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Out of the huts of history’s shame 

I rise 

Up from a past that’s rooted in pain 

I rise 

Leaving behind nights of terror and fear 

I rise 

Into a daybreak that’s wondrously clear 

I rise 

Bringing the gifts that my ancestors gave, 

I am the dream and the hope of the slave. 

I rise 

Maya Angelou

The Context 

Deaths in India related to dowry demands are estimated to have increased phenomenally over the decades. As statistics are varied and contradictory an accurate picture is difficult to obtain. However unofficial estimates put the number of deaths at 25,000 women a year in India, with many more left maimed and scarred as a result of attempts on their lives.

The other face of this form of wife killings is that of disappearing daughters. In the increasingly popular practice of sex selective abortions, it is estimated that almost two million female fetuses are being aborted in a year. 

Dowry deaths or sex selection resulting in the termination of female fetuses, are but two most extreme manifestations of the phenomena of violence against women that is taking new and more contemporary forms. Trafficking of women for various reasons including domestic work, marriage, labour, prostitution and sex work; increasing acid attacks on women who spurn the attention of rejected men; rapes of women as part of caste and communal conflicts are some of the more visible faces of this violence that is being invisibilised by the rhetoric of progress and development that is supposed to have transformed women’s lives.

And in this ever widening spectrum of violence against women, dowry has come to symbolise the ultimate devaluation of women particularly in the context of the virulent culture of consumerism and materialism that is consuming all our lives.   

The law too has failed to stem this rising tide of violence. The reasons are multiple and complex. They include non implementation due to corruption, political interference and collusion of patriarchal values on the one hand and the growing distance between the world of law and that of life on the other. 

The language and metaphor of justice it seems has been a fatal casualty in this gendered battle for rights and empowerment.  

The Vision and Objectives of the Court of Women

Through the voices of women who will share their testimonies of pain and resistance and also women and men who will offer their analyses and wisdoms, the India Court of Women on Dowry and other Related Forms of Violence against Women will attempt to recover this lost language of justice. Specifically this Court will seek to:

· bring back to the centre of public consciousness and conscience the phenomena of dowry violence that has become invisible, normal and routine 

· initiate a rethink on our analyses of what constitutes dowry in the present context and understand its links not only to other forms of violence against women but also to the larger culture of violence and marginalisation inherent in the contemporary processes of development and globalisation.

· reflect on and review the methodologies of redress including the law and

· revision a  mass movement that is multi layered thereby taking deeper root in people’s collective consciousness and in public polity. 

Processes towards the Court

A process as much as an event, this Court since January 2008 has begun to gather together the experience, knowledges and analyses on the changing face of dowry and related forms of violence against women from different parts of the state and country. This is being done through several state level events including smaller public hearings, workshops and roundtable discussions as also storytelling, theatre performances, songs, film festivals, and other forms of creative and reflective interactions among different rural and urban communities.

The Event

All these regional processes will feed into the actual event of the Court to be held from July 27 -29, 2009.

July 27: Pre Court Events

Roundtable Discussions 

The day before the Court a series of roundtable discussions will be initiated by a range of resource people from across the country and sub continent. They will look at some of the cutting edge issues that are defining the core concerns of the court, thus creating a context within which we can locate the text of the testimonies that will be received on the following day. 

Women in Black 

An action of women and men dressed in black and standing in a public place in the city on the evening before the Court and focusing on the issues of the Court through placards, banners, pamphlets and lamps.

July 28, 2009: Daughters of Fire: India Court of Women on Dowry and Related Forms of Violence against Women

The Court of Women: Receiving the Testimonies 

The Court, through a jury comprising of about six to eight wise women and men drawn from the different fields of activism, academia, art and justice and also an audience drawn from an equally wide cross section of civil society including policy makers from the state and country, will receive testimonies of survival and resistance and also listen to the analyses and creative reflections on the roots and nature of this violence. 

July 29, 2009: Follow Up

Community Conversations

The community of testifiers along with the supporting organisations and the core group members will reflect together on the processes and outcomes of the Court towards planning a national level campaign as a follow up to the Court. 

Consultation on Policies and Legal Reform

During this consultation, policy makers and civil society representatives will attempt to revisit policy and legal reform based on the experiential and analytical learnings of the Court.  

The Journey and Methodology of the Courts of Women

This Court is part of the process of the Courts of Women, a global movement that seeks to relook at rights and other notions of justice from the lives and life visions of women – particularly from the Global South. Initiated by the Asian Women’s Human Rights Council in 1991 in the Asia Pacific region the Courts of Women have subsequently moved through El Taller International into different regions of the world i.e. the Arab world, the Mediterranean, Africa, Central and South America. With violence against women at its centre, 35 Courts of Women have been held on diverse issues specific to the regions they have been held in : from the violence of poverty, globalisation and development, the violence of cultures, caste and racism to the violence of military sexual slavery, nuclearisation and of all wars.

The unique feminist methodology evolved by the Courts of Women revolves around weaving together the personal, the political, the affective and the aesthetic. It seeks to invite the audience to relook at these issues not as experts but as witnesses to the violence of our times. The Courts of Women are public hearings. They are sacred spaces in which we hear individual testimonies of survival and resistance that guide us in our search for new paradigms of knowledge that challenges the one, scientific, neutral, objective, universal knowing as the only way to know. 

This Court is being organised by Vimochana and Asian Women’s Human Rights Council
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Development Action for Women in Need
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This Court is being held in collaboration with 

Centre for Social Action, Christ University
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