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the inevitability of peace
srilatha batliwala interviewed by vanessa reid

Genus Folia,  Bernice Lutfie Sorge

It’s a cold, cold Montréal morning. There is a chill from the biting 
wind and a deeper chill from the growing threat of war. I am 
dialing across the world to interview Srilatha Batliwala in Banga-

lore, India. The connection is hard to make at first; Srilatha’s answer-
ing machine picks up and I’m cut off, then bombarded by foreign 
busy signals. Finally she answers in person, with a bright voice and 
laughter, and we begin our conversation with only a two-second 
delay reminding us that we are continents and time zones apart.

Srilatha Batliwala is a woman who inhabits the spaces between 
continents and time zones, who spans different worlds and builds 
bridges between them. She lives part of the year in Bangalore, the 
rest of the year in Boston. Her work is wide-ranging, from initi-
ating grassroots people’s movements in South Asia to working at 
formal institutions such as the Ford Foundation and Harvard Uni-
versity. She speaks frankly about the so-called divisions between 
people – Pakistan and India, the powerful and disempowered, men 
and women – and believes strongly in solutions, collaborations             
and alternatives. As a result, Srilatha has a unique perspective on 
the state of the world, the possibilities for peace, justice, equality        

and the role that women have in leading large social movements. 
Srilatha has been working for peace her entire life. She believes 

the path to peace is more than the eradication of war and insecu-
rity; it will come through empowerment, equality, justice. She is a 
founder and co-director of SPARC (Society Promoting Area Resource 
Centres), an organization in Mumbai (Bombay) that empowers 
poor urban communities by developing their skills and their confi-
dence to demand resources to which they have the right. Her expe-
riences with SPARC helped her design Mahila Samkhya, a federal 
program for women’s empowerment in India that has had tremen-
dous impact. It was instrumental in organizing over 30,000 poor 
rural women into collectives fighting for change in their social, legal 
and political status. 

As I speak to Srilatha through the crackling phone connec-   
tion, I am struck by her hope and by the light she brings to 
these heavy issues. In the face of rising divisions between peoples, 
religions, ways of life, North and South, left and right, rich and 
poor, she holds onto her optimism. It becomes clear that her                         
commitment to action and reflection, her clarity of vision for                                         
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her work and life, are deeply rooted in her spirituality. 
It feels timely that we are talking about peace and women’s lead-

ership while the news networks guess at what the next few months 
will bring – war, more conflict, UN “resolutions.” As a young 
woman, I can’t help but notice the lack of women’s voices, faces 
and signatures in these global decision-making processes. I wonder 
how viable solutions can be created by the people in power, when it 
seems to me that only a dramatic leap of faith, courage and imagina-
tion can take us there… \

Vanessa Reid   Do you think peace is possible? And what is 
peace?

Srilatha Batliwala  Obviously, peace is much more than an 
absence of war. For me, peace would be a state of affairs, a pro-
cess, where the disenfranchised, the poor and the most marginal 
citizens could actually take part in democratic processes of deci-
sion-making. There would be genuine citizenship. Peace would 
also mean a situation where there were sufficient resources 
made available for people’s needs to be met. And I think the 
final aspect – it’s obvious – would be that all forms of violence 
are eradicated: that we just don’t tolerate violence against people 
because of their gender, or their race, or ethnicity, or religion, or 
for gaining access to resources or territory.

Not only is peace possible, I think peace is inevitable. 
Because of my work with grassroots people, I know that if 
you leave people alone and give them an opportunity to think 
about the larger picture and give them the resources and the 
power to create a safe and peaceful life, they inevitably opt for 
peace. They opt for peaceful solutions. But the narrow vested 
interests that intervene in that process tend to damage, divert 
or distort this basic instinct for peace. Still, I am hopeful. I 
think people are going to get so tired of this phase of conflict, 
instability and insecurity that they are going to demand peace.

VR   Are there trends that make this time in history unique?

SB   It’s a time of greater threats to basic human security than at 
other times in the past. The Second World War was also a 

huge threat and affected people’s security around the world, 
but one positive difference between then and now is that there 
weren’t the kind of organized citizen movements that we have 
today – especially women’s movements. Women are in a more 
challenging situation at this historic juncture: At one level, the 
rights of women have been recognized in international instru-
ments and agreements such as CEDAW [Convention on Elim-
ination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women] and 
other human rights conventions. At another, women are facing 
worse kinds of economic and social violence than ever before.

The forces that we’re up against now are so overwhelming. 
The breakdown in economic paradigms, especially the market 
economy, is creating a serious crisis and threat to human secu-
rity all around the world. You also have the polarization and 
militarization of all kinds of issues, national and international. 
And you have the rise of all kinds of fundamentalisms, eco-
nomic fundamentalism and religious fundamentalism and that 
kind of thing. We’re up against so many forces that are attack-
ing on all sides. My colleagues and I see that these forces affect 
poor women most of all.

VR   Empowering poor communities, especially poor women, has 
been a focus of your work. What is the most significant thing that 
you learned from working with these communities?

SB   The SPARC initiative was an experiment started by a 
group of us who had worked in more conventional welfare 
and development organizations, but were quite discontent 
with that conventional approach to poor communities. We 
also felt very strongly that simply providing services, con-
crete goods or access to resources, without really empowering 
people to challenge how those goods, services and resources 
are distributed and controlled, is not really very empower-
ing. So SPARC was the first experiment in taking an approach 
of organizing people by offering only information and ideas. 
And we gave it a feminist twist by focusing the organizing 
on women – helping women to look at their situation, look 
at their realities, and figure out how to articulate their own 

Peace is much more than an absence of war. For me, peace would 
be a state of affairs where the most marginal citizens could take 
part in democratic processes of decision-making.

w o m e n  i n  p e a c e

Obscurus II,  Bernice Lutfie Sorge
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solutions. That process evolved over fifteen years, a process 
of women leading change in the urban slums. They changed 
the form of negotiation with the authorities from confrontation 
and hostility to finding win-win solutions.

What I feel is my strongest learning from both SPARC and 
the Mahila Samkhya program is that it is possible and fea-
sible for women to lead large social movements. They have 
led movements for housing, for land tenure, against castism, 
and for rights as urban citizens. I think that this is essential: 
women taking leadership of mainstream movements.

VR   Do you think that women and men have the same role in 
building peace?

SB   I think the role and the responsibility are the same, but 
I think the way women do it is very different. I think what 
women are willing to give and to give away for the sake of 
peace is very different, in fact. I think women have a greater 
capacity to think in more longitudinal terms – I’m not saying 
they always do it, but left to themselves they generally think 
of things much more intergenerationally. They take a long-
term, big-picture view – what would be good for the chil-
dren, for their families, for their communities.

If women were in charge of political processes, and they 
really worked with their own consciousness, I think they 
would do it very differently than men have up to this point. 
Because they’d be willing to concede things and give up short-
term benefits for the sake of long-term sustainability and 
peace. I have seen incredibly poor women give up immediate 
gains for the sake of a longer-term goal, against severe odds.

If the women of India and Pakistan could get together, 
for instance, and if they decided, “Let’s resolve the Kashmir 
issue,” I think they would come up with some very creative 
solutions. Because the first thing the women of India and 
Pakistan would do is talk to the women of Kashmir! But the 
problem is that for women to do it this way, you’d have to 
create a viable alternative politics. It’s very hard for women to 
make a difference within the present political structures and 
discourses – they get caught up in the same kinds of male-

defined chauvinisms and narrow self-interests that have kept 
us from achieving peace.

VR   I know from working in community development, that this 
sort of work can be very draining. What allows you to keep going 
and remain hopeful?

SB   In answering this, I’m coming from a very different 
space – that of my own spiritual journey. This is a message 
I really want to send, especially to younger colleagues: that I 
have physically inhabited different institutions and locations 
in my life, but fundamentally there’s only one real space that I 
occupy and that’s an internal space, which is deeply spiritual.

I am a practising Hindu, not in the way that Hinduism 
has been desecrated by fundamentalists. But I am a practis-
ing devotee of a particular spiritual path, Kashmiri Shaivism, 
guided by my guru, Swami Chidvilasananda. The philosophy 
that I practise, both in the external world and in my internal 
life, is essentially the Bhagavad Gita philosophy. This teaches 
that we have a responsibility to act righteously in the world 
and to act to correct the wrongs that we see around us, but 
we cannot get attached to those actions and, even more impor-
tantly, we cannot get attached to the outcome of those actions. 

VR   If you’re working so hard to achieve something such as peace, 
how can you not be attached to the outcome? 

SB   It’s very hard! You do it by understanding that while 
you have agency, you occupy a universe in which many, many 
forces are at work. And you are only one of those forces. 
You do it through humility. You must understand that this 
approach does not mean giving up – it is opposite to the 
widely held misconception that Hinduism preaches abdi-
cation from the world, and fatalistic passivity. You are not 
allowed to give up and say “Oh well, I tried that, it didn’t 
work! So it’s over for me.” You have to keep going back, 
reconsidering your actions, and trying to do it a different 
way. But you have to keep acting for the just cause, for jus-
tice. You cannot feel defeated when the outcome of your 

Even right now when it’s a very black hour in the world, I don’t 
feel defeated. I go deep within myself and…make sure that I have 
the resources to go back to the external world and stay involved.

w o m e n  i n  p e a c e
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actions is not what you had hoped.
This is a very different philosophical position from what 

might motivate a lot of activists in the world. I think one of 
the problems that we face in Western cultures is that, over 
time, both the liberal democratic position and the capitalist 
ideology have led people to believe that everything that exists 
in the world is what you create. This belief has inflated the 
individual’s sense of responsibility and control. And it’s very 
dispiriting. We don’t have the capacity to know destiny; we’re 
too small. The only thing we have the capacity to know or to 
determine for ourselves is how we must act. We don’t have the 
capacity to know what the outcome is, so we must surrender 
to the outcome. And start again, if necessary.

I don’t get dispirited. Even right now when it’s a very black 
hour in the world, I don’t feel defeated, because I have this 
internal resource. I go deep within myself and tap into that 

energy – the shakti – and then I can make sure that I have the 
resources to go back to the external world and stay involved.

VR   You have already had a very full career helping thousands 
of people to effect change in their lives. What would you like to do 
next?

SB   I want to provoke others to rethink our assumptions from 
the past. The external environment is challenging us now, 
requiring a complete reframing of the issues we’re dealing 
with. For example, why are there so many women involved 
in these violent fundamentalist movements? What have those 
movements done to mobilize women? We must take all the 
things we believe and stand them on their head and start 
again. I would like to participate in that process of challenging 
ourselves to think afresh. That is the only way for our progres-
sive movements to stay alive and relevant. \

Juniper Glass is a yoga teacher and the managing editor of ascent. She studied Women 
and International Development at the University of Guelph.

Trish Dalton comes from a small town in northern Ontario. She moved to Brook-
lyn, NY, four years ago to pursue her career as a documentary filmmaker. She has 
combined her interests in film and human rights, working with not-for-profit orga-
nizations in New York City. She is co-founder of Ohms Media, a collective of video 
journalists and activists who address social and political issues that are unrecognized 
by mainstream media.

Vanessa Reid spent close to a year working in Gujarat, India with BSC, a grassroots 
organization that works to empower women and tribal communities. She is now in 
Montréal, and is executive director of Santropol Roulant, a nonprofit organization 
run by young people that brings people together across generations and cultures 
through innovative approaches to food security and community building.

Bernice Lutfie Sorge, painter and printmaker, has “always had the desire to create 
something from nothing.” The raw materials for Sorge’s art come from the forest floor 
near her home in rural Québec and from family photographs of her Syrian ances-
tors. Canadian-born to an immigrant mother, Sorge addresses cultural identity and 
dichotomy in her work. She says, “It is through art that I have explored my origins. 
My imagination is stimulated by a desire to explore nature as a potential tympanum 
through which we can all hear and see what makes us one.”

Sorge has exhibited in Paris, Tokyo, New York City and elsewhere. Recently her 
work was shown at the Museum of Civilization in Ottawa as part of “Ces pays qui 
m’habitent / The Lands Within Me,” an exhibit of twenty-six Canadian artists of 
Arab origin. Her website is http://bernicesorge.ca. 

peace resources: 
For more information about the Association for Women’s Rights in Development, 
go to www.awid.org. 

To find out more about Women Waging Peace, visit www.womenwagingpeace.net. 
The site contains inspiring stories of alternative approaches to conflict resolution, a 
searchable bibliography on peace and conflict issues, and links to peace organizations 
worldwide.

The World Conference on Religion and Peace has a number of initiatives on peace 
education, conflict transformation and women’s leadership. To learn more, or to con-
sult the global directory of religious women’s organizations, visit www.wcrp.org.

Amnesty International is a worldwide campaigning movement that promotes human 
rights. In situations of war, AI works to prevent human rights abuses perpetrated in 
the name of “security.” To learn about how to get involved in Canada, visit www.
amnesty.ca, call 1-800-AMNESTY, or email info@amnesty.ca. To find out the loca-
tion of AI offices in other countries, visit www.amnesty.org.

United for Peace & Justice is a coalition of American organizations. The site www.
unitedforpeace.org contains frequent updates on pro-peace activities in communities 
across the United States, links to member organizations, and background informa-
tion on the US’s current military activities. To contact UPJ by telephone, on the west 
coast call 415-255-7296, ext 311, and on the east coast call 646-473-8935.




