organizing
for gender or caste equality, grass-
roots mobilizations for democracy
and ethnic and indigenous rights,
or land and environmental strug-
gles, there could be no better place
to understand these interlocking
systems and intersecting resistance.

As CREA marKks its 25th year, it
is only fitting to return to this place
that’s been so special in our jour-
ney. Kathmandu is where we organ-
ized our first global convening, the
Count Me In! conference in 2011, to
address violence against structur-
ally excluded communities, such
as queer and trans women, people
with disabilities, and sex workers.
We exchanged ideas, shared experi-
ences and learned from each other

— not through lectures and panels
alone, but through creativity and
playfulness too.

Just last year, Kathmandu is
where we held renew: South Asia
Sex Workers’ Summit, another
affirmative gathering that resulted
in the Kathmandu Declaration by
and for sex workers (see pg 6). Joy
and pleasure are integral to our
politics at CREA, it connects us
to our source and strength. The
march and the dance, the rally and
the poem are all part of the activist
repertoire. Art is not a frill, but a
galvanizing force for social change.

LANGUAGE

In her recent memoir, celebrated
writer Arundhati Roy tells a
gripping story of a life that

was at once eventful, difficult,
admirable and fortunate

Nepal’s inclusive spirit is evident
all around us. Starting with the
very hotel that is hosting the con-
ference, the Soaltee Kathmandu:
when CREA drew up accessibil-
ity requirements to organize the

What to expect at RECONFERENCE 2025

500+ Participants
from across the globe

40+ Movement
Builders

30+ Artists
20+ Films & Stories

Over three days, we will dive
deep into nine themes, through
art, teach-ins and other formats.
Our themes are: Ableism; Caste;
Decriminalization and Anti-Car-
cerality; Gender-based Violence;
Sexuality and Sexual & Reproduc-
tive Rights; Technology; Climate
Change; Conflict, Migration & Refu-
gee Rights; and Collective Care.
There will be translation and

JOURNALISM

Joe Sacco, acclaimed graphic
essayist, on the hollowness
of ‘objective journalism’and
why he's drawn to some of the
world's most unsafe spaces

TIATE

Richene Singh, Kalami

massive event in 2019, the hotel
not only delivered, it made the
change permanent. If tomorrow is
to be more than just another word
for today, we will need all our wits
and imagination to get there.

interpretation in English, Hindi,
Nepali, Spanish, French, Bengali
and Arabic, and selected sessions
in International Sign Language
and Indian Sign Language. The
Soaltee Kathmandu - already a
very accessible venue — will be fur-
ther enhanced for accessibility by
the organization Access for All. And
this time, find all the details in our
small but sharp catalogue!



ACTIVATE

CASTE

Across the conference,
themes of caste recur: who
is heard, who is desired,
who moves freely and
whose struggles remain
unacknowledged. Sessions
examine caste not as back-
drop but as a force shaping
intimacy, labour, mobility
and knowledge.

Teach-In

‘Upper-caste Ideals: How
Caste Determines Desire’
with Christina Dhanuja
examines how caste deter-
mines not only material
access and social status
but also the very imagina-
tion of intimacy, aesthetics
and liberation. It invites the
audience to consider a Dalit
feminist standpoint and to
envision a feminism that
interrogates caste as criti-
cally as it does patriarchy.

Lightning Talks

Talks by Sarita Pariyar, Gauri
Nepali and Sona Khatik, of
Just Futures Pahal, place
Dalit feminist thought at
the centre. Pariyar rethinks
feminism through the lens
of caste globally. Nepali
asks whose narratives
shape our understanding of
Dalit sexual minorities. And
Khatik highlights the next
generation of Dalit women
as thought leaders.

Film

Homebound follows two
friends — one Dalit, one
Muslim — travelling through
policing, migration and
pandemic precarity. Their
pursuit of dignity reveals
the quiet and overt ways
caste determines visibility,
belonging and survival.

Art

In Soil, Skin, and Song:
Tapestries of Caste, Body
and Defiance, Osheen Siva
reimagines Dalit women’s
resistance through scenes
of violence and endurance.
Drawing on Gogu Shyamala
and Bama, the tapestry
holds wound and weapon,
ritual and resistance, illumi-
nating how caste and gender
shape harm and defiance.
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“Feminism must interrogate

What has been your journey into
activism, what shaped your politi-
cal consciousness?
What I doisn’t activism. I see myself
more as an enabler, a facilitator, if
you will. And while it is tempting
to term anyone who works with
marginalized groups as an activist,
there are some of us — many more
are needed — who support in build-
ing connections and conditions
required for grassroots leaders.
My political consciousness
emerged from my lived reality: I
grew up Dalit Christian in a lower-
middle-class family, who could see
the injustice around but wasn’t
fully able to understand the hier-
archies that sanctioned it. I didn’t
even know I could identify as Dalit.
In college, I joined the Student
Christian Movement, a progressive
student-led group that helped me
articulate my politics in a way that
felt authentic and refreshing. What-
ever dissonance I had felt earlier, I
was now able to understand its sys-
temic underpinnings: caste, class,
patriarchy and religion.

Could you situate Dalit feminism
within the wider feminist movement
and the wider anti-caste struggle?

Dalit feminism emerges from
the everyday realities of caste-
oppressed women, who find that
neither mainstream feminisms
nor male-led anti-caste politics
fully capture their perspectives.

caste

as much as it does patriarchy”

Christina Dhanuja is a writer, researcher and consultant who has worked
extensively on caste, gender and equality. She is the convenor and founder-
member of the Global Campaign for Dalit Women, which works on caste violence,
sexual violence, economic oppression, and climate justice. She is writing a book
on Dalit women and the fullness of life.

But how they specifically chal-
lenge these two movements is not
always a clear-cut binary. Because
they benefit from and are ignored
by these movements, and several
other variations that have emerged.
In simple terms, Dalit feminism rec-
ognizes that caste is the dominant
coordinate that determines the lives
of South Asian women. It says that
the woman who is harassed inside
a home and the woman who cleans
the former’s toilet is not always the
same woman. It insists that femi-
nist discourses be centered around
those at the sharpest edge of caste
and patriarchy. To anti-caste move-
ments, Dalit feminism makes a par-
allel demand: that the annihilation
of caste proceed alongside the dis-
mantling of patriarchy.

What misconceptions or misrepre-
sentations that arise when feminist
discourse fails to interrogate caste?
When feminist discourse ignores
caste, it often treats upper-caste
women’s experiences as the default
template for ‘South Asian woman-
hood’. Glass ceilings, work-life bal-
ance or the right to self-expression
are real, but they look different if
one is also dealing with intergen-
erational trauma and resource-
lessness or the constant threat,
and reality, of caste-based sexual
violence. It also doesn’t take into
account how feminist (or female)
empowerment takes place. The

Body (JUA Data

As our body-minds and our virtual selves meld closer, all the
old questions about autonomy, power and subjugation have
become new again. Anja Kovacs, who works on feminist visions
of the digital future, lays out the stakes.

The ‘embodied data’ approach is
central to your work. Could you elab-
orate on this idea?

In the age of datafication, our
bodies and data are intimately
intertwined. On the one hand, our
bodies are the material source that
generates much of this data. With-
out our bodies, this data would not
exist. On the other hand, those who
collect and use that data shape,
even manipulate, our behavior in
the material world. That too, cannot
happen without our physical

bodies. And so, where our physi-
cal body ends and our data begins
is increasingly unclear. For exam-
ple, those whose intimate images
have been shared online without
their consent rarely explain the
harm they experience in terms of a
privacy violation. Rather, they use
language similar to that of victim-
survivors of sexual assault, expe-
riencing it as a violation of their
bodily integrity. The line between
our virtual and physical bodies is
becoming irrelevant.

image of the ‘modern, sexually
liberated, financially independent
woman’ appears progressive, but
at whose expense is that progress
being achieved? Whose subjugation
is her freedom resting on? When
caste is not interrogated, feminism
gets to celebrate the autonomy for
some women while leaving intact
the very hierarchies that make that
autonomy impossible for others.

How are desire and sexuality con-
ditioned by caste? How are Dalit
women pushing back?

Desire has never been purely per-
sonal. It is often, if not always,
shaped by structures of power that
determine who is considered desir-
able, who may desire, and who can
act upon that desire. Brahmanical
patriarchy — a system in which caste
and patriarchy are intertwined —
authorizes upper-caste women to
embody characteristics of an ideal
womanhood. And this ideal, over
time, has undergone several trans-
formations. Political reform, educa-
tion, access to wealth and property,
and global exposure have helped
upper-caste women redefine the
very concept and expression of
womanhood. Yet these transforma-
tions have only integrated feminist
aspirations with enduring Brah-
manical codes, allowing upper-
caste womanhood to evolve without
dismantling caste. The result is an
archetype that remains desirable

Why is this important right now?
This intertwining of our bodies
and data is not merely a matter
of representation, where our bod-
ies-as-things somehow remain
unchanged. Rather, it has conse-
quences for how we conceptualize
our bodies themselves — and for
what ways of being human will be
available to us or not.

Remember that ‘the body’ has
never been a stable category. Our
conceptualization and experience
of it have always been shaped by
science and technology. When
European scientists from the late
Middle Ages onwards began ignor-
ing long-standing taboos against
the dissection of corpses, for
example, this enabled a veritable
paradigm shift in how bodies were
understood: if today, we explain
a bad mood through hormonal
changes linked to our periods,
that explanation only became a

and aspirational, while cloaking it
in the language of progress and cos-
mopolitanism. In sharp contrast are
Dalit and other caste-marginalized
women, whose existence continues
to be framed through stereotypes.

We need a Dalit feminist stand-
point that uproots the entire infra-
structure around which ideas of
desire are being built. We need a
feminism that interrogates caste
as much as it does patriarchy. Dalit
women should be able to express
their desire to anyone, without
having to measure themselves
against a savarna ideal — a radical
Dalit feminist framework of desire
would enable that.

You are a cofounder of Dalit History
Month. How does this wave of organ-
izing build on previous generations
of Dalit activism?

I understand that there were artic-
ulations of April being Dalit His-
tory Month even before 2015 (When
Dalit History Month was launched).
A Mahar Dalit scholar told me that
April had always been significant
because it had both Ambedkar Jay-
anti and Phule Jayanti. But it was
Thenmozhi Soundararajan who
took the effort to rally a global com-
munity around it. She called me in
December 2014 and said, “Chris-
tina, would you like to be a part of
the Dalit History Month project?”
And I said, “Yeah, definitely.” And
what an honor it has been since!

possibility because of this shift.

Today, because of the intense
intertwining of our bodies and
data, our understanding of what
bodies are, what they comprise
and how they can be used is again
undergoing dramatic change, along
with the forms of embodiment
available to us. Embodiment refers
to the many ways we live in, inhabit
the world, through our acculturated
bodies.

This is why it is vital to urgently
recognize that data is embodied. It
provides an ethical basis for insist-
ing that all of society — not just a
small circle of privileged men -
must participate in determining
the direction of the massive, era-
defining shifts our societies are
going through on account of tech-
nology. Because the parameters
of what being human can mean in
the future are being shaped through
these processes today.

8-10 DECEMBER 2025, KATHMANDU, NEPAL

“We have to figure out

What was the landscape of the
women’s movement in India when
you started out?

When I began working in the early
1970s, there wasn’t really anything
that was called a ‘women’s move-
ment’ — it was being built and
clearly emerged only in the early
’80s. That was considered the
‘second wave’ of women’s move-
ments, in relation to the mass
mobilization of women that had
taken place during the anti-colo-
nial struggle, and the significant
participation of women in politi-
cal and social movements.

The pio
An excerpt from
Geetanjali Misra's article

on an enduringly
influential figure

“The tension between sexual danger
and sexual pleasure is a powerful
one in women’s lives. Sexuality is
simultaneously a domain of restric-
tion, repression, and danger as well
as a domain of exploration, pleas-
ure, and agency. To focus only on
pleasure and gratification ignores
the patriarchal structure in which
women act, yet to speak only of
sexual violence and oppression
ignores women’s experience with
sexual agency and choice and unwit-
tingly increases the sexual terror
and despair in which women live.”

How have Dalit, Adivasi, queer, or
working-class women shaped Indian
feminism?

The way ‘women’s issues’ were
framed focused mainly on issues
like dowry harassment and vio-
lence against women. Even the
socialist feminists, whose analysis
was more intersectional, struggled
to deal with issues of caste, ethnic-
ity, and location, since they had
been schooled in the more tradi-
tional Marxist framework of class
oppression. It was Dalit, Adivasi,
queer and working-class women
who challenged this and compelled

neering

With these words, Carole Vance
opened her incredibly influential
article in the collection of works
Pleasure and Danger: Exploring
Female Sexuality, first published
in 1984. Over the past 35 years,
the book has been instrumental in
catalyzing an entire generation of
activists and academics to further
research and debate this issue.

Through her scholarship and
thoughtful leadership, Carole has
taught us to think about sexuality
not only as something to do with
individuals’ feelings and choices
but as a domain. This domain
includes structures like law, reli-
gion, medicine, education, fami-
lies, and communities through
which control is exercised over
our bodies. Carole has introduced
us to feminist writings by Gayle

guerrilla tactics

for survival”

For half a century, Srilatha Batliwala has been an
engaged feminist, helping build grassroots
movements. Author of several influential knowledge
materials for CREA, her latest volume, Feminist
Fables, convey her learnings to a new generation.

the women’s movement to address
issues of gender discrimination and
violence in a far more intersectional
way. Since my own work at this time
was with poor and socio-politically
marginalized women (in rural
Maharashtra and Karnataka, and
pavement dwellers in Mumbai), I
had been troubled by perspectives
of the city-based women’s groups,
which failed to address the class
and caste oppression that were
so central to the women I worked
with. In fact, it was in the work of
mobilizing women living in pave-
ment slums in Mumbai that we saw
how sex workers, trans women and
women of multiple castes, religions,
regions, occupations and language
groups came together in the local
women’s collectives, overcoming
the hostility, stigma and biases that
had initially divided them.

Are there lessons from past move-
ments that we’re at risk of forgetting?
Two lessons: When your analysis
of the issues, your strategies and
tactics become cast in stone, when
you will not tolerate any question-
ing, you have become the problem.
Get out of the way.

Every empire rises, reigns, then
falls. So when our struggles are
being attacked or pushed back, we
have to figure out the best guerrilla
tactics for survival. Explore the best
‘holding patterns’ to survive and
rise up again when the oppressors
have fallen — because fall they will!

What victories do you feel proudest
of? What have been the hardest les-
sons learned about power?

I feel incredibly proud of the con-
tribution I made to building two
powerful, large-scale grassroots
movements of poor, excluded and
stigmatized women, and support-
ing them to raise their voice, vision
and capacity to lead their own
struggles for social justice. This also
taught me not only to acknowledge
my own power and privilege, but
how to cede power and space to
those who had the greatest stake
in the change they were seeking. I
also saw how many activist lead-
ers do not allow others to emerge
in leadership, and how this ulti-
mately defeats the very ideologies
and goals they set out to achieve.

Carole Vance

Rubin and Amber Hollibaugh that
offer a more expansive and affirm-
ing approach to sexuality. This pio-
neering, provocative and visionary
thinking has also deeply influenced
our own work. CREA’s Sexuality,
Gender and Rights Institute has
been inspired by Carole’s immense
contributions in this field.
Everyone who works with Carole
instantly recognizes that she has
an exemplary way of sharing her
expertise and encouraging fearless
examination of complex issues.
“‘How does that work?’ may be a
simple question but when posed
by the inimitable Carole S. Vance
with a slightly arched eyebrow and
a friendly but questioning look, it
changes your work and your life,”
recalls Alice M. Miller, of Yale
Law School. Katrina Karkazis of

Ambherst College concurs: “Her bril-
liant engagement...has given rise
to a generation of scholars work-
ing at the intersection of sexuality,
gender, health, and human rights—
a new interdisciplinary field that
she founded.”

ACTIVATE

SEXUALITY
AND SEXUAL &
REPRODUCTIVE
RIGHTS

Across RECONFERENCE,
themes around sexuality
and sexual and reproduc-
tive rights recur: who gets to
choose, who gets to desire,
whose bodies are recog-
nized, regulated, or ignored.

Teach-Ins

Andrea Cornwall’s ‘Sex and
Gender: Contentions and
Challenges’ explores “sex”
and “gender” as concepts,
unpacking the arguments
and fault lines that shape
today’s debates. Alice Mill-
er’'s ‘Sex, Gender and the
Calls to Biology and Nature’
examines how science and
state deploy biological
claims, and how movements
can challenge misuse with-
out abandoning complexity.

Workshops

Mariwala Health Initia-
tive’s ‘Gender, Sexuality
and Mental Health from the
Margins’ reframes sexual-
ity through a “lens from the
margins,” showing how ser-
vice systems reproduce ine-
quality and how reframing
can expand justice.

Jaya Sharma’s ‘Pleasure
and Danger: Through the
Psyche Lens’ returns to fem-
inist debates on sexual vio-
lation and pleasure, asking
what it means to hold both
in tension and reimagine
desire beyond fear.

Performances

Sonia Wong’s ‘A Queer
Pansexual Feminist Pro-
posal’ blends lecture and
performance to reflect on
non-cis-hetero relation-
ships, domesticity, guilt,
desire and queer feminist
futures.

Films

Babli by Night (Neel Soni)
follows a Muslim transgen-
der forest guard navigating
misunderstanding, soli-
tude and an HIV diagno-
sis. Slut Club (Zoey Black)
documents a Cape Town
pole-dancing show where
women and LGBTQIA+ per-
formers reclaim sexuality
and performance.

Art

Robert Hamblin’s Bower
My Bae plays with queer
ecologies through the
satin bowerbird’s flamboy-
ant, non-heteronormative
mating rituals, inviting
audiences to question nat-
uralised ideas about sex,
reproduction and desire.



ACTIVATE

ABLEISM

Across the event, conversa-
tions on disability foreground
how ableism is embedded in
daily life, movement spaces
and ideas of participation.

Teach-Ins

Rupsa Mallik draws on Anita
Ghai’s work to centre disa-
bled joy and pleasure as polit-
ical practice. And Prathama
Raghavan’s ‘Deconstructing
Ableism’, led with Rising
Flame, names ableism as a
systemic force that shapes
norms of productivity and
“normalcy”.

Lightning Talks

Nu Misra asks how disability
activists organize when exist-
ing tools collapse; Revita Alvi
considers how justice sys-
tems might be transformed
for women with disabilities;
and Siddhant Shah’s ‘Access
Unframed’ draws attention to
art, allyship and inclusion.

Strategy Circle

The Disability Justice strat-
egy circle creates space to
map shared values, identify
barriers and develop col-
lective strategies to counter
ableism across organizations
and movements. The Rest-
ing Museum’s rest lounge
urges visitors to rethink
the ableisms in the English
language (‘spineless’) and
how much a political ‘sit-in’
demands from the body as
opposed to sitting for rest.

Art

Rising Flame's ‘Still, We Rise’
centres disabled resistance
and imagination through
archival and new videos.
‘Disability Art: A Montage’
highlights the cultural work
of disabled artists, challeng-
ing definitions of ability and
beauty. Albright Ayoyi Alit-
si’s ‘The World We Hold’ cel-
ebrates disabled joy through
a tactile crochet installation.

Performance

Vagina Manifesto and Mis-
tress Asthma, by Maria Pala-
cios and Alex Cafarelli of Sins
Invalid, center disabled sex-
uality, pleasure and agency,
opening space for bodies to
define themselves beyond
inherited scripts.

A

The pandemic left an
imprint on cinema around
the world. Films like
International Dawn
Chorus Day and
Homebound exposed
very different realities,
both just as haunting

March 2020 will never be forgotten
by those who lived through it. The
last Reconference was held in 2019,
before the universal shock of the
pandemic. This one is being held
in a dramatically changed world.
The pandemic was a paradox; it
revealed, at close range, the tender-
ness of life and the sickness of our
societies. It intensified inequalities
and turmoil. It also brought us an
awareness of our interconnected
fates. It fed the desire for strongmen
and autocrats, and also a yearning
for solidarity. Two films at Reconfer-
ence - John Greyson’s International
Dawn Chorus Day and Neeraj Ghay-
wan’s Homebound - reflect these
truths in an especially acute way.

Greyson is a Canadian activist,
filmmaker and video artist, whose
work speaks for human rights and
against state repression, especially
as they connect to queer lives.
International Dawn Chorus Day is a
short documentary that goes from
quirky to devastating in minutes. At
the hushed start of the lockdowns,
many of us heard and marveled at
birdsong. Greyson’s film first plays
out the global celebration of morn-
ing birdsong, but soon tells a differ-
ent story. The action takes place on
a Zoom screen, each little box with
its own jailed bird, chirruping of
freedom and confinement.

Homebound emerged from a
news photograph: of a migrant
worker, Mohammad Saiyub,
cradling his parched and fever-
stricken friend Amrit Kumar by the
side of the highway. It is a fiction-
alized true story, of India’s harsh

Fellow Traveler

What drew you to CREA in the early
years and what kept your long asso-
ciation going?

We formally collaborated in 2002,
when TARSHI and CREA invited
me to teach at the first Sexuality
and Rights Institute (SRI) in Pune.

I was working on the final cut of
my film Tales of the Night Fairies
on the sex worker rights movement
in Calcutta. At the time the major-
ity of feminists were demanding
abolition of sex work. CREA and
TARSHI had positions on the issue
that coincided with my film. That
was such a relief. At the time I had
been teaching at the Mass Commu-
nication Research Centre (MCRC)
in Jamia Millia Islamia, New Delhi.
While I greatly enjoyed teaching at
this excellent film school I missed
not having a space to explore
and reflect on the intersections of
gender, sexuality and the media,
which was the primary focus of my
academic work and on which I had
collected a vast archive of material
and a sizeable library of books and
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21-day lockdown that left low-wage
workers stranded, forced to walk or
hustle their way back to distant vil-
lages. It is a story of friendship and
care between a Muslim and Dalit
man, both shackled and demeaned
by India’s social and political order.
The film brings the weight of this
oppression through small, telling
details — a cracked heel, a pause
before declaring one’s last name.
Grounded in India, it has touched
audiences around the world, receiv-
ing a nine-minute standing ovation
at the Cannes festival. It is also
India’s official entry for the Oscars.

The pandemic left an imprint
on cinema, with a new attention to
lives on the margins, to labor, pre-
carity and inequality. These films,
too, shed light on different faces of
resilience in the face of oppression.
Greyson is queer, Ghaywan Dalit -
they implicate us all in the quest

Top: Homebound
Above: International Dawn Chorus Day

for a fairer world. From activist dis-
sidence to ordinary people giving
each other strength, they etch a
picture of human vulnerability and
show us the stakes of our struggle.

Long-time CREA associate, filmmaker and scholar
Shohini Ghosh, on what drew her to collaborate with the
organization and why she keeps returning

films. The SRIs and, later, the SGRIs
[Sexuality, Gender and Rights Insti-
tute] gave me a space where I could
think, reflect, discuss and teach in
this area. I was also delighted to
meet Carole Vance, whose writings,
especially the anthology titled Plea-
sure and Danger, had always been
a source of great inspiration. So
CREA and I turned out to be a per-
fect match. Since then I have taught
at every SRI and SGRI.

CREA has benefited immensely from
the association, but what would you
say you derived from it?

I'have derived a lot from the unique
space that the SRIs provided and
the SGRIs continue to provide. It
was a space where difficult and
complex issues could be discussed.

Geetanjali Misra and Radhika
Chandiramani [of TARSHI], who
were spearheading the project,
were exceptional in their open-
ness to discussing any contentious
issue. They were particularly good
about encouraging conversation
about issues that divided feminists.
This was rare because in most other
spaces where I was invited to speak
there seemed to be an invisible
threshold that one could not cross.
I'had grown tired of these censoring
impulses and the intellectual space
that offered CREA/TARSHI came as
a breath of fresh air. Because of this
space and the people I was lucky to
meet here, my scholarship became
more robust and I gained greater
clarity about a number of divisive
and complex issues.
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INFINITE JESTS

Globally, anti-trans rhetoric is on
the rise, flattening trans lives into
caricatures of tragedy or danger
and fueling endless debates with
and about trans people. In a cli-
mate that demands seriousness
from trans communities while offer-
ing little recognition, ALOK’s work
feels subversive. They refuse that
script entirely. Their performances
do not avoid the hard questions
of racism, transmisogyny, beauty
norms, trauma or the policing of
gender. Instead, they meet them
with incisive, disarming humour.
ALOK’s work shows how joy
can carry political weight. Their
comedy turns advocacy and pro-
test on their head, transforming
them into laughter and resistance.
It exposes the contradictions of the
world while insisting that trans life
holds tenderness and imagination.
ALOK creates a space where trans
people are seen as fully human
rather than as symbols or debates.
The same questions shape their
writing too. In Beyond the Gender
Binary, ALOK draws from their
own life as a gender-nonconform-
ing artist to show that gender is
not a restriction but an imagina-
tive practice. Femme in Public
imagines what it could mean to
celebrate transfemininity without

THE STAGE

TWO COOL QUEENS

Las Reinas Chulas, a Mexican cab-
aret and theatre collective, is all
about nerve and verve. Formed in
1998 by Ana Francis Mor, Cecilia
Sotres, Marisol Gasé and Nora
Huerta, the ‘four queens’ are now
two. But they carry on the teatro
cabaret tradition — defiant, free
to question and generally take the
piss. Internationally beloved, they
remain rooted in Mexican realities.
In La Banda de Las Recodas, they
take on the narcocorridos (drug bal-
lads), sending up the genre with
spoofy costumes and mimicry.

They challenge norms, punch
holes in official concepts of national
identity, bring up questions of gen-
dered violence and queer and trans
struggles, all delivered with sassy
humor (‘chula’ is also a nod to the
word for sassy). Now, Las Reinas
Chulas brings a whole new show
especially for this conference,
featuring Nora Huerta and Cecilia
Sotres, and music by Claudia Arel-
lano. Expect their feminist mani-
festo to be delivered with energy,
wit and glitter.

SPIRIT SONGS

In 2002, shaken by the commu-
nal violence in Gujarat, Shabnam
Virmani founded The Kabir Pro-
ject. Kabir, the 15™-century mystic
poet of North India, transcends
religion and speaks directly to the
spirit. With his example of inner
inquiry and radical equality, he is
equally resonant in Hindu, Sikh
and Muslim traditions: ‘If you want
the truth, I’ll tell you the truth:/
Listen to the secret sound, /the real
sound, /which is inside you.”

And so, Virmani, a feminist,
filmmaker and human rights
worker, was called to learn and
spread this tradition of folk and
mystic poetry. She journeyed across
North India and Pakistan, follow-
ing Kabir’s songs as they are sung
and recited by diverse communi-
ties — folk singers, Sufis and lay
devotees. She then brought these
varying traditions to a wider public
through festivals and to school-
children. This healing tradition of
music is a reminder that social,
creative and spiritual conscious-
ness cannot be severed.

QUEEN, MOTHER

“Music is an act of communication
as well as self-discovery,” says Ma
Faiza, better known as the ‘Queen
of Electronica’. She is partial to the
appellation ‘Mother of Electronica’,
though: “I feel loved when people
refer to me by that special title.”

“I am a woman who wants to be
seen as a woman. But my existence
has never been without questions
about my gender which really bugs
me,” she says, recounting count-
less instances, including DJing
gigs, when she was mistaken for a

fear, and to reclaim public space as
somewhere desire and dignity can
coexist. Their comedy special Biol-
ogy! continues this work through
a different register: ALOK argues
that the real biology we refuse to
confront is not gender but mortal-
ity, and that when we remember
our lives are finite, the absurdity of
hatred becomes its own punchline.
Blending stand-up and poetry, they
challenge the binaries that limit us
— sorrow and joy, grief and grati-
tude — and invite us to consider
what it means to hold both at once.
At RECONFERENCE, ALOK pre-
sents their new show Hairy Situa-
tion, a gloriously chaotic set that
follows them through a series of
“hairy” encounters: being mis-
taken for a wildly famous Brazil-
ian DJ, accidentally signing up for
a body-wax appointment or disas-
trously attempting TikTok makeup
tutorials. Each story is delivered
with their signature blend of sharp
observation and playful irrever-
ence, turning everyday absurdity
into something deeply human and
unexpectedly tender. Hairy Situa-
tion continues ALOK’s practice of
using humour to expose the non-
sensical rules that shape our social
lives and our ideas of gender. As we
laugh, let us reclaim the joy in our
fights and celebrate in solidarity.

man. But all of that disappears once
she is behind the deck playing a
high-octane mix of electronic dance
music. “There are no boundaries
when the crowd is bouncing on the
floor. Music becomes your friend,
cutting through gender, sexuality,
shape and colour.”

“Women, we are marginalized
everywhere, even in the queer peck-
ing order. LGBTQIA+ visibility tends
largely to gay men,” she thinks. “I
am proud to be a woman and a les-
bian. We live our queer lives every
fucking day!”
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CLIMATE,
CONFLICT,
MIGRATION

Increasingly, climate change,
conflict and displacement are
being understood not as sep-
arate issues but as overlap-
ping conditions that shape
many of our lives.

Lightning Talks

Our line-up speaks to this,
with Bharati Chaturvedi trac-
ing how circular economies
and urban inequities deepen
climate precarity, and Dipika
Lama highlighting young
Indigenous disabled women
leading climate advocacy
from the front.

Film

Films such as Gold Mines
Damage Green Goals and The
Ice Builders expose the con-
tradictions between global
climate promises and lived
realities, from mining per-
mits in protected forests to
Himalayan communities con-
structing artificial glaciers to
survive water scarcity. Saro
Imran’s In Their Shoes reveals
the intersections of climate
crisis and identity, showing
how transgender communi-
ties were further marginal-
ized during Pakistan’s 2022
floods. Petna Ndaliko Katon-
dolo’s Mikuba, from the
Democratic Republic of the
Congo, takes the viewer on a
journey deep into the cobalt
veins of Kolwezi, where the
battle for a sustainable green
energy future unfolds amid
dust and heat.

Art

The art works inquire deeper:
Apnavi Makanji subverts
colonial cartographies and
examines altered migra-
tion patterns shaped by cli-
mate change; Jeem e.V.’s
comic maps gendered cli-
mate hardships across the
SWANA region; and Ta Mwe
and Varsha Nair trace resist-
ance, memory and migration
across bodies and landscapes
through photographs and
palm-leaf drawings.

Peformance

Sealing Cheng’s solo show,
Managing Death in Exile, con-
fronts the care demanded in
displacement.
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DECRIM

Decriminalization and anti-
carcerality appear here as
a set of provocations: What
do feminists risk when we
rely on prisons, police and
criminal law to deliver jus-
tice? What might we gain
by imagining safety outside
punishment?

Workshop

‘Questioning Our Punitive
Vision of Justice’ with Este-
fania Vela Barba examines
why punishment is so deeply
woven into our understand-
ing of justice. It traces the
assumptions that made crim-
inal law seem inevitable and
asks whether these systems
reduce harm or quietly repro-
duce it. The workshop invites
participants to confront femi-
nist investments in punitive
responses and to consider
what justice could look like
when not built on carcerality.

Strategy Circle

‘Feminist Faultlines: Rethink-
ing punitive approaches to
addressing gender-based
violence’ brings together
advocates to reflect on the
limits of relying on police and
prosecution. It creates space
to map tensions, imagine
rights-affirming alternatives
and collectively explore how
movements might shift away
from criminal-legal solutions
without abandoning the pur-
suit of safety.

Installation

‘Guess Who?’ by Intersecta
reveals how feminist and con-
servative narratives can con-
verge around punishment.
By placing their arguments
side by side, the installation
urges viewers to question
how criminalization becomes
common sense, even within
movements committed to dis-
mantling oppression.

Lightning Talk

Moira Pérez’s ‘The Emotional
Life of Punishment’ draws on
her work on intersectional
queer perspectives on crimi-
nology, anti-punitivism and
prison abolition.

Film Loop

A curated film loop on decrim
examines incarceration, state
power and feminist organiz-
ing, highlighting how com-
munities resist carceral logics
and imagine justice beyond
punishment.
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Farida Parvin, Bangladesh

Photographer Anita Khemka is known for her work on gender and sexuality. In a
collaboration with CREA, she traversed South Asia to create portraits of sex
workers, all authors of a remarkable movement. They live precarious lives but
their stance is defiant and their victories manifold. The story of the photobook
that resulted from the collaboration, which will be launched at the conference.

From Shohini Ghosh's Introduction to the book

The Gift of Knowledge

CREA was founded in 2000 to
address gender and sexuality,
reproductive health and rights,
women’s leadership capacities,
gender-based violence and disabil-
ity justice. Our vantage was rights-
based, intersectional and Global
South, our mission to change
how people thought, which could
change the way they act. One of the
ways in which we did this work was
to harness the power of narrative.
Over 25 years, CREA has become

well-known for its beautifully
designed and carefully produced
knowledge resources, ranging from
concept papers that explore ideas
and intersections, to toolkits and
frameworks to strengthen feminist
leadership, to articles, case-stud-
ies, podcasts and videos.

At the CREA@25 space, a pub-
lications display will showcase a
selection of our popular titles. The
primers All About Power, All About
Movements and Feminist Allyship,

Sex worker movements in South
Asia have led transformative pro-
cesses of mobilization to demand
rights, freedoms, justice and rec-
ognition — all the more remark-
able considering the political and
legal challenges, including from
the anti-trafficking industry. How-
ever, the support and resources that
the movements need remain inad-
equate and uneven. Believing that
it was crucial to once again train
allies’ attention to this important
work and reaffirm our commitment,
CREA convened renew: South Asia
Sex Workers’ Summit in May 2024
in Kathmandu, Nepal, which was

all by Srilatha Batliwala; a primer
titled Flaws in Laws; Sexual Rights
and Social Movements in India; Lis-
tening to Each Other: A Multigen-
erational Feminist Dialogues; and
more. There will also be a selection
of our ground-breaking publica-
tions in Hindi, which took sophis-
ticated politics and thinking out of
ivory towers, including translations
of Batliwala’s primers and the jour-
nal Reproductive Health Matters.
Some have become limited editions
— please see, but don’t take! — but
do feel free to take home any of the
others that may be of interest.

attended by over 200 sex workers
and allies.

Over three days, old friends and
new met to discuss: the reason for
this summit; allyship journeys;
accompaniment practices; coun-
tering harmful ideas at the United
Nations Human Rights Council;
sex work in an online world; rights
rather than rehabilitation for sex
workers; how to get the law to help
with social movements; and more.
These discussions took place at
plenaries, round tables and work-
shops. The plenaries also featured
film screenings and music, dance
and theatre performances.
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A highlight - and act of soli-
darity — was photographer Anita
Khemka’s ‘Photo Studio’, which
ran for all three days of the summit.
In her words, “My earlier docu-
mentation on sex workers was a
response to seeing sex work as an
exploitative industry. It looked at
issues related to their health and
physical safety, economic exploi-
tation, and their living and work-
ing conditions. The consent was
implicit and the intent was to give
them dignity and avert voyeurism
which was the dominant gaze at
the time. With the Photo Studio,
the approach towards making the

portrait is going to be collaborative.
For each sitter, the intent will be to
find strength, poise and aspiration
in the ‘moment’ and see beyond
their persona defined by sex work.
The result will be a staged portrait
with each individual directing their
own performance.”

A few months later, scholar-
filmmakers Sabeena Gadihoke
(who had been in conversation
with Khemka at a plenary at the
sex workers’ summit) and Shohini
Ghosh initiated an ambitious pro-
ject: creating a photobook. Khemka
responded enthusiastically, first
photographing sex workers in

The Kathmandu Declaration

This statement was issued by over
200 sex workers and allies from
Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Paki-
stan and Sri Lanka, who gathered
for renew: South Asia Sex Workers’
Summit from 29 to 31 May 2024 in
Kathmandu, Nepal. This Decla-
ration calls upon governments,
multilateral agencies, the United
Nations, civil society organisations,
and law and policy makers to:
CoMMIT to advancing sex worker
rights and respect the voices of

democratic and inclusive move-
ments led by sex workers over the
last 30 years across these countries.
RECOGNISE sex workers’ consist-
ent, creative and sustainable con-
tribution in reducing HIV, STIs and
trafficking in South Asia.
RECOGNISE that sex workers’
rights are human rights. Sex work-
ers at the summit asserted that
what they need are rights and
opportunities, not rehabilitation or
rescue. Rescue and rehabilitation

Kolkata’s Sonagachi during the
Durga Puja festival in 2024 and
later crisscrossing the South Asia
region. Because of intractable
border issues, Khemka made pho-
tographs of Pakistani sex work-
ers in Nepal, and of Bangladeshi
sex workers in Sri Lanka. Graphic
designer Sukanya Baskar then
worked with Khemka, Gadihoke
(who interviewed the photogra-
pher), Ghosh (who wrote the Intro-
duction to the book) and CREA to
create the beautiful photobook,
Liquid Borders. Dissident Bodies,
which will be formally launched
during this conference.

are stigmatising and disrespectful
because sex workers are not treated
as having individual will or agency.
Sex workers’ rights should go
beyond the right to access/receive
services. They must include the
right to practise their profession
free from harassment and stigma

RECOGNISE sex work as work.
We reject the consistent conflation
of sex work with trafficking, and sex
work with violence.

RESPECT the dignity of labour
and ensure safe working condi-
tions for sex work. Sex work needs
a space, a client, a third party and

ACTIVATE

Sarah Gil, Pakistan

Dissident Bodies

Anita Khemka studied at Delhi
University and at Lasalle College of
the Arts, Singapore, before beginning
her photography practice in 1996. Her
oeuvre has largely dealt with gender
and sexuality. Her work on alternative
sexuality was made into a German film,
Between the Lines: India’s Third Gender,
in 2005. After a six-year hiatus, she
began collaborating with her partner
Imran Kokiloo in 2017, with a shared
focus on Kashmir. Her work has been
exhibited widely in Europe and she is
represented by PHOTOINK, New Delhi.
She is also the Head, Projects India at
PhotoSouthAsia.

the sex worker. All of these should
be able to operate in safe and pri-
vate spaces, online and offline.

ENSURE that laws and policies
reflect the lived experiences of
sex workers, including decrimi-
nalisation of sex work. The laws
on trafficking, vagrancy, loitering
and others which are used by law
enforcement to harass, intimidate
and violate sex workers’ human
rights should be repealed.

SECURE available, accessible,
acceptable, and quality health ser-
vices for all. Sex workers must have
access to free health care services,

including access to safe abortion
and comprehensive sexual and
reproductive health services.
ENSURE equality and non-dis-
crimination for children of sex
workers. Children of sex workers
recognised the labour that their
mothers put in to raise them and
are proud of their contribution.
COMMIT to active solidarity with
sex worker movements. The summit
recognised the extraordinary con-
tribution of sex worker movements
in realising civic rights and entitle-
ments for sex workers and breaking
systemic and structural barriers.
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They tried to bury us, they didn’t know we were seeds

If you’re on social media, you know
this line. If you aren’t on social
media, you should know this line.
And by the time you leave this
conference, you will be intimately
acquainted with the worlds of pos-
sibilities it invokes.

There are many origin stories.
One is that it is a Mexican proverb,
another that it was coined by the
Zapatista movement, yet another
that it was created at protest events
in the US. All are apocryphal. The

line is in fact a paraphrase of a cou-
plet from a poem.

In 1978, a Greek poet named
Dinos Christianopoulos wrote: what
didn’t you do to bury me / but you
forgot that I was a seed. The ‘Poet
of Thessaloniki’ was ostracized, it is
said, for being gay. His riposte was
to write bitter poetry, and gain fame
for a line that has entered the canon
of resistance literature.

Meanwhile, in the CREA office,
as plans for the conference were

being discussed, a tiny team wres-
tled with what the visual identity
should be. Preeminent here were
Geetanjali Misra, CREA’s execu-
tive director, and Sherna Dastur,
an independent designer and
filmmaker who has been a long-
time associate. CREA may be well-
known for its cutting-edge politics,
arresting campaigns and influential
knowledge resources, but barely
known is Dastur’s crucial role in
creating this body of work.

Here's our chance to correct this
oversight. As we debated a seem-
ing impossibility — creating a con-
ference that didn’t submit to the
despair flooding the world — Dastur
suggested that we work with this
line. Hope flared before our eyes.
Not merely for a relative triviality
that is a conference’s visual iden-
tity, but also for all those who had
spent long years fighting for a more
just world or those setting out to
build one with fire in their bellies

and stars in their eyes. Defeat is not
an option, we heard.

We then invited illustrators to
give us their visual response to the
line. We finally chose 22 artworks by
12 artists. These are the artists, from
Kenya, India, Nepal and Sri Lanka:
Aaliya Luthra, Alia Sinha, Alina
Chhantel, Ayeshe’ Sadr, Danushri
Welikala, Lakheni, Manasvini
Supraja, Nzilani Simu, Priyanka
Kumar, Richene Singh, Shubha
Joshi, and Siddhesh Gautam.
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The Storm-savaged Shelter

Arundhati Roy's newest book reminds us that writing and
activism, the political and the private, systems and psyches,
are not separate things

Mothers are people too. And some-
times, they’re ‘gangsters’.

Arundhati Roy, who has always
written of power and power-
lessness, love and lovelessness,
through four decades of scalding
non-fiction and two novels, has
now brought that attention to her
own author — the late Mary Roy.

She has described her memoir
Mother Mary Comes To Me as
“reportage of the heart”. The story
of Mary and Arundhati is not just
“the very respectful relationship
of two nuclear powers”; it is also
about the struggles between love
and domination, generosity and
meanness, that run though hearts
and societies.

Or so it was with hers. Escaping
a violent father, Mary Roy then left
a ‘nothing’ marriage to make her
own way in patriarchal Kerala. She
fought her brother to win equal
inheritance rights for Christian

women. And she was not above
humiliating those she had intimate
power over, including the two little
children she “double-loved” and
demolished at will.

On a rocky hill, Mary Roy set up
aremarkable school, one that freed
boys to be decent people and gave
girls spine, as well as wings. But
she left a teenaged Suzanna Arund-
hati no choice but to struggle away
from her, to excise her first name
and write herself into a new life.

Societies that devalue care and
vulnerability have always held up
mother-love as the one impossible,
sustaining ideal. But mothers live
in that same cruel world, and often
bring all its ambivalence and anger
into their mothering. Arundhati
Roy’s memoir attends to that com-
plexity, without trying to resolve it.

Mother Mary Comes to Me also
gives us an inside-out view of her
own politics and writing. It’s obvi-
ous that Roy’s distance from phoney
norms, her instinctive “underview”
of the world, her undomesticated
spirit and dark humor could only
have sprung from the childhood
and the mighty mother she had.

If a writer is someone on the side
of “undeceiving the world”, Roy is
one of the few who has always been
doing her job. After The God of Small
Things became a phenomenon,
Arundhati Roy refused to stay in the
gilded cage of literary celebrity. She
observed, learnt, wrote.

Through three decades, her
essays have called out her country’s
swagger and its extractive visions of
progress — nuclear bombs, dams,
and repression. She has outlined
the global architecture of tyranny,

post-9/11 America and its surveil-
lance empire, Israel’s genocide in
Gaza. She has brought stories of
survival, dignity and comradeship
of those who resist.

Writing and activism, the polit-
ical and the private, thinking and
feeling, systems and psyches,
are not separate things, she has
always pointed out. From her ear-
liest defence of Phoolan Devi, the
caste-marginalized outlaw whose
trauma was turned into cinematic
spectacle without her consent —
to The God of Small Things, a story
about devastating social forces
blowing through the lives of twin
seven-year-olds — Roy is attuned
to the frequencies that brute power
silences. In the novel, their mother
Ammu imagines her twins “lollop-
ing arm in arm down a highway full
of hurtling traffic. Entirely oblivious
of what trucks can do to frogs”.

In The God of Small Things, patri-
archy and caste bare their teeth and
claws as Ammu transgresses the
Love Laws by desiring a man from
a subordinated caste. However, in
response to this novel and later, her
introduction to the Annihilation of
Caste, by BR Ambedkar, some
anti-caste critics reminded Roy of
her own privileged vantage. While
acknowledging their critique, she
has pointed out that she writes not
from authority, but engagement
with things that matter to her and
the society she lives in.

Roy never blunts the truth about
injustice. Not for her the numbing
third-person language of ‘experts’.
She tells the big stories and their
minute effects. She implicates us,
pulls us in.

Getting Serious about Care

Wellbeing and FHP
need to be built into our
feminist practice

Several sessions at the conference
will offer space to explore the hith-
erto neglected but increasingly
important aspects of our feminism.
Collective care often remains at the
level of abstract noun or idea and is
too rarely built into ‘serious’ femi-
nist practice. Here’s a selection of
three sessions that will offer par-
ticipants the opportunity to rectify
this.

Hope Chigudu is co-founder of
the Zimbabwe Women’s Resource
Centre and Network, HopeAfrica
and Just Associates. Though listed
as a workshop, her session titled
‘Four Rooms and a Riot: Feminist
Wellbeing as Political Practice’ isn’t
one, she says. Read about what
she’d rather describe it as: “This
session is not a workshop. It’s a riot.

Aritual. A reckoning. Guided by the
metaphor of four rooms - each rep-
resenting a dimension of our activ-
ist lives — move through spaces of
comfort, disruption, reflection and
collective fire. Expect embodied
exercises, poetic provocations and
mischievous magic as we reframe
wellbeing not as self-care alone,
but as a deeply political, feminist
practice.”

Short on time but still interested
in understanding these ideas? Con-
sider attending the lightning talk
titled ‘Reimagining feminist lead-
ership development’. The speaker
will be Eunice Musiime, an Afri-
can feminist activist, leadership
development builder, lawyer and
Executive Director of Akina Mama
wa Afrika.

CREA’s partner in Mesoamerica,
IM-Defensoras, has been work-
ing extensively on Feminist Holis-
tic Protection (FHP), which they
define as the pact of caring among

ourselves as women defenders
against all forms of violence that
affect us. Excellent reason to make
it a point to attend a teach-in by
Jelena Dordevic, co-coordinator of
the Regional Self-Care, Collective
Care and Healing Strategy of IM-
Defensoras in Mexico. Her teach-in
is titled ‘Sustaining Our Lives and
Our Movements: Experiences of
Protection and Care from Mesoa-
merica’. In times of multiple crises,
shrinking civic space, deepen-
ing authoritarianism and advance
of the extreme right, women and
LBTQI+ defenders and their organ-
izations are committed to develop-
ing their own strategies to protect
their lives and struggles.

Dordevic will explore cases of
responses grounded in feminist
holistic protection and collective
care for human rights defenders
and their collectives in countries
facing very high levels of risk and
of violence.

She says the unsayable; about
the left-wing insurgency in Cen-
tral India that looks nothing like
Gandhi’s peaceful resistance, she
asked: “Can the hungry go on a
hunger strike? Non-violence is a
piece of theatre. You need an audi-
ence. What can you do when you
have no audience? People have
the right to resist annihilation.”
And always keeping it real, she
also points out that violent resis-
tance harms women physically and
psychologically.

Roy is loved and admired by

SIMPLY RESIST

There's more to Gaza

than the horrific headlines,
asserts a museum with

a difference

Some stories cannot be made to
disappear, no matter how vio-
lently the world tries to silence
them. The story of Palestine is
one such. Even under siege, it
holds centuries of memory and
culture that continue to make
themselves visible despite
attempts at erasure. The Pales-
tinian Museum refuses to reduce
Gaza to a single storyline of
brutal expansionist violence.
Instead, it lets the story travel
through its ready-to-download
exhibition, Gaza Remains the
Story, open-sourcing Gaza for
anyone willing to engage with
it. Parts of the exhibition are on
view at the conference.

Gaza Remains the Story is
not a traditional exhibition. It is
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like-hearted people around the
world, in India, the condescension
of elites has turned to active demo-
nization in the last decade. But
she knows that in “other places —
let’s call them places off the high-
way”, in villages under attack, on
besieged campuses, her words are
translated and read.

As she writes, “the place for liter-
ature is built by writers and readers.
It’s a fragile place in some ways, but
an indestructible one. When it’s
broken, we rebuild it. Because we
need shelter.”

designed to be hosted anywhere
in the world, and its simplic-
ity becomes its resistance. In a
world of voyeuristic headlines
and dehumanizing numbers,
where Palestine is routinely mis-
represented, the Museum coun-
ters with radical accessibility.

The exhibition spans wide
themes. It situates Gaza within
Palestinian history, highlights
art and culture, and traces
global solidarity movements
from the 1920s to BDS today.
It offers glimpses of Palestine
before borders and the politi-
cal ruptures that reshaped it.
The section on Wars on Gaza
includes testimonies from chil-
dren, women, and men, stories
from a city transformed by siege.

By open-sourcing this mate-
rial, the Palestinian Museum
offers a form of resistance based
not on scarcity but on multi-
plication, ensuring that Gaza
Remains the Story.
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Azadeh Akhlaghi’s conceptual pho-
tography bears ethical witness to
unseen events that have smoldered
in her nation’s memory. Her large-
scale tableaus recreate moments
of rupture in Iran’s past, from the
Constitutional Revolution of 1908
to the 1979 Islamic Revolution. By
reconstructing the ‘disappearances’
of revolutionaries and challengers,
her work remembers what history
has dismembered. In her latest
work, Witness: A Nation’s Scars
of Time, past and present collide,
evoking shock and recognition.

In 2009, ahead of Iran’s elec-
tions, student protestor Neda
Agha-Soltan was shot dead by secu-
rity forces. Mobile phone images of
the killing made it one of the most
widely seen deaths in history. That
event kindled Akhlaghi’s political
and artistic imagination: “I started
thinking about others who had died
in tragic ways, but whose deaths
had not been recorded because
there was no camera present.”

Spring Flowers

Her famous By an Eye-Witness
series recreated the ‘mysterious
deaths’ of 17 figures — poets, activ-
ists, politicians, journalists, film-
makers, between 1906 and 1979.
She makes these deaths come alive
in terrible, unsettling detail. These
key events shaped Iran’s fate, but
they happened off-stage, unseen by
the world. They are a ‘visual void’
in collective memory. Akhlaghi’s
images stage these moments of
personal and political trauma. They
are scenes of violence, but suffused
with human vulnerability, with
dust, blood, frightened onlookers.

Her work combines recreated
events with archival photographs,
documents and witness interviews.
The scale is monumental, with 500-
600 figures in each image. They are
not just about the public figures
in the foreground, but also anon-
ymous others who sacrificed their
lives in the hope of a better future.

Unlike photographers who
aim to catch life on the wing, in

a spontaneous instant where a
scene condenses and composes
itself, Akhlaghi works in a tradition
more akin to art and cinema. Like
Jeff Walls and Gregroy Crewdson,
she constructs her own large-scale
works, relying on staging, lighting
and theatre techniques.

Akhlaghi grew up in Mashhad,
Iran. She graduated from the Royal
Melbourne Institute of Technology,
with a degree in computer science.
However, her abiding interest has
been art and photography. Return-
ing to Iran, she worked as assistant
director with the acclaimed film-
maker Abbas Kiarostami between
2005 and 2008. She also made sev-
eral short films that were screened
at global film festivals. In 2009 she
moved to staged photography. As
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From By an Eye-Witness

What is the connection between
what is seen and what is believed,
asks Azadeh Akhlaghi through her
cinematic photographs

and memory

she put it, “The most important
lesson I learnt from Abbas Kiarost-
ami was that you can never cap-
ture the truth because you can
never know what really happened.
As soon as you turn on the camera
there is no truth anymore.”

These hyper-realistic images
are not aiming to present the exact
truth. They are reconstructions
based on imperfect testimonies
and flawed memories. Akhlaghi
inserts herself as the figure behind
the camera, to point to the artifice.
In art historian Christopher Pin-
ney’s words, “she deploys photog-
raphy to illuminate key questions
concerning national and personal
histories, visual memory and evi-
dence, and ultimately the manner
in which humans construct their

histories.” And yet, the photo-
graphs are ‘true lies’, because the
murders are all too real, of people
who fought for Iran’s freedom,
whose death marked a turn in its
fate. “They emerged, as it were,
from the ruins of history. Even
though they died many years ago,
their souls took part in the move-
ment: you could feel their presence
out on the streets of Tehran,” said
Akhlaghi about the 2009 uprising.

This is photography of remem-
brance and resistance. Akhlaghi
speaks of the “often unspoken
sorrow” around these deaths that
connects generations of Iranians,
and how she means “to make them
as vivid as possible, to bring them
into the present and turn them into
an integral part of our lives today”.

Burmese photojournalist Ta Mwe creates a document of a new generation that resists despite the risks

In Symbols of Presence, Ta Mwe fol-
lows young people who took part
in Myanmar’s Spring Revolution,
where dissent carries real personal
risk. The series focuses on how
these youths use their bodies to
hold their stories, letting tattoos
express what they cannot always
say aloud. Some have faced pun-
ishment for these marks, yet they
continue to carry them as quiet affir-
mations of conviction and identity.

Ta Mwe conceals each subject’s face
with flowers, a choice that protects
them while shifting the focus to
their defiance. The coverings safe-
guard their identities yet still make
visible a generation that persists,
even when the cost of being seen
is high.

Ta Mwe is a Burmese photojour-
nalist and documentary photogra-
pher. The name is an alias used for
the photographer's safety.
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“I'm doing the work
| need to do to live
with myself," says
Joe Sacco, who
virtually invented
the genre of graphic
journalism

Jeeme.V.

A collective that brings
daring comics primarily
to Arabic readers

Jeem brings two multimedia stories:
‘The Climate is Changing, Will I Face
a Natural Disaster and Laila Soueif.
In the first, artist Haya Halaw traces
her path from Syria to Jordan and
later to Germany. In Hamburg, she
reflects on how climate and gender
shape each other in everyday ways.
Halaw places her story alongside
the realities of women and girls
in refugee camps, where storms

Comics are a supple medium; they
combine the interiority of a novel,
the concreteness of journalism and
storytelling punch of cinema. Joe
Sacco’s journalism focuses on con-
flict, human rights and political and
social marginalization — focusing
on humans with hearts and bodies
in these large-scale disasters.

His breakthrough book Pales-
tine, in 1996, was based on travels
through Gaza and the West Bank.

and heatwaves make precarious
conditions dangerous. Contrast-
ing the warmth of her childhood
in her mother’s village and her life
in Hamburg, Halaw points to how
unevenly climate change is felt. She
asks: In such a world, who gets to
feel safe and who does not?

In Laila Soueif, Salma El Tarzi
traces the life of Egyptian math-
ematician Laila Soueif, mother
of imprisoned activist Alaa Abdel
Fattah. Addressed to a child, Lana,
the story introduces Laila not as a
political figure but as the grand-
mother who blows soap bubbles
with her. Lana learns of Laila’s com-
mitment to education, her activism,
and her love of loving.

Media reportage of the Middle East
angered Sacco, and revealed the
hollowness of ‘both sides’ journal-
ism: “it’s like watching a tennis
game, where the ball is being hit
back and forth by this spokesman
to that spokesman...Clearly the
Israeli point of view is very well
represented, and the Palestinian
point of view is not.” Giving both
sides equal weight in the name of
objectivity was being unfair to the
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A page from The Once and Future Riot

more truthful side, he has said.
Sacco’s parents are Maltese,
and their memories of Nazi bomb-
ings during WW2 had seeped into
his imagination. Conflict report-
age, on television or newspa-
pers, is abstract — or deliberately
abstracted. It is in the realm of
facts. By putting faces and names,
people’s presence and memories,
into these events, Sacco changes
the nature of the news, and its

emotional weight. Even in scenes
of group violence or displacement,
each person is individuated.

Sacco has worked extensively
on the Israel-Palestine conflict
and the Bosnian war. Safe Area
Gorazde was focused on the Muslim
enclave of Gorazde, where he inter-
viewed survivors of the Bosnian
War. He has reported on torture
and the Iraq invasion, on Syrian
refugees. He has also trained his
eye on capitalism, inequality, immi-
gration, the afterlife of colonialism
and the disfiguring of democracy.
“A lot of subjects interest me, but I
always look for those that hit me in
the gut,” he has said.

In a conflict, he pays attention
to situations and to moral ambigui-
ties, to the way people present their
own narratives, deliberately forget
some things and focus on others.
There are also stories of ordinary
desires: in Safe Area Gorazde, a
young woman asks him to get her
the latest jeans, for instance. Or in
Gaza, the pleasure of good coffee,
or watching trashy action movies.

His early books are ground
reports, his later work more con-
templative. “I’ve picked the stories
I wanted to tell, and by those selec-
tions my own sympathies should be
clear. I chiefly concern myself with
those who seldom get a hearing,
and I don't feel it is incumbent on
me to balance their voices with the
well-crafted apologetics of the pow-
erful.” A Sacco signature is to insert
himself into the scenes he draws, to
situate himself as a human with a
point of view rather than pretend to
be a transparent truth-teller.

He is a permanent resident of the
US, pays taxes there and feels mor-
ally implicated in its actions. He has
recently turned to the question of
democracy, as so many countries
like the US and India are drifting
into autocracy. For example, his
new book The Once and Future
Riot is a story of Hindu-Muslim
violence that had broken out in
Muzaffarnagar, India in 2013. It’s
about the stories and justifications
people spin around their actions,
and how electoral politics can make
strategic use of fear and violence,
scapegoat some groups.

Democracies are self-evidently
not more moral. So how can its
promise be salvaged? Sacco's
response: “What’s ended is the fic-
tion that we live in a world of human
progress and greater enlighten-
ment. [ get the feeling now that all
bets are off. The old rules are gone.
What are the new ones?”
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Humans in the Loop (Aranya Sahay):
After enduring years of taunts that
echoed deep-rooted biases against
her community, Nehma returns to
her village. To support her family,
she works as a data labeler. She
begins to uncover the human biases
embedded in Al systems, leading
her to ask whether tech can ever
reflect an Indigenous worldview.
Coded Bias (Shalini Kantayya):
As Al touches our daily lives, it
is crucial to address its potential
harms. This award-winning docu-
mentary sheds light on critical flaws
in Al systems that threaten democ-
racy and our rights, telling of Dr Joy
Buolamwini, who uncovered biases
in systems while at MIT and then
founded the Algorithmic Justice
League to combat Al-related harm.

We are in the midst of a giant tech-
nological shift, whose contours are
only partly visible. From the era of
‘surveillance capitalism’, we are
now moving to one of ‘techno-feu-
dalism’, where Big Tech’s power is
structurally confronting our socie-
ties, worlds and democracies. The
challenge for feminists is clear: It’s
time to rethink our relationships
with digital technology. It’s time
to demand much more account-
ability from digital platforms. The
technology space showcases art-
ists’ expressions of technology’s
entanglement in our social lives
and physical environments. It also
includes Wonderland: A People’s
Blueprint for Social Media, which
invites visitors to shift the narrative

An action-research project by the
Decolonial Feminist Coalition for
Digital and Environmental Justice
and co-created by Joana Varon, a
Brazilian-Colombian researcher,
founding director at Coding Rights.
Through testimonies of resistance
in various Latin American coun-
tries, the project seeks to unravel
the complexity of contemporary
processes of digital extractivism
and thus show how the production
chain of digital technologies gener-
ates multidimensional impacts on
communities and territories. The
project's outcomes include a dedi-
cated website (tramas.digital) and
various publications and toolkits
that aim to translate imaginative
exercises into tangible actions for
social change.

around social media, center lived
experiences, explore co-creation
as a political act and transform
abstract demands to tangible solu-
tions, with activities and displays
curated by Point of View.

Activities include ‘One Thing
You Could Leave Behind: Rethink-
ing Social Media’, ‘Talismans For a
Better Internet: Reworking Digital
Spaces’, ‘Dream Seeds: Reclaim-
ing Digital Platforms’, and ‘The
Social Media of Impossible Things:
Reclaiming Digital Futures’. Activi-
ties around Recon themes include
‘Flip, Follow, Find: Rethinking Dis-
ability Justice’ and ‘Swipe Right
/ Swipe Left: Reclaiming Sexual
Expression on the Internet’, where
from safer sexting tools to how
platforms police desire, collective
opinions will be instantly visible,
turning individual experiences into
a shared snapshot.

Dr Nishant Shah is Professor of Global Media &
Culture at the Chinese University of Hong Kong
and directs the Digital Narratives Studio and
Masters in Global Communication. He is also
a knowledge partner to feminist digital jus-
tice networks. Shah, who recently concluded
anchoring CREA’s pilot Institute on ‘Possi-
ble Als’. At the conference, Shah will deliver
a teach-in, titled ‘The Unbearable Oldness of
Generative Al: Power, Habit and the Making of
Meaning’. With Generative Al reshaping our
worlds in ways we feel before we fully under-
stand, this session explores how Al disrupts
habits, restructures meaning and alters the
conditions under which voices, bodies and
narratives become legible. The session will
examine the deeper transitions unfolding
as Al enters our everyday lives and ask how
these shifts reconfigure agency, recognition
and belonging — and what forms of resistance,
care and imagination feminists can bring to
this unsettled technological moment.
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GENDER-BASED
VIOLENCE

Seeing gender-based vio-
lence as a systemic violation
of human rights, not individ-
ual, private suffering.

LIGHTNING TALK

Grace Areba’s ‘When the
Silence Speaks’ explores the
experiences of Deaf women
navigating gender-based
violence based on her work
in Deaf-led interactive thea-
tre in Kenya.

INSTALLATION

Negotiations by Mia Jose dis-
sects the power of physical
spaces like family homes
and public transport to box
queer bodies into the palat-
able. While using the lens
of a transfeminine person, it
also forces the audience, both
cis and trans, to question the
conditioned policing they do
of themselves. Having dif-
ferent points of entry like
illustrations, comics and dio-
ramas, this work believes that
trans bodies can only be free
once cis bodies stop policing
themselves.

PHOTOGRAPHY

The Revolution Had Faces,
curated by Ho Chi Minh
Islam with photographs by
Md. Sajib Mia, documents a
defining moment in Bang-
ladesh when transgender,
hijra, intersex, non-binary
and queer activists took to
the streets during political
and religious upheaval. The
exhibition frames protesting
bodies as sites where struc-
tural violence and collective
courage meet.

FILM

The Women’s Storytelling
Project for Sudan brings
together shorts created by
young Sudanese women in
Sudan and in a refugee camp
in Uganda. Their films speak
to the entanglement of dis-
placement, war and gender-
based violence, and the fight
for marriage and divorce
rights amid the crisis.

After the World Ends... It
Begins Again follows three
generations of Kheria Sabar
women in West Bengal, shift-
ing the focus from the widely
documented violence against
Sabar men to the wounds
borne by women whose lives
are shaped by ecological loss,
state neglect and genera-
tional marginalization.
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I'he heart of RE

Top, from left: An Aurat March poster; artwork by Laura V; a poster from #WomenLifeFreedom protests.
Centre: Feminist Holistic Protection: A Graphic Display. Above, from left: Art by Ester Pinheiro and Luciana Mendes; and a work by Apnavi Makanji

This space sits at the heart of the
conference, literally and in many
ways metaphorically. It’s a space
that bring together the work of
artists, activists, organizations
and collectives from across the
world and puts on display their
responses to the urgencies, imagi-
nations, contradictions and hopes
that shape our shared present. We
have designed this collection of art,
installations, activities and exhib-
its to serve as a creative extension
of the conversations unfolding
around us at RECON.

The curated space also speaks
to the long-standing role of creative
expression in practices of resist-
ance and collective action. Art has

the power to illuminate structural
injustices, hold space for grief
and solidarity, and build bridges
across movements and communi-
ties. Here, artists show how creative
practice becomes not just a form
of reflection but an active tool for
social impact — shaping narratives,
shifting perception and imagining
just futures.

Social change is vitally linked to
the sensory, emotional and imagi-
native capacities as much as to
intellectual understanding. Earlier
in the year, CREA had put out an
open call inviting artists and activ-
ists to submit their creative and
critical work. Artists from around
the world were selected and given

scholarships to attend RECONFER-
ENCE; please delight in their work
that is featured in this space.

In the Forms of Resistance sec-
tion, our exhibit brings together
resistance movements, campaigns
and uprisings across different times
and geographies to explore how
people have continually organ-
ized, resisted and reimagined
power. Through the display of post-
ers, video loops, photography and
artwork, this multi-media exhibit
documents and captures the expres-
sions and aesthetics of collective
defiance against gender-based vio-
lence, control over sexuality and
sexual and reproductive autonomy,
ableism, authoritarianism, climate

inaction and other issues.

There’s much, much more on
offer. Our thematic partners have
worked to bring to RECONFERENCE
important conversations in their
areas of work — collective care from
IM-Defensoras, Mexico; ableism
from Rising Flame, India; decrimi-
nalization and anti-carcerality from
INTERSECTA, Mexico; technology
from Point of View, India; and con-
flict, migration and refugee rights
from SEA Junction, Thailand. Not
only conversations, workshops,
teach-ins and lightning talks, but
interactive sessions, games, quiz-
zes —and, yes, art and installations.

Step in and join members of the
Aravani Art Society paint a mural
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that celebrates solidarity, strength
and inclusion. Reimagine the
future of social media and digital
platforms with immersive activi-
ties at Wonderland, the technology
space. Participate in workshops in
the central gathering space. Take
a moment to relax in the lounge
created by Resting Museum. The
spaces within this central anchor-
ing area invite you to slow down
and consider how creative inquiry
continues to expand the ways we
understand and question the world
around us. Read. Listen. Watch.
Reflect. And hopefully, leave with
a mind refreshed and enlivened,
ready to ride the surging tide of
challenges of a roiling world.

Top, from left: Work by Aravani Art Society; a photograph by Md. Sajib Mia; and Negotiations by Mia Jose.
Above, from left: A photograph by Mahmud Rahman; and works from Resting Museum
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At the CREA@25 space, we revisit
our past work to rethink conver-
sations and ideas, rework past
approaches, and reclaim spaces
and narratives to forge new path-
ways for the future. We have a
range of installations, activities and
knowledge resources in the space.
After all, 25 years of work needs
some spread — and celebration.

Here’s a summary of what’s in
store in this dedicated space. We
will launch two publications with
pride: Feminist Fables by Srilatha
Batliwala and Liquid Borders. Dis-
sident Bodies, a photobook by Anita
Khemka. Launched in 2019, The
Nairobi Principles was a ground-
breaking document that sought to
foster cross-movement alignment
between disability rights, repro-
ductive rights and women’s rights
movements. Over 25 years, we have
organized, facilitated or been a
part of important convenings all
over the world, at different scales
and with various partners over —
revisit the ideas that emerged from
those gatherings at our installa-
tion. Another installation tells of
our Institutes; ever since the first
Sexuality, Gender and Rights Insti-
tute broke new ground in 2007,
our Institutes have ventured into
newer and newer areas, including
Disability and Sexuality, and most
recently, Technology.

Believing in the power of com-
pelling narrative to change hearts
and minds has also been core to
our work. From that belief followed
innovative campaigns, publications
and knowledge resources. Our Sus-
pend Judgment installation, written
with cheek and sass, will engage in
serious business: spurring the visi-
tor to rethink ideas of justice and
reflect critically on deeply rooted
assumptions that hinder inclusiv-
ity. At the L is for Love photobooth,
a recreated version of a popular
2024 CREA campaign, explore love
in your own language — and walk
away with your photograph. (Our
serious work is fun too!) Installa-
tions on Consent draw on our writ-
ing and expert insights to explore
complex conversations. For those
who missed Recon 2019, the illus-
trated panels titled ‘Reflections on
an Abled Norm’ ask: What if the
society we live in is based on Dis-
ability as the universal norm? What
if those who claim to be Abled had
to respond to biases that the Disa-
bled norm creates towards them?

We also go literal when harness-
ing narrative. Leaf through a sam-
pling of works from the Storytelling
Initiative, which attempted to draw
out untold stories of structurally
excluded groups. An article in the
New York Times, ‘Disability, Sexual-
ity and Consent: How Activists are
Reshaping the Narrative’ opened
windows into lives unseen in an
ableist world. And last but natu-
rally not least, our past publica-
tions and knowledge resources will
be on display — come take a look,
we’re known for them. You may
even get to take away some.
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A quarter-century of work needs some spread.
Visit our dedicated space to join our sessions, take
in our installations, leaf through our publications.
Thank you for celebrating with us.

Aselection of visuals
from 25 years of
campaigns: A painting by
Kim Kaul commissioned
for the article 'Disability,
Sexuality and Consent:
How Activists Are Shaping
the Narrative', published
in the New York Times
(top); the graphic from
the 'L for Love'
photobooth, set up at the
Sanatkada Festival 2024
in Lucknow, India; and a
selection flyers from our
ever-popular ‘Suspend
Judgment' campaign




