Report of the first quarter of 2003 at Asha-Lalpur

These are not ordinary times at Asha Ashram. We are going through a process of change. We are also part of the tremendous change we are trying to bring about in the society around us. As the post-dharna* ashram adopts a more dynamic and wider role, we ourselves are struggling to grapple with emerging realities. 

Under the new circumstances we often find ourselves at a loss trying to make sense of all that is going on. If the experience is exhilarating one moment, it can be exasperating the next. Then there are conflicts—both external and conflicts within or own self. People’s movement is a volatile thing. It throws up personality clashes, it creates competitiveness-- competition for fame and glory; and it also tests our own commitment to the cause. We stumble, we fall, and then we also somehow manage to find our feet back on the ground. It is as if we have to grow up overnight. From happy-go-lucky young men who set out to do some social work, we are being propelled towards serious nation building. We never planned it this way. 

T

hrough all the wear and tear of the dharna the most spectacular fallout has been the team. What we have now is a “rock-solid” (as DP would put it) team with a sense of direction that is definitive. Each member knows what he has to do, and what is more important, there is so much he wants to do. Lalpur is not so much a project as an experiment with “the way things should be”. It covers not just education and health, but much beyond, taking on issues of social justice, administrative transparency and mass mobilization. To attain, or even strive for such stupendous goals, the ashram needed a first class team. We were not sure we had that. 

The dharna gave us that. Consolidation of the team has been the greatest achievement of the first quarter of 2003.  Within the team we have a section that deals with the micro level—that is, nurture Lalpur and surrounding villages like Muruwakhera, Banjra, Pitauli. Of course, Sarvesh, a son of Lalpur, caters to many more villages through the homoeopathy dispensary he looks after at the ashram. Laxminarayan, another son of Lalpur, assists him from time to time. Laxminarayan and I together teach the pre-primary group and the evening batch of older school-going children.

Then there is Manoj, who joined us recently; he is from Samastipur district in Bihar. He has revived the coaching school in Muruwakhera. This school was almost defunct during the dharna and also later because Munnalal Shukla, who was teaching here, got more interested in spearheading the Bharawan movement. This school is important because growing teenage girls study here. Though they are regular students in a government school they rarely go there because parents won’t have such “big girls” going to school unescorted. So only when their father or brother find the time to accompany them do they go to school. The Asha school in Muruwakhera, therefore, is a very valuable alternative. Villagers there give us all their support. Last December they even hosted all of us who participated in a Jeevan Vidya camp that was organized in Muruwakhera. There are 18 students at present ranging from classes six to nine.

The macro team comprises Jayshankar and Guddu primarily; Mahesh is a guiding force with his natural wisdom and understanding of rural politics. He also better understands all that Asha is striving for in the area and constantly navigates the team to that end. Jayshankar is a great motivator of people and Guddu has a burning desire to see social justice being done. A typical day of this team would involve holding a meeting in a village 16 km away to motivate them to ask their gram panchayat for details of accounts. Meanwhile another team member would accompany villagers to a meeting with the pradhan and the PWD contractor to press for complete and fair wages. In the afternoon someone has to go to the police station and do some muscle-flexing and name-dropping because the station officer would not register a dalit’s FIR. 

Ashish, our in-house technical wizard who maintains the solar panels and other gadgets, would probably be taking someone from the village to the medical college in Lucknow and supervising his/her treatment. And to do all that we have to ask Manish for cash because he looks after the ashram’s accounts. He must be a distant cousin of Shylock because Manish guards Asha’s money like his own; he even refuses Sandeep: “How can I give you money? What about the ten rupees bus fare you took last time?”   

Dharna, not jharna, it’s time for political education

When the dharna was launched on January 11, nobody ever thought it would stretch beyond a day or two. It was bitterly cold at the time. The mercury had dipped below zero in Hardoi district. Yet there was euphoria. Victory seemed so easy. 

But one day rolled into another. And nothing seemed to happen. The cold and hunger seemed to get worse. Gradually hard facts began to sink in. It was a handful of men against a nationalized machinery of corruption. It was preposterous. It was David taking on the Goliath.

It mattered little the people were seeking information regarding the accounts of their own gram panchayat. The Panchayati Raj mattered little; the newly enacted Right to Information Act mattered even less. True, the people had spontaneously launched the movement; we learnt of the dharna following a press notice, which Munnalal Shukla had shot off to the press. But when the going got tough people turned to the ashram, more particularly Sandeep, for answers.

Answers were not easy to come by.

During those days of struggle in January the kids in our morning pre-primary school would prance around chanting “jharna, jharna, jharna…” I was a little surprised children were singing of waterfalls when our terrain is so monotonously flat. But the song of the jharna carried on till it dawned on me it was dharna they meant. 

Thus began the political education of children at Asha Ashram. Ideas like rights, people’s money, peaceful protest, etc were introduced. In the evening class, the content was more expansive. Being older, between 11 and 15, they even learnt to spell big words like bhrashtachar (corruption), accountability and what Right to Information implied. But the most important lesson they are now learning is the meaning of the word public. That it is they and villagers of Lalpur, not some official in the block office, who are the public. It is they who are supposed to be the beneficiaries of the various welfare schemes. This political education is an ongoing process now. 

Visits to the dharna site by the children and the teenage girls of the afternoon class were an eye-opener. It also emboldened them. By the time the two-day workshop took place a month later, the girls paid a visit on their own. This is a great step considering the secluded life they have to lead in Lalpur. The girls on their own walked to the venue four kms away and sat through the proceedings of the entire afternoon. 

Later in class they talked about their experience and particularly mentioned the sessions on pensions and rations. They were quite surprised to learn the rations were actually meant for them and not for the ration shop dealer to sell and make profits from. This new awareness of the girls is growing because they are learning to read, and learning fast. The credit goes entirely to their efforts and their eagerness. The ashram is just a facilitator providing the material and the instruction. 

Often in the morning one will find Radha, or Bindeshwari, with a head load of dung, stopping at the ashram to join the group poring over the newspaper. They are curious because they know there must be something in it about Sandeep Bhaiyya or about the ashram. Then balancing the loaded basket on their head, they will haltingly read aloud the headline. By now their interest has been roused, they drop their load on the road and explore the paper further. Sabitri, the bold one, will join up by now and keep asking questions.

A culture of learning 

Though we call it the afternoon class, the education process in Lalpur is not compartmentalized into time capsules like 2 pm to 4 pm. And the desire to learn is spreading.

So far three daughters of the village—Ramdulari, Guddi and Jhabula—have gone back to their respective sasural after learning to write their names. This is a long process because these girls could not even hold a pen. With hands gone stiff due to long hours of working in the fields it was a laborious process, holding their hands and going over the letters of their names. They would get easily frustrated: “I won’t be able to do it”, they would say. 

But they did do it eventually. And the best part is when a group sits down to study a fringe group will form on its own and every body will be writing or trying to read the ample storybooks I always carry with myself in the village. So you have spontaneous classrooms springing up over charpais, in courtyards and on the fields.

Another experiment that is working out well is the library class with the pr-primary group. Lending the books did not work out because the books never came back and even if they did they were torn and tattered. And I wonder if they got read at all. What we do now is gather the kids in the afternoon and put a huge pile of storybooks in the centre. We usually sit in the mandap at the ashram for this exercise. In the beginning there is pandemonium, with girls and boys screaming at the same time for the same book. Then gradually they settle down and enter the world of the stories. It is a sight to bring tears of joy to see the little ones struggling with the big words.

This is just a tiny glimpse of all that goes on in Lalpur. And the ashram today is a vital part of the lives of the children who come there. It is their ashram, and they know it. They feel the warmth of Asha’s love for them. 

Paromita
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