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Women. Biologically different from 
men, and yet our core is the same. We 
are all female until the SRY gene on the 
Y chromosome switches on to change 
the female baby into a male. Yet we still 
differentiate between a baby boy and a 
baby girl. 

If we flick back the pages of our history 
we will see before us the story of Ahalya. 
Ahalya lived happily with her husband Rishi 
Gautama in a hermitage. One day, Lord 
Indra took advantage of Rishi Gautama 
having left the hermitage for the day 
and took the form of Rishi Gautama and 
seduced his wife Ahalya. On return, Rishi 
Gautama in his spur of anger cursed both, 
Ahalya and Lord Indra. But why was Ahalya 
cursed? She was none the wiser that Lord 
Indra was tricking her. Why was she equally 
punished with Lord Indra? Why is it that 
when this situation is considered, Ahalya 
alone is judged? 

Flash forward to 2012 and we find  
ourselves amidst the Delhi gang rape case. 
An innocent girl returning home faced 
torture that no one should. Yet after being 
raped by six men, having her intestines 
brutally pulled out and having undergone 
invasive surgeries, she still wrote on a piece 
of paper to her mother “Mother, I want to 
live”. After everything she went through, she 
still wanted to live. That is courage and that 
is strength. 

From giving birth to children to running 
multinational companies, women can do 
it all. Being so capable, it seems absurd 
to even assume that women are the 
inferior sex. Hindu Dharma teaches us that 
everyone carries a fragment of God within 
them, so how can any living creature be 
inferior or superior to the next? The purpose 
is not to prove that women are superior to 
men, the purpose is to shed light on the fact 
that women are equal. 

Hindu Dharma has never promoted a 
patriarchal society, and we can seek 
examples by looking at our Gods. Sita  
Rama and Radha Krishna both start with  
the Goddess’ name first. It is time to let go  
of age old traditions that hinder the 
progress of women and we must encourage 
women to arise.

In this current edition, our authors have 
written about what it means to be a woman 
in the modern age, women’s education, 
Disney and even historical figures. They 
remind us that our ancient tradition has 
revered women and exalted them from 
the very beginning. We hope you find 
something thought-provoking, inspiring, 
funny and empowering in these pages. 

Chandrika Chopra 
NHSF (UK) National Learning Team 
Hum Editor 
3rd Year Biomedical Sciences 
St. George’s University of London

EDITORIAL PRESIDENT’S WELCOME
“It’s always the boys who rescue the girls in the stories. But girls can be 
brave and girls can rescue people too.” A quote from the award winning 
Always campaign “Like a Girl” which breaks gender stereotypes and 
redefines the meaning of the phrase “Like a Girl” from negative to positive.

Hindu Dharma has always encouraged equality, and in our Shastras 
(scriptures) women are celebrated as the most powerful and empowering 
force. Throughout history people have adopted a cultural mindset that 
has left many thinking there isn’t equality between women and men.

The ‘glass ceiling,’ a barrier for women to progress in their career, shouldn’t 
be seen as a limitation but a challenge women can overcome. Sensitive 
and empathetic are words sometimes used to describe women; this 
doesn’t mean women are not fearless or competitive, and these qualities 
shouldn’t be seen as a liability but a great asset. 

From the Mahabharata to Ramayana, Bollywood to Hollywood despite 
having a male hero, you’ll always find a powerful woman too. From 
politics to FTSE 500 companies, the boardroom to the football pitch, there 
isn’t a shortage of intelligent, independent and competitive women. 

The articles in this edition of HUM written by students across the country 
celebrates feminine strength, breaks cultural stereotypes and looks at the 
stories of some famous women to show the power women really have. 

As Hindu students, it is our responsibility to change the cultural mindset 
and promote equality. Gender should not be seen as a limitation or 
something that has a restrictive aspect; we should question the traditional 
notion of gender, reject the restraints of stereotype and change attitudes 
in society.

Sonal Keshav 
NHSF (UK) National Vice President 
Graphic Designer Graduate 
Loughborough University 

“Where women are worshipped, the Gods reside.  
Where they are not respected, all work is fruitless.” – Manusmrti, 3.56
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MAKE-UP 
ON POINT!
Dear Diary, 

So I was late to work today…again! I just 
couldn’t get my make-up on properly. My 
hands were shaking – I was so nervous 
about the presentation I had to deliver, 
which I had no time to prepare for. All my 
evenings have been taken up recently – 
grandma’s been unwell, and being the 
eldest means that I have to look after 
Geetha, Maya and Deepak (little siblings). 

My nerves got the better of me today. 
I had to skip breakfast…as always. This 
presentation meant so much to me – I really 
needed to impress my bosses. This was 
my shot of getting that promotion. It was 
between Tom (colleague) and me. 

As soon as I saw my bosses, my mind 
went blank. I wasn’t prepared for this 
presentation and after seeing Tom’s flawless 
delivery, the pressure mounted. I’m nothing 
like him – I’m not this strong woman, I 
hate public speaking, I just can’t do it. The 
presentation was dreadful – I stuttered 
throughout, it wasn’t detailed and it was 
clear that I hadn’t prepared. 

My bosses spoke to me afterwards and 
they gave me the inevitable news. I did get 
something though – my second warning! One 
more and I’m gone. I don’t even know why 
they gave me this shot if their intention was 
to give me a warning. I guess they needed to 
show that they were being fair between the 
sexes when they knew all along the MAN was 
going to get it. I had no chance as a WOMAN. 
If Tom and I had each other’s presentation, he 
still would’ve got it. 

I told Vinny (boyfriend) that I didn’t get 
the promotion. He said that it means I can 
spend more time with him...Let Tom do the 
hard work! I guess he’s right.

I feel really faint – been feeling like this for a 
while. Skipped lunch today – there was nothing 
healthy to eat at work and I’m very close to 
getting that Kate Moss figure, so can’t risk it. 
Dinner was a no go – by the time I got the little 
ones into bed (siblings), there was no time. 

Nothing is going right for me! I don’t 
understand why. Hopefully things get better 
soon. One day at a time – I guess I have to 
see what tomorrow brings me. 

One positive though – my make-up was  
on point!

Remya Unnithan 
NHSF (UK) National General Secretary 
Graduate in Law 
Queen Mary’s University of London

Shakti is defined as the divine universal 
female energy that is manifested on Earth 
as the creative energy of a woman. It is 
Shakti that is responsible for fertility within 
us, fertility that allows us to bring a new 
life into the world and nurture it. Therefore, 
worshipping and respecting Shakti is 
extremely important in the Hindu tradition. 

Yet if we shine a light on the current 
situation in our world, we will see that 
there are many women still suffering from 
oppression. Inequality between men and 
women exists everywhere, and it hurts us 
more when we see it in India too. The land 
that has revered women for millenia is now 
witnessing violence towards women, forced 
marriage and lower wages for more work. 
These issues highlighted by the media go 
against our scriptural teachings and are a 
strong deviation from our historical heritage 
of respecting women as fellow mothers, 
sisters and daughters of India. 

It is important to remember that Shakti is 
personified within Hindu Dharma through 
the forms of Mata Saraswati, Mata Lakshmi 
and Mata Parvati. Mata Saraswati is the 
Goddess of music and knowledge, whilst 
Mata Lakshmi of fortune, prosperity and 
opulence. When male deities failed to gain 
control over the armies of darkness, it was 
the ferocious forms of Mata Parvati that 
re-established harmony. These Goddesses 
are a reminder of the qualities that women 
embody and the impact they are capable 
of having on society. Our worship is not 
just predominantly to male Gods, but to 

Goddesses too, ruling out the concept of 
differences in gender. 

Despite the importance of Goddesses in 
Hindu Dharma, social norms on gender 
set out by Hindu communities have been 
unjust towards women, creating traditions 
that seem as though they cannot be 
changed. For example, widowed women are 
shunned whilst their male counterparts are 
not. We must look back at our rich heritage 
and challenge convention by understanding 
what Dharma truly teaches. 

And that’s exactly what is happening. These 
same traditions are being questioned by 
women who are rising and overtaking men, 
not only in employment and education, 
but in innovation, in science, and in the 
arts. Equality will be reached when men 
and women are granted equal pay, equal 
respect and equal opportunities. 

It is easy to continue worshipping 
our Goddesses and forget their daily 
embodiments. It is easy to neglect the 
Shakti within every female when age old 
traditions need maintaining. As Hindus, 
we should be proud of our religion and 
heritage and should educate others about 
the importance of women in our faith. Let 
us remember that worshipping Shakti is 
central to our identity, and therefore so is 
constant and daily respect towards women. 

Talisha Modasia 
2nd Year Biomedical Sciences 
St George’s University of London

THE TRADITION  
OF SHAKTI

6
“There is nothing small in God’s eyes; let there  

be nothing small in thine.” – Sri Aurobindo
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As tensions mount throughout the world, 
with strained race relations and religious 
factionalism, it is apparent that every 
country is struggling. Largely, these 
problems stem from the various inequities 
that have taken root in today’s society. 
Economic inequity, racial inequity, gender 
inequity – the list is endless. Teach for India 
is a two-year fellowship program whose 
vision is to bridge the inequity gap in 
education, such that “One day, all children 
will attain an excellent education.” 

Perhaps one of the most frustrating 
and compelling truths of the world is 
that no action exists in a vacuum. In the 
process of working towards educational 
equity, teachers, by design, narrow other 
inequalities, increasing income levels and 
fostering understanding that deescalates 
racial, religious, and gender-based tensions. 

Research shows that education empowers 
females and a higher percentage of girls 
in education results in better economic 
prospects for the region. 

Most of the communities Teach for India 
operates within are a microcosm of our 
country. In other words, either subtle or 
overt patriarchal norms guide society within 
these communities. Men often don’t want 
wives to work outside the house, and the 
threat of violence and hostile environments 
constantly dampen women from attaining 
equal opportunities. When Teach for India 
fellows enter these classrooms, armed 
with convictions and a strong sense of 
purpose, they challenge these patriarchal 

notions, both intentionally and by virtue of 
imparting their own value systems. Girls in 
our classrooms start asking, “Why should we 
get married when we have the opportunity 
to go to college?”

Our students learn about Madame Curie 
alongside Albert Einstein, Savitribai Phule 
when reading about Mangal Pandey, and 
Mother Teresa with Mahatma Gandhi. They 
come to realize that the change engendered 
by Malala Yousafzai cannot be compared to 
the actions of any young man, that Sania 
Mirza achieved an international ranking that 
no male counterpart has in India. 

Apart from empowering the students 
within the classroom through education 
and through connecting them with role 
models, the two-year fellowship is also a 
model for incubating women’s leadership 
potential. The lack of females in the 
leadership pipeline is partly a result of 
the women not having adequate role 
models, mentors, and the self-confidence 
to rally for their rights. Without designing 
it, TFI addresses these gaps for its female 
fellows. The organisation’s founder and 
CEO, Shaheen Mistri, is herself an example 
of a strong woman. After founding 
Akanksha Foundation when she was 18, 
she launched Teach for India in 2009. Since 
then, her visions and ideas have guided the 
movement to expand to 1,100 fellows and 
38,000 children across 7 cities in India. 

Working under her guidance, many young 
women have gained confidence and 
climbed up the leadership ladder both 

within and outside of TFI. The structure of 
the fellowship itself sets up women well for 
future leadership roles. For example, every 
fellow must periodically have conversations 
with their managers regarding their 
progress in their leadership development 
journey, thinking of their own strengths, 
areas of development, and constantly 
evaluating and monitoring their progress 
on specified leadership competencies. As a 
teacher for an under-resourced classroom 
of students, fellows are forced to make 
decisions under pressure. For example, how 
should you react to student disturbance 
within a classroom? If you take time out 
of class, 30 other students lose valuable 
learning time. But if you don’t immediately 
rectify the behavior, you run the risk of these 
disturbances occurring again. Clarity of 
thought and on-the-spot decision-making 
create an environment that cultivates 
confidence. Divya Pinto, a 2014 fellow for 
Teach for India, says, “It doesn’t matter what 
you are, Teach For India speaks about who 
you are going to be, and with that vision 
in mind, one is pushed to grow both in the 
classroom and outside. In the process, we 
gain skill sets that set us apart from the rest, 
and thus grow in confidence.”

As a result of placing fellows with strong 
value systems in under-resourced 
classrooms, TFI has de facto created 
a symbiotic relationship between the 
students and teachers. By leading in a 
classroom setting for two years, many 
fellows (and especially female teachers) 
develop critical leadership skills. By placing 
a role model within the classroom who 
believes in the equality of men and women, 
and sometimes by placing didi who herself 
represents female empowerment, TFI 
also facilitates the journey of its students 
towards gender equality. As an organisation, 
we are focused on education. But, in the 
journey towards its vision, TFI creates an 
ecosystem where the natural byproduct 
is a community of informed students and 
strong, passionate girls and women. 

For more information on how to  
apply for TFI, contact the TFI London 
Campaign Leader Geetesh Abbott at 
geeteshabbott@gmail.com

Kamna Kathuria 
Teach For India Fellow

TEACH FOR INDIA: 
BRIDGING THE GAP BETWEEN INEQUALITIES 

“You can tell the condition of a nation by  
looking at the status of its women.” – Jawaharlal Nehru
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JAI 
BHAVANI!
 
History has taught us one lesson: that a 
hero is considered incomplete if he does 
not have a female counterpart. From 
Gandhi and Kasturba to Barack and Michelle 
Obama, history only reinforces the power 
women hold. Within Hindu Dharma, the 
feminine form of God is referred to as Shakti 
and is given many manifestations such as 
mother, wife, sister and daughter.

You may have noticed above that most of the 
examples given only had the support of one 
woman in their lives. However, Chhatrapati 
Shivaji Maharaj, the fearless Maratha warrior 
and King was fortunate to have the backing of 
two great women in his life.

Maharani Jijabai was one of his role models. 
She was his mother and instilled faith and 
courage into his heart. It was a common belief 
that when a mother was expecting a child, the 
environment that she lived in would influence 
the wellbeing of the child. Knowing this, when 

Jijabai was expecting Shivaji she climbed to 
the tops of forts on hills, wielded swords and 
partook in debates in the hope that it would 
have an influence on her unborn child and 
make him a brave warrior. 

While Shivaji was a young boy, Jijabai used 
to narrate the past times of Sri Rama and 
Sri Krishna to motivate and educate Shivaji 
on his duty as a warrior. The folk-poets have 
beautifully sung how with each drop of her 
milk, she fed him the values of sacrifice, 
unyielding strength and duty to Dharma.

Shivaji’s physical prowess, however, came 
from Tulja Bhavani Ma. Tulja Bhavani Ma 
is a manifestation of the primeval energy 
known as Shakti. She embodies ferocity and 
gives her devotees the courage to stand up 
against their fears. Mataji was his family-
deity, and Shivaji devotedly offered himself 
and his crown before Her lotus feet. 

One night when Shivaji was sleeping, Tulja 
Bhavani Ma appeared in his dream and 
motivated him to go out and fight against 
the Mughal tyranny. In order for him to 
carry out this seemingly impossible task, 
She blessed Shivaji with a sword to slay 
his enemies. To show his gratitude to Tulja 
Bhavani Ma, he would worship and attain 

her blessings before any battle, his infamous 
battle cry being “Har Har Mahadev!” (Hail 
Lord Mahadev) and “Jai Bhavani!” (Victory 
unto Bhavani Ma). Very quickly, these cries 
became characteristic of incoming Maratha 
attack and would tear open the skies and 
enemies alike. Within a few years, with the 
strength of Tulja Bhavani Ma and Jijabai’s 
blessing, the mere aristocrat Shivaji Bhonsle 
had created an empire that was shaking the 
Mughal throne at its roots.

From Shivaji we learn how important it is 
to have the backing of strong women in 
your life, in particular mothers. Women 
have played crucial roles in steering history 
whether that is directly or indirectly: they 
are a force not to be reckoned with. 

Hemant Mistry 
NHSF (UK) National Learning Team 
North Zone Learning Welfare Officer 
3rd Year Biomedical Sciences 
University of Sheffield

KHEER
Ingredients: 
1 litre milk 
¼ cup of rice – washed 
Sugar – to taste 
¼ tsp cardamom powder 
Dry fruit 

Method:
1. Heat the milk until it boils in a pan.
2. Once at boiling point, reduce the 

heat of the milk and add the rice 
to the pan.

3. Let the kheer simmer until the rice 
cooks and the milk thickens.

4. Once the kheer is cooked, add 
sugar and cardamom powder.

COOKING CORNER:

“I slept and dreamt that life was joy. I awoke and saw that life  
was service. I acted and behold, service was joy.” – Rabindranath Tagore
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Many of us are ignorant to the fact that 
spirituality is not limited to a particular class 
of people. There is a false understanding 
that many things need to be taken out of 
our lives to be spiritual. It is believed that 
we need to stop doing so many of our usual 
activities; or that such holy practices apply 
only to men. 

In the 15th century, there was a Vaishnava 
saint called Haridasa Thakur known as the 
Guru of the Holy Name. He was a disciple 
of Sri Krishna Chaitanya Mahaprabhu and 
his preaching had caught the attention 
of Ramachandra Khan, a local landholder 
and lord of that district. He was greatly 
envious of the Vaishnavas and being jealous 
of Haridasa’s growing popularity, he wanted 
to dishonour him. 

As depicted in the Chaitanya 
Charitamrita, Ramachandra Khan devised 
a plan to break Haridasa’s vows of austerity 
by seducing him with Lakshahira, a 
prostitute. She visited Haridasa at his hut 

and attempted to make union with him. She 
visited consecutively for several days, but 
to no avail. Each visit left her sitting beside 
him, listening to his undeviated chanting of 
the Hare Krishna mantra. 

Her constant association and absorption 
within such a spiritual practice purified her 
from within. She realised her wrongdoings 
and fell at the lotus feet of Haridasa and 
said, “Because I have taken the profession 
of a prostitute, I have performed unlimited 
sinful acts. My Lord, be merciful to me. 
Deliver my fallen soul.” She then requested 
for him to become her spiritual master.

The first request given to her was to 
distribute all of the property she owned 
to the brahmanas, worship Tulasi Devi 
and chant as much as possible. Her eating 
became very minimal, always fasting unless 
alms were given. Such austere practices led 
her to transcend the material and enter the 
spiritual platform.

Even though Lakshahira was not an 
esteemed member of the social classes, she 
was not limited to her current condition of life. 
She stepped out of her position as a prostitute 
for the sake of spiritual nourishment. It 
was not only for her own sake, as after her 
transition she was able to preach the word 
of God to many. She stands as one of many 
women saints of India who have proven that 
even on the spiritual path, women have an 
equal place. Women saints include the likes of 
Mirabai, Gargi, Sri Sarada Devi, Sri Anandamayi 
Ma, Maitreyi, Savitri...the list would be far too 
long to type. 

We allow the way others perceive us to 
limit our true potential and we don’t see 
the capacity we have to exceed our own 
expectations. Women have repeatedly shown 
that by submitting ourselves to a higher 
purpose, enabling our own enhancement, 
we can play a greater role in society. 

Adam Gadhvi 
NHSF (UK) National Learning Team 
Central Zone Learning Welfare Officer 
2nd Year Medicine 
St. George’s University of London

LAKSHAHIRA:  
THE EPITOME OF CHANGE,  

REFORM AND WOMEN SAINTS

“By You, even He who creates, sustains and devours the world is put to sleep  
Who here is capable of extolling You?” – Lord Brahma, Sri Devi Mahatmya 1.83

DATES FOR  
THE DIARY

Sewa Week Start 
29.02.2016 
Sewa Week End 
06.03.2016

Mahashivratri  
07.03.2016

Holi  
23.03.2016

Ugadi / Gudi Padwa 
08.04.2016

Ram Navami  
15.04.2016

Hanuman Jayanti 
22.04.2016
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Draupadi, considered to be one of the 
Pancha-kanya (five sacred Hindu women), is 
one of the most powerful women in Hindu 
Dharma. Daughter of a King, Queen, wife, 
stateswoman and leader, Draupadi lies at 
the heart of the greatest epic of all time – 
the Mahabharata. 

King Drupada performed a yajna (sacrifice) in 
the hope for children and was blessed with a son 
Dhrishtadyumna and a daughter emerging from 
the flames. This daughter was Draupadi. She 
was described as most intelligent, brilliant and 
beautiful, always ahead of others her age. In time 
she was wedded to the five Pandava brothers – 
Yudhishtira, Bhima, Arjuna, Nakula and Sahadev.

Draupadi chooses to be married by 
svayamvara, a process that allows her to 
determine who is best suited to her for 
marriage. Svayamvara is much more than 
just a competition; one must know oneself 
thoroughly and know what they want from 
life, a husband and a marriage. It is common 
to see young people getting tangled into 
lust, but rare to see a confident young lady 
who is headstrong and mature. In many ways 
she shows us how to approach relationships: 
to be self-aware, adaptable and thoughtful. 
Rejecting Karna, even though he is capable 
of carrying out the task required to be 
worthy of her hand, she insists that there 
must be someone else and marries the 
Pandavas instead. She shows her liberty and 
independence in the choices she makes, 
going against her brother’s word. Not being 
bound by mere statements and conventions, 
Draupadi is an emblem of autonomy and 
makes her own mind confidently. 

When Draupadi is gambled away by her 
husband Yudhishtira during the infamous 
game of dice, she does not show any 
weakness. Upon hearing of what has 
happened and instead of coming with 
the messenger quietly she questions the 
grounds upon which Yudhishtira felt he 
could do this to her. It is rare to see the 
lines that delineate a woman’s rights in 
a relationship being drawn so clearly: 
Draupadi isn’t ruled by the men in her life 
and she can question anything that involves 
or affects her. 

Draupadi is a prime example of feminine 
power in Hindu Dharma, and is considered 

DHARMA'S DAUGHTER: 
LESSONS FROM THE LIFE OF DRAUPADI

a firm figure of women’s rights. Polygamy is 
common in many ancient cultures, where 
the right to have several wives is often 
conferred upon men. However, this same 
right is not extended towards women in 
having several husbands. Draupadi remains 
an exception to this, and is an opposition 
to the historical objectification of women. 
Throughout the Mahabharata she questions 
the duties of her husbands towards her, 
emphasising that whilst she carries out her 
duties as a good wife she often is left by 
them to fend alone in her time of need. 

In today’s age, Draupadi must be 
remembered for her fearlessness when 
fighting for herself, her independence even 
after marriage to the five Pandavas, her 
sense of unapologetic self-empowerment 
as a woman and her unwavering belief 
in carrying out one’s Dharma. It is from 
her that we must learn how to treat or 
act as women. She reminds us of the 
consequences of taking the dignity of a 
chaste woman: that a powerful and pure 
woman can bring a kingdom prosperity, but 
she can also bring it destruction. 

Radhika Chaudhari 
2nd Year Optometry 
University of Bradford

CHOCOLATE 
TRUFFLES
Ingredients: 
150g dark chocolate
150ml double cream
25g butter 
cocoa powder 

Method:
1. Break the chocolate into small 

pieces.
2. Place the chocolate in a heat 

proof bowl and place over a pan 
of boiling water to slowly melt the 
chocolate.

3. In a different pan, melt the butter 
and heat with the cream. 

4. Pour the cream and butter 
mixture into the bowl with the 
chocolate.

5. Leave the mixture in the fridge to 
cool for a few hours.

6. Remove from the fridge and 
mould into balls.

7. Coat the truffles in cocoa powder.
8. Place the truffles in the fridge in a 

container.

COOKING CORNER:

“Has she not greater intuition…has she not greater powers of endurance, has she not courage? Without 
her, man could not be. If nonviolence is the law of our being, the future is with woman.” – Mahatma Gandhi 
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01 
Rani Lakshmibai was 
the powerful Queen of 
Jhansi. With the death of 
her husband and some 
cunning tactics by the East 
India Trading Company, 
Lakshmibai was forced to 
lead troops into battle. She 
was quickly feared and her 
military capability came 
to light, making her an 
emblem of rebellion and 
feminine ferocity.

 

02 
Kannagi was a Tamil  
figure often worshipped 
as a folk-Goddess. Her 
husband was wrongly 
executed by the King, and 
in her wrath and pursuit 
for justice, Kannagi ignited 
the city of Madurai with 
the flames of anguish and 
purity. She is admired for 
her dedication to the truth. 

03  
In 1972, Kiran Bedi became 
the first woman to enlist 
as an officer in the Indian 
Police Service. Her ruthless 
resolve to rid the nation of 
its ills have seen her control 
unimaginable policing 
situations, advocate for 
education and for social 
development. Bedi has 
tirelessly served to reduce 
alcohol and drug related 
crimes, violence against 
women and poverty, 
encouraging equal 
opportunities, education 
and prison reform.

 

04 
Sarojini Naidu was a 
freedom fighter, social 
reformer and poet. Born 
in Bengal, she rallied to 
engage women in the 
independence movement 
through her speeches and 
writings, uplifting women 
out of oppression into the 
fight for a free India. She 
was the first Indian woman 
to be the president of the 
Indian National Congress 
and was often called the 
“nightingale of India”. 

05 
MS Subbulakshmi was a 
Carnatic Classical vocalist 
who was awarded with 
the “Bharat Ratna”, India’s 
highest civilian honour. Her 
first public performance 
was at the age of eleven, 
after which she started a 
career that spanned more 
than seventy years, singing 
all over the world. She is the 
epitome of feminine artistic 
ability. 

 

 
06 
Ubhaya Bharati of Mithila 
was the famous wife of the 
scholar Mandana Mishra. 
She acted as the judge of 
an epic scholarly battle 
between her husband and 
the powerful Adi Shankara. 
Bharati thus showed her 
impartiality, phenomenal 
breadth of knowledge and 
intelligence in being able to 
assimilate arguments on the 
deepest questions from the 
deepest thinkers. 

THE FANTASTIC  
FOURTEEN: 

HINDU WOMEN  
WE SHOULD ALL  

KNOW ABOUT

“The river that flows in you also flows in me.” – Sant Kabir
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13  
Sri Sarada Devi was the 
consort of the great 
spiritual master Sri 
Ramakrishna Paramhansa. 
Her motherly affection gave 
shelter to many disciples, 
including the young Swami 
Vivekananda. The Mother 
was known for her simple 
and childlike humility. Yet 
beneath this veneer lay a 
depth of mystical spiritual 
experience that could 
not be comprehended by 
scholars and saints alike. 
Her teachings continue to 
inspire many today. 

14  
Durga is the amalgamation 
of all male divinities. Invoked 
at the epitome of evil, She is 
the Mother, the destroyer, the 
Adi Shakti (primal energy). 
The Devi Mahatmya exalts 
Durga in 13 chapters where 
She annihilates demons who 
represent human ignorance. 
She is worshipped as the very 
origin of even the Gods, of 
the universe, of reality itself. 
The Hindu tradition sees God 
as a feminine power, the very 
power that creates, cradles 
and nurtures life, just as a 
mother does. JAI MA!

07  
Kalpana Chawla was often 
referred to as the “pride 
of India”, and worked for 
NASA. Holding a PhD and 
several other academic 
qualifications in science and 
engineering, she became 
the first Indian woman in 
space in 1997. Kalpana 
became an inspiration 
to a generation of young 
women seeking freedom 
in innovation and science. 
Her values of bravery, 
dedication and ambition 
have changed young 
women world over. 

08  
Savitri is a famous  
figure appearing in  
many strands of scripture 
in Hindu Dharma. After 
witnessing Satyavana 
(her husband) dying, she 
challenges Yama (the Lord 
of Death) and walks with 
him to the afterlife. Her 
speeches of righteousness, 
of discipline and of death 
impress Yama, compelling 
him to resurrect Satyavana. 
She is a reminder that  
the indomitable will of  
a woman can defeat  
Death Himself. 

09 
Sumitra Mahajan is the 
longest serving woman 
member of the Lok Sabha 
of the Indian Parliament. 
After being elected eight 
times, she currently 
holds the position as the 
speaker of the house and 
is known for her boldness, 
her progressive political 
decisions and virtuosity. 

10 
Savitribai Phule was in 
many ways one of India’s 
first feminists and social 
activists. She tore social 
convention forming 
India’s first girls’ school, 
believing that all great 
societies are founded on 
intelligent women. She 
fought for the rights of 
victims of rape and caste 
discrimination for which 
she lost the support of her 
own family. Savitribai was 
an organised administrator, 
public speaker, poet and 
activist, opening schools 
and hospitals for anyone 
downtrodden on the basis 
of their caste or gender. 

11  
Arundhati Roy is the 
critically acclaimed author 
of “The God of Small 
Things”, an internationally 
bestselling novel. She is 
also a political activist for 
human rights, and is often 
viewed as one of the most 
influential minds of recent 
years. Her skilful writing 
and liberal thought have 
earned her the respect 
of readers, academics, 
politicians and activists, 
and her work continues to 
bring about change in a 
world of oppression and 
exploitation. 

 
12  
Maharani Jijabai was the 
mother and mentor of the 
valiant Maratha warrior-
emperor Chhatrapati Shivaji 
Maharaj. From a young age, 
she showed remarkable 
intelligence and a deep 
sense of duty. Jijabai was a 
true mother: she educated 
Shivaji and instilled values 
in him, preparing him for 
a life of sacrifice, greatness 
and responsibility. She is a 
reminder that all lions are at 
some point nothing but the 
cub of a lioness! 

 “The power of unfulfilled desires is the root of all 
man’s slavery.” – Paramahansa Yogananda

Navaratri, the nine night festival, is one of the most 
celebrated ustavs across the Hindu world. It would be 
unjust to put it down to just good defeating evil – it 
is representative of an internal journey of growth of 
nine nights, just as life develops in the womb for nine 
months. Therefore, it is as much an ustav of silent 
reflection as it is of outward festivity. 

Although it is celebrated in many ways, particularly 
for the younger amongst us, the Gujarati folk dance 
of Garba has become the highlight of Navaratri. The 
word is derived from “garbha” in Sanskrit meaning 
“womb” or vessel. It refers to the pot placed in the 
centre, around which the dance takes place. Inside, 
moong is placed, representing fertility (since it sprouts 
so quickly) and a lamp signifying divinity. This garbha 
is the universal womb of Ma and is a celebration of 
every woman’s divine ability to nurture life. 

The dance itself reminds us that we are Ma’s children 
playing, dancing and singing in Her lap. It shows 
us that there is no end to Her lila (Divine Play), that 
everything is cyclical and ever changing. It puts Ma at 
the very centre of our world. 

As the only major world religion to look upon God as 
a Mother, Hindu Dharma worships Her as the gentle 
and nurturing Amba and as the terrible, destructive 
Chandi. In all forms, She is ever beneficent to Her 
children, whom She carries carefully in Her hands. 

The symbolism behind Navaratri is almost 
endless. There’s little use in celebrating it without 
understanding it. But the more we reflect on the 
meaning behind the tales and practices of Navaratri, 
the more meaning we’ll find.

THE FESTIVAL OF 
FEMININE POWER



20 21

16th December 2012. It’s been three years 
since a social revolution spread through India. 
In the wake of the gang rape of a 23 year old 
student, the nation woke up and asked itself: 
why is there still the glaring reality of gender 
injustice in Indian society? It was an event 
that shook the nation and the beginning of a 
movement that would shake the world. 

Closer to home, when most of us are six 
years old and asked “What do you want to 
be when you’re older?” the typical responses 
tend to be a footballer, a superhero or in 
my case a fairy princess. Now in my third 
year at university, it is astounding to think 
that such a question would never have 
been posed to me even 50 years ago. We 
only have to go back to our grandparents’ 
generation to realise that someone like me 
would only be able to achieve a basic school 
leavers qualification and then be married off 
to look after my husband’s family. A lot has 
changed for women world over. 

Someone recently asked me whether 
university has changed me as a person. My 
answer was that it had – not because of the 
lectures and lessons I have learnt from my 
degree but through the life experiences it 
has given me.

Throughout my school career, my twin 
brother and I went to the same nursery, 
same primary school, and same high school. 
Naturally we would be in the same year 
group and sometimes even in the same 
class. People wondered how that worked 
or must have felt; to me I didn’t know any 
different. His friends became mine, and 
vice versa. We never felt that we intruded 
in each other’s friendship circles and being 
the protective sibling that he was and is, I 
always felt an innate sense of security – if 
something were to happen he would always 
be there. 18 years later when we ended up 
in two different institutes on either pole 
of the country, that same high school girl 
was forced to grow up and take care of 
herself. Everyone goes through experiences 
at university that shapes him or her, but 
for me just the experience of going into 
higher education toughened me up into 
the woman I am today. It is education that 
strengthened me.

Education is a basic human right for all and 
one that gives a young person the liberty 
with which they become independent. 
Particularly in Eastern cultures, the rules of 
the house are that traditionally a man takes 
care of his wife and family by providing 
them with food and shelter while the 

WHY DON'T YOU GO 
 MAKE ME A SANDWICH?

woman builds the household. Yet, the 
concept of female education and equality 
has its roots in ancient Vedic scripture.  
In the Vedic age women were placed in  
a position similar to men, and some 
challenge that they were even superior. In 
matters of education, religion, leadership, 
they were equal. 

The Rig Veda, the oldest of the four Vedas 
that form the major construct of Hindu 
Dharma, praises women and includes 
hymns composed by women seers. Their 
philosophies and thoughts are found 
flowering in many of the Vedic passages. 
Maitreyi of the Rig Veda is the wife of 
Rishi Yagnavalkya and offers insights into 
the nature of the soul, of Brahman (the 
ultimate reality) and her discussions in the 
Brihadaranyaka Upanishad are considered 
the very essence of Hindu thought. Gargi 
is a similar such figure who defeated 
many prominent Vedic male philosophers, 
composed Vedic hymns and is bestowed the 
title of being a Brahmavadini: an expounder 
of the Veda. These women offer some of the 
best examples of the power of education 
and of highly intelligent women of the Vedic 
age. They were equal, and in some ways 
superior, to their male counterparts.

Similarly, other scriptures show how kings 
and towns were destroyed because a single 
woman was wronged. Valmiki’s Ramayana 
teaches us Ravana and his entire clan were 
wiped out because he abducted Sitaji. The 
epic Mahabharata shows us that all the 
Kauravas were vanquished because they 
humiliated Draupadi and could not respect 
a pure and dignified woman. Ours is the 
only culture where our word for power 
and strength is the same word used for the 
feminine principle: “Shakti.” Clearly, it has 
been a cultural and societal injustice that 

has been done to women, not a religious 
one. This notion needs to change, and with 
time and education it will.

As students, particularly us girls, it is 
important to think what our lives could 
have been not long back and what 
opportunities we have today. The next time 
a guy asks you to make him a sandwich, 
ask him back. Because it is time that 
through understanding and education we 
start looking up to these Hindu figures of 
feminine power. Gone are the days when 
women would stand at the door with a pan 
and an iron, gone are the days when only 
boys left home to be educated under their 
Gurus. Education and equality are rights 
imparted to both men and women in the 
Hindu worldview. 

3 years later, five of the six perpetrators have 
been given life sentences and in December 
the Indian parliament passed a bill whereby 
juveniles between 16 and 18 years of age can 
be trialled as adults for crimes like rape and 
murder. The success story being that it was 
a group of educated female campaigners 
that advocated for this legislation to be 
passed, and grassroots education that is 
changing attitudes towards women. Sexual 
violence exists in every country, but many 
leading commentators couldn’t help mention 
that it was India that was leading in its 
abolition, particularly following these events.
This is one of the many examples where 
female education has provided justice and 
betterment to India and to the world. 

Vaishnavi Menon 
Vice President 
NHSF (UK) Liverpool 
3rd Year Medicine 
University of Liverpool

 “The first duty of a revolutionary is to be 
educated.” – Ernesto Che Guevara
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Often student unions can feel like a man’s 
world, from the debate chambers of 
council meetings to the playing fields of 
sports teams. Even the most progressive 
institutions perpetuate gender norms, 
as women students are more likely to 
volunteer with peer support than run for 
a political role. Only 1/3 of Student Union 
Presidents are women, and those who 
do take up leadership roles report facing 
sexism and prejudice while carrying out 
their role. 
 
Amongst those who do, there tends to 
be other forms of prejudice. Women 
in leadership roles are less likely to be 
working class, non-White or disabled. The 
representation of women of faith is also low.

At the National Union of Students, we have 
been working to empower women students 
of all backgrounds to take part in every 
aspect of their union through training, 
research and campaigns. 

The role of the National Hindu Students’ 
Forum in representing all Hindu students 
is crucial, and we would be thrilled to see 
more women involved in NHSF (UK) getting 
involved in NUS too. Here are a few ways how: 

Women in Leadership  
Each year, NUS hosts an annual ‘Women In 
Leadership’ conference for women in the 
sector: from students to officers in further 

and higher education, union staff and chief 
executives. This is a chance to hear from 
inspiring keynote speakers, take part in 
workshops led by women’s groups and share 
experiences with other like-minded women.

Feedback is always incredibly positive and 
attendance over-subscribed. 
You can find out more at nusconnect.org.uk

NUS Women’s Conference 
The largest democratic event of the year, 
which only self-defining women may attend; 
this is where our full-time NUS Women’s 
Officer is elected, as well as the respective 
committee. Motions are submitted and 
debated, and this content is very political. 
Many women students have come away 
from this conference feeling able to take on 
elections, or having built a support network. 
 
To attend the conference on April 5th, you 
must be delegated from your Students’ 
Union. Contact your SU to register interest.

Shape our campaigns 
NUS runs a number of campaigns each 
year focusing on the rights of women in 
education, as well as in society.  
 
Over the years, this has included zero 
tolerance to harassment, better financial 
support for student parents and carers, ‘lad 
culture’ and abortion rights.

A WOMAN'S PLACE  
IS IN HER UNION

Most recently, the women’s  
campaign has done research into  
sexual violence experienced by  
women in education; as responded by 
pressuring institutions to change the way 
they report and support victims. 
 
We are always looking for women who 
are interested in helping to build on our 
campaigns and apply them to their local 
campuses. You can find out more, access our 
research, and contact our Women’s Officer 
at www.nus.org.uk/en/who-we-are/how-
we-work/women

Stand for election 
Consider running for a position in your 
own students’ union, whether it’s voluntary, 
leading a society or club, or a full-time paid 
sabbatical if you have them.

Having the access to union resources  
will give you the ability to not just  
improve your own experiences, but others’ 
too. If you want any advice on writing a 
manifesto, networking or understanding 
student union structures, please do not 
hesitate to get in touch!

Shelly Asquith 
shelly.asquith@nus.org.uk 
NUS Vice President

BANANA 
FRITTERS
Ingredients:
2 Bananas
1 cup self – raising flour
Sugar – to taste
A few drops of vanilla essence
Oil 
Milk 

Method:
1. Heat the oil in a pan.
2. Slice the bananas and mash up 

together.
3. Add the self raising flour to the 

bananas.
4. Add some milk to the mixture 

until the mixture has a smooth 
consistency

5. Place the fritter mix in the pan 
and shape as you like.

6. Flip the fritter once golden brown 
on one side.

7. Once cooked, serve with ice 
cream.

COOKING CORNER

“I [Devi] breathe a strong breath like the wind and tempest, while I hold 
together all existence.” – Sri Devi Sukta, Rig Veda 10.8.125, verse 8
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Disney have a history of reaching out and 
entertaining many children over the years 
through their films. They have worked hard 
to portray the strength that women have 
within their movies. One great example is 
The Hunchback of Notre Dame.

This tale is about a gypsy girl called 
Esmerelda who puts bread and butter on 
the table by being a street performer. It is 
not her looks that make her the heroine 
in this movie, it is her fight for justice and 
fairness that does. After seeing Quasimodo 
(The Hunchback) being treated poorly 
and given the name ‘The King of Fools’ 
Esmeralda stood up for him against the 
town and also disobeyed the order to step 
down from Lord Frollo.

Being a gypsy woman in that time 
meant she had little power as they 
were considered to be of a lower class. 
Nevertheless, without any hesitation she 

stood up for those who treated her unfairly. 
This film shows women that they don’t need 
to be a certain gender or have any social 
status to be powerful, to stand up and fight 
for what is right. 

Esmerelda is a fictional reflection of the likes 
of Savitribai Phule, Malala Yousafzai, and 
other ordinary women with extraordinary 
struggles. Throughout history, women 
without status and power have questioned 
social norms and brought justice from 
injustice. Swami Vivekananda once 
prophesised that by empowering women 
“there will be hope for your well-being. 
Otherwise you will remain as backward as 
you are now”, claiming that women “will 
solve their own problems”. He believed it 
will be women – like Esmerelda – that will 
ignite the engines of social progression. 

Another movie in which Disney has shown 
feminine strength is Frozen. Elsa has been 

DISNEY PRINCESSES  
AND HINDU QUEENS newly crowned as Queen of Arendelle, and 

she has the ability to manipulate snow and 
ice, unintentionally plunging Arendelle 
into an eternal winter. Elsa struggles at first 
with controlling her abilities and then with 
liberating herself from her fears of harming 
others, especially her younger sister with 
her powers. 

Elsa represents strength in this movie, as she 
has inherited a kingdom which in the past 
has been under the instruction of strong 
men. The expectations from her subjects 
are high and when she accidently curses 
the kingdom, her character is put to the 
ultimate test. Anna shows determination 
throughout this movie by not only going on 
a perilous journey to help her sister who is 
scared of her powers, but also trying to rid 
the curse of the infinite winter and restoring 
peace back to the kingdom. 

Elsa, a Queen in a world of Kings, is a reflection 
of history’s real and valiant women leaders. 
Rani Lakshmibai (Jhansi ki Rani) took the 
reigns of a crumbling kingdom and led her 
troops with courage, tact and ruthlessness, 

etching her name into history. A lesser 
known medieval Queen of India is Maharani 
Ahalyabai Holkar, who inherited the kingdom 
upon the demise of Her father-in-law, 
husband and then son. Invaders saw her 
gender as a weakness, which she quickly 
disproved, and Ahalyabai strategically secured 
her people and expanded territories. Her 
administrative efficiency, leadership and 
military capabilities made her famous far 
and wide. She is remembered even today for 
protecting and renovating many of India’s 
most sacred shrines, developing their facilities 
and being an emblem of feminine power. 

These tales show that you don’t need to 
be physically strong to have strength but 
to be determined in what you want. It is 
dedication to the truth and conviction to 
keep fighting despite what others may do or 
say that makes these figures an inspiration. 

Mikesh Nagar  
NHSF (UK) Web and Design Team  
2nd Year Ethical Hacking and Network Security 
Coventry University

“Unbreakable, O Lord, is the love that binds me to You:  
Like a diamond, it breaks the hammer that strikes it.” – Mirabai
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N: Sure biology tells us that women tend to 
experience the world differently to men, but to 
what extent is what you understand about being 
a woman a product of the world around you, a 
result of social construct, and to what degree are 
we buying into the woman-ness that is sold to us? 

S: I didn’t realise I was buying into anything, in 
fact I didn’t! I am a woman? How can you buy into 
being a woman, surely it’s just who you are?

N: If you stripped yourself of the labels  
and bonds society gives you, be it a daughter, 
sister, mother or girlfriend, who would you be 
without these? Does your agency allow you 
to separate your sense of self and experience 
yourself independent of the male protagonist/s 
in your life? 

S: Yes of course it does. Hold on...what do you 
mean by agency? 

N: By agency...I mean, are you able to see yourself 
not in relation to a man...but independent of 
him. Are you able to observe or perceive yourself 
outside the labels which connect you to the men 
in your life? Appreciate your value outside of 
these constructs?

S: How do I do that? Is that even possible? We 
are, historically, socially and culturally bound. Our 
sense of identity is intertwined. I am a daughter 
as much as I am a sister and girlfriend, and these 
bonds form a significant part of my identity. 

N: That is precisely what I would like for you to 
question. Do you have a sense of identity outside 
of these labels?

S: Can it not be as simple as; we are what we 
are in relation to the bonds we have with 
the relationships around us? Father, brother, 
boyfriend etc.?

N: Yes it can. But I believe you have 
misunderstood my question. You are a daughter 
because of the father who has partaken in your 
creation, but are you not different from your 
father? When you grow up, are you not different 
from your siblings, or boyfriend? Is your existence 
not independent of them? Does your identity not 
exist separate from theirs?

S: Okay, I understand now. Yes it does.  
Your question is, what is that?

N: Precisely. 

WOMAN-NESS

In observing yourself independent of bonds, 
what are you? 

A woman, yes, but...What does it mean to  
be a woman?

S: Would you accept...Not a man?

N: Hmmm...interesting. Does not being 
something, make you something?

Does not being a man, make you a woman? That 
doesn’t make much sense. Surely, what is not a 
man, is also not a woman. 

S: I don’t follow.

N: The qualities of being are entirely different 
from those of not being, yes?

S: Yes. 

N: So then, how does not being a man, mean 
being a woman? Try not to think of yourself in 
relation to the man, you are not limited by the 
conception, relation and existence of man.

S: Do you mean to say that, what it means to be a 
woman is a male construct? 

N: What we perceive to be feminine, womanly 
and female is by large dictated by social 
construct, which is and has been dominated by 
men. Throughout their lives, women are moulded 
into a shape and form as dictated by society. 
Over time they lose their sense of an alternate 
paradigm and often perpetuate this construct 
onto friends, siblings and children. 

S: This does not mean that it is not the  
‘correct’ or ‘right’ way to identify oneself, or that 
we are not free...

N: Hmmm...I’m intrigued at your observation. 
However, if one buys into the concept of 
femininity that is impressed upon her, is she 
buying into servitude? History tells us, women 

have had their physical faculties emphasised 
while being mentally engineered for dependence. 
In the world around us, are women not treated as 
objects of adornment – almost ‘doll like’? 

S: What do you mean doll like? And what has that 
got to do with freedom? 

N: Let me explain...A doll is a powerful means of 
identification, through which a girl will learn to 
identify with the condition of being beautified, 
preened and fussed over while not having any 
agency of her own, through which she will learn 
to objectify herself in the eyes of the observer. 
Not only that, the doll represents submissiveness 
– to listen to its keeper, comfort her when she 
needs it and await adornment while the keeper 
is out of the house. As she grows up, she realises 
that those are very similar roles that occupy her 
intimate and social life. To look pretty, by the 
standard that is externally set, listen to the other 
without question, and an unacknowledged 
expectation of being showered with shiny things. 
Through external pressure, she buys into the 
beauty, fashion and diet industries that are all 
complicit in perpetuating the objectification of 
women, whilst promising freedom. 

S: I’m not entirely sure how to understand 
this. Let me go through that again. Hold on...
with this in mind, if I look at my life, family and 
community, it tells us how to behave. We learn 
housework at an early age, we take pride in being 
domesticated, there are different rules for males 
and females within one household. Our careers, 
dreams and ambitions are dictated by what our 
society perceives to be a woman, and for the 
large part we fall prey to this and I would go as far 
as to say we inflict this on our friends and family. 
Hmmm...as a woman, am I self-inducing my own 
suppression?

N: Well, maybe this makes for a thought inspiring 
dialogue...What do you think? 

 – Anonymous

“That man who will win me in war…and who is equal to me in strength would 
become my husband.” – Sri Durga (Herself!) – Sri Devi Mahatmya 5.68
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our services and now own 11 care homes across London, with over 500 residents 
and more than 600 staff.  

If you have a passion for caring for our elders, in 
Balham we own and operate Britain’s first specialist 
care home for Hindu residents.  

All of our homes provide 24-hour care in a  
comfortable, safe and happy environment and 
champion excellence in dementia care and  
end-of-life care under the National Gold Standards 
Framework.  

We have many opportunities across the group,  
including: 
 Health Care Assistants; 
 Nurses (training provided); 
 Business Administration; 
 Senior Accountants; and, 
 IT Programmers. 

You are welcome to join us either for work experience or as a permanent member 
of our team. We look forward to hearing from you soon.  

What we’ll offer you:  
 A competitive salary; 
 Comprehensive induction and on-going training and development; and, 
 20 days annual leave, plus statutory bank holidays. 

For further information or to apply, please contact Sandy Tanner: 
 t: 020 8504 3863  e: s.tanner@abbeytotalcare.co.uk.  
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