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Mohini Devi – Back from Mumbai to Meora
On a rainy August afternoon, Mohini
Devi squats on a half finished stone
boundary wall she is building
alongside other laborers from the
village. Van Sarpanch for Meora and
Gargaon villages in Nainital District,
she is keenly aware of the obligations
the post confers on her. ‘I’m not
feeling very well today’, she
confides, ‘but it simply wouldn’t do to
sit by and watch while they do such
backbreaking labor’. Indeed, Mohini
Devi takes her duty to the village
community very seriously. After
spending several years in different
parts of the country with her husband
who had a job with the Railway Police Force, she decided to return to
Kumaun to tend to her fields and devote more time to family. ‘Living in
Jhansi and Bombay was very nice’, she says, ‘, but how long can one stay
away? Ultimately I belong here, to this land, to my people’.
Upon her return to Kumaun, Mohini Devi became deeply involved in
programs for village reform, especially women’s rights. Her exposure to
women’s lives in other parts of the country led her to realize how abysmal
women’s circumstances in Kumaun really were. ‘At that time women would
focus only on housework and farming’, she recalls. ‘They were completely
oblivious to their place within a larger entity of women’. Her main concern
then was to awaken the social consciousness of village women and
empower them to act on their low social status. With some initial support
from the government, she set up a Mahila Mangal Dal for the women of
Meora village, and was elected Adhyaksh (Chief) immediately after.
Her eyes take on a faraway look as she reminisces fondly about those days.
‘Women in Meora were euphoric about the institution of the Mahila
Mangal Dal. We were involved in an incredibly wide range of activities:
cleaning roads, building walls, traveling for sporting competitions. Over
time, we began to develop a sense of camaraderie and became
increasingly aware of our collective status as women. It was electrifying,
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one word and every single woman in the village would arrive for a
meeting’. Substantial support for her endeavor came from Chirag, which
started working in the area from the late '80s , and involved women in
projects of community reforestation, public health and so on.
So have women’s conditions improved substantially since those days? The
question brings Mohini Devi out of her nostalgia. ‘Things have improved’,
she says hesitantly, ‘but there’s a long way to go before we can stop’. One
of the hurdles that confronts her is a lack of awareness on part of a younger
generation of women who are far more educated than their mothers or
grandmothers were, but not as interested in improving the status and
condition of women. ‘It’s clear to me that education does not in itself lead
to awareness’, she rues. Another problem is the integration of women’s
development with the overall development of the village. She is clear that
women’s rights cannot be pursued in isolation of other pressing social
issues, like alcoholism, unemployment, and the increasing migration of
youth to urban areas.
A wistful tone creeps into Mohini Devi’s voice. ‘My daughter hates coming
back to the village after having worked in Bombay. She says it’s too
backward. What she doesn’t remember is that I was faced with the same
choice many years ago. I chose to take responsibility for my village, to
work for its betterment. I hope more people of my daughter’s generation
will make the same choices, and come back here to make this a better
place’.
Radhika Govindrajan
November 2010

	
  

	
  

