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Objective: Strengthen the capacities of South Asian national level CSOs and activists through 
sharing and exchanging innovative ideas;

Thematic Pillar: Advocacy and Campaigning

See Me Campaign

Rational: The work of civil society is based on the realities of their communities. If these 
realities are not incorporated in the work of CSO, the impact of the work will shrink which will 
ultimately decrease public support and funding.

In order for civil society organizations to be aligned with local-level realities and include on the 
ground stories into their work, the See Me Campaign will collect stories from the field and will 
share these stories with a group of Artivists (artists and civil society activists) to design innovative 
art projects and social campaigns.

Location: Afghanistan

Results: ArtLords will develop a manual database of new stories from the South Asia region 
provided by HRDs, activists, artists, and CSOs which are not published before. These stories will 
be shared with Hub members and artists in the South Asia region. Stories can be coordinated 
and consulted with I4C to be shared on their online database for access to all artists, CSOs, 
and HRDs around the world. While the stories will be collected initially through ArtLords and the 
Hub Network, later it will be collected through a Mobile Application for the Artivists. ArtLords and 
the Network will collect the stories from the South Asia region that have not been documented 
or shared to a wider audience. 

ArtLords will develop a manual database for the stories first. Later, the stories will be sorted and 
uploaded to the App for Artivists use. As the App develops more and users register, the App will 
have a function where Artivists from the South Asia region can upload the unheard stories from 
their communities.    

See Me Campaign: 
May 1st, 2020 – March 
1st 2020
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“with great power 
comes great 

responsibility, if art 
is a power, I too am 

responsible”
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Rashna
Bajracharya

As a deeply introverted child, Rashana Bajracharya found little in common 
with those around her. 

It was hard for her to manifest the social cues around her into emotional 
bonds, and it often led to her being alone. It was in this solitude that 
Rashana found comfort in art. “Scribbling with crayons and colours 
since is one of my earliest memories. In simple words, art choose me 
before I choose it,” the budding “artivist” told ArtLords.

In her early years, Rashana sought art for personal pleasure. But 
it all changed on April 25, 2015, when a massive earthquake hit 
Nepal. “The day of destruction actually taught me something 
about the power of creation and I started creating art as a tool 
to share deep emotions and bring awareness,” she said.

The 29-year-old now uses her art to help others around 
her—as a tool of empowerment. “Art is powerful, and great 
power comes with great responsibility,” she quips the line 
made famous by popular comic book character Ben 
Parker. “I have been trying to raise awareness in my soci-
ety with my art. It gives me deep satisfaction to be able 
to offer something to humankind,” she shares.



8   SEEME MAG | ISSUE 01 9   SEEME MAG | ISSUE 01

She focused her talents on an issue that she cares 
most deeply about; gender discrimination and 
women’s rights. Much of Rashana’s artwork is 

aimed at creating awareness on issues that affect 
women such as reproductive healthcare, sexual abuse, 
and gender roles in society. 

For instance, a recent piece titled ‘Purity of Impurities’ 
highlighted the issues of menstrual taboos in Nepal. “I 
built a five feet long sanitary pad of canvas and foam, 
and then painted a female goddess of creation on it. 
In Hinduism, the Bhrama is believed to be the God of 
creation—is represented by a man with three heads. But 
I believe that women are the creators, and menstruation 
is a part of the procreation process,” she explained.
In another project, called ‘Creating Heroes’, Rashana 
and her team created a graphic zine showing women 
as change makers of the society. 

“Common illustrations in books often portray important 
roles such as doctors represented by men. That cre-
ates a wrong impression of women’s identities among 
children, that only men can be what they want to be,” 
she explained. Their zine attempted to break these ste-
reotypes by illustrating women achieves in the society. 
“We wanted to show there many women achievers and 
heroes in our society to aspire to. We hoped that was 
the impact that these magazines left on the girls,” she 
said.

As her art attempts to disrupt the status quo in the 
society, Rashana also often finds herself in con-
frontation with the patriarchy who are threaten 

by her work. “While some find my work progressive, 
there are also few who find it aggressive. While trying 
to challenge inhumanity though art, I have offended 
some religious people who’ve misunderstood my work 
and labelled me as misotheist,” she said. On another 
occasion, Rashana was labelled as “nymphomaniac” 
by some of the people who took offence to her work 
titled ‘The Rapist’ portraying male genitalia. 

However, she doesn’t let the criticism deter her. “Such 
incidents happening regularly when people misunder-
stand your ideas or even hate them, but there also are 
people who love, support and relate with my art,” she 
remains optimistic. “Being a visual artist in a very tradi-
tional patriarchal society, I am trying to raise awareness 
against social injustices through my art. But change 
won’t happen in a day. We have to keep our mission 
going as there is nothing more powerful than per-
sistence,” she advised. 



AGONY AND DISASTER

“A Prayer For Life” portrays common story of South Asian Countries of female 
foeticide. In Nepal and India most of parents feel secured after having a son, 
as they have a mindset that only son can handle legacy. My painting “A prayer 
for Life” depicts story of a girl infant praying to her almighty to grant her life 
and to forgive her from crime that she hasn’t committed. I placed womb in 
hands to focus that’s our choice and we have power to save her from being 
dead before being born.

ABORTION

This painting is lil symbolic where I have modified 
scissors that r used for abortions as scorpions & 
spider attacking womb in which that girl child is 
living and I have also displayed rain of medicines 
that r use for abortion. I have portrayed that womb 
in hands which shows that we do have choice to 
either save her or kill her that’s all in our hand. At 
the right bottom of painting infant in blue can be 
seen in a peaceful state which I have symbolized as 
a male child who is always welcome to our society.

VICTIMIZED

now gives them just bitter rough experience for 
today. Its all because of today’s world where every 
youth is busy 

building their career which leaves less time for 
them to spent with their elderly parents. While we 
grow young, we usually forget that our parents and 
grandparents are growing older and need out care 
and love.

This painting depicts story of those innocent elderly 
people who got victimized by time and living their 
life in loneliness and with support of one and only 
walking stick.
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PURITY OF IMPURITY

In Nepal and few other South Asian countries { in Hinduism culture} 
menstruation is consider as impure state, thus girls and women are isolated 
from regular house hold activities and rituals. In some western parts of Nepal 
“chaupadi” is in practice.

FACE THAT FACED DISASTER

No living beings are immune to pain and sufferings. 
Pain and agony are really strong emotions that 
can connect every living beings. An earthquake 
of 2015, 25th April taught us such strong lessons 
of pain and connection of mankind. inerasable as 
effects of this earthquake remains unforgettable to 
us.

ABANDONED GOLD 

Nepal lost many lives and monuments during 
earthquake 2015. All we could see around was 
broken homes but hope and desire to rebuild Nepal 
grew stronger. 

The old-lady represents mother Nepal who is upset 
but not hope less In order to represent her as mother 
Nepal I have only choose color of our national flag.

I have used famous broken idols on “bindi” as they 
remained center of attraction during earthquake. 

I choose two canvas of 30”*48”and joined them 
to keep that line visible as well as to make that line 
inerasable as effects of this earthquake remains 
unforgettable to us.
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Aimon 
Latheef 

Aimon Latheef has always been pulled 

towards activism, driven by a need to 

influence social change within the nascent 

democracy of his country of Maldives. 

Trained in environmental management and 

working with the National University in Maldives, 

Aimon spends all his available time to many 

causes that he feels passionately about. “I 

have been involved in the civil society sector of 

Maldives for over seven years now. Currently I am 

on the executive board of the Musicians Union of 

Maldives, and previously I worked with a youth 

organisation called Dhi Youth Movement,” he 

told the ArtLords. 

“The work we did then challenged public percep-

tion and often received critical response, such as 

when our flagship youth art festival faced back-

lash for not conforming to norms of society,” he 

explained.
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However, since then, 

Aimon has moved to 

other pressing issues 

that face the young Maldivian 

society. He dedicates his 

efforts and time to engaging 

with the government through 

the Right to Information law, 

by fi l ing formal requests 

for information on many 

important social issues. “A 

few years ago, I sent out a 

request for information to 

the newly-formed Ministry of 

Communication, Science and  

Technology under an act that 

has been around for a while 

but not been enforced prop-

erly,” Aimon said. When the 

ministry obliged to his request, 

he was encouraged to send in 

more such requests. 

The process helped him real-

ise how there were clauses 

within the law that required 

government bodies to pro-

actively disclose certain 

information which they had 

not been doing. “I then started 

to seek out this information. 

When government bodies 

share such information, it 

not only gives transparency 

but also allows us, the citizens, to know how these institutions 

deal with issues and how effective they are in their responsi-

bilities,” he explained.  He has also created a website [www.

zinmaadhaaru.com] to share the information he gathers from 

his requests to make it available to every Maldivian.

Aimon today works as a Right to Information activist, filing 

requests not only on issues he deems important but also on 

behalf of others who can’t do it themselves. “Some people are 

afraid to use their name in such requests out of fear of 

It will take some time, and I feel that providing 
the people with information about our institutions 
and representatives – starting with even the 
most basic information is the way forward.  

consequences or even fear for their lives,” he said, explaining 

how Maldives had spent decades under a repressive regime 

that had built a “culture of secrecy” that has continued till date, 

despite the advent of democracy. “We were able to topple the 

dictator in 2008, but even to this day I would say we are still 

recovering from the effects of that dictatorship. Information 

back then used to be very limited, and we only saw what the 

higher ups wanted us to see—we are still experiencing similar 

issues,” he explained.

However, Aimon is determined to bring about the much needed 

cultural shift and facilitate an environment of transparency.
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Alisha
Shirazi 

When Alisha Shirazi was only eight years old, her 

family abandoned her. She had been identified as 

a third gender person by her school, shamed in 

society her family left a vulnerable Alisha on the streets of 

Multan in Pakistan. “I was disowned from my home, so like 

many other transgendered women, I started begging,” she 

shared her story with the ArtLords.



Since Alisha loved to 

dance, she learned 

many classical dances 

such as kathak. Brilliantly 

talented and a hard-worker, 

she soon grew extremely 

popular within the commu-

nity. “I was an artists. I was 

a good dancer. I used to get 

invited to functions because 

I performed well and people 

often said I should perform 

at national level, because 

I was talented,” she said. 

Unfortunately, despite her tal-

ents, she was not welcome 

at the competitive platforms. 

“They have place only males 

and females, and when you 

talk about the transgender 

community who wants to per-

form or contribute to any art 

form like theatre, they are not 

accepted. Some even say they 

(transgenders) are not human 

beings!” she added.

But, Alisha aspired for a lot 

more. “I had a passion of 

education because I wanted 

to change the ideas and cul-

ture that has been imposed 

on my community, and I knew 

that was only possible through 

education,” she said. “I fin-

ished my education through 

dancing and begging. I had 

no one to support me, I was 

alone. I danced through the 

nights, collect the money and 

paid for the university fees,” 

she shared the struggles. “I took the initiative and continued my 

studies dedicatedly. I competed by BA, B.Ed, Masters and then M 

Phil,” she added with pride.

Today, the polymath is not just among the highest achievers within 

the community but has also dedicated her life to mobilising the 

transgender people of Pakistan towards a brighter future, leading 

them in street protests as well as at international platforms. She 

has served as the gender minorities consultant with the United 

Nations for nearly two years, and has also undertaken the role of 

a “guru” within the Dera system, inspiring younger members to 

continue to their education. “Many of them are currently studying, 

supporting their education through dancing as I did. One of them 

is running a shelter home for vulnerable members of the commu-

nity,” she added.
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vulnerable members of the 

community,” she added.

Despite constant threats to 

her life, Alisha fearlessly 

campaigns for the rights of 

the transgendered people of 

Pakistan. “People with extrem-

ist ideologies are targeting 

us,” she shared. “I don’t know 

if I will be killed in the roads, 

or the markets or even my 

home.”

But she remains determined to 

make a difference. “When I was 

disowned by my family, I had 

decided that I would do something 

for my community who face abuse, 

stigma, lack of education and job 

opportunities. Even when they are 

killed, no action is taken. I want 

to change that,” she said, adding 

there was a strong need to desen-

sitise the police forces who deal 

with the community members.

“It will take some time, and 
I feel that providing the 
people with information 

about our institutions and 
representatives – starting 
with even the most basic 
information is the way 

forward,” 
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Chencho 
Lhamu

The civil society phenomenon in Bhutan is as nascent 

as its democracy itself. It was only in 2007 when the 

Bhutanese citizens participated in their first ever elec-

tions to appoint a bicameral parliament creating new 

systems to run the country. 

While epochal change created spaces and opportuni-

ties for civil societies to grow, it is, nevertheless, riddled 

with challenges unique only to a nation that is yet to 

get accustomed to the democratic processes. That 

is where Bhutan Centre for Media and Democracy 

(BCMD) comes in—empowering citizens, particu-

larly the youth, to build a vibrant democracy. “We 

believe if we are to achieve that we need to edu-

cate everyone,” shares Chencho Lhamu, Executive 

Director, at BCMD, that works with a cross section 

of the society to provide training and education 

on civics and citizenship rights of the Bhutanese 

people.



“We are a young democracy, and everyone 

needs education on democracy and citizen-

ships… including adults, and parliamentarians, 

local elected leaders, etc.” the 46-year-old 

civil society member says passionately. 

Formed at the cusp of a new era, BCMD is 

among the first, and one of the 54 organiza-

tions, to be registered in the country. “It was 

established in 2008 when the country transi-

tioned into a democracy sensing the need to 

educate the people about their role in strength-

ening democracy,” Lhamu explained.

The founding members of BCMD saw an evi-

dent lack of civic awareness in the community 

despite the advent of democracy. “The formu-

lation of the civics curriculum was only initiated 

in 2006. Prior to that we had no formal edu-

cation on democracy, politics, citizenship and 

media literacy. Even now, there are not many 

schools that offer media literacy,” she shared

The dearth of information and education 

prompted BCMD to direct efforts at engaging 

the youth and children in Bhutan on the sub-

jects of citizenship, public discourse and media 

literacy, among other issues. “We conduct 

training programmes about their rights and 

responsibilities in a democracy and encour-

age them to remain engaged in democratic 

processes, contributing to the community 

development” she said. BCMD’s work has 

been instrumental in supplementing the larger 

education system in these subjects. 

Through its various programmes and activities, 

BCMD also provides a platform to the youth to 

connect with their communities’ issues, and to 

understand what role they can play and how 

they can be part of a solution. “We focus on 

teaching how the youth can contribute to the 

community. The projects encourage them to 

go out to the community and find out what 

the issues are and reflect on what needs to 

be done to address those issues,” shared Lhamu, who joined the organization in 

2016 motivated by the real-world impact of the programmes in the country that 

is still fine-tuning its democratic systems. “Unlike in the bureaucracy, where ideas 

take long to implement, civil society is nimble and in that way is more efficient in 

translating ideas into reality. Seeing this transformation in how the youth think and 

even the little behavioral or attitudinal changes give me a lot of motivation,” she 

added with pride. 

Despite their much required and impactful work, BCMD and other CSOs in Bhutan 

face several hardships, financial as well as societal. “As an emerging sector, there 

is limited understanding of civil society work and how we function so we tend to 

be viewed n as competitors for the limited resources. While there are examples of 

great collaboration between civil society organizations and government agencies, 

the same cannot be said of   all the CSOs. Because our work entails fundraising, 

some look at us as donor driven while there is due diligence from both civil society 

organizations and the funding organizations,” Lhamu explained. “Sustainability is 

a constant concern for civil society organizations.  We have to take on multiple 

projects just to make overhead costs...”
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“Such remarks are 
gratifying because 

children develop life 
skills that are not 

necessarily the primary 
focus of the prescribed 

curriculum.”

But the extra hours are made worthwhile with moments 

such as those where Lhamu and her colleagues watch 

the next generation mould into responsible young citi-

zens. “This one teacher from rural Bhutan who brings a group 

of youth every year to our summer programme said that for his 

students, learning starts at our youth summits. He said he has 

noticed even his shy students transform into confident youth 

who come before a crowd and make powerful presentations,” 
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Hashtag 
Generation

When Senel Wanniarachchi, Nethmini Medawala, 

Arun Ariadurai along with a group of their col-

leagues noticed that there was a serious lack of 

interest among the youth in civil and political movement 

of Sri Lanka, they decided to take matters in their own 

hands. “Youth were losing interest [in civic issues] and we 

wanted to address that gap. The name and the aim of the 

campaign was to engage with our generation on social 

media, because that is the strongest medium especially 

among the youth,” shared Nethmini Medawala, head 

of programme at Hashtag Generation. 

The civil society organization works on a variety of 

socially and politically relevant issues designing 

campaign to bring important discourses to the 

mainstream.



“We worked on issues of protecting the 

rights of religious, ethnic, gender and sexual 

minorities—we have worked with LGBT com-

munities, on gender-based violence, and even 

some work on Muslim marriage act that has 

to be reformed,” informed Arun Ariadurai, 

communication manager.  “When we started 

our aim was to increase the participation of 

women and youth in politics, not just at the 

national level, but also at the local levels, and 

engage with communities within their spaces,” 

he explained.
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“We then expanded on issues of 
fake news, misinformation violent 

extremism monitoring work.”



 “We then expanded on issues of fake news, 

misinformation violent extremism monitoring 

work.”

What started out as a youth centric cam-

paign built organically on the social media 

platforms—to achieve maximum youth engage-

ment—has now turned into a full-fledged 

movement. “As our work grew gradually, we 

realized our work needed full time attention. 

It was no-longer a “passion project” we could 

do on the side, so we needed to move into 

working full-time,” Nethmini explained. In 

2018, Hashtag Generation established its full-

time presence in Colombo.

During the last presidential elections in Sri 

Lanka, Hashtag Generation has the opportu-

nity to work alongside the election commission 

to monitor election violence on social media. 

“We monitored fake news, misinformation and 

violent extremism on social media. We used 

that analysis to help build a counter narrative 

Other trainings by the organization focused on 

improving and encouraging political partici-

pation, particularly among the women and the 

youth. “We conducted training programmes, 

to enable citizens to run for political office or 

be engaged in the local governments. Our 

recent laws set a quote of 25 percent seats for 

women in the local government so we trained 

the communities to utilize these opportunities,” 

Nethmini informed.

Needless to say, their work ruffled some feath-

ers and earned them the ire of a section of the 

society. But team Hashtag remains undeterred. 

“Our social media campaigns frequently get 

negative comments from people that disagree 

with us. But usually see that as a positive 

development. It means our work is, in some 

ways, breaking the echo chambers on social 

media and reaching groups that don’t neces-

sarily agree with us,” Nethmini explained.

They also found some of the allies in the 

unlikeliest of places. “Some of our content 

on ‘critical thinking in the digital age’ were 

shared by Buddhist monks,” quipped Arun, 

adding they also get many messages from 

human rights defenders and peace builders 

on how they find their social media analysis 

very useful. “Some who’ve attended our train-

ing workshops or been volunteer with us have 

gone on to form their own organizations or 

found employment with other similar organi-

zation. Hashtag Generation, for many, was a 

stepping stone to youth activism,” he added, 

with pride.
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Sri Ram

As a young 20-year-old school teacher working with children 

in Nepal, Sri Ram— a pacifist by nature, was often disturbed 

by the extend of corporal punishment meted out to the stu-

dents. “As a non-violent person it was really challenging 

for me. I would look for alternatives as a teacher to help 

convey my message and education to the children,” he 

told the ArtLords.

While Sri Ram attempted to look for new and unique 

ways to tackle disciplinary issues, he realised that 

it was not enough for him to just change the way 

he approached children. “It was also important 

to bring about a systemic changes in the edu-

cation system, among my colleagues and the 

wider community,” he explained.



And so in 2014, he gave his job as a teacher to work full-time 

as an activist and instructor promoting non-violent commu-

nication. With just his small savings and an determination 

to change the way society interacts with each other, Sri Ram 

started a campaign called ‘Colouring Nepal With Non-violent 

Communication’. Through lectures and trainings with youth 

groups, and other civil society organizations, Sri Ram had 

hoped to inspire empathy, deeper connection and collabora-

tion within communities. 

Self-funded and with a lack of steady income, situation could 

get challenging for Sri Ram, but despite it all, he remained 

committed to the campaign. “There were days I used to take 

extra classes in the morning and evenings to earn money sup-

port my family, while I also worked on this campaign during the 

day. I also worked as a computer technician in the night time 

to support this program,” he narrated. 

Through persistent activist, Sri Ram slowly observed the impact 

of his campaigns. “In some of the schools here, they have 

brought structural changes in the procedures dealing with for-

mation of rules and regulations, which are co-created with the 

students,” he shared with pride. The new approach in these 

schools ensures that all issues and problems with children are 

sorted with a restorative circle—a community of group selected 

by the students and teachers. “It is not a punishment but instead 

it is a community effort at helping individuals grow from the 

mistakes, which are now accepted as a learning process,” he 

explains, adding that many schools were adopting this prac-

tice within the local curriculum. “Even the parents are involved 

because these cannot be done in isolation,” he added.
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Encouraged by this success in schools, Sri Ram 

even took the ‘restorative circle’ approach one 

step further and introduced it into the local-

level justice system. “It is not the traditional 

judicial system, but certain support groups are 

created to solve the issues (dealing with those 

whose actions are disapproved of in society) in 

a restorative practice,” he explained.

Sri Ram, an ever-optimist, is certain that he 

can further spread his message of non-violent 

communications to larger communities. “I 

truly believe that people naturally enjoy con-

tributing to others and do their best in all the 

ways they can with what they know. If we sup-

port them and introduce them to alternative 

nonviolent ways of deal with situations, then 

they will enjoy making conscious choices in 

responding to a particular situation,” he says 

with much confidence.

Some had mocked Sri Ram at the beginning 

of his journey to create a more empathetic 

society, but many of those are now in awe of 

his work. “It took a few years for people to 

start accepting this—and started inviting me 

to schools in my locality and in the neighbor-

hood communities to talk about non-violent 

communication. Many who made fun of me in 

the beginning are also now in my group. We 

are now a non-violent community of Nepal,” 

he adds proudly.

“We worked on issues of protecting the 

rights of religious, ethnic, gender and sexual 

minorities—we have worked with LGBT com-

munities, on gender-based violence, and even 

some work on Muslim marriage act that has 

to be reformed,” informed Arun Ariadurai, 

communication manager.  “When we started 

our aim was to increase the participation of 

women and youth in politics, not just at the 

national level, but also at the local levels, and 

engage with communities within their spaces,” 

he explained.

What started out as a youth centric cam-

paign built organically on the social media 

platforms—to achieve maximum youth engage-

ment—has now turned into a full-fledged 

movement. “As our work grew gradually, we 

realized our work needed full time attention. 

It was no-longer a “passion project” we could 

do on the side, so we needed to move into 

working full-time,” Nethmini explained. In 

2018, Hashtag Generation established its full-

time presence in Colombo.

During the last presidential elections in Sri 

Lanka, Hashtag Generation has the opportu-

nity to work alongside the election commission 

to monitor election violence on social media. 

“We monitored fake news, misinformation 

and violent extremism on social media. We 

used that analysis to help build a counter nar-

rative with partners who would also work on 

these subjects. We also made videos on these 

issues, and conduct trainings among civil soci-

ety activists,” she informed.

Other trainings by the organization focused on 

improving and encouraging political partici-

pation, particularly among the women and the 

youth. “We conducted training programmes, 

to enable citizens to run for political office or 

be engaged in the local governments. Our 

recent laws set a quote of 25 percent seats for 

women in the local government so we trained 

the communities to utilize these opportunities,” 

Nethmini informed.

We then expanded on issues 
of fake news, misinformation 
violent extremism monitoring 
work.
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Needless to say, their work ruffled some feath-

ers and earned them the ire of a section of the 

society. But team Hashtag remains undeterred. 

“Our social media campaigns frequently get 

negative comments from people that disagree 

with us. But usually see that as a positive 

development. It means our work is, in some 

ways, breaking the echo chambers on social 

media and reaching groups that don’t neces-

sarily agree with us,” Nethmini explained.

They also found some of the allies in the 

unlikeliest of places. “Some of our content 

on ‘critical thinking in the digital age’ were 

shared by Buddhist monks,” quipped Arun, 

adding they also get many messages from 

human rights defenders and peace builders 

on how they find their social media analysis 

very useful. “Some who’ve attended our train-

ing workshops or been volunteer with us have 

gone on to form their own organizations or 

found employment with other similar organi-

zation. Hashtag Generation, for many, was a 

stepping stone to youth activism,” he added, 

with pride.
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Marvi
Sirmed

When Marvi Sirmed started out in journalism in 

Pakistan in the last 1980s, women were still pio-

neering an industry that had not yet accepted 

them. If anything, being a female journalist in Pakistan came 

with an array of challenges and hurdles, that Marvi had to 

navigate, clearing the path for women who would follow.

A renowned journalist, and human rights defender, 

today Marvi is a research scholar at the University of 

Connecticut. “I’m also writing a book on freedom of 

expression in south Asian counties with specific focus 

on Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh,” she 

shared with ArtLords.



However, it was the values that 

Marvi absorbed from her fam-

ily in her early years were 

cemented by years of activism that was 

also reflected in her journalism. “I per-

sonally did not suffer from violence and 

my parents never restricted me, but it 

existed in society. And it is impossible 

to live in a conservative society like 

Pakistan and not catch these messages 

rom the society. For instance, I was 

expected not to raise my voice, but my 

brothers could,” she narrated.

not to raise my voice, but my broth-

ers could,” she narrated.

The intensity of social restrictions 

on women  in Pakistan became evi-

dent when Marvi sought enrolment 

in a medical school. “My parents 

wanted for me to be a doctor, and 

even though it was not something 

I wanted for myself, I was shocked 

to learn that the entrance to a 

medical course in Pakistan was not 

merit-based. A woman had to work 

twice as hard to secure a place in 

the medical school due to fewer seats open to them,” she said. 

The injustice of the matter motivated Marvi to launch a cam-

paign with other women and male allies from universities and 

we demand for equal merit-based right to education. The pro-

test evolved to a movement that caught the attention of the 

political leadership, who were quick to notice that the leader of 

the movement—Marvi—was the daughter of a civil bureaucrat.
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My father faced a lot of pressure 
from his superiors. But he continued 
to support my rights and voice,” she 
said, adding that the tribulations 
eventually paid off when the move-
ment became a resounding success. 
“We were able to secure open merit 
system and today Pakistan has 
more women doctors than the men,



Despite coming from a rather conservative family unit, 

Marvi credits her parents for her activism and journal-

ism. “I learned from my parents how two diametrically 

opposite views can coexist if you are truly liberated and think 

above the division and think about humanity. A truly demo-

cratic culture needs to truly absorb all these stark differences of 

opinion like a bouquet of flowers that only adds to its beauty,” 

she said.

Inspired by these lofty ideas of democracy, Marvi brought 

the same firebrand to her journalism. At a time when women 

journalists were considered “prostitutes” and were not given 

challenging or strong assignments such as legal or political 

stories.

“Women were mostly only given soft stories, so when I started 

covering issued of human rights abuses and violence against 

women, I was shocking the system,” she recalled. Among the 

many stories she reported, were some tragic tales of dowry 

cases and bride burning, as well as forced conversions of the 

minorities in Pakistan. “Many times people would reach out to 

my father and ask what went wrong, because journalism isn’t 

for good women. My father braved all that and also pressure 

from my family to ask me leave journalism,” she shared.

“Women were mostly only given soft stories, so when I started 

covering issued of human rights abuses and violence against 

women, I was shocking the system,” she recalled. Among the 

many stories she reported, were some tragic tales of dowry 

cases and bride burning, as well as forced conversions of the 

minorities in Pakistan. “Many times people would reach out to 

my father and ask what went wrong, because journalism isn’t 

for good women. My father braved all that and also pressure 

from my family to ask me leave journalism,” she shared.
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However, it was Marvi’s 

commitment to demo-

cratic values, whether 

through activism or journal-

ism, that paved the way for 

women in Pakistan today. “It 

gives me a sense of victory 

to see so many girls coming 

in journalism today across 

so many beats,” she shared, 

adding she hopes for a 

brighter future for women in 

media. “Things are changing 

but it is also disappointing to 

see that in 2021 they are still 

facing issues of discrimina-

tion,” she added.
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Manisha
Dhakal

Growing up in a relatively conservative society, Manisha 

Dhakal, a prominent Tran’s activist in Nepal, was 

harassed for being herself. “I had a feminine nature 

throughout my childhood, and classmates often teased me, 

particularly when the teacher taught the topic of gender,” 

she shared her story with Art Lords. As she grew older, 

she faced immense discrimination, sexual harassment 

and humiliation in the society for being a transgender 

woman.

At home, she experienced a similar prejudice when 

her family found that she worked with the Blue 

Diamond Society (BDS)—an LGBTQI organisation 

she helped found. “I hadn’t told my family about 

my work. When they found out I worked at BDS, 

my family didn’t let me go to work for three days,” 

she recalled.



However, not the one to give up on a challenge, Dhakal took 

the opportunity to use those three days to educate her loved 

ones about her sexuality, her gender, about the community 

and their work at BDS. “After we talked for three days, they started 

to accept me.That was a turning point for me. My families support 

helped me be more productive in my life,” she shared.

It is not just her family’s approach to gender that Dhakal has influ-

enced, but also that of the larger the society in Nepal. Dhakal started 

at BDS in 2001 as an office assistant and has since risen the ranks of 

the civil society organisation to taking the role of its executive director. 

Dhakal’s work at BDS segments into various projects on HIV/AIDS, 

human rights activism, constitutional campaigns, advocacy, capacity 

building and academic research. “We collaborate with other civil soci-

ety organisations, work with the government and talk to the media, we 

organise the pride,

Since Nepal was never colonised under the British, their laws and 

culture remained free from the imposition of Victorian laws that crim-

inalised LGBTQ. “Nepal has not criminalised LGBTQs, unlike other 

South Asian that were colonised.. but there exists prejudice among 

people. Many issues intersect with the issues faced by the community 

and those need still need to be address,” she said.

BDS has played a key role in campaigning for LGBTQ rights that 

translated into the 2008 ruling by the Supreme Court of Nepal issuing 

a verdict to enact a law enabling equal rights for all LGBT citizens. 
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There is definitely more sensi-
tisation and awareness because 
of the media, but there is a long 
way to go to achieve progress,

This was later ratified into the new con-

stitution providing special privileges to 

minority groups, including a reserved 

number of government jobs and educational 

positions. 

However, despite the progress made, a lot 

remains to be desired for the community. 

“Implementation of laws in our region is 

very weak—there are no laws and provision 

that support the LGBTQI people, except on 

citizenship issues, and that is also partial—

for instance, we cannot change our name; 

we can only change the gender marker to 

‘Others’ category which is also very vague,” 

she explains. 

Additionally, despite the reservations, access 

to employment, education, healthcare or 

other opportunities is still a challenge. “There 

is definitely more sensitisation and awareness 

because of the media, but there is a long way 

Dhakal is also the founding member of 

the Asia-Pacific Transgender Network 

representing South Asia. She is also 

one of the co-chairs of the ILGA Asia board, 

and a board member of IRGT, a global network 

for trans women and HIV. “As a transgender 

myself, I have faced lots of discrimination and 

challenges that motivate me to keep working 

on improving the state of the community and 

fight for the rights of those like me,” she says. 
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Laleh 
Osmani 

When you challenge a dominant belief 

in a patriarchal society, you have to 

be ready to pay a heavy price, and 

Laleh Osmani, a women’s right activists from 

Herat province of Afghanistan was prepared for 

exactly such a backlash on the campaign she 

started. 

Ms  Osman i  i s  t he  a r ch i t e c t  o f  t he 

#WhereIsMyName campaign in Afghanistan 

that demanded for the inclusion of the name of 

a mother into the national ID cards for Afghan 

citizens. The process not only ensures the iden-

tity of Afghan women, but also helps reaffirm the 

rights of a mother under the Afghan law.
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It isn’t uncommon for women to face 

hurdles in Afghanistan when asserting 

right over their children. It is partic-

ularly harder for single mothers and 

widows, who are unable to get legal 

documentation establishing their rela-

tionship with their children and are 

thereby left out of important decision 

that are their rights. Ms Osmani who 

has studied the Islamic law—the Sharia, 

observed that men often interpret the 

laws to suit themselves and also to 

oppress women. “Since literacy levels 

in Afghanistan is very low, many don’t 

realise that the true interpretations of 

the Quran provide women with many 

rights,” she explained.

Determined to make a difference, Ms 

Osmani launched the campaign on 

social media hoping to garner wider 

support for the inclusion of women’s 

identities on the national legal docu-

ment. “I made a Facebook group on 

July 5, 2017 and added my friends 

to it explaining my views. While some 

stood by me, majority of them left the 

group,” she shared the early days of the 

campaign. 

Ms Osmani and her band of support-

ers eventually moved the campaign 

from social media to the the local 

communities. “We took to the streets and 

campaigned in across provinces. We reached 

out local female activists to get the message 

as far out as possible,” she said.

The increasing popularity of the campaign 

also meant that, they were inundated with a 

wave of backlash from the more fundamen-

talist groups who disapproved of the idea 

itself. She and the group of activists who 

participated in the campaign were insulted, 

humiliated, threatened. “There were days we 

really believed that these are the last days of 

our lives,” she said. 

In one incident, during a campaign, the 

phone of one of their volunteers was snatched 

from her while she was conducting interviews. 

“All her private photos were uploaded on the 

social media which was a very big shock 

for all our team member. We all were very 

scared,” she recalled.
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Shockingly, at times, these threats and abuses came from 

other women. “They tried to label our work as a west-

ern-backed project. One female parliamentarian even 

posted a video on Facebook saying that this initiative would 

pave the way for depravity,” Ms Osmani added. 

But despite the pushbacks, she and her allies soldiered on. 

she said, refusing to let the negativity hold her back.

And despite the initial setback, Ms Osmani soon found wide 

support for the hashtag. Ms Osmani’s ideas resonated with 

many Afghan women, and male allies, in the country and all 

over the world. “A lot of activists, political leaders, musicians, 

artists, writers supported us,” she said.

After a long and relentless campaign, online and offline, 

#WhereIsMyName caught the attention of the Afghan President 

Ashraf Ghani. “He changed the law to allow one to register the 

name of mother in National ID card,” Ms Osmani shared with 

the sound of pride and happiness evident in her voice.

However, this success is not enough for Ms Osmani who 

believes that the society a a whole needs to introspect why 

women are being denied their identity and rights. “The taboo 

against women’s identities still exists in society and we can’t 

expect that to change with just one campaign. We achieved 

one goal but that is not sufficient. We ahve to change the roots 

of this taboo in the society,” she said, vowing to continue her 

struggle.

We have to walk through 
fire to reach my goal
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Natasha 
Israt Kabir

Natasha Israt Kabir was only 20-years-old, when she first 

came across a movie that made her stop and think deeply 

about the conditions of those who differently-abled around 

her. Forrest Gump may just have been a film to many but 

to Natasha it was a start of a journey into understanding, 

empathising and then dedicating her life’s work to helping 

the people with disabilities in her country of Bangladesh. 

“It started with reading autobiographies of pioneers like 

Helen Keller and Stephen Hawking who’s inspiring sto-

ries developed a sense of purpose in me to work for 

the habitually uncared-for marginalized group of our 

society,” she shared with ArtLords. 



Motivated, but yet inexpe-

rienced, in 2003, Natasha 

started out with volunteering 

with a British Council project 

and worked closely with vul-

nerable and excluded groups 

of people. “I found out that 

our society is not flexible and 

supportive towards margin-

alized communities. It also 

made me understand that 

achieving sustainable devel-

opment won’t be a reality 

without the social inclusion 

and empowerment people 

living with disabilities,” she 

said. She started researching 

for ways to develop sustain-

able solutions for those with 

disabilities, and eventually 

formed BRIDGFoundation 

(name of her organisation?).

After years of learning, ded-

ication, and exposure to 

international programmes that 

helped shape her worldview of 

community services, she iden-

tified the IT sector as a strong 

medium of empowerment for 

the community of people with 

disabilities in Bangladesh. In 

2013, Natasha launched the, 

Project IT for Differently Able’ 

with a grant from the US State 

Department with the aim to 

provide technological education and skills to 

people with disabilities. “I believe technology will 

give them a voice, help them connect with the 

world and become independent,” she said.

Since then, her work has grown to include many 

projects supported international organisations 

like British Council and Alliance Francaise, and 

international governments like the Embassy of 

Netherlands. 

Many Bangladeshi people also with disabili-

ties have benefitted from activities organised 

by Natasha and her team. “In 2015 December 

we initiated the project called “ARTPreneur for 

Differently Able” where they have opportunities 

to work with experts through workshops and even 

sell their artwork online,” Natasha explains one 

of their projects. 

“We also found more opportunities to interact 

with the creative industry and one of our artists—

Muhammad Sohel Ahmed—got the opportunity 

to start his career as graphics designer at an 

agency called Red and Orange Communication. 

Prior to that, another youth—23-year-old 

Shafayth Hossain—with hearing and speech dis-

abilities bagged a job as a graphic designer at 

a local advertising media called DOT3PRD,” she 

added proudly.

In her years of work, Natasha has found it is par-

ticular harder for women to enter the IT sector, 

and its even harder for to engage women with 

disabilities. “Our team was particularly con-

cerned about this, even though IT sector makes it 

easier for women to work from home which could 

be a motivation for their parents and reduces the 

risks of working outside as not only a woman 

but also also someone who’s 

disabled,” However they 

found the overall gender gap 

in the IT sector challenging 

and a hurdle to achieving this 

goal. Despite that, they have 

managed to empower several 

women, such as 23-year-

old Jannatul Ferdous Srity, a 

female artist with hearing and 

speech disabilities who not 

only interned with an NGO 

called Democracy Watch but 

is also currently working in the 

library of British Council.

Natasha is constantly trying 

to innovate and find new and 

unique was to help engage 

the marginalised community 

with the society. “I believe 

there should not be a norm 

in the way things are done, 

but there should always be 

opportunities to do things 

differently,” she explained. 

And so they are always look-

ing at new industries, new 

technologies to create new 

opportunities for the peo-

ple with disabilities. “We are 

trying to focus on the per-

spectives... we need to create 

more opportunities that don’t 

limit those who can’t hear or 

speak. For example, jobs like 
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fashion designing or cooking you don’t need 

to talk. 

The history of social discriminations during the 

colonial era, Natasha says, is not different that 

the exclusion people with disabilities experi-

ence. “One shouldn’t wait till the marginalised 

people tipping point to introduce reformations 

and change,” she advised. 

You only need to listen, 
your visualization power 
is important

68   SEEME MAG | ISSUE 01 69   SEEME MAG | ISSUE 01


