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PERSONAL, POLITICAL AND MORE

Breaking Ground: Journey Into The Media ... And Out

By RAMI CHHABRA
National Book Trust, India

Rs 305

ATthe outset the author clarifies that hers is not a
personal memoir but a book about the making of a
professional career in independent India. Then
quoting the feminist mantra ~ “the personal is politi-
cal” ~ Rami Chhabra justifies the autobiographical
aspects in a work described as not an autobiography
in the conventional sense.

Over the next 450-odd pages, she dissects her
working life from the late 1950s to the first decade of
the next millennium in different avatars ~ as a print
journalist, TV personality, women’s rights activist,
population expert and finally her role in HIV/AIDS
policy planning. In the process, she covers some of
the most significant events of India’s post-
independence history, including the Emergency, the
post-Indira Gandhi assassination anti-Sikh riots, the
Janata experiment, the Rajiv Gandhi years, et al.

The rambling account, replete with mixed metaphors
and poorly edited prose, is nevertheless an absorbing
dekko at what seems to have been the remarkable
career of an astonishingly strong-willed, committed
and hardworking woman who stood up to all manner
of bias and authoritarianism.

Chhabra’s first brush with journalism as a young
college student was with The Statesman, when she
charged into the News Editor's room with “half a
dozen ideas to sell”. Several of her articles were pub-
lished but when she later approached the paper for a
full-time job, she was met with an impenetrable wall,
courtesy the “no-woman” policy followed by The
Statesman in those times, Chhabra claims. Describing
a meeting with the paper’s then Chief of Bureau Prem
Bhatia, she quotes him as saying: ‘If you are serious
about journalism as a career, young lady, take off
that lipstick and those gold hoops in your ears. Pretty
young women in the Reporters’ Room would mean no
work, only boys in queue to date you.

And, though marriage and children then intervened,
Chhabra’s passion for journalism does not seem to
have waned as she moved on to other dailies, writing
columns for children and on women'’s issues. At a time
when female journalists who were trying to make a
mark in the field steered clear of women’s issues to
better fit in with “the boys”, Chhabra says she took a
conscious decision to write on the subject though it
was difficult to get relevant and meaningful space for
it in newspapers. Her connection with The States-
man, too, continued, as she wrote regularly for the
paper and ]S, the youth magazine helmed by
Desmond Doig.

Covering the seventies, Chhabra writes on the setting
up of a committee on the status of women in India in
preparation for the first International
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Women’s Day in 1975. The committee’s report was
kept under wraps for a long time, coinciding as it did
with Indira Gandhi’s personal troubles when her
election to the Lok Sabha was called to question. The
findings of the momentous report, “Towards Equality’,
were ferreted out by Chhabra and others and raised in
the media. The report was a grim augury for the
future pointing as it did to the declining sex ratio that
has assumed frightening proportions now.

Writing about the Emergency, Chhabra recalls that
she was away in Mexico City attending the Interna-
tional Women’s Year conference when it was imposed.
A copy she sent to The Statesman about the hushed
whispers among the delegates and Mrs Gandhi’s loss
of reputation in the world community was spiked
without a word being said as the censors hovered
about.

Chhabra captures well the fear and panic of those
days when Delhi was like a police state; even
harmless dinner-table conversations being conveyed
to the highest levels post-haste. The author’s inter-
view with Mrs G for the NCC journal went of well, she
says, till the end when she impromptu asked the
“liberal, democratic” PM how she could impose the

Emergency and trample on Press
freedom. The gracious Mrs G was instan-
taneously transformed as she lashed out
at the “corrupt” media in a ten-minute
tirade, says Chhabra. Writing on the
post-Emergency times when she was
involved in population control, Chhabra
highlights how the forced sterilisation
drives during the Emergency had
discredited the concept of family
planning and led to a total collapse of
population control schemes during the
Janata regime.

Particularly evocative is her account of
the anti-Sikh riots that consumed Delhi
after the assassination of Indira Gandhi
and the sheer inaction of the authorities
for some time as the Capital burned.

Chhabra also writes of her years as a
health ministry official, courtesy Rajiv
Gandhi, when she had to deal with typi-
cally bureaucratic dilly-dallying. Her
book also covers her extensive foreign
travels, to a Vietnam just emerging from
a debilitating war, China on the cusp of
opening up to the world, Africa witnhess-
ing an AIDS epidemic, and Pakistan, her
birthplace.

The bulk of the latter half of the book,
however, is devoted to her total opposi-
tion to the policy on tackling HIV/AIDS.
Firmly advocating sexual abstinence,
Chhabra lashes out at the “donor-driven
contraceptives lobby” that, she says,
was blindly following western models
that are hardly suited to Indian condi-
tions. Admitting that her crusade to
contain the “promiscuity pool” failed in
the face of the sheer might of the influ-
ential “AIDS lobby”, Chhabra notes with
a certain amount of bitterness her
disconnect with the policy planners.
Similar is her disappointment at the
change in the communication scene and
what she terms the vulgarisation of the
media. Her pitch for public service
broadcasting in all TV channels is
utopian to say the least.

Chhabra’s personal reminiscences often
overlap with her account of the times
giving the book an uneven quality but its
importance in documenting significant
historical events cannot be undervalued.
Some careful editing and condensing
would have served it well.



