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Writing with Fire:
The might of women’s
voices in journalism
Arusa Qureshi

“Sometimes I feel like it’s a sin to be born a woman.”
This line, uttered by one of the central characters
in Writing with Fire, is one that reverberates
profoundly both during and long after viewing
Rintu Thomas and Sushmit Ghosh’s powerful
documentary. It’s a statement that will resonate
with women in communities around the world,
be it for reasons of personal hardship, societal
injustice or overt oppression. In Writing with
Fire, we see an agonising combination of all three
in the stories of the women at the heart of the
film, whose defiance and courage against all odds
is what makes those words all the more impactful.
Writing with Fire follows Khabar Lahariya, India’s
only news outlet run by Dalit women, offering
a snapshot of the solidarity, sisterhood and
immense tenacity with which they operate. The
film opens with chief reporter Meera investigating
a rape case, interviewing the devastated victim
and the police, whom she pushes to find answers
– though they appear reluctant to help. In this
opening alone, we get an insight into this small
team of women and the patriarchal conditions in
which they work, where justice and democracy
are not a certainty, especially for victims of gender
and caste-based violence.

Khabar Lahariya began life in 2002 as a weekly
printed newspaper, led by a group of urban and
rural feminists. But as we see in the film, the team
pivots to embrace technology and smartphones,
eventually gaining mass popularity on YouTube
and other forms of digital media, and going viral
thanks to their reporting on issues that impact
their lives and communities in rural India. Their
ambitions are met with multiple challenges
though, from dishonest police officers and
public officials to aggressive Hindu nationalists
who pose a very real threat to their safety. But
Meera and fellow reporters like Suneeta and
Shyamkali persist, even when met with danger,
understanding that their successes and failures
are inextricably linked to the future successes
and failures of the next women to take up similar
positions.
The film is set against the backdrop of the 2019
general election, in which Modi led the BJP to
victory to continue his tenure as India’s Prime
Minister, highlighting increasing tensions in the
country as a result of a polarised environment
and the rise of Hindu nationalism.

At one point, we learn of a woman journalist
that has been murdered for speaking out and we
can’t help but worry about the wellbeing of our
heroines. In fact, we’re told that India is one of the
deadliest countries for journalism – a fact backedup by the 180-country World Press Freedom
Index, compiled annually by Reporters Without
Borders, which ranked India at 142.
“Many believe India is becoming unsafe for
journalists,” the BBC reported this year. “Sixtyseven journalists were arrested and nearly 200
physically attacked in 2020, according to a study
by Geeta Seshu for the Free Speech Collective.
Journalists – especially women critical of the
government – face fierce online trolling and
threats.”
Throughout the film, Meera and her team put
themselves on the frontline, even when threatened
by the mafia, patronised by male reporters and
misunderstood by their own families, who
subscribe to the notion of a woman’s place being
in the home.

Writing with Fire is a stirring reflection on the
current state of the media in India and how,
in our heightened times of fake news and
misinformation, accurate and honest journalism
matters perhaps now more than ever. Thomas
and Ghosh introduce us to these fearless women
and bring us into their world in an intimate yet
rousing way, showing above all else how vital it
is to be able to tell your story and that of those
around you without persecution and government
intervention.
The effect of the documentary is two-fold; you’re
at once fiercely proud of what these women
achieve with their work, and at the same time
almost ashamed at how much you’ve taken it for
granted in your own day to day.
Though trolling, online abuse and harassment
can sadly be a commonly shared experience for
women in the media around the world, it’s not
inherently dangerous to be a journalist in Scotland.
I can speak my truth – my words can be printed or
broadcast into the ether and I don’t have to worry
about the risk of violence or retaliation.

Working in Scotland as a journalist, it’s easy to
forget the opportunities and privileges that are
naturally afforded to you and Writing with Fire
serves as a reminder to never diminish the efforts
required to maintain a freedom of press – and how
fragile democracy is when this fails.
While I can never claim to understand the
experience of a woman journalist in India and
the resilience needed in that role, something
that all women in journalism have in common
is that fight to make our voice heard in a largely
male-dominated landscape. Writing with Fire
underlines why these voices need support,
protection and encouragement.

- Arusa Qureshi, Scotland,
September 2021

The Power of Women
Journalists
Anonymous

The day I got my high school final exam results
was a happy day that almost defined the rest of
my life. I scored high and achieved almost full
grade in math, physics, and English. I wanted to
study English literature because I wanted to speak
English fluently and read all the great books such
as Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights that I had
read their Arabic translation. My mum supported
this decision because she thought a degree in
English will help me get a job as a school teacher,
which would be very convenient for a girl who
would eventually get married and look after her
children. Because schools have shorter working
days and long holidays, it would be less likely
to hinder the prime homemaker duties I, a girl
from a small town in Syria, was destined for. But
my education has opened up great opportunities
for me. I became a journalist to fight for justice
and democracy and to share powerful, inspiring
stories.
The brave Dalit women journalists featured in
the powerful documentary Writing with Fire
prove that women are capable of breaking free,
overcoming the social barriers and successfully
working in journalism. Meera, the chief reporter
of Khabar Lahariya, says in the film “a Dalit
woman Journalist was unimaginable.”

Driven by their belief in the crucial role journalism
plays in democracy, Meera and her all-female
team have challenged restricting social norms and
continue to succeed in reporting important issues
for communities in rural India, ranging from the
plea of miners and rape victims to the changing
political climate in the country. Their courage and
determination not to be the casualties of their
birthplace or caste is truly admirable.
The story of Khabar Lahariya journalists echoes
the endeavour of many Syrian citizen journalists
who were reporting on the peaceful Syrian
revolution in 2011and the disproportionately
violent response from the regime and its allies.
Citizen journalists were documenting the
incredible protests all over the country demanding
freedom, dignity, justice and democracy. Sadly,
our glorious peaceful revolution was turned into
a devastating long war. Seeing the country being
destroyed and hundreds of thousands of lives lost
caused us paralysing grief and agony. But citizen
journalists keep reporting, despite great anguish
and sorrow.

Syrian Journalist Zaina Erhaim returned to Syria
from London to train citizen journalists. When
she discovered that the vast majority of them were
men, she started organizing a special training for
women to help them report on the war that they
live under. Daring to persevere despite the great
risk they face, some of those women journalists
have to write down their interview questions and
send them with their children or husbands. They
challenge the restrictions of their society despite
their limited access to public spaces. They reclaim
ownership of their story and strive to present
their deep knowledge of the evolving situations
on the ground.
Their work was and still is important in order
to expose the atrocities committed by the brutal
Assad regime and its allies given that the regime
blocked access for most international media
agencies, including the BBC, to Syrian towns and
cities. The few journalists who were welcomed
by the regime, interview people while escorted by
armed soldiers. They usually produced misleading
stories that support the regime’s propaganda.
There are few exceptions such as the brave Marie
Colvin, the Sunday Times reporter who paid the
ultimate price in her pursuit of the truth.

She was targeted and killed by the regime while
reporting the siege on Homs city in Syria.
Reporters Without Borders (RSF) described
Syria as “the deadliest-ever conflict for the media”
estimating that within the last ten years, between
300-700 journalists have been killed in Syria.
It is very important to remember that
discrimination and misogyny do not only target
women journalists in far-away lands such as
India or Syria. It is everywhere! In April 2021,
UNESCO published a terrifying report on online
violence against women journalists, which found
a considerable global increase in attacks on
female journalists and their families – including
threats of sexual violence and murder aiming
to “belittle, humiliate, and shame; induce fear,
silence, and retreat; discredit them professionally,
undermining accountability journalism and trust
in facts.”
All in all, journalism remains an extremely
dangerous pursuit of truth, especially for women.
There is urgent need for governments and
international organizations to take serious action
to protect journalists and adopt comprehensive
strategies for conflict resolution.

On Nov 2, 2017, on the International Day to End
Impunity for Crimes Against Journalists, Boris
Johnson, then Foreign Secretary, came to the
London College of Communications to announce
a pledge of £1 million to support freedom of
expression projects globally, and for a photo op
with journalism students including many exiled
journalists from the Refugee Journalism Project.
Despite the positive initiative of the fund, the
seemingly clueless Mr. Johnson bragged in front
of a room full of journalists that “Raqqa has been
liberated.” A female Syrian journalist objected,
“No, Raqqa has been destroyed!”
- Anonymous, in collaboration with
Refugee Journalism Project,
London, September 2021

Solidarity,
Sisterhood and the
Decolonisation of
Literature and
Feminism
Nadia Maloney

“When women support women,
amazing things can happen”
– Viola Davis

Being part of a group of women provides a space
for shared experiences and the opportunity to be
heard. Being part of a group of women of colour
in a euro centric world solidifies strength and
intention.
Readers of Colour, a group of inspiring women
that I have the fortunate opportunity to be a part
of, has forged a unique sisterhood in Scotland,
bringing women together to listen, share,
support, challenge views and most importantly
lift each other up. While we share and discuss
books, poetry, documentaries and talks, we are
safe in the knowledge that we can speak freely
and confidently without the fear of becoming
collateral damage to white fragility.
Many of the injustices we have faced are
unspoken, but in our solidarity, we are all
very well aware of them. We are – perhaps
unintentionally – a radical, contemporary
sisterhood, decolonising literature and feminism,
one book at a time.
The women of Khabar Lahariya are leading
the way in the fight against the structures of
oppression pitted against us all. They refuse
to be victims of a crudely inhumane system of

The striking intellect, courage and integrity
shown by women working together in
sisterhood, as a collective and a family, can
empower all women to dig deep and find faith:
faith in our collective ability to stand up, speak
out and keep talking.
Looking through the pages of our shared history,
we women have refused to be victims again and
again. Rising up in solidarity from below the
starting line, black women and women of colour
paint a true picture of feminism.
Writing with Fire reminds us of what we have
together. Here and now. We can see the way
these women speak to each other. The open love,
respect and compassion is displayed like the
rising of the sun at dawn: fresh, warm and full
of unimaginable power. This is how I view and
experience our Readers of Colour group. There
is no room for competition or for individual
ambition to take precedence at the expense of
others. The Dalit women of Khabar Lahariya are
an inspirational and powerful group of women
fighting for equality and freedom.

Writing with Fire fiercely highlighted the
importance of solidarity and sisterhood in our
own work to decolonise feminism and literature.
For us, this group provides a space and platform
to amplify our voices, and be heard, without
which feminism would be a luxury that women
of colour simply couldn’t afford.
“Sometimes I feel scared. What kind
of life is this? Women face the
greatest injustices everywhere. I
don’t understand this life.
Sometimes I feel it’s a sin to be
born a woman”
- Suneeta, Writing with Fire
Women everywhere have felt this sense of
despair at times. Everywhere. The patriarchy’s
far-reaching tentacles leave no corner of our
globe untouched. But not all women can
articulate their oppression so well. Although
finding a voice can be the first hurdle for women,
using that voice does not always create a catalyst
for change, or even start the littlest of muchneeded ripples. Because not all voices are heard
or listened to.

The Dalit women of Writing with Fire have shown
us through their determination and inspiring
bravery, just how long the road to freedom can be,
and who can walk along that road before reaching
the intersection that creates exclusive pathways
only specific women can walk. Just as Audre
Lorde talked about there being no hierarchy of
oppression and Kimberlé Crenshaw further
explored and defined intersectionality, we women
of colour know that it’s the voices of white women
that are heard above all. White feminism is still
the leading international definition of feminism,
while the experiences and voices of Black women
and women of colour are left to filter through the
cracks provided by white allies.

“Why do they call our
country Mother India? Our
women are not free.”
- Dalit woman, Writing with Fire

The strength and solidarity of the Khabar
Lahariya Dalit women reminds us that together
we can achieve the impossible, we can push the
boundaries of oppression. The power of solidarity
and sisterhood is universal. We women carry the
weight of the world and all its men. Together, we
can create change and redefine power.
- Nadia Maloney, Scotland,
September 2021

