GRANDMOTHER'S UNIVERSITY
PROMOTING WOMEN'S WISDOM AND
TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE

eginning of February 2007,

Mavdamya organised its first ever
Crandmother's Uiniversity, gathering at
the Bija Vidyapeeth learning centre,
situated on its organic biodiverse farm
n Ramgarh Village near Debradun,
The gathering was attended by over
fifty participants, mcluding about ten
resource persons who have made
seminal contributions in their sphere
of actiithas:

It was swongly felt that such a
gathering was necessary 1o protect
and promote women's traditional
knowladge since the eri of
globalisation and Eberalization has
been posing a threat to this know-
ledge - be in the fisld of biodiversity,
food or health. This was in fact
underscored totally by afl the resource
persons & thelr presantation a5 alse by
the participants during the inleractive
sessinns. Linfadr s such as the Seed
Law, food related laws or laws de-
signed to curtall the peactice of mid-
wives and their negative impacts on
women's traditional knowledge were
discussed,

The Grandmether's University
coursa was launched by Great Grand
Mother Usha Maira, In her prasenta:
tion Usha Maira spoke about Gandhi
wham she had the privilege to phys-
cally touch as & young person, Taking
gn from that episode, Usha went on to
speak about the importanse of hands.
In the highly mechanized era whers
hands are considersd both “unsafe”
{in the processing of food) and ineffi-
cient {on a mechanized farm for ex-
empie), Usha Maira emphasized how
important @t s to use our hands for
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warions activities: It is only the expen-
enced hands of grandmathers of math-
ers wha can first prapare the doughto
its needed slasticity and then roll out
rotes 1o 15 needed thickness. Likewdse,
embroidery by hand, handioom tex-
trhes, which are becoming a luxury and
endangared item, and pottery making
ptc., all attest to the relevance and
importance of using hands -skilfully,
ang that skill iz passed on'to:- the mext
grnerabions

Singer Vidya Rao unravelled some
of the intricacies of Indian classical
musks and acguainted us with some.of
the custodians of that music, Vidya
learmt with maestros but also went in
search of sorme special compositions
to “tewaifs” (Indian Courlesans) who in
today's world have been reduced to
the status of prostitutes. Howeaver this
was not abways the case; in the past
they were considered fo be women
woall versed in refined ways and various
arts, - including 'thummi’ {a musical
genre). Very graphically Vidya de-
scribed how, as these middle aged

women taught their love songs, the
whole concept of what is beauty, the
conmection betwean age and beauty
came ‘ot of stereatypical boxes and
acquired 8 new dimension. Today
when so much impartance s given to
the body of the women and how it
must look, these tawaifs through their
midrsic show s that beauty cannat be
construcied but 15 a matter of grace
and culture. Vidya also shared with
her audience how the musician 14
intimately connected to her music in a
spiritual experience. Her presentation
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vibrant renditiens of compositions by
Kabir and other pocts

Sutha Soni chose o take the
participants through a "gulded tour”
of Kerala, the State to which she
belongs. Taking a typecal day in her life
as 1 young girl growing up in Kerala
she showed the close nks that exist
between biodwersity and tradetsons, as
for example in the maintenance of the
sacred grove, where some specific
plants and trees are tended with great
care and purity. From her preséntation,
it transpéred that traditions were based
on knowledge regarding biorhythms
bath i Mature and the Human Body,
People ate for exampis as per the
biorfythm of seasonality or some ta-
boos were imposed alse to respect the
bigriwthm of the microcosm that the
human-bady represents,

In her session DOr Mira Shiva,
deconstructed the power behind phar-
maceutcals and the hazards they cause
and this bolstered the ralevance of
traditional medicines. She explained
the causes of the Alma Ata Declaration
{1578}, which stipufate thai health i
the. right of all living beings. She
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shared the impoitance of wnderstand
ing the haltiz concept of hoalth as
articrilabed iy the Declaration on com-
prehensive Brimary h=alth. She ex
plained how patents on drugs cause
distorions which are further aggra-
valed when i |- accomparicd by
b::ﬂ:urac_'p ancd she pointed ol tha
Imporance of uhderstanding the -
weres health cultures in cur soclety and
the nesd for health lteracy to protect
ourselves from explomaten i the
mame af medicine.

Dv, Shiva pave some examsles of
wrabional and harsrdous  edinines
which are agpreschvely markcted in
Spite af besing kridnwl) 10 couse con-
Eenial mallommhon and sefiaus ad-
verse dvug reactions. She said that
thers was @ shortdge of assenfial and
ife saving madiones, and slabarated
an th role of tradiional e e as
well 23 the campaigns regarding Trade
(mlated [ntellectial F.‘LI.LII;'rt'." Hl"."'-.h“' -
Tights® thar put trade bofore pubilic
health. She gave the example of the
pending case of the pharma multina-
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nomal Movarts rogarding Glivie - a
madicanent for chranic mycieid e
kaomea. Movartid selle Clivic fini Ky
1.20,000 per month, wherszs the ge
nenc equivalent costs & palienl Rs,
10,000 per month., Il Movartis wins the
case the cheaper generics would not
be avallable to the poor and the
wvidnerabilk: would syfer the mo.
Through the use of konography
and rituals Janet Chawia's presentation
t‘fﬂ'ﬂg‘ll out the clige amd mbimai=
limkages that exist between the macro-
coam af the asth sl the mucrooosm
of women's bodies, For cxample, the
concept of 'nauk!, commenly rans-
lated a5 hell. which the woman is
syppised o be m guring. har pasiads
ar n"r"'lng chfdbirth. tn nse fanet's
weords “can ba ungerstoad as the sie
OF angrpy af the iinsssn wwse world =
of the sarth and the body”™. And she
goey an to add thoal “marak connoas
filth” but also signifies the lertility o
Froatful potential of the earth and the
Women's body”. She slio smphasised
the majur contribunion of ‘dals’, mrad

Irivsrally Bnlay s iraprional Ay

tiormal rmidwrves, in the fisld of chifa
birth ard wwomen's Bealtlh Her session
meshed informatvely and cxctingly
wyith all the fraclitiomnal 'ﬁ_nr_'n.l,ll:u'gc thi
midwives of Carivwal had shared with
the participants m the previoys sac-
sion. The fact that dais prefer not o
usd pharmaceuticals, sweh s pain
INAUCIRg injections, was underscored
by the midwives who showed the
plan'. ri-u-.j.' shick ini thes balr of 2 women
in labour 1o facilitate child birth

One of the dak parrated an ing-
dent, which ustrates the total di-
chatomy thal exists betwean the way
2 clinical natal centre fnctinns and
the way a dai does, She told us aboet
a ‘woman who was in b |;-|H|':L'-1
month of pragnancy and notced that
har hﬂh:,i"‘ﬁ manidimients had _'..ln:-p':.:d.
Her family rushed her to the health
rare contre and luckdy asked the dai 1o
accompany them. On realiring that
the unbum baby must already be
acad. he cantre retused to atterd (o
he woman, Ultimately, after much
gfgush and axpanditung of fioesces,




iHegal,

Mira, fanet and the traditional mid-
wives of Garhwal very clearly brought
out how urgent It is te protect women's
traditional knowdadge In the health
sector, The pressntations showed how
this knowledge iz anchaored in
bindiversiny

A moming session. was shared by
Shashi Tyagi and Rashri Shkarma
Shashi Tyagl, who has closely worled
with communities in Rajasthan ex-
plained how by going back to tradv
tional systems of rainwater harvesting
like the khadins', her arganization was
able to revive agriculture In water
SCAICE regions,

Rashmi Sharma spoke about the
harmfulness of industrially processed
food. Using several examples such as
salt, oil and sugar she explained how
harmful chemicals. are. how such
chemically ‘refinded’ products have
bost thedr pulrent profile: and  have
become heaith hazards. On the ather
hand, the artizanal way of cold press-
ing oil retzins all its bensficil traits,
Artisanal sugar such as gur (jaggeny)
and shakkar {3 powdered form of
jaggeny} are full of vitamin B complax
arwl devoid of the chemicals used to
so-call purify sugar. Rashmi alo delin-
gated the role of multinational corpa-
rations and the market behind this
“adulteration’ of processed food.

Women's traditional knowledee in
the field of cooking was showeased by
Mirs. Badbwarand Kiran Badbesir wha
taught the particspants simple, vet
nutritious and tasty racipes

The last session of the Grandmiath-
&5’ Linheersity was cevoted o the sesd
issur and was shared by Vandana
Shiva and Percy Schmeiser. They both
talked of the dangers of seed poliution

through genetically modified organ-
isms {GMCrs), the threat to bindévarsity
and the benefits of local saeds

Al seasions allowed time for ample
imteraction with the participants who
eher clarified certain jssues or shared
their experiences. During the interac-
live sessions, it transpired for example
that problems tegarding dams in
Cartpwal and i Mexico: were | quite
similar and pasticipants felt that may
be one should use the bordariass
world ta make common protests on
comman issues, thus giving
Blobalisation a new dimension,

At tha end of the three-day ses
sions, All participants- and  resours
people were reinforced in their fealing
that a space, such as the Grandmother's
University, which seeks to celebrate
end promote the vast mine of know-
ledgs women have In various fields
such as agriculture, foad and health, is
very miich nesded.

Knowiedge on the move;
A Vodng woman
carmying home 2 fremey
foddar kaad

reads Navdanva's
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