Ultimate weapon -

Bizarre ideas from Maharashtra women's panel

here is more than a touch of desperation in the Maharashtra
state committee for women’s move to introduce Duryodhahe
and Rakshasa awards to condemn the derogatory protrayal of
women in films, television serials and advertisements. The
suggestion is that this is the “ultimate weapon” after persuasion
and public campaigns have failed. No film-maker would relish the
idea of being compared to the villain of the Mahabharata and
publicly disgraced; his only solace would be that his work which
might have gone unnoticed normally will now claim some passing
interest. That may not be a bad idea. Remember Fire that shot
into prominence mainly after the Sangh Parivar protests? And
talking of Fire, what happens if the so-called derogatory refe-
rences to women come in the work of women film-makers? Will
the Maharashtra panel join hands with the firebrands to throw the
films into the Ganga, which was precisely the method adopted
when some people objected to the portrayal of widows in Deepa
Mehta’s Water? It might even proceed to gherao erring film-
makers to live up to the militancy that Pramod Navalkar had prea-
ched during his days as Shiv Sena’s culture minister. But all that it
might eventually do is to invite the flak that it has run out of ideas
when the real answer lies in stepping up the awareness campaign.
Not that there is much novelty either. There is one rabid outfit
in America that challenges the Oscars by instituting “honours” for
the year’s worst films. Others might offer citations for the worst
dressed politicians (there are plenty of them in India), for the
year’s most gruesome murders or for the ten silliest statements
made by those holding public offices. The possibilities are endless.
The panel may have been driven into such mindlessness by, the
British example of the “bad sex awards” for literary work but
someone might have told the panel chairperson that bad
examples are easier to follow than good ones. Whether the cause
of promoting women’s rights will be served is far from clear; what

it will certainly do is to reduce the campaign to a jo%
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%V’\ Declining child sex ratios \ ’7/

here are figures at hand to measure the toll being taken in
certain parts of the country by pre-natal sex determihation
tests. The 2001 Census, relates to the sex ratio in the 0-6 age
group. The overall sex ratio in this category has declined since
1991 from 945 to 927, the phenomenon being particularly
conspicuous in Punjab, Haryana, Chandigarh, Himachal Pradesh
and Delhi. The Provisional Census Report points out, pertinently,
that “the sharp decline in the child sex ratios is indicative of an
underlying trend of sex-selective abortions.” This is further
corroborated by evidence gathered from Gujarat where the most
backward districts of Dangs and Dahod have the highest child sex
ratio, the lowest being recorded in Surat where sex test facilities
are more widely available, A clinic in Mumbai reports that out of
8000 abortions performed by it, all but one related to sex selection
_ imperatives. It is clear from these figures that the connection
" between development and gender bias is not necessary. The
connection, at least as far as gender-related abortions are
- concerned, is to the availability of the sex determination
instruments and doctors willing to use them for that purpose.
The relevant legislation exists, along with a recent Supreme
Court ruling, the state is empowered to deal with the problem.
That is hardly enough. The ultra-sonography machine is used for
all sorts of things, it would be quixotic to place the machine itseif
under a ban. And if the machine exists, it is unrealistic to expect
doctors not to use them. Haryana, where the problem is acute, has
asked all ultra-sonography clinics to register with district health
centres. This might help the authorities in monitoring the
activities of such centres to some extent, but it cannot stop sex
determination tests entirely, the sub rosa activity will only drive it
underground and help make the practice more lucrative. There is
proof that the demand does not come from the poor, but mostly
from the urban rich. The source of the problem lies in the attitude
towards the girl child, that stubbornly refuses to change. For this,
the girl child must have a future considered by the parents to be
worthwhile. Are we calling for a revolution?
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BRUSSELS, DEC. 6. An Afghan wom~
en’s summit ended on Thursday
with a call on all political factions
which will create a post-Taliban
administration to ensure full
equality and participation of
women in setting up a democratic
Afghanistan.

In their final declaration, more
than 40 Afghan women leaders
who came to the three-day sum-
mit demanded “equal rights for
women including the right to vote,
equal pay and equal access to
education, health care and em-
ployment.” The women, many of
whom either travelled from re-
mote areas in Afghanistan or had
already lived in exile before the fall
of the Taliban, welcomed
Wednesday’s agreement on the
new interim administration but
said that having just two women

ol

Participants stand for a group picture during the Afghan

Women’s Summit in Brussels on Wednesday. — AP

in the Cabinet was not enough.
“We have to make sure these
groups implement what they have

signed,” said Ms. Sima Wali, who  Wali was a member of the former

shuttled between the women’s
summit in Brussels and talks in
Bonn, Germany this week. Ms.

Afghan King Mohammed Za!
Shah’s delegation at the talks.
is not as complete as it should
but it is a first positive step,”
Wali said.

Despite international pres:
to enshrine women'’s rights, d
gates in Bonn said a Ministr
Women'’s Affairs was only cre
in a late compromise to sect
deal, and after the insistenc
Ms. Wali, a U.S.-based activit
Afghan women’s rights anc
two other female delegates.

In the end, Ms. Sima Samr
44-year-old doctor and wor
rights activist currently bas
Pakistan, was named as one
Deputy Premiers and Minis
Women'’s Affairs. Another wc
Ms. Suhaila Seddiqi, will be }
Minister. — AP
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HILDREN IN Afghanistan are

dying. The reason, we are told, is

because of the war and the

drought that preceded it, but
which we failed to note. But when chil-
dren die with frightening regularity in one
of India’s more prosperous and better-
run States, what is the excuse?

None at all, except the never-changing
reason of developmental neglect and the
additional one of statistical jugglery. A
new study recently released has come out
with the shocking revelation that the offi-
cial figures of child deaths in Maharashtra
are five times lower than the actual num-
ber.

Earlier this year, when reports ap-
peared of over 500 child deaths in the
tribal area of Nandurbar, there was a little
bit of a stir. Questions were raised about

. the nutrition and health status of infants

" in the State. Ministers made their way to

this remote area. And promises, long for-
gotten, about bringing real development
to these areas were repeated with renew-
ed vigour.

Since then, Nandurbar like much else
has slipped off the news pages and off the
priority list of the State Government too.
Instead, the business of politics is occu-
pying our rulers even as children contin-
ue to die in the State. If the calculations of
this new study are to be believed, a Nan-
durbar takes place every day in Maha-
rashtra.

The study was initiated by the Gadchi-
roli-based non-governmental organisa-
tion SEARCH (Society for Action and
Research in Community Health) on child
mortality in ‘Maharashtra. It covered a
population of 2.7 lakhs in 231 villages and
six slums in 13 regions of the State over a
two-year period (1998 to 2000). Thirteen
organisations worked together on the
survey which was coordinated by Dr. Ab-
hay Bang of SEARCH, who, with his wife,
Dr. Rani Bang, has a distinguished record
of work in the tribal areas of Gadchiroli
district.

Dr. Bang decided to undertake this ex-
ercise when he realised that just in one
block of Gadchiroli district, many infant
and child deaths were not being properly

War against children

W By Kalpana Sharma

recorded. This is the job of not just the
Health Department but also of the local
anganwadi worker and the gram sevak.
But as a higher number of deaths would
bring the local administration into dis-
repute, there is pressure all down the line
to fudge the figures or hide the truth. As a
result, children die but their deaths are
not recorded.

The result of such a conspiracy of si-
lence is evident when one looks at the

poverty and malnutrition are endemic,
the new, more rigorously gathered data,
put the IMR at a more realistic 81.7.
The import of this kind of misreporting
is obvious. If independent audits were
conducted in all the poorer and tribal dis-
tricts around the country, the IMR for In-
dia is likely to be considerably higher
than what is touted. This is something
that should not be hidden. On the con-
trary, this ought to be a call to action, and

When children die with frightening regularity in one of
India’s more prosperous and better-run States
(Maharashtra), what is the excuse?

stark contrast between the number of
deaths recorded officially by the State
Health Department, and the calculations
of child deaths that are based on SRS
(sample register systemn). The year 1999-
2000, for instance, should have recorded
1,609 infant deaths in Nandurbar district
calculated on the basis of SRS data. But
according to the Health Department,
there were only 512 deaths. In other
words, only 32 per cent of the deaths were
recorded. This story repeats itself in dis-
trict after district. Overall, the Health De-
partment recorded only one third of the
infant deaths that would have occurred. If
you add to this children between the ages
of one and five, the figure would go much
higher.

Dr. Bang argues that in any case the
figure would be higher because the SRS is
a sample survey which is useful for work-
ing out data at the State level. It does not
represent the variations at district levels.
This can only be recorded if there is me-
ticulous data collection at the block level,
something that is just not being done.

In Gadchiroli, for instance, when Dr.
Bang exposed the discrepancy in one
block, the Collector decided to undertake
an independent audit in another block.
He found that while according to the
Health Department data, the Infant Mor-
tality Rate (IMR) was just 13, an impossi-
bility given that this is a tribal block where

more directed action. It is inexcusable,
and indeed criminal, to play around with
numbers when the issue is the ability of
infants and children to survive. At the end
of the two-year period, the study has con-
cluded that an estimated two lakh chil-
dren die each year in Maharashtra. The
highest number of deaths is still in the
zero to one year group, that is infants. But
children up to the age of five are extreme-
ly vulnerable.

Although the study looked at selected
areas, the majority of these were neither
remote, nor the worst off. Sixty-two per
cent of the population was from rural ar-
eas, 90 per cent of the villages had angan-
wadis, and 92 per cent had village
primary schools. This suggests that these
areas were reasonably representative of
the State in general. Therefore, the study
cannot be accused of picking on the
poorest areas and drawing sweeping con-
clusions from that data.

In any case, even if the calculations are
50 per cent off the mark, the figures are
still more than worrying. A State such as
Maharashtra should not have even one
lakh children dying each year, or aver 250
a day. It is supposed to be in the top five
States in terms of ensuring that children
between the ages of 12 and 23 months
have been vaccinated. Its IMR (43.7),
based on official data, is much better than
the national average of 67.6 (1998-99

=

NHFS II). Another worrying aspect that
the study brings out is the absence of
contrast between rural and urban IMR if
you look at the population living in slums.
The latter are supposed to have better ac-
cess to health care. Yet, if the children of
the urban poor are dying as easily as peo-
ple living in villages, the Government

needs to sit up and take notice.

Just one indicator of child health
should suffice to show the real picture —
the incidence of diarrhoea. In Maharash-
tra, in up to 11 districts, over one third of
the children suffer from diarrhoea. An
even larger percentage suffers from
“breathing problem.” However, even
though the programme to make mothers
aware of oral rehydration therapy has
been on since 1986-87, less than half the
children with diarrhoea were given this
life-saving treatment. This suggests that
the health education programmes are
falling far short of their target.

So far, the State Government has re-
fused to accept the findings of the study.
In fact, it should heed the warning given
by the startling data in the study. It
should also consider the constructive
suggestions that the study team has put
forward. Dr. Bang rightly says, "If the
Health Department does not know how
many children are dying, how will they
save themn?”’ He suggests that it should be
mandatory for the Health Department to
record and report all child deaths and
that instead of diligence being punished,
not reporting should be penalised.

There are many more lessons that can
be drawn from this study. It exposes the
lack of application and interest in both
the Government and the public and
media on issues of health and child sur-
vival. While our media is full of fitness-
related health reports for sedentary city-
dwellers, there is practically nothing that
exposes the worsening situation for mil-
lions of people living just outside our ci-
ties. Tragncally, only when poor people,

large enough numbers do
and take notice.
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| KOLKATA} Nov. 29. — India
, should think twice before
. backing the Northern Alliance’s
bid to form a government in
Afghanistan, since the Alliance
is only another face of the
Taliban, Ms Saher Saba of the
Revolutionary Association for
. the Women of Afghanistan said
today.
She was addressing a press
conference organised by the
i CPI-M women’s wing.

Ms Saba, who has been living

the past few years, said it would
| be a mistake to believe that the
' Northern Alliance leadership
| will bring freedom to Afghan
women or restore democracy in
the country.

“The images of women taking
part in TV programmes or
enjoying music are only slices of
the truth. The whole truth is
that the Northern Alliance
leaders are as fundamentalist,
'~ criminal and anti-democratic as
| their Taliban counterparts.
They were in power between
1992 and 1996 and perpetrated
. the worst crimes against
" Afghan women. Think of their

N Allianc

in refugee camps in Pakistan for |

V%

.

The Rawa spokesperson, Ms Saher Saba, at a press conference in

1 e no better
s'wfor women: Rawa

Kolkata on Thursday. — The Statesman

brutality at Kunduz and Mazar-
e-Sharif ,” Ms Saba said.
According to her King Zahir
Shah should be allowed to head
an interim government till a
truly representative govern-
ment is formed the UN aegis.
There  will not be . any

fundamental change in the US'.

policy vis-a-vis Afghanistan
“shaped as it is by its oil
interests in the Middle East and
the need for keeping Russia and

China at bay,” Ms Saba said. |
“The USA must have learnt a |
lesson from the 11 September 2

. strikes at the WTC towers and

it would possibly not give (
Northern Alliance the free hand |
it gave to the Taliban regime. |
This could be the only change in |
US policy,” she added. \
_She termed the Communist t
Nazibullah regime
but a fallout
invasion”.
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Afghan

By Kathy Gannon <

KABUL: Marzia Adeel moved aside a tuft
of her deep brown hair to reveal the red
weal where a Taliban soldier hit her with a
steel cable.

She had been buying shoes a few months
ago. She couldn’t see through the mesh of
her robe and since there was only an elderly
shoe salesman in the store, she took a risk
and uncovered her head.

Suddenly two men burst in. One hit her
with the cable. She fell back, struggled with
her robe, couldn’t get it down fast enough.
He hit her again.

“I was bleeding. I was scared,” she said.
“The man selling shoes was scared. He said
‘Sister, please go, leave.’ But I couldn’t see.
Blood was dripping in my eyes.” :

Speaking at close to a whisper, in the halt-
ing English she taught herself during five
years of enforced idleness, Adeel told her
story this week while waiting at Radio
Afghanistan to apply for a job as a news
reader. She also writes poems, and her tape
of one of them had already been played on
the radio.

Women on the air, a beauty salon reborn,
and, from this Saturday, no more sexual seg-
regation in the hospitals; all are vivid evi-
dence of the collapse of the Taliban social
order.

Afghanistan was always a conservative
place, and many women were wearing the

women reclaim their workin

g life;, % \

burga, long before the Taliban seized power
in 1996. But the Taliban’s extreme reading of
Islamic law made the burga mandatory.
Women were barred from working, and girls
over 8 couldn’t go to school.

People were exhorted to paint their
ground-floor windows black so women
couldn’t be seen by passers- by. White stock-
ings were taboo because the Taliban’s flag
was white.

Women were not supposed to move
outside their home without a male chap-
erone. That seemed to be one of the few
rules women ignored. They were always
seen in small groups, unescorted, seeming
to drift along the streets in their billowing
burqas.

After Humaira’s beauty salon was shut
by the Taliban, she hid her cans of hair-
spray, her portraits of coiffured women and
her cracked hair dryer. A day after the
Northern Alliance moved in to Kabul,
Humaira reopened for business. The chairs
were old and torn. The Taliban had
smashed her larger mirrors. They had paint-
ed over her sign, objecting to the words
“beauty salon.”

“We were like in prison,” she said. “We
had no life, nothing for us to do. We were not
people.”

In recent days Humaira scraped the
paint off her sign and put her posters back
on the walls. One showing a sassy young

woman, her hair in heavily curled pigtails,
was the favorite of Humaira’s daughter,
Ghinza.

But the 7-year-old in red velvet pants and
a jacket didn't see herself following her
mother into hairstyling. She thought she'd
like to be an engineer. “I think 1 would build
things for my country.”

Shireen, 26, was a government statistician
before the Taliban suddenly sent her home.
Now she was trudging from one government
ministry to the next, looking for work. Like
most women in Kabul, she still wore her
burqa. Her gold-rimmed glasses were all
that was visible behind the mesh.

She said she was waiting for a regular
government to take office and give official
clearance to shed the burqga. Until then,
she remained cautious. She and several
other women talked to a reporter only on
condition that their surnames not be pub-
lished.

The aviation ministry was closed, so
Shireen went next door to Radio
Afghanistan. “May be I could get a job as a
news reader,” she said. “I am educated. 1
have to work. I must work to contribute to
my country and to my family,” she said
through an interpreter. “I have the right to
participate.”

For young women who have been unable
to acquire other skills during the Taliban
years, the radio seems to be favored as a

quick way back into the job market.

The medical profession also suffefed
under Taliban strictures. At Rabia Balkhi
hospital for women, female doctors were
forbidden to work alongside their male
colleagues. Starting Saturday. that rule is
also dead, by order of the new health min-
istry. But there is a lot of catching-up to
do.

“Our new women doctors are not proper-
ly trained.” said Dr Rahina Staniczai, the
head of the hospital. The Taliban allowed
women to take only three sclected medical
courses. al one hospital, and under strict
Superviston.

“Really this 1s our biggest problem today
— lack of cducation.” said Staniczai.

At Wazir Akbar Khan Hospital, women
were secluded on separate floors, hidden
behind walls built by the Taliban. The walls
are to be torn down on Saturday.

Another applicant at the radio station.
Parveen Hashati, said that under Taliban
rule "We were neither alive nor dead”
Single, jobless, her life was a monotonous
routine of waking, eating, cleaning, sleeping.
she said.

But she wondered whether the world that
condemned the Taliban’s treatment of
women would now force Afghanistan to
enshrine their rights in a constitution. “Or,
now that they have what they want, will they

HE TIMES OF INDAA
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By Our Staff Reporter
VISAKHAPATNAM, NOV. 25. Women
are among the worst affected in
the ongoing process of liberalisa-
tion and globalisation, according
to the National Federation of In-
dian Women (NFIW).

Ms. Amarjeet Kaur, general sec-
retary of NFIW, told a press con-
ference here on Sunday that with
the NDA Government selling
away national assets like the pub-
lic sector undertakings to the
multi-national companies on the
pretext of liberalisation, women
employees were in the danger of
losing equal pay, maternity bene-
fits and other social security ben-
efits.

She pointed out that women
employees were already being
forced to accept the voluntary re-
tirement scheme (VRS) under the
threat of transfers and being sep-
arated from their families.

“It is a strange dichotomy. On
one hand, the NDA Government
promises one crore jobs to the
youth, and on the other, its Fi-
nance Minister announces a two
per cent cut in jobs. The country
has been given to a jobless
growth,” she remarked.

Ms. Kaur, who is here to attend
the ongoing national conference
of the All India Democratic Wom-
en’s Association (AIDWA), said
women faced the worst working
conditions in the Export Promo-
tion Zones and garment export
units which blatantly flouted la-
bour laws by not allowing union-
isation, not extending social
security measures and not guar-
anteeing minimum wages. NFIW
was for opening up EPZs for in-
spection and providing for union-
isation of the workers.

She claimed that the labour re-
forms were being pursed by the

Central Government in the inter-
est of the employers and aggres-
sive foreign investors and under
pressure from World Bank, Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF)
and World Trade Organisation
(WTO).

According to her, even the Pre-
vention of Terrorism Ordinance
(POTO) was influenced by these
international agencies to sup-
press the democratic movements
and resentment emerging against
globalisation and the WTQO and
was being sought to be passed
under the cover of the threat of
international terrorism as defined
by the U.S. in the light of the Sep-
tember 11 attacks.

“There are strong public pro-
tests against the WTO all over the
world. The reason why its last
round of meeting was held at Do-
ha was that demonstrations are
now allowed there,” Ms. Kaur

‘Women worst hit by globalisation’,y

said. Ms. Kaur, who is also the
secretary of the All India Trade
Union Congress (AITUC), said
that various central trade unions
had forged unity in opposing the
Bill of Labour Reforms and decid-
ed to observe a nation-wide strike
if it was presented in Parliament
for adoption. \\

NFIW had expressed |ts support
to the agitation as reforms
would severely affect the interest
of women, particularly those em-
ployed in the unorganised sector.

The NFIW would be holding its
national conference in Chennai in
April and the agenda for the event
included empowerment of wom-
en, commercialisation and com-
munisation of education,
economic policies, oppression of
tribal and dalit women and social
evils and food security.

-
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‘abused bafore they turn 18
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relatives or Eamily:friends
known ta the victims >
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W 5,00,000 chilren
prostitution avery,yeat
# Evary 34 minutes a w
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Abusers dra strangers

constitute vislence
marriage

xist, .

Lhildren make up stories

Rapists are strangers,
itkriown to the victim
B Happens in lower
income uneducated families
W A stap or shove does not

& There is no rape in
® Ghild prostitutes dan’t

A She made me do it to her

STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE

KOLKATA, Nov. 24. - One
out of every two girls in India
is sexually abused before they
reach the age of 18. Every
year, 5,00,000 children are
forced into prostitution. By
2002, an estimated 10,44,-
47,895 children in the country
would have faced sexual
abuse of some form at some
point of their lives.

These are some of the star-
tling revelations that have
shattered myths about sexual
abuse. The relevant studies
were conducted by a number
of institutes and NGOs across
the country. .

While the international com-

THE STATESMAN
20

munity gears up to observe 25
November as the day to mark
Violence Against Women and
the following fortnight till
World Human Rights Day (10
December) as the fortnight to
create awareness on the issue,
child sexual abuse, irrespec-
tive of the sex of the victim, is
fast emerging as one of the
key areas of concern.

Among the projected number
of victims, 4,15,94,735 are
boys and 6,28,53,160 are girls.
Child sexual abuse takes
place at every income level,
regardiess of social standing
and family backgibund.

v The ugly face of child abuse .., -

veal that boys are most vul-
nerable to abuse if living in in-
stitutions or homes and work-
ing under adult employers.
But the realities are more
grim in case of girls. Statistics
reveal that 71 per cent of the
abusers are family members
or close family friends.
Findings on violence against
women are equally appalling.
One out of two women is sub-
jected to some form of domes-
tic violence. Every 34 minutes
a woman is raped and 85 pev
cent of the rapists are known

to the victims.

Every 87 minutes there's a

Studies by the West Bangal+- dowry death and one in seven

. chapter of Save the Children,

a UK-based organisation, re-

women is raped by her hus-

band. ‘/
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Along with you I've stepped up to the path of
my nation,

To break oll these sufferings all these fetters
of slavery, ’

Oh compatriot, Oh brother, Pm not what I
was

Pm the woman who has awoken

TPve found my path and will never return.

(Tramslation of the poem, LIl never
return, by Meena Keswar Kamsl,
founder of Revolwtionary Association of
the Women of Afighanistan)

Never
say die

Nleena's blood ingpires all freedom-loving women!

ENA Keswar Kamal was
assassinated along with two

members of her family in

February 1987, at her Quetta
residence in Pakistan. She was one of the
“ginful women”, the “whore” — as the funda-
mentalists had yelled — whose tongue had
been severed but the eyes could not be put
out.

What was her offence?

That she had been ceaselessly campaigning
for the rights &b@ﬁnéﬁl@u@o
banner of RAWA ~ Revolutionary Association
of the Women of Afghanistan.

That she braved constant threats from the-
Jehadi-Taliban duo not to go to Western

.Europe and make public statements about
the “Jahannam” called Afghanistan.

That she had been a relentless crusader
against burka, the dark vestment of “servi-
tude” and “burden of denial”, and thus had
gone beyond the limits sanctioned and guard-
ed by high-handed Maulavis with gun-totting
mujahiddens. ’

That she became the “lady with the lamp”,
of education, moving from one refugee camp
to another even though she knew educating
women was illegal in Afghanistan.

And Meena’s luminous eyes have helped
open the eyes of the Afghan women to look
into the roots of their plight in a strife-torn
country. The turmoil of the past two decades
have had a disastrous effect on the Afghan
people. Things have fallen apart. The most
pitiable condition of course ig that of the
women and children. Women had first been
easy victims of the “Jehadi® and “Taliban”
brands of fundamentalists and the first dag-
ger in the name of Islam was planted into

 their hearts. “These two species of fundamen-
talists,”, RAWA women observe, “have plun-
Jovedd and destroved the material entity of

f.(rf\_o. e Ul PN 7 :NU. [ 2 I

women to think and
fight for their nghts

under the banner of

RAWA,

wiites Biren Sasmal

e

our nation. Maybe the Taliban arrived at this

"infamous feamst of pilferage and destruction

somewhat late but they outdid their prede-
cessors in pushing our people back into the
depths of foregone centuries. The material
bones of our country have been picked clean
by the fundamentalists who came before the
Taliban; they can only show their capacity for

“ “excellence” by staging orgies of ignorance

and vandalism.”

" Organised vandalism assumed such pro-
portions that Afghan women couldn’t even
move around, for fear of being abducted and

~ gangraped by either a Jehadi or a Taliban.
_-And doors of all educational institutions for

women were forcibly closed. Apart from the
urban areas, there was not a single village to

" hide or take shelter in as they were frequent-

ly ravaged or torched to ashes by either of the
two warring groupe. And it wasn't even pos-
sible to cross borders for fear of being simply
gunned down. And last but not the least — no
human relation was allowed between a man
and a woman except (often forced) marriages
and sale to brothels! ‘

Fatima Merniasi, the Nerth African schol-
ar and a recognised authority on women-
related questions in Islam, has stated that
the image of the fundamentalist as an
“unscrupulous, uneducated, uncultured,
archaic, blood-thirsty, woman-hating, eco-
nomically deprived, politically frustrated...
terrorist, loaded with guns and bombs... is
erroneous because it is a sweeping generali-
sation. “In Muslim societies”, she says, “the
image of the fundamentalist is very different.
In Pakistan, for instance, there is a tendency
to see him either as the Pharisaical, hair-
splitting dogmatist, so consistently castigated
by the Sufi, or to align him with the halwa-
eating buffoon of the popular joke and local
myth” The fundamentalist is more often

|

|

\
than not an educated man. He is Euzso,r.
hardworking and not at all averse to the ca-
sumerist glamour of Western societies. Hs
quarrel is not necessarily with America, kit
with the established, often liberal and ed-
cated elite of his own country, and wh
women -~ who, in their own bid for 385%%.
are a threat to his age-old conviction, cofi-
dence and identity because of the latter!
aspiration to “break” from traditional roles.

Fatima might be correct in her article “Tt
fundamentalist obsession with women” wit
reference to Arabian or Egyptian role modes
of the fundamentalists, which she has sul-
stantiated with statistics; but her example
do not fit their Afghan counterparts except i
two basic traits: their aversion for wome
education and freedom, and greed for the
sumerist glamour of the West. But as th
RAWA proclaims: “No Blood-suckers in histe
ry is a match for the Afghan ?bmwamagﬂw
the latest role model of whom is the Taliban.
Where Fatima has left the Afghan fundal
mentalists as “staunch believers of faith and
immemorial tradition”, the latest B.E,.ﬂ
have continued in a language of hatred
frustration: “these semi-wild people (the
Taliban) who, until yesterday, were making a
living on aliens and in mosques and know
nothing about Science, History, Economics,
‘Geography, and who feel proud in taking

4 meal and sleeping with Kalashnikovs, have

¢now seized power in Afghanistan! Some of

these weird people think there is monarchy in .

the USA and Bill Clinton is a King! Is there a
more unfortunate nation in the world where
such creatures dare to claim themselves lead-
ers of the people...?”

In matters related to women, they blindly
imitate one book entitled Qadaya al-mar'a al-

 “Continued on page2

| agreeaq, even tnougn 1 was ureakmy
a self-imposed rule. That one had come
about after a particularly dreadful
multimedia experience in which an
artist painted a backdrop on which a
film was being showed while a friend
and | read our poetry in the foreground.
There were dancers involved too but [
can't remember how they came in,
whether before or after. The setting
was a suburban housing society in
Mumbai and the front row was filled
with children who had no idea what
was going on and so were putting up a
dreadful fuss about their imprisonment.

Later, | vowed that | would not drag
my poetry inte such spaces. | have
nothing against multimedia
experiments.. | know that some of them
do germinate inte larger, richer
experiences. | know that some of them
may become part of what we now call |.
art. | know that it is time for thes
artificial  divides between
performing and the plastic 1S
between classical and uo__c_ma\.a folk
forms, between Western a0 Eastern
and even fusion to be diwblved.

I just wish that they Would think out
the solvents with ¢ little care. | just
wish they would make sure there is a
genuine democracy, a two-way
interaction between the forms. At that
dreadful reading, the poétry was an
add-on. It was ignored partly because
no space was made for it, and no
attention was paid to the dynamics of
postry. Of course, in that im__.
intentiened melge, a novs! would Have
foundered but you can ses how the |-
story could have underpinned all the
other activity, participated in it. But
poetry has a thinner skin. it needs more
attention. It needs more care. And there
was a man dressed up like Meena
Kumari spinning dervish-like amid the
audience. While the juvenile audience
was digesting that and debating his
orientations, there was another man,
walking nude in red socks and black
shoes across the blasted heath of the
Deccan plateau in the film. They:loved
that. Charlie Chaplin was once teld by a
Southern gentleman that the buttocks
were the funniest part of man’s
snatomy. (He was commenting on The
Grest Divtator.) The audisace at this
muitimotia experiment praved his pint.
There was s artist it gali. of Broad
dumped shoulders “and. ¢ Wanytell
wlashing about with ‘latk Padit who
was ignered until he begam te paint
himself. And here was a poet or two,
come on hoys, give us a line.

But | did go. ,

And there were no distractions. The
room was quiet, the audience attentive.

| came to two conclusions:

Poatry is a small chamber enterprise.
Either it exists as a relationship
between page and reader, or between
poet and audience. Anything more and
the intimacy is disturbed. .

A self-imposed rule is meant to b
broken. N .




By Qur Special Correspondent

HYDERABAP, NOV. 20. The Rajya
Sabha Deputy Chairperson, Ms.
Najma Heptullah, has held men
MPs, irrespective of party affilia-
tions, responsible for blocking the
passage of the Women’s Reserva-
tion Bill in Parliament.

“Surely, they (men MPs) are
afraid of losing their constituen-
cies to women. Therefore, they
would continue to defer the Bill on
one pretext or the other”, Ms.
Heptullah said at a press confer-
ence here today.

She was doubtful whether the
Bill would come up for consider-
ation during the current session of
Parliament as it did not figure
© even in the informal discussions

-~ Women’s Bill: Najma
i blames men MPs **

3

held till now. She had requested
the Prime Minister, Mr. Atal Beha-
ri Vajpayee, to introduce the Bill in
the Rajya Sabha first and assured
him of getting it passed so that
pressure could be mounted on the
Lok Sabha members. But that was
not done.

Ms. Heptullah said the Con-
gress, the TDP, the Left parties
and the BJP had committed them-
selves to the Bill. She would,
therefore, like the Bill to put to
vote “‘as I want to see who will
defeat it”. In respect of the Pan-
chayat Raj Bill providing 33 per
cent reservation for women in the
local bodies, there was no resist-
ance from the MPs as they had
nothing to lose. “I hope the wom-
en’s Bill is passed in my lifetime’".




\

"« Policies from a 4,

women’s perspectiv

ince women comprise

the majority of the popu-
; lation below the poverty
line and are very often in situa-
tions of extreme poverty, given
the harsh realities of intra-
household and social discrimi-
nation, macro-economic poli-
cies and poverty eradication
programmes will specifically
address the needs and prob-
lems of such women. There
will be improved implementa-
tion of programmes which are
already women-oriented with
special targets for women.
Steps will be taken for mobi-
lization of poor women and
convergence of services, by of-
fering them a range of eco-
nomic and social options,
along with necessary support
measures to enhance their
capabilities

In order to enhance
women’s access to credit for
consumption and production,
the establishment of new, and
strengthening of existing,
micro-credit mechanisms and
micro-finance institution will
be undertaken so that the out-
reach of credit is enhanced.
Other supportive measures
would be taken to ensure ade-
quate flow of credit through
extant financial institutions
and banks, so that all women
below the poverty line have
easy access to credit.

Women'’s perspectives will
be included in designing and
implementing macro-econom-
ic and social policies by institu-
tionalizing their participation
in such processes. Their contri-
bution to socio-economic de-
velopment as producers and
workers will be recognized in
the formal and informal sec-
tors (including home-based
workers) and appropriate poli-
cies relating to employment
and to her working conditions
will be drawn up. Such meas-
ures could include:

Reinterpretation and redef-
inition of conventional con-
cepts of work wherever neces-
sary e.g. in the census records,
to reflect women’s contribu-
tion as producers and workers.

Preparation of satellite and
national accounts. Develop-
ment of appropriate method-
ologies for undertaking (i) and
(ii) above.

Globalization has present-
ed new challenges for the real-
ization of the goal of women’s

Extracts from the
national policy for the
empowerment of
women, 2001, depart-
ment of women and
child development,
government of India

equality, the gender impact of
which has not been systemati-
cally evaluated fully. However,
from the micro-level studies
that were commissioned by the
department of women and
child development, it is evident
that there is a need for re-fram-
ing policies for access to em-

numbers. The programmes for
training women in soil conser-
vation, social forestry, dairy
development and other occu-
pations allied to agriculture
like horticulture, livestock in-
cluding small animal hus-
bandry, poultry, fisheries etc.
will be expanded to benefit
women workers in the agricul-
ture sector. The important role
played by women in electron-
jes, information technology
and food processing and agro-
industry and textiles has been
crucial to the development of
these sectors. They would be
given comprehensive support
in terms of labour legislation,
social security and other sup-
port services to participate in
various industrial sectors.
Women at present cannot

A part of the process

ployment and quality of em-
ployment. Benefits of the
growing global economy have
been unevenly distributed
leading to wider economic dis-
parities, the feminization of
poverty, increased gender in-
equality through often deterio-
rating working conditions and
unsafe working environment
especially in the informal eco-
nomy and rural areas. Strate-
gies will be designed to ¢p-
hance the capacity of women
and empower them to meet the
negative social and economic
impacts, which may flow from
the globalization process.

In view of the critical role
of women in the agriculture
and allied sectors, as produc-
ers, concentrated efforts will
be made to ensure that benefits
of training, extension and var-
ious programmes will reach
them in proportion to their

work in night shift in factories
even if they wish to. Suitable
measures will be taken to en-
able women to work on the
night shift in factories. This
will be accompanied with sup-
port services for security,
transportation, etc.

The provision of support
services for women, like child
care facilities, including créch-
es at workplaces and educa-
tional institutions, homes for
the aged and the disabled will
be expanded and improved to
create an enabling environ-
ment and to ensure their full
cooperation in social, political
and economic life. Women-
friendly personnel policies
will also be drawn up to en-
courage women to participate
effectively in the developmen-

tal process.

TO BE CONCLUDED




" How to get gender into
@, the mainstream

he policy will be widely

disseminated so as to en-

courage active partici-
pation of all stakeholders for
achieving its goals. Specifical-
1y, the objectives of this policy
include (i) creating an environ-
ment through positive econom-
ic and social policies for the
full development of women to
enable them to realize their
full potential, (ii) the de jure
and de facto enjoyment of all
human rights and fundamen-
tal freedom by women on an
equal basis with men in all
spheres — political, economic,
social, cultural and civil, (iii)
equal access to participation
and decision-making of
women in the social, political
and economic life of the na-
tion, (iv) equal access of
women to healthcare, quality
education at all levels, career
and vocational guidance, em-
ployment, equal remunera-
tion, occupational health and
safety, social security and pub-
lic office, (v) strengthening
legal systems aimed at the
elimination of all forms of dis-
crimination against women,
(vi) changing societal attitudes
and community practices by
active participation and in-
volvement of both men and
women, (vii) mainstreaming a
gender pexspective in the de-
velopment process, (viii) elimi-
nation of discrimination and
all forms of violence against
women and the girl child, and
(ix) building and strengthen-
ing partnerships with civil
society, particularly women’s
organizations.

Legal-judicial systems will
be made more responsive and
gender-sensitive to women’s
needs, especially in cases of do-
mestic violence and personal
assault. New laws will be en-
acted and existing laws re-
viewed to ensure that justice is
quick and the punishment
meted out to the culprits is
commensurate with the severi-
ty of the offence.

At the initiative of and with
the full participation of all

Extracts from the
national policy for the
empowerment of
women, 2000, depart-
ment of women and
child development,
government of India

stakeholders, including com-
munity and religious leaders,
the policy would aim to encour-
age changes in personal laws
such as those related to mar-
riage, divorce, maintenance
and guardianship in order to
eliminate discrimination
against women.

The evolution_of property
rights in a patriarchal system

Managing silence

has contributed to the subordi-
nate status of women. The poli-
cy would aim to encourage
changes in laws relating to
ownership of property and in-
heritance by evolving consen-
sus in order to make them gen-
der just.

Women'’s equality in power-
sharing and active participa-
tion in decision-making, in-
cluding decision-making in po-
litical process at all levels will
be ensured for the achievement
of the goals of empowerment.
All measures will be taken to

L A
guarant&e women equal access
to and full participation in de-
cision-making bodies at every
level, including the legislative,
executive, judicial, corporate,
statutory bodies, as also the ad-
visory commissions, commit-
tees, boards, trusts etc. Affir-
mative action such as reserva-
tions/quotas, even in highef
legislative bodies, will be
considered whenever neces-
sary on a time-bound basis]
Women-friendly personne}
policies will al3o be drawn up
to encourage women to partici;
pate effectively in the develop-
mental process.

Policies, programmes and
systems will be established tog
ensure the mainstreaming of
women’s perspectives in devel:
opment, as catalysts, particli
pants and recipients. Wherev:
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er there are gaps in policies:
and programmes, women-spe-,
cific interventions would be

undertaken to bridge these.

Coordinating and monito; .
mechanisms will also be de-
vised to assess the progress of}
such mainstreaming mecha-,
nisms. Women’s issues and'
concerns, as a result, will be;
addressed and reflected on spe-,
cially in all concerned laws,'
sectoral policies, plans and}.
programmes of action.

TO BE CONCLUDED
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/" " 4" A HUMANE READING

LAST WEEK’S RULING by a Constitution Bench
of the Supreme Court — and earlier by lower
courts in different parts of the country in recent
years — affirming divorced Muslim women's
right to maintenancg for the rest of their lives
unless they remarry,Jmarks a welcome depar-
ture from the regres(sive pressures experienced
by this community in the mid-1980s on the
guestion of alimony. The S.C.'s interpretation,
upholding the validity of the Muslim Women
(Protection of Rights on Divorce) Act of 1986
should, however, be viewed as a judicial fiat in-
tended to foreclose any scope to reopen the
painful controversy that ensued after its verdict
in the sensational Shah Bano case in 1985. To-
wards that end, the S.C. applied an imaginative
interpretation, bringing the whole question of
alimony under the right to life under Article 21
of the Constitution. The law that governed all
the different communities until a separate act
was passed for Muslims in 1986 was the Code of
Criminal Procedure (CrPC) of 1973. It guaran-
teed under Section 125 payment of mainte-
nance for divorced women who had no means
of sustenance. But consequent upon the Shah
Bano case, the Muslim Women’s Act provided
for maintenance for divorced women in that
community only for the three-month period of
iddat commencing with the date of the pro-
nouncement of divorce. If the S.C. has, notwith-
standing the 1986 Act, arrived at the judgment
upholding the right to maintenance, this is by
reading into the latter the substance of Section
125 of the CrPC.

It is significant to note that in the Shah Ba-
no case, as well as in several previous and sub-
sequent instances, the Judiciary has upheld the
right to maintenance of divorced Muslim wom-

en. It did so by invoking the spirit ofthe Consti-
tutional provisions, where minority\rights are
not viewed necessarily in conflictual terms with
the personal laws of different communities, the
Directive Principle of State Policy (Article 44),
besides the provisions of the CrPC. If, however,
the Shah Bano case was made out to be, as it
were, a bolt from the blue, it was on account of
the increasing communalisation of the polity
that took its toll on the national arena right
through the 1980s. The political and legislative
history pertaining to the 1986 Act was likewise
an instance of the liberal wing in the political
spectrum vyielding ground to religious extre-
mism for short-term and opportunistic gains.

The broader implications from last week’s
ruling are clearly in the nature of the affirmation
of the centrality of Constitutional values. There-
fore, the Judiciary should perhaps discourage
the tendency to seek recourse to the judicial
route to resolve disputes that are essentially in
the domain of political culture and political val-
ues. There is no gainsaying the need, however,
for judicial firmness when called upon to ad-
judge contentious questions of a historical and
philosophical nature. The S.C.’s verdict a few
years back on the essence of “Hindutva’ as no
more than “a way of life”’ was in stark contrast
to such a predisposition. For the judgment ab-
stracted from the wide currency and real import
of the phraeseology of Hindutva as it obtained
then, whereas, the S.C.’s role could not have
been more critical in the political climate vitiat-
ed by the ascendancy of majoritarianism and
the selective targeting of various minority com-
munities. It is not surprising that this judgment
is in fact often quoted by ideologues of the
Sangh Parivar in their favour.
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/¥ WOMEN BELOW .~
t is ironic that the south Asia and the Pacific region
I should abound in controversial women political le
ers-—Ms J. Jayalalitha’s latest venture caused quite'a
storm — while lower down, few women have access to po-
sitions of power in local government. This last is the
finding of a paper entitled “Women in local government
-in Asia and the Pacific: a comparative analysis of 13
" countries”, presented at the United Nations economic
f and social commission for Asia and the Pacific summit
. for women mayors and councillors in Thailand. It is true
that women are under-represented in politics worldwide,
but Britain and many countries in Europe are seeing an
increasing number of women politicians in crucial posi-
tions in government and opposition. The paper, however,
focussed on local level government, and found that
women in India and Bangladesh came out best, occupy-
ing 33 per cent of the decisionmaking positions. The per-
centage also coincides with the percentage of seats re-
served for women in both countries and the paper made
no bones about identifying reservations as the cause of
,this triumph. Read against the grain, therefore, it is pos-
:sible to say, that this is simply not good enough. Aus-
«tralia, without reservations, has 26.3 per cent, even
:Japan has 6.2 per cent, and, Sri Lanka, with Ms Chandri-
-ka Kumaratunga at its head has two per cent. In other
words, even two per cent over the mandatory 33 would
-have meant that women were braving violence and polit-
ical, social and domestic opposition tafight for a place in
decisionmaking bodies in India and Bangladesh.

The picture, therefore, remains discouraging at the
local level. The paper’s findings can be contrasted with
the number of powerful women at the top of the political
pyramid, whether Ms Jayalalitha or Ms Kumaratunga or
Sheikh Hasina. Obviously, two different kinds of politics
are under consideration here. Women on top are not pos-
itive indicators of women'’s status and valye ina S iety.

"Only women in local bodies represent that. /0
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FROM OUR SPECIAL '\r*f\'
CORRESPONDENT
New Delhi, July 6: Women’s or-
ganisations are split on legalisa-
tion of prostitution — a demand
voiced by both human rights
groups and the health ministry. A
number of women'’s organisations
across the country today declared
that they will launch a movement
against the demand.

“Legalisation will only help
brothel owners, procurers and
traffic owners,” said Sheila Jeffer-
ys, who has been working among

prostitutes in Australia.

The state of Victoria legalised
prostitution in the eighties. “The
result was that each week, 60,000
men in the state spent $7 million
on prostitution with the legalised
industry turning over more than
$360 million a year and drawing
on some 4,500 prostituted women
and girls,” informed Jefferys,
who has joined women’s organisa-
tions like Joint Women’s Pro-
gramme, Sanlaap, Nishant and
Prerna to campaign against the
legalisation.

Opposed to these organisa-
tions are groups like Durbar
Mahila Samannay Samiti, a West
Bengal-based organisation that
has taken the lead in advocating
legalisation of prostitution.
Human rights groups claim that
granting legal status to the sex in-
dustry would give its workers
some sort of respect that they are
denied now.

Legalisation means prosti-
tutes will have to register them-
selves as sex workers in the
government’s official record
after which they will be given
licenses. The government will
conduct regular health and
medical checkups to ensure they

Prostitution row
divides women

arenot aﬁ‘ected by AIDS.

“Licenses do not mean
to violence in prostitution,” says
Priti Patkar from Prern
Mumbai-based organisation
working in brothels. She argued
that licensing would only lead to
stigmatising women — a stlgma
that will be carried over to their
children. A prostitute, once li-
censed, will go down in the
records forever as a prostitute,
Patkar added.

“Women in prostitution do not
want their children to continue in
the trade. Even when the trade is
not legal, they find it difficult to
get their children admitted in
schools. Once they are officially
stamped with the label of prosti-
tutes, it will stick not only to them
but also to their children,” says
Jyotsna Chatterjee of Joint Wom-
en’s Programme.

As for medical checkups, Chat-
terjee says, prostitutes will be seg-
regated and looked upon as a
threat to public health.

The pro-legalisation lobby, on
the other hand, says that legalisa-
tion also involves decriminalisa-
tion of sex workers and giving
them the status of industry will
bring them under the purview of
labour laws.

The anti-legalisation lobby
sees the move only as a medium
for spurring trafficking, which
has mounted to huge proportions.
It dismisses the argument that
women in India voluntarily enter
prostitution.

“A strand of feminist opmlon
is saying that prostitution is a
matter of choice for women and
should be treated as such. But this
is completely misleading,” says
Jean D’Cunha, a board member of

the Coalition Against Trafficki
in Women, Asia Pacific.

Ed
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CONSENSUS TO INCLUDE APPEALS IN DISCOURSES

Faiths
rally
against
foeticide

FROM OUR SPECIAL
CORRESPONDENT

New Delhi, June 24: For a few
hours at least, the shadow of
patriarchy receded from religious
establishments as their leaders
gathered in the capital to
speak out in one voice against
female foeticide spiralling across
the country, especially in north
India.

Religious leaders have been
known as upholders of patriarchy,
but at today’s meeting, organised
by the Indian Medical Association
(IMA), the Unicef and the Nation-
al Commission for Women (NCW),
they attacked a practice which
feeds patriarchy.

The conclave of leaders from
diverse faiths included Sadhvi
Rithambhara, Vishwa Hindu
Parishad’s rabble-rouser, who
shared the dais with Muslim lead-
ers. “I am seeing a new avatar of
Rithambhara,” said Swami Ag-
nivesh of Arya Samaj.

In the “new avatar”, the Sad-
hvi disregarded her organisa-
tion’s animosity towards minori-
ties and urged religious leaders of
all hues to come together on the
same platform on the issue.

The heads of the Ramakrishna
Mission and Parsi Anjuman, the
Shankaracharya of Kanchi and
many more turned up to drive the
fear of divine retribution into
those practising female foeticide.
The Archbishop of Delhi could
not come because of an urgent
meeting elsewhere. “Otherwise, it
was like a gathering of a who's
who of religious leaders,” said
Sanjiv Mallik, honorary secretary
of theIMA.

Nowhere do our religions
preach or sanction foeticide,
stressed the religious leaders. Dri-
ven to a dead end by the rising rate
of female foeticide, the IMA and

Religious leaders at the National Religious Leaders’ Convention on aboljtion of female foeticide

]

the Unicef k51.amned the
meeting of religiolis leaders hop-
ing to make somelheadway in a
blind alley. A government team,
too, showed up, promising to
strictly enforce the Act that bans
foeticide.

For six hours, the leaders
spoke out against foeticide, evok-
ing religious texts which negate
the very concept of destroying
life. “They did not even break up
for lunch as some said they could
fast for a few hours for such an im-
portant cause,” said Mallik. At the
end of the meeting. all took an
oath drawn up by the IMA to fight
against foeticide.

The organisers of the meeting
said there could be no miracle
overnight. But in their daily dis-
courses, the religious preachers
will bring in the subject of foeti-
cide and condemn it as violating

and infanticide in Delhi. (PTI) (\
-

the basic tenets of all religions.

Kanchi’s Shankaracharya felt
that religious leaders could, if
they wanted, play a more active
role in battling “social evils”.

Female foeticide is growing by
the day and the latest census fig-
ures of male-female ratio have left
the government and voluntary or-
ganisations stunned. Accordingto
the latest census, the ratio of the
female child to the male child has
dipped to 927 from 945 with cash-
rich states like Punjab and
Haryana topping the list. Embar-
rassed by the state’s blatant disre-
gard for women. the Akal Takht
threatened to excommunicate
those who practise female foeti-
cide a few weeks ago.

Warning to doctors

The IMA admitted that, so far, it
has not been able to stop the med-

abortions of the female foetus. 1t
issued a statememk today declar-
ing that the association will not
protect professionals who abet or
carry out foeticide. “We will also
de-recognise those doctors,” said
the IMA's honorary secretary.

The IMA has woken up to the
threat posed by some doctors who
are minting money by performing
illegal abortions. “Not a single
doctor has been punished so far
despite the rising rates of female
foeticide,” said Vibha
Parthasarathy, chairperson of the
National Commission for Women.

She has already spoken to the
ministers of health and family
welfare in Chandigarh about the
spiralling rate of foeticide. “They
were disturbed but nobody knew
how to

stop the Killings/
Parthasarathy added.
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HE laws haven’t worked,

nor have the ad campaigns.

The last recourse was reli-
gion and today religious heads
from various parts of the country
sat together on a common plat-
form to condemn female foeticide
and talk about women’s empower-
ment.

Ascaof saffron, white and grey
robes sat together on the stage and
aired their views on the need to ed-
ucate the masses about the evils of
female foeticide and to tell the
public that the practice — which
cuts across religious barriers —
doesn’t have religious sanction.

Pledging their “total commit-
ment” to the movement for abol-
ishing female foeticide, represen-
\ tatives of various faiths led by

' Jagadguru Shankaracharya of*
1 Kanchi, Swami  Jayendra
-Saraswati, said they would use all
resources to “propagate among
the Indian masses (the need) to
shun the atrocious practice of fe-
male foeticide.”

-

Religious leaders at the National Religious Leaders’ Convention on

@

abolition of female foeticide and infanticide in Delhi on Sunday - P77

The convention, organised by
the Indian Medical Association
(IMA), UNICEF and National
Commission for Women, had an
array of participants from minis-
ters to representatives from vari-
ous sects and religions.

Its relevance can be seen in
light of the 2001 census figures,
which show that some states, in-
cluding Punjab, suffer from prob-
lem of the “missing girl child.” In

Punjab, where the girl child sexra-
tio has dipped to 793 per thousand
boys, the Akal Takht issued an
edict calling for ostracisation of
those resorting to female foeticide.

The girl child ratio now stands
at a poor 927 compared to 945 ten
years ago and 122 out of 591 dis-
tricts have less than 900 daughters
for 1000 sons.

Union minister for Human

Gadar sparks
protests in
Delhi now

REUTERS
NEW DELHI, JUNE 24

INDIAN police said on Sun-
day they had arrested 10 activists
who attacked a film hall in New
Delhi to protest against what they
called insulting language in a new
Bollywood blockbuster.

Protesters from the Ali Sena
Muslim activist group tore up ban-
ners of the movie Gadar - Ek Prem
Katha-outside the theatre in New
Delhi’s business district of Con-
naught Place, a police official told
Reuters. “Activists of the Ali Sena
were protesting against some dia-
logue in the movie which they feel
insults their community,” he said.

The official said heightened
police presence at the theatre’s
Sunday film screening prevented
damage or injury.

“Since it was a Sunday we had
deployed additional police person-
nel to monitor traffic and keep or-
der. So we were able to keep the
protesters away from the theatre,”
he said. The State Government
has provided protection to venues
showing the film since it provoked
protests last week in the central

CONTINUED ON PAGE 2 /seate of Madhya Pradesh.
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Tegislation to

(

empower -
women likel

Syed Liaquat Ali
New Delhi, June 15

THE GOVERNMENT has initiat-
ed moves to enforce as many as
39 Central Acts concerning
women’s rights, most of them
aimed at fighting gender bias, in
a bid to empower Indian women
through law)Apart from breath-
ing life into the provisions that
have remained dormant so far,
the NDA is planning a few fresh
legislations and amendments to
several existing Acts to meet the
demands of the changing times.
Qnew law the Government in-
tends to make relates to Rreven-
tion of domestic violenc%ﬂLegal
experts feel proper implémenta-
tion of existing legal provisions
could be enough to protect wo-
men’s rights. They also recognise
the need to update archaic laws
to place women at par with men.

GOVT PROMISE ON
CHILDREN'S PANEL

IF THE Government is taken at its
own word, the National Commission
for Children (NCC), which should be
finalised shortly, will be endowed
with “all the safeguards and provi-
sions to make it an effective body”.

The NCC, again to go by what the
department of women and child
development under the HRD
Ministry says, “will try 10 ensure
that no child remains illiterate,
sleeps hungry and shelterless”, The
enormity of the job in hand can be
understood when one considers
that India carries the burden of the

fargest child population in the world.

HTC, New Delhi

\g\L

?‘he Hindu Succession Act, for
initance, promotes a patrilineal
regime, allowing only the male
members of a joint family to
inherit ancestral property.
“According to the existing law,
the natural guardian of a child is
always the father. This is a dis-
criminatory provision that needs
to be amended,” said Professor
Kusum, officiating digector of
the Indian Law Institu%

e said the Child Marriage
Restraint Act could not be
enforced unless there was
enough awareness among the
people. Parents marry off their
minor daughters either because
they want to rush through
responsibility or to merely ensu-
re the girls’ safety, argued Kusum.

But the Government plans to
amend the Child Marriage Res-
traint Act with the limited pur-
pose of ensuring that if a minor
girl is taken away forcefully from
her lawful guardian’s cuitody,
thg marriage would be Vom

}g)n the Muslim Women'’s (Pro-

te®tion of Rights on Divorce) Act
which was enacted after the
famous Shah Bano case, lawyer
Syed Shakil Ahmed said the Act
needs improvements to be an
effective legal instrument in the
hands of Muslim wome

The Acts that the Governmeént
intends to amend include The
Indian Succession Act, 1925;
Married Women'’s Right to Prop-
erty Act,1874; Hindu Marriage
Act,1955; Foreign Marriage Act,
1969; Indian Divorce Act,1969;
Hindu Succession Act,1956;
Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961:
Indecent Representation of
Women (Prohibition) Act,1986
and Immora\I'raffic (Preven-
tion) Act, 1956. /
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“Family limiv may tause
more female foeticide’ .-

Rathin Das ’({lﬁ ,,O\
Gandhinagar, June 7 \
THOUGH OPPOSITION Congress
has welcomed the Gujarat Gov-
ernment’s decision to implement
the two-child norm in the State,
some NGOs have expressed appre-
hension that the regulation may
lead to more female foeticides.

While Opposition leader
Amarsinh Chaudhary feels happy
that the BJP ministry has adopt-
ed its old ‘hum do, hamare do’ for-
mula for population control, sev-
eral NGOs working for the wel-
fare of women and children feel
that legislation is not the way to
deal with such social problems.

Proverty is the primary reason
why the poor want more children
as it simply means more hands to
earn, said Robert Kennedy World
Human Rights award winner
Martin Macwan. The female to
male ratio has already fallen
drastically in Gujarat due to pref-
erence for male child, said
Macwan warning that the new
move would definitely lead to a
rise in female foeticide.

In any case, the incentives and
disincentives in Government jobs
would not work as these constitute
only two per cent of all employ-
ment opportunities, opined
Achyut Yagnik of Setu. This is a

b,

foollsky decision to appease the
Hindu\votebank, which believes in
the stereotype idea that minori-
ties’ reluctance to adopt family
planning methods lead to popula-
tion explosion, he adds.

Though the terms of reference
of the ministerial sub-committee
to formulate the legislation have
not yet been specified, Minister of
Education Anandiben Patel is
already reported to have express-
ed her reservation on the issue.

The alternative suggested by
NGOs is empowerment and edu-
cation of women who are current-
ly denied the right to choose the
appropriate family size. “Even the
poorest women want to limit the
number of children to two, but
they are not given the freedom to
decide,” said Hanif Lakdawala of
Sanchetana that spreads health
and educational messages among
the poorest women in the slums.
Improving the quality of life can
achieve the same goals of popula-
tion control rather than the laws
on incentives and disincentives in
Government jobs, added Hanif.

Citing an example in a minori-
ty and Dalit populated ghetto in

actually brought
rate too.
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Domestic Violence

When Women Become Bread-winners

) 1)
multilsectoral survey done by
the International Clinical Epi-

demiologists Network (INCLEN)
has found that contrary to popular
belief, domestic violence in India
cuts across social and educational
status. Economic and gender rela-
tions are undergoing changes, with
an increasing number of women
entering the formal and informal
labour markets. This casts the
woman in the role of bread-winner
as opposed to home-maker, lead-
ing to increasing use of violence as
a mechanism to subjugate her.

The study found that women —
educated and illiterate, from rural
and urban areas, engaged in paid
and unpaid labour — suffer vary-
ing degrees of physical and psycho-
logical violence by their husbands.
Two out of every five married
women reported being hit, kicked,
beaten or slapped by their hus-
bands. Fifty per cent of the women
experiencing physical violence also
reported physical abuse during
pregnancy. A respondent from a
slum colony in Bhopal said that she
was beaten not only by her hus-
band but all members of his family.

In the lower economic strata,
abused women typically lead a
complicated life. They work as do-
mesuic help, which often means un-
sympathetic employers. Add to this
small children who need attention
and alcoholic husbands, and itis a
vicious cycle. The notes of an IN-
CLEN field worker revealed the
case of a 20-year-old domestic help
who had married her own uncle.
Perhaps because of this, both her
children were mentally retarded.
Her husband was an alcoholic, who
would return home heavily drunk
and beat her. Later she came to
know that he gambled, took co-
caine and had extra-marital affairs.
If she questioned him, he would
beat her with whatever he could
find. “Since then she does not ask
him anything. She says she has
never experienced happiness in
her life and feels that she won’t in
the future.”

Why do women face violence at
the hands of those who are sup-
posed to provide them security?
The range of ‘causes’ varies from
not cooking on time to mismanage-
ment of the household to neglect of
children. In short, non-adherence
to gender roles and responsibilities
leads to violence. Violence, or the
threat of it, is used very often to en-
sure ‘discipline’, which either main-
tains gender roles, or prevents
changes in gender relations. For ex-
ample, alcohol and dowry have
long been associated with violence,
but then, why is it that men beat
only their wives and children after

————

By ANURADHA RAJAN

drinking? Why is it that women
have to bring a host of material
possessions to establish and main-
tain their status within the matri-
monial homes? Both these phe-
nomena reflect women’s subordi-
nation within marriage, a strongly
endorsed gender role in society.

One arena in which gender roles
are undergoing rapid change is the
economic sphere, with increasing
numbers of women entering the
formal and informal labour mar-
ket. The study found that in Nag-
pur, over 90 per cent of the women
who had reported experiencing vi-
olence were involved in paid work.
The Nagpur data revealed another
significant point. More than 65 per
cent reported that their husbands
were unemployed. This suggests
that working women suffer more
abuse if their husbands are also un-
employed. Gender gap in employ-
ment acts as a further trigger for
domestic violence.

IN BRIEF —

» Abuse of women cuts across
class barriers

» Traditional gender roles are
being both challenged and
reinforced by social and
economic transitions

* Domestic violence will
eventually hamper
development

This should, however, not be in-
terpreted to mean that providing
employment opportunities to un-
employed men would automatical-
ly ensure reduction in violence
against women. On the contrary, vi-
olence is frequently used as a
mechanism to deal with any at-
tempt at reversal in gender roles,
which pits ‘man-the-bread-earner’
against ‘woman-the-home-maker’.

In a similar vein, the recent
National Family Health Survey
found that women working for
money are more likely to have
been beaten in the last 12 months.
A respondent from rural Lucknow,
sharing her story of marital abuse
said, “He insults me in front of my
relatives and neighbours. He used
to beat me also but for the past
year that has stopped, mainly be-
cause he is now in a better job and
earning better.”

It is also important to view these
findings against the recent trend of
employed women seeking help. A
recent study by the Tata Institute of
Social Sciences, Mumbai, found
that the number of employed
women seeking help at the special
cell for women and children went

Yo

up with increasing years of experi-
encing violence. LCase-workers at
the special cell Rypothesise that
women in paid employment proba-
bly have a wider network of sup-
port, which enables them to ex-
plore alternative options over a
longer period of time. That women
in regular employment are turning
up for counselling and help sug-
gests that they are less willing to
tolerate domestic violence.

Economic forces are operating
at two dichotomous levels that ex-
pose women to the risk of violence.
Liberalisation has resulted in in-
creased entry of women into the
labour market — albeit in the in-
formal sector — leading to a re-ne-
gotiation of gender roles. However,
the same economic forces are also
promoting a consumerist lifestyle
that reinforces regressive gender
roles, placing women at greater risk
as regards domestic violence.

Middle-class women today are
being increasingly targeted as the
ultimate consumers. The message is
to aspire to a lifestyle of acquisi-
tion; and women are positioned as
instruments through which such
acquisition is possible. This acquisi-
tion is projected by an image of the
savvy working wife or a wife who is
able to bring all this into the matri-
monial home through dowry.

In the changing economic sce-
nario, dowry has entered into soci-
eties where it was hitherto unheard
of. A whole body of literature doc-
uments this emerging phenome-
non in various parts of India, like
Kerala and Tehri-Garhwal. For ex-
ample, the INCLEN survey found
some of the highest rates of
dowry dissatisfaction and the re-
porting of new dowry demands in
Thiruvananthapuram in Kerala.

It is essential to take cognisance
of the wide prevalence of domestic
violence, especially as a response to
changing gender roles — roles that
are being both challenged and rein-
forced by rapid social and econom-
ic transitions. Yet planners and
policy makers position many of
these transitions as inevitable
consequences of development.

Is domestic violence, then, an in-
evitable fallout of development?
The answer is a categorical no. A
development paradigm in which
domestic violence is a ‘by-product’
is antithetical to the very goals it
seeks to achieve. I, as Nobel laure-
ate Amartya Sen says, develop-
ment is the realisation of human
rights, then the existence of domes-
tic violence is a fundamental
barrier to development.

(The author is Representative,
International Centre for Research
on Women, India)
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/\t PRIVATE TEARS AND PUBLIC PAIN ;0|1

THE ANNOUNCEMENT BY the Union Govern-
ment 8f its intention to prepare a legislative
package to check domestic violence reflects the
growing public sensitivity to a vulnerable and
hitherto ignored section of society: the silent suf-
ferers who are victims of family discord. That
violence against women inside the household is
a serious social affliction is only reiterated by the
fact that of the 1,31,338 crimes committed
against women in 1998, as high as 41,317 (31 per
cent} were perpetrated by husbands and rela-
tives. As the Government moves ahead with its
proposal to bring in a Domestic Violence Pre-
vention Bill, it will only be appropriate if it takes
into account what has gone wrong with the pre-
sent set of laws. The answer is not far to seek: the
ineffective implementation of existing laws has
resulted in lower confidence levels in the vic-
tims, thereby deterring them from seeking jus-
tice. An appraisal of the effectiveness of the
provisions of the Indian Penal Code and the spe-
cialised legislation, the Dowry Prohibition Act, in
addressing the problems faced by victims of do-
mestic violence is therefore required. The cor-
rections required will have to be unhesitatingly
made. Sensitising the police forces to the magni-
tude of the problem will be a good starting point.

Despite the improvements made in creating
a better social setting for women, the problem of
domestic violence has remained largely out of
the public horizon. On this account, by bringing
the private trauma of the victims within the
realm of public attention, the proposed legisla-
tive measure marks a distinct departure from the
past. The existing conceptualisation of violence
against women, dictated as it is by a pronounced
emphasis on dowry and its related violence, has
not accorded the required attention to a range of
other manifestations of abuses that are unrelat-
ed to dowry. Those arising out of mere discord or
conflicting personalities are cases in point. For
the proposed legislation to be effective, it is

therefore imperative that a sharp definition is
made of what constitutes domestic violence.
There is a strong case for the inclusion of non-
physical manifestations of violence such as psy-
chological, emotional and verbal abuse as well.

As much of the problem is dictated by social
and personal behaviour, the cosrectives should
begin with social and individual perceptions. Of
considerable concern is the existing level of “'so-
cial acceptance” of forms of domestic violence
that go un-noticed. Aggressively attempting to
reduce this unhealthy high level of tolerance and
creating a setting that is more sensitive to all
forms of domestic abuse should engage the
broad public attention. It is imperative that indi-
vidual rights are not denied in the name of ill-
construed social precepts. Understanding the
nature of domestic violence also requires exam-
ination of both the determinants and conse-
quences of violence. The vast collection of
narratives, available in the form of police and
court records as well as studies by both academ-
ic institutions and voluntary organisations in the
country, are testimony to the appalling range of
domestic violence as well as its severity. These
studies also point to the need to put in place a
comprehensive intervention mechanism and
suitable support systems. The process of respon-
ding to domestic violence is very broad. As it
encompasses a range of players, starting from
the immediate family members to the police and
the courts, a concerted and pro-active effort
needs to be taken to make all participants aware
of the severity of the issue. Economic and politi-
cal empowerment of women should also be ac-
corded high priority. Above all, there should be a
larger realisation that state interventions, in-
cluding those by way of new laws, would be in-
effective in correcting such abuses unless these
are supplemented by efforts that increase public
consciousness against such detestable acts.




Taliban orders foreign

women to stop driving

KABUL: Afghanistan’s Taliban mili-
tia has ordered foreign women to
stop driving vehicles out of respect
for local “tradition” and the environ-

ment, relief wozkets said  on
Thursday. )‘\;&S \H .
The move comes t g

tension between the fundamentalist
Islamic militia and the United
Nations over harassment of aid
workers and barriers to the employ-
ment of Afghan women during a
major humanitarian crisis.

The letter, circulated last week by
the militia’s religious police, says, “It
has been seen that some foreign
women drive cars in the cities, which
is against the Afghan tradition and
has a negative impact on the environ-
ment.

“In future foreign women must not
drive cars and must observe the tra-
dition of our country and abide by
the regulations of the Islamic

Emirate (the Taliban),” the. lefter
concludes. (arr) /
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‘Govt relief for separated

STATESMAN NE jS SERVICE & UNI

NEW DELHI, May 22. - The
government today decided to

" amend a series of laws to en-

sure that separated women,
children and aged parents get
higher maintenance allowance
and that their applications for
interim maintenance are dis-

.| posed of within two months.

The decision was taken at the

' Cabinet meeting this evening,

presided over by Mr Atal Be-
hari Vajpayee. The ceiling on
maintenance allowance given
to wives, children and parents

. in case of separation will be
- removed. This will give more
| monetary security to separated
. women granted divorce on

“frivolous grounds”.
The Cabinet decided to amend

. Sec125 CrPC to ensure the plea
' for interim maintenance and

expenses for proceedings is dis-

posed of within 60 days from
the date gfGervice of notice.
The Upion law minister said Sec

KASHMIR CEASEFIRE

NEW DELHI, May 22. - The \

Cabinet Committee on Secu- |
rity is likely to extend the |
Kashmir ceasefire by two to |
three months because of pos- |
itive response from some mil- |
itant groups. Tomorrow |
evening, the CCS is expected |
to consider the “valuable in-
puts and feedback” from the (
+ 19-May meeting between Mr
LK Advani and Mr Jaswant
Singh and the unified com-
i mand at Srinagar. The
present ceasefire would have
- expired on 31 May. - UNI B
125 CrPC limited the monthly
maintenance to wives, children
or parents to a maximum of Rs
500. The Cabinet has provided
for interim maintenance and ex-
penses for proceedings. Sec 125
empowers a magistrate to order a
person to pay maintenance to his
wife, children or parents unable

Labh

; M:':a e

& (women, children

to support themselves if he has
sufficient resources to take care
of them.
Four personal marriage Acts
too would be amended to en-
sure that the proposed CrPC
amendments are in tune with
the amended marriage laws.
The Cabinet Committee on
Economic Affairs cleared im-
plementation of the Antyodaya
Anna Yojana and Phase II of .
the National Leprosy Eradica-
tion Programme. Under AAY,
the Centre will supply 25 kg of
grain a month to 1 crore fami-
lies identified as the “poorest of
the poor”. The scheme will cost
the exchequer a subsidy of Rs
2,315 crore a year.
The second phase of NLEP
aims to cure 11,50,000 patients
and reduce new disabilities from
3.12 per cent to 2 per cent. The
CCEA approved of the transfer
of funds from the ministry of
health to state leprosy societies.

W Another report on page ;2/
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- WOMAN POWER

OMEN’S  empower-
i ment has for the last
few years been a pet

. topic. The media are tumbling
one upon another to dwell on
the issue. Seminars are held,
conferences are organised,
NGOs get funds from the

- government and other sources
to find a right strategy. But a
careful examination of the
views leads one to ponder whe-
ther the empowerment of wo-
men is meant only for women
belonging to the elite, the
upper middle class and middle
class leaving the
vast majority neg-
lected. Here comes
the Swarna Jayan-
ti Sahari Rojgar
Yojana-which be-
gan its operation
on 1 December

© 1997. This progra-

" mme envisages
participation  of
women living

i the lowest strata of |

. society. Through |

i their participatory |

i action a change in
their perception of |

; society and people }

them i
to b

—

sought

municipalities and &

Beginning At The Lowest Leve

By S DASGUPTA

political entities both at the
NHC and at CDS levels have
an advisory role and are not
permitted to vote. Their role is
confined to participation in the
discussion, suggestion and
giving their opinion but the
decision makers will be the
RCV members of the NHCs or
the CDSs. The CDS being a
registered society will have an
independent status.

These three-tier women’s bo-
dies have been given the res-

g@g

lives can be taken up — be it 4n
economic activity, an environ-
mental, social, cultural, educa-
tional, health or any other
development project. With the
finance available, it is possible
to enhance the earning capa-
city of the unemployed or un-
deremployed or partly employ-
ed. Municipalities having a
population below five lakhs
have been debarred from en-
gaging contractors for small
development work. NHGs are
to prepare list of daily labour-
ers who seek and get work. But
=77 dislodging the con-
tractor regime will
not be a very easy
task for these wo-
men’s groups who
will have to fight
vested  interests
both at political
and official level,
Many political lea-
ders may be afraid
of losing their clout
over a vast majo-
rity in their cons-
tituency who are
below the poverty
line once things get
going. Hence they
may lack interest
in  implementing
the  programme.
There is, however,

corporations play a key role in
identifying families living
below the poverty line, selec-
ting groups for assigned acti-
vities, making funds available
for work identified by the
groups and for regular inter-
action. In short, this program-
me can thrive only if the poli-
tical leaders are sincere.

UNIQUE

In the 50th year of indepen-
dence, the Government of India
launched Swarna Jayanti Sah-
ari Rojgar Yojana in all the ur-
ban local bodies, merging some
other poverty alleviation pro-
grammes like urban basic
services for the poor, the Prime

. Minister’s Integrated Urban
Poverty Eradication Program-
. me, the Prime Minister’s Roj-
gar Yojana and so on. Most of
these programmes had self-
; employment while the SJSRY
. is unique in that the women
' are given priority in implemen-
! ting this programme which is
. multi-dimensional. Corpora-
tions and municipalities are
, the designated nodal agencies
for implementing this program-
me through a three-tier com-
. mittee comprising women
members of families below the
poverty line.

Government guidelines envi-
sage that families residing in a
specific locality and living be-
low the poverty line will form a
committee called the Neigh-

. bourhsod Group (NHG) and
select their own representative
who is called the Resident
Community Volunteer.

All the RCVs from different
localities will form a ward-level
body called the Neighbourhood
Committee (NHC) with four
office bearers namely, chair-
man, vice chairman, secretary
and treasurer. At the top there
will be a registered body called
community development socie-
ty (CDS) which will also have
councillors of the wards. The

The author is a faculty member
of the Ramakrishna Mission
Lokasiksha Parishad, Naren-

rapur.

ponsibility of implementing
SJSRY programme in the
towns and cities in two thrust
areas: (i) area development and
(ii) individual development.
NHGs belonging to a particular
slum area will try to plan, im-
plement and monitor the deve-
lopment work undertaken in
their own area. This will in-
clude training for development
of skills, setting up of service
centres, arranging loans from
banks and subsidies from the
government, setting up of thrift
and credit groups and schooling
for children. The lowest level
committee (NHG) will report to
its upper body (NHC) and the
NHC to its still higher body,
the CDS. Plan proposals vetted
by the CDS have to be approv-
ed by the Urban Poverty Eradi-
cation Cell of the corporation or
municipality.

VESTED INTEREST

SJISRY has given the women
below the poverty level the role
of planners and achievers
within their own surroundings.
It is envisaged that if this
deprived class is given a defi-
nitive role in their own sphere,
in course of time they will be-
come self-confident and aware
of their collective strength.
Starting with small things,
they will acquire the expertise
for bigger things. With the
strengthening of the commu-
nities they will also be able to
act as pressure groups. And all
these things taken together
will bring enlightenment and
consciousness about the world
around them.

As a strategy there is no doubt
that, if implemented properly,
this programme can bring
about a sea change in the lives
of women. There is also no
doubt about the sincerity of the
government as evident from its
liberal funding including allo-
cations from National Slum
Development Project and from
funds given according to the
10th finance commission re-
commendations.

Any activity considered to be
of use in ushering in better

a brighter side. Many political
leaders in many municipalities
have taken an active interest in
SJSRY and are trying hard to
turn this programme into a
movement.

CHANGE

Silently a change is taking
place, in the empowerment of
women in these areas; not in
words and lectures but in
reality. From these women's
communities have come up
councillors, even a vice chair-
man of a municipality.
Another silent revolution that
SJSRY has brought about in
many municipalities is in the
matter of self-reliance. There
are now more than 3,000 thrift
and credit groups formed solely
with women members and are
regularly subscribing a pre-
determined sum monthly to
their own fund which is depo-
sited with local banks in the
group’s name. From these
funds, groups have started
issuing small loans to their
members at a nominal rate of
interest.
With government patronage
towards these groups of Rs
1,000 per head as a revolving
fund, it is believed that with all
the groups functioning there
will be a huge growth of capital
at the disposal of these groups
in a matter of three or four
years. Hence the programme of
thrift and credit has generated
a lot of enthusiasm.
The potential of the SJSRY
programme seems to be bound-
less. But local leaders have to
shed their fears about women's
groups becoming more power-
ful than their leaders. On the
contrary, their active partici-
pation in SJSRY activities will
make them more popular.
Empowerment of women is a
favourite topic in meetings,
seminars and various forums.
But action seems to be wan-
ting. Now a goal has been set.
Through implementation of
this programme they will
simultaneously be educated,
motivated, utilised and ulti-
mately emancipated.
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Bangladesh showing

By Asghar Ali Engineer \ A\ S

USLIM WOMEN, like other
women, have been suffering
for long for lack of empower-
ment in a male-dominated
society. Pakistan and Bangladesh, once
part of India, have been no different in
this respect. The women there suffered as
much as in India for lack of rights. Howev-
er, some changes were enacted in the
Muslim personal law in Pakistan in 1961
during Ayub Khan's regime under intense
pressure from women’s organisations.
Triple divorce in one sitting was abol-
ished and the Quranic concept of arbitra-
tion introduced as indicated in verse 4:35
under which women too have a right to
appoint arbitrators to take care of their
interests in the matter of divorce. Also, for
polygamy, the Muslim family ordinance
promulgated by Ayub Khan in 1961 made
it obligatory on a man taking a second
wife to notify the first wife, obtain her ap-
proval and also convince a court of law
why a second wife is needed. This was a
great relief for Muslim women of Pakistan.
Bangladesh then was still part of Pakistan.
This amended law continued in Bangla-
desh even after it seceded from Pakistan.
Even in Pakistan, despite pressures from
the orthodox, these amendments to Muss-
lim personal law could not be withdrawn.
They are still valid in both countries.
The case of Bangladesh is quite interest-
ing. There are strong secular and ultra-
orthodox trends. Bangladeshi culture is a
strong influence in contending with or-
thodoxy which is held up by semi-literate
imams and ideologically oriented Jamat-
e-lslami elements. A couple of months
ago, the Dhaka High Court ruled against
triple divorce and also said that any imam
giving a fatwa in favour of triple divorce
was liable to be prosecuted. This ruling
caused a great stir in orthodox circles and
a strike call was given by the Jamat-e-Isla-
mi which turned into a battle between the
secular and progressive elements, on the
one hand, and the fundamentalists on the
other, resulting in loss of several lives.
Similarly, the Dhaka High Court had ruled
in 1999 that a divorcee is entitled to main-

yo
tenance for life or untit she remarries. This
ruling was based on an interpretation of
the Quranic verse 2:241. This judgment
was overturned by the Bangladesh Su-
preme Court.

Thus we see progressive and orthodox
forces strongly taking on each other in
Bangladesh. The secular forces in that
country have been demanding further
changes in the Muslim personal law. It is,
however, interesting to note that like the
Muslim minority in India the Hindu mi-

The Bangladesh Government is considering a

the
!

be obligatory to register \narriage and di-
vorce. It also lays down\that the age of
marriage for boys shall be, 22 and for girls
18. In Bangladesh many giNs, especially in
rural areas, are married off &s soon as they
reach puberty, and sometimes even earli-
er. These marriages, needless to say, are
hardly ever registered. These girls suffer
greatly when either they are abandoned or
divorced by pronouncing triple divorce. If
marriages and divorces are registered, it

Uniform Family Code which will end discrimination
against women and give them equal status,
whatever their religion.

nority in Bangladesh resists any change in
its personal law. Thus, Hindu women in
Bangladesh are still governed by age-old
traditions and laws.

Now the Government of Bangladesh is
considering a draft Uniform Family Code
which goes much further than the Muslim
family ordinance of 1961. This draft has
been approved by Opposition leaders, in-
cluding Begum Khaleda Zia. The code wiil
apply to all and will offer women greater
control over their lives. Divorce, according
to sources, may no longer be a traumatic
experience for women in Bangladesh. The
main purpose of enacting the Code seems
to be to end discrimination against wom-
en and give them equal status whatever
their religion. This has been prepared by
the Bangladesh Mahila Parishad. This
women’s organisation has been fighting
for women'’s rights for the last 30 years.
Says Ms. Ayesha Khan, BMP general sec-
retary: “We realised that women are sub-
ject to oppression and discrimination in
matters relating to personal rights. They
are also denied access to opportunities for
development, despite the Constitution
guaranteeing equality to men and wom-

s

en.

The first part of the draft Code deals
with marriage and divorce. Under it, it will

will give women legal grounds to get what
is rightfully theirs, points out Ms, Tania
Amir, a prominent lawyer. In India too,
the National Women's Commission had
recommended compulsory registration of
marriages but the orthodoxy opposed it
vehemently and this recommendation
was never considered by the Government.

The proposed UFC also outlines
grounds for divorce both for men and
women. While there are eight grounds on
which men can obtain divorce, women
have ten. Besides the usual grounds such
as immorality, impotency, and physical
and mental torture for which women can
claim divorce, the UFC also puts down
dowry demands as a valid ground. Of
course dowry has no Islamic sanction but
to make it a ground for divorce would be a
new concept. Dowry is not prevalent in
other Islamic countries but is unfortu-
nately quite common among Muslims of
the Indian subcontinent. In a recent semi-
nar of Muslim women held in New Delhi,
the Ulema agreed that dowry is an anti-
Islamic practice and a campaign should
be launched against it.

The Dissolution of Muslim Marriage Act
of 1939 gives a Muslim women the right to
divorce if her husband deserts her for
more than four years. The UFC, however,
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lays down that if 4 husband does not pay
maintenance for two years or is unheard
of for the same period, a woman shall be
entitled to demand divorce. In fact, even if
the husband is addicted to drugs of any
sort, a divorce claim would be valid, A
man too could demand divorce if his wife
Is a drug addict. However, according to
the draft UFC of Bangladesh, a man will
be entitled to divorce if his wife is lesbian,
but a woman cannot claim divoree if her
husband is gay.

In the second part of the UFC, mainte-
nance is to be made compulsory and uni-
form transcending religious customs and
traditional laws. While laying down the
grounds for maintenance, it also lays
down the course of action (o be taken if it
is not paid. Ms. Farida Arif, a woman ac-
tivist from Bangladesh, says the number
of abandoned women is on the rise. Some
trusts and NGOs look after the distressed
women. Hence a clear line of action for
maintenance is very necessary.

The other parts of the UFC provide for
appointment of guardians for minors,
adoption etc. The Code provides for uni-
form law of adoption. It simplifies proce-
dure for adoption by married couples but
does not make provision for adoption for
a single man or woman. The code also
provides for a uniform law of inheritance.
Property rights are most contentious. Un-
der the UFC. women married or un-mar-
ried, shall have equal rights to property,
Children born out of wedlock have a right
fo maternal property. This will of course
be the most contentious part of the UFC
as in the shariat equal rights to property
for women does not exist.

Of course, the draft UFC will be op-
posed by the orthodox sections but wom-
en’s arganisations will put pressure for its
enactment. Muslim women in India also
are now pressing for change if one goes by
the proceedings of the April seminar in
New Delhi where a number of women cri-
tiqued the legality of triple divorge and
polygamy and wanted the Muslipaferson-
al law board to de-legislate sfple divorce
and regulate polygamy.
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Fighting female infanticide

ANDIAMMA  (NOT  her real
name), in her early Twenties, was
devastated when her husband’s
family did not come to see her for
ten days after her first baby girl was born.
Pregnant a second time, she had night-
mares that this time too, luck would pass
her by. It did. Her husband visited her in
her parental home, but her glimmer of
hope receded when he maintained a
stubborn silence; she longed for a single
word of solace, a simple gesture of ten-
derness, in vain. A month later, with no
sign of her husband wanting her back,
she was caught one day with the dead
baby, which the police alleged she had
killed. Asked why she did it, she had said,
child-like and bewildered: [ do not know.
Pandiamma is not alone in her misery.
Poovamma (all names changed) too —
40, with three daughters — is on trial for
killing her female infant. "We had to sell
our land to cover legal costs. Coming out
on bail itself cost a lot. Now back home,
we have told our relatives and triends that
the case has been dropped. Otherwise no
one would have given their son in mar-
riage to our daughter; and no loan for the
wedding too.”’ Asked what would happen
if her appeal to the higher court failed,
she said, “‘then they better send my two
girls too to jail with me. Else. who will
look after them and who will give them in
marriage? If this appeal fails, vy family is
doomed. Now we already have nothing to
call our own.”

A tenant cultivator in her late twentics,
Kuppamma has two daughters and a son.
The baby that she was accused of stran-
gling was the third daughter. She and her
husband were jailed along with their
youngest child. That three baby girls born
around the same time had died in that
village had alerted the police. {he father
of one of the girls had told his wife: “Why
should I have anything to do with the le-
gal proceedings when the baby died in
your mother’s house? [ won't bear the ex-
penses. It is your problem, not mine.”
Home on bail, the wife solved the prob-
lem by taking her own life.

Lakshmi was a 25-year-old habitually

By Mythily Sivaraman

battered and bruised wife of a womaniser
and extortionist. She spent time slogging
in a mill to run the family and to pay off
his loans. Always willing to give him one
more chance, she had even antagonised
her parents. On the day she delivered her
second baby girl, he brutally assaulted
her, killed the baby and disappeared from
the scene. The wife was found with the
baby poisoned to death. Shaken by the
gruelling police interrogation, she naively

independence India — excepting prob-
ably, in affluent urban families to some
extent — but seems to have in tact been
strengthened by the ethos of conspicuous
consumption of the liberalisation era.
The net result, it could be claimed, is that
the woman gets punished twice over —
once by depriving her the right to be born
and to be alive and again by punishing
her for killing her baby girl; as expected of
her by community custom and also as an

Should the women in distress be penalised and
made to bear a cross that belongs elsewhere?

believed her husband that if she accepted
the crime he could get her released but if
he was arrested she could not get him
out; she confessed to the crime, but
thereafter he never visited her in jail or
outside. On bail, she is now at her paren-
tal home.

Not yet 20, Pazhaniamma, was charged
with throwing her baby girl into a well.
She had been taunted and abused for not
producing a heir to the family: the only
way she could satisfy family and social
norms was to destroy the ‘non-heir’ that
she had produced. The press quoted the
husband as saying he has welcomed the
baby girl.

These are some of the 16 women pres-
ently charged with female infanticide —
two of them appealing against death sen-
tences — in Tamil Nadu. Six cases against
men are also pending in courts. What lies
at the root of this tragedy for these fam-
ilies? Ar an awareness camp for school
children conducted by an NGO in an in-
fanticide-prone area the children were
asked who they preferred for a sibling —
boy or girl. 99 per cent of them favoured
boys; girls, they said, cost more to their
parents. A l4-year-old schoolboy ran
away from home when his parents re-
fused to kill the twin girls born to them
rather late in their life — he did not want
to shoulder the responsibility of marrying
them off later in life! Distressingly. such
acute gender prejudice has not only not
slackened to any significant extent in post

act of mercy to spare her daughter the
agony and tears of her own life.

This raises several fundamental issucs
for reflection. Are these 16 women more
sinned against than sinning? Are we puni-
shing the victims of patriarchy rather
than its perpetrators? Didn't they kill the
female babies they had been taught to
devalue from childhood, mainly to ensure
their own survival in their marital homes?
“If the baby is a girl, don't come back” is
an injunction not to be taken lightly.
Should not the state have launched a
massive education campaign to publicise
the basic biological reality that it is the
chromosomes of the father, not the
mother, that determine the sex of the ba-
by? Given the reality that vast stretches of
rural India still reel under patriarchy in its
crudest formes, is it realistic to penalise its
victims for not standing up to it? Whosc
fault is it that the woman, who labours
more than the man, and subsists on
much less, has come to be perceived as a
liability?

The disastrous impact of the consurmne-
rist culture spawned by globalisation that
has been a driving force in pushing up
dowry rates and consuming brides in
flames has been widely held to account
by social scientists for the spread of in-
fanticide to new areas and communities.
They perceive the spread “not as a relic of
an atavistic past, but as consequence of a
narrowly based, consumerist path of cap-
italist development within a framework of

\5\0 /\\/ \'\ .
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strong patriarchy and son preference,
and an environment of universalisation
of the small tamilv norm...”" and suggest
that “poticy intervention and social mo-
bilisation are urgently necded on this is-
sue”. (Venkatesh Athreva, Fronidine. April
27, 20015 [ is this insight that is seen
lacking i a statement by the Tamil Nadu
Minister for Social Weltare: “infanticide
should no more be treated as a social evil
but be ~ternly dealt with as a criminal

"

act .

A perception held by a section of social
activists is that as one strives to change
state policy as a long-term goal, puni-
shing those who kill their otfsprings with
a proprictorial right. could work as an ef-
fective deterrent in the short term. This
has, in otfect, opened the floodgates to
foeticide. aided by modern  scanning
technologies. Another point of view that it
is the faiher who should be arrested in-
stead of the mother, as infanticide could
not happen againsthis wish, was tested in
a gathering of women in an aftfected area;
some thought that it would ruin the mar-
riage and would split the tamily. Many,
including a large number of NGOs work-
ing in these areas are against any punitive
action, and stress instead basic policy
changes that would expedite attitudinal
changes.

It would be naive to perceive female
infanticide and focticide solely as expres-
sions ot violence of the families con-
cerned. i moring the deceptively invisible
violenee that is inherent in the path of
market-¢riven  cconomic  development
and an acquisitive culture that creates
and strengthens nequalities and inhu-
manities. Compassion, humaneness and
the worh of the imdividual are totally
alien valies in an cconomic dispensation
where gieed is assiduously cultivated and
individu:l profit is celebrated as the
crowniny, civilisatonal goal and glory. It
is about (ime we exerted ourselves to re-
flect and debate on who the major and
minor plavers arc in these killing fields
and whether the women in distress
should be penalised and made to bear a
cross thit belongs clsewhere,



hah Bano case

FROM OURLEGAL
CORRESPONDENT

New Delhi, May 11: In a case
reminiscent of the Shah Bano
controversy, the Supreme Court
today issued notices to the Centre
on apetition by a divorced Muslim
woman seeking a ban on
polygamy in the community.
The woman’s husband had di-
vorced her by invoking the Shari-
at-sanctioned “irrevocable triple
talag”.

A division bench of Justice
K.T. Thomas and Justice R.P. Sethi
issued notices to the husband as
well. The woman had also filed a
separate petition seeking quash-
ing of her talaqnama.

Lily Thomas, appearing for the
woman, said Hindus, who consti-
tute the majority, are governed by
the Hindu Marriage Act, 1955
which prohibits polygamy and
extra-judicial divorce. “Therefore,
the custom and wusage of
polygamy and extra-judicial di-
vorce allowed to be practised by

o

{ ‘ P sC \/'L
Muslims is a denial of equalily,
personal liberty and humin
rights guaranteed to all citizegs
by Articles 14, 15 and 21 of tHe
Constitution.”

Thomas argued that the
woman refused to live with her
husband after he married another
woman in 1991. “This is the direct
casualty of polygamy,” Thomas
contended. The petitioner mar-
ried Fazal Khan in 1989 at the age
of 20 but left him after Fazal’s sec-
ond marriage in 1991.

The petitioner said once the ta-
lagnama was granted, Fazal had
moved for cancellation of the
grant of maintenance, which was
being given to her from 1993 at the
rate of Rs 400 a month. Madhya
Pradesh High Court had allowed
the application.

Thomas said the woman’s
plea before the Supreme Court for
restoration of the maintenance
was pending since 1999 and
she was “living in a state of
penury”.

The woman’s counsel said the

THE TELZ
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system of triple talaq was also .
practised “through telegram” and
backed up the argument with a
newspaper clipping that de-
scribed how “triple talaq” is ef-
fected through telegrams.

“This would put the lives of
millions of Muslim women in
jeopardy,” the counsel argued.

The petition sought a declara-
tion that “polygamy practised by
Muslim community is illegal, un-
constitutional and void. It should
be substituted by monogamy”.

The petition also sought a
declaration from the apex court
that Muslim women could also
dissolve a marriage under the
Muslim Marriage Act, 1939. It
sought “equality with Muslim
men”, so that the provisions of the
Muslim Marriage Act could be
“invoked equally by either
spouse”.

The petition asked the court to
strike down the provisions of
talaq, ila, zihar, lian and khula,
which Muslim men invoke for
extra-judicial divorce.
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_ India’s Missing Women
First, Have Reservation In The Womb

ol

: AV G
) N India. the primary é&rime
against women begins i the

womb itself. Any agenda for politi-
cal empowerment must, therefore,
logically begin with the girl child
and not with her mother. In a sce-
nario where the number of women
to men is decreasing alarmingly —
unlike any other nation in the
world -~ feminists in India need to
insist on the reservation of seats for
women in the womb prior to their
demand for reservation of seats in
Parliame@igniﬁcanﬂy however,
2001. the Year of Women’s Empow-
erment, is witnessing the primacy of
formal, party politics over all other
gender concerns. The exclusive at-
tention being given to the Women’s
Reservation Bill in recent times re-
flects the political ambitions of the
older woman. This in turn reflects
the higher value the wife, mother
and cven widow role has always en-
joyed over the daughter/sister in In-
dian cultural discourse. The hun-
dred million “missing women” of
India, as Amartya Sen has termed
them. go missing as daughters and
sisters, not widows or wives. They
are all the victims of that original
discrimination a girl-child faces at
the fetal, natal, or post-natal stage
which decides whether she is ‘em-
powered’ to live at all.

There 1s an urgent need to re-
verse this scandal, before Indian
democracy can hope to routinely
elect mature and independent
women who are not ‘ready-made’
leaders by virtue of being daughters
of powerful, influential men. In the
sub-continent, politics is for that
Other woman, privileged and pro-
tected by powerful families of birth
and/or marriage. Even the progres-
sive young woman is notoriously
disinterested in politics, not just for-
mal parliamentary politics but poli-
tics per se - of the family, the pro-
fession or civil and human rights is-
sues as such. Women student lead-
ers seldom move on to make the
life of protest, lobby and public
clection, a ‘vocation’. These ‘miss-
ing’ women in public life are part of
the same parental, cultural econo-
my which make the female sex go
‘missing’ on the demographic
plane. The disenfranchisement at
home is subtle but powerful and is
duplicated later in the public do-
main. Alternately it makes for a po-
litical hunger and a desire for re-
venge vis-a-vis men, whereby the
grown-up daughter now wishes to
get from the statc what her parents
kept aside for the brother. The
whole assumption here is that
women need and deserve political

By AMRIT SRINIVASAN

help in order to rise because
what has kept them down so far
1s ‘poverty’ and ‘tradition’. But
facts point the other way.

Early neglect and/or killing of the
female species in India is not part of
a generalised and historical gender
discrimination against women. Not
only is it almost exclusive to the
north (the southern states, even
with fertility decline, have a more
balanced sex ratio); it occurs under
maternal care. The female birth, sta-
tistics indicate, is unwelcome at
both ends of the development spec-
trum, in the BIMARU states as
well as Punjab and Haryana. Am-
niocentesis-based female foeticides
are the highest in Haryana and
Punjab amongst the educated mid-
dle-class families who believe in the
small-family norm and exercise
their ‘son-preference’ by routinely
getting rid of higher birth-order girl
foetuses. Monica Dasgupta’s analy-
sis of the famous Khanna data from

——IN BRIEF

¢ Disenfranchisement of
women at home is reflected
in the public domain

¢ Female infanticide is
prevalent even in educated
middle-class families

¢ Passage of the Women’s

Reservation Bill will only
divide women further

Punjab shows that second and sub-
sequent girls “experience 32 per
cent higher mortality than their sib-
lings if their mothers are uneducat-
ed, but this gap jumps to 136 per
cent if their mothers are educated.”

Fertility decline, a measure of de-
velopment the world over, takes on
a more sinister significance in India
by targeting the female sex alone.
Subsequent discrimination too pre-
vails in domains which have taken
on modern, market ‘value’. It is in
the contemporary hi-tech politics of
money and manoeuvre that
women’s participation is steadily
reducing (CSDS Data Unit).
Equally, it is in contemporary hi-
tech professional education, pro-
viding quick placements and esca-~
lating global-level salaries, that
women’s ‘participation’ is again at
its lowest. Over the years, the num-
ber of girls attempting the Joint En-
trance Exam (JEE) for the IITs has
been reducing in relation to the
boys, never crossing 10 per cent of
the total candidates! The masculini-
sation of value-added higher

education is increasing even though
itis predominantly girls who are the
‘toppers’ in the secondary school
system! The heavy time, energy and
tuition costs of JEE preparation
makes brutal sense of son-prefer-
ence in a rational world-view where
the daughter’s utility and value ad-
dition is meant for some other fami-
ly,not one’s own. Despite the many
rationalisations presented — of a
girl’s preference for rote learning
not puzzle-solving, her distaste for
math, her lacking a competitive
‘killer instinct’ and so on — an IIT
education is just too scarce a good
for parents to permit their daugh-
ters equal opportunity here, be-
ch‘lile they might actually succeed!
omen can look after them-
selves politically. Their success rate
in open politics has so far been
higher than that of men, even those
from recognised political parties, as
pointed out by the Forum for
Democratic Reforms. Indeed, it is
because they reflect a threat within
the modern, equity-based party
system of parliamentary politics
(where a woman is just like a man
in principle), that sexism has need-
ed to come into operation It is sig-
nificant that the demandfor reser-
vation at the non-party, Panchayat
level some years back, raised no
equivalent protest! The present
stalemate over the Women’s Bill
may or may not end in victory but
whatever the outcome, it provides
only a consolation prize, ensuring
women don’t rock the boat too
much. Instead, the struggle for
fruits of office will now increase di-
visiveness amongst women, favour-
ing the older woman against the
younger, the northern against the
southern, the only or eldest daugh-
ter against the second or subse-
quent daughter and the wife/wid-
ow/daughter of an eminent man
over an ordinary citizen. We can
boycott the Bill or accept it as a
route to personal success but let us
not fool ourselves that it will
broaden the political base for
women. Until and unless we re-
serve seats for the second daughter
in the womb and the entrance
exam, reservation in Parliament
will be a short-lived victory.
Like the mother who rejects her
unborn daughter while asking
for reservation in Parliament
for herself, a democracy favouring
adult women in the face of their
dwindling demography at birth is a
contradiction in terms.
(The author is Professor o
Sociology at the Indian Instig#é of
Technology, Delhi).
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‘Broken marriage is no

ground for

By Our Legal Coprrespondent

NEW DELHI: Noting that matri-
monial disputes require careful
handling, the supreme court has
ruled that courts should not enter-
tain the plea of “irretrievably bro-
ken marriage™ either by the hus-
band or the wife as a strait-jacket
formula to grant divorce.

Matrimonial cases are matters of
delicate human and emotional
relationship which demand mutual
trust, respect, love and affection
with sufficient play for reasonable
adjustments with the spouse, the
court ruled while declining to
grant divorce to a husband whose
wife started living separately
hecause he was living in adultery.

The court said the institution of
marriage occupied an important
place in society, thus it would not be
appropriate to apply any submis-
sion of “irretrievably broken mar-
riage” as a strait-jacket formula for
grant of relief of divorce. A Bench
comprising justices D.P. Mohapatra
and Brijesh Kumar said: “This
aspect has to be considered in the
background of other facts and cir-
cumstances of the case.”

The Bench also imposed a cost
of Rs 10,000 on husband Chetan

\V“VQ v~

divoreer SC

I
!
Dass who had approached the |
court for divorce on the ground *
that his wife has deserted him and

that their marriage has broken

down irretrievably. However, the

wife pleaded that she was pre-

pared to live with him if he

stopped his illegitimate relation-

ship with another woman.

The Bench said in the present
case the allegation of adulterous
conduct of the husband was found
to be correct and hence he could |
not be allowed to “take advan- |
tage” of his own misconduct. If on
such a ground the divorce was
granted, it would be easy for an
erring party to drive the spouse to |
a corner and brazenly take the
plea of desertion to walk out of the
matrimonial alliance.

The court noted that the wife h&
a justified reason to live away from
the husband and termed the
behaviour of the husband as mis-
conduct. “In such a circumstance, it
is too much on his part to claim
that he be given the advantage of
his own wrong and be granted
divorce on the ground of desertion
on the part of the wife who is still
prepared to live with him, provided
he snaps his relationship with the
other woman,” the court added/
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SLAMIST rebels send
boys in their early teens
to plant bombs and carry
out surprise attacks in
their guerrilla campaign
against the secular Algerian
government. A young woman
witness testified that all the
killers who raided her village
were boys under 17. Some of
them, who looked about 12,
decapitated a 15-year-old girl
and played catch with her
head.
This atrocity was reported to
110 delegates from 14
countries in West Asia and
North Africa, who met earlier
in April in the Jordanian
capital of Amman, in the
fourth of a series of regional
conferences  under = the
umbrella of the Coalition to
Stop the Use of Child Sol-
diers.
They urged all states to
outlaw the use and recruit-
ment of boys and girls under
18 as soldiers in their armies
or as fighters in rebel forces,
The coalition estimates that
more than 300,000 boys and
girls under 18 are currently
fighting in armed conflicts in
more than 30 countries
worldwide. Most are 15 to 18,
but many are recruited from
the age of 10. Gir] soldiers, it
says, are particularly at risk
of rape, sexual harassment
arid abuse.
The campaigners explain:

A3

ild’s play in
deadly earnest

| Y ﬂ]
Delegates from 14 countries WIT{)\ et
in Amman under the umbrella Coalition
-.to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers,
-expressed alarm at the way children

were becoming efficient killers.

Whether as soldiers or fighters in

rebel forces, they are facing the
risk of distorted development.
ERIC SILVER reports

“

“The widespread availability
of modern lightweight wea-
pons enables children to be-
come efficient killers in
combat. Child soldiers are
often used to commit atro-
cities against their own fami-
lies and communities. While
many children fight in the
frontline, others are used as
spies, messengers, sentries,
porters, domestic helps and
sexual slaves. Children are
often used to clear land-
mines.”

The problem is said to be
most critical in Africa and
Asia, but children are also
used as soldiers in the
Americas, Europe and West
Asia. “While some children
are recruited forcibly, others
are driven into armed forces
by poverty, alienation and
discrimination,” the coalition
reports.

Myanmar heads the list,
with an estimated 50,000
child soldiers fighting on the
government side and with
ethnic insurgents. Child sol-
diering is not restricted to the
developing world. The British
army takes more than 40 per
cent of its annual intake from
16-18 year olds, and is

‘resisting attempts to raise

the minimum age.

Rory Mungoven, the coali-
tion’s Australian coordinator,
told me: “Britain is one of the
few industrialised states to

send under 18s into combat
situations. They are policing
in Northern Ireland and
Kosovo. They fought in the
Gulf War, where two of them
were killed.”

Like Britain, India and its
South Asian neighbours still
have a minimum recruiting
age of 16. The physical and
psychological legacy of child
soldiering does not end when
they become adults.

Rachel Brett, a British
Quaker, estimates that at
least one million people are
scarred. “When we talk about
a figure of 300,000 child
soldiers,” she said, “we’re
talking about those currently
participating in  armed
conflicts. But when you’re 18
and no longer a child soldier
the effects don't go away.
There are very protracted
conflicts in places like
Afghanistan, Myanmar and
Colombia in which genera-
tions of children have been
involved.

“These are people who have
never known anything other
than a conflict situation. The
whole framework of their
identity is tied up with being
a soldier. They don’t have any
idea of what their identity
might be, what a society
might look like, outside that.”
When it was suggested that
adults must suffer the same
alienation and trauma, Ms
Brett replied: “You have to go
back to why we distinguish
between adults and children,
We recognise that children
have particular qualities —
physically, mentally, emo-
tionally, cognitively - that
are not fully developed.

“A malnourished child, for
instance, will suffer from the
problems of malnutrition
throughout his life. In the
same way, you can stunt the
development of a child by
denying it access to education
at crucial stages of develop-
ment. In the same way, you
can distort the emotional and
moral development of a child
in a way that is much harder
to do with an adult.

“You can train an adult that
in certain circumstances it’s
permissible to kill, but in
other circumstances it is not.
Children don’t have the
developed capacity to make
the distinction between
circumstances where they’re
told it’s permitted to kill, to
torture, to chop off limbs and
rape, -and peacetime
circumstances where these
things are not permitted.

They become killers, rather
than people who at certain
times have killed.”

There were no ex-soldiers at
the Amman conference to
testify to their ordeal, but
Eva Ahlen, a Swedish field
worker with Save the
Children, talked to me about
her experience in a refugee
camp in the West African
republic of Guinea. There are

R

school, into a normal social

CATCHING THEM YOUNG: (Clockwise from top left) Hamas activists chanting

life. We tried to persuade the
community that these kids
were victims, not
perpetrators.

“The most important thing
was to trace their families
and reunite them. Then they
can get protection and
support. We also support the
families,

They don’t understand the

S %|

anti-Israeli slogans in Gaza City; militants of the Revolutionary Armed Forces
of Colombia having a chat at the entrance to San Vicents del Caguan;
members of Myanmar's rebel group Shan State Army, on the Thai-Myanmar
border; Israeli soldiers at Jerusalem's main hus station. ~ AP[PTI

500,000 refugees in Guinea
from a civil war in
neighbouring Sierra Leone.
They include hundreds of
girls who have been used as
sex slaves.

“One 17-year-old girl,” Ms

‘Ahlen recalled, “had been a

sex slave for the rebel forces.
She was very beautiful, very
proud, married with two
small children. Her husband,
whom she married earlier
when she was 15, had
disappeared. She came to us
completely traumatised. She
was suffering from several
sexually transmitted
diseases. She was pregnant.
“I could only talk to her for a
couple of minutes, then when
the questions got too close to
home, she drifted away. She
couldn’t face it.”

The camps also house dozens
of boys, aged 15 to 18, who
had been in combat. ‘They
had been given drugs by their
commanders,” Ms Ahlen said.
“Sometimes they could be
very nice, very sad, then
suddenly they could turn
very aggressive. They would
go off into town to get drugs.
We tried to get them into

boys’ traumas. We have to

convince the boys and their
families that what they feel is
absolutely natural,”

Another Save the Children
staffer, Shirin Persson,
worked with refugees on

Pakistan’s border with
Afghanistan. Boys, she
testified, join the rival

Islamist forces as part of
their loyalty to tribe or clan.
“Where the tribe is interested
in supporting one side or the
other,” Ms Persson, a Sri
Lankan Muslim, explained,
“the whole group gets drawn
in. The boys find it harder to
leave than to join. Clockwise
from top left: They have a
guilty feeling that they

haven’t completed their
mission.
“They have been

brainwashed by religious
teachers to believe that you
complete it when you give up
your life and beécome a
martyr.”

(The author, The Statesman’s
Jerusalem-based

pondent,
Amman.)

\ - -
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H BULA DEVI
STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE

NEW DELHI, April 7. —
More than 1,30,000 women in
India die every year from
complications related to preg-
nancy and childbirth.

In fact, one woman dies ev-
ery five minutes from these
complications. Ironically, al-
most all these deaths are pre-
ventable.

One woman dies every mi-
nute in the world due to preg-
nancy or childbirth complica-
tions. This adds up to about
600,000 women a year. Of
| this, 90 per cent deaths occur
in developing countries. The
risk of deaths from pregnan-
cy-related complications is
one in 48 in developing na-
tions and the figure is one in
1800 in developed nations.

In 1994, the Programme of
Action of the International Con-
ference on Population and De-
velopment set a goal of reducing

ALOKE TIKKU
-STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE

NEW DELHI, April 7. —
From the Tehelka tapes to the
stock market scam, one
wonders whether anything in
this. country is going right.
Well, something is — the
National Literacy Mission.

Sixty-five per cent Indians
can read and write. Only 52
per cent could do that a
decade ago. The female
literacy rate is still lower
than the male literacy rate
but the gap is reducing. For
the first time, the absolute
number of illiterates have
gone down despite the
population increasing by 1.9
per cent annually.

Bihar - the worst of in terms
of literacy rates in 1991 -
could not improve its rank
despite a 10 per cent increase
in its literacy rate (47.5 per
. cent). Other states fared

" better.

ternal mortality ratio
( ).in high risk countries
t0 120 per 100,000 live births by
2005 and under 75 by 2015. But
today, as everyone observes
orld Health Day, the goal
ms impossible to meet.
The White Ribbon Alliance
for Safe Motherhood, formed
in 1999 in USA by several in-
ternational organisations and
subsequently launched in In-
dia, has come’ up with star-
tling figures. It says the MMR
is 480 per 100,000 live births
in developing countries as
against 27 in developed na-
tions. And, India alone has an
MMR of 540 deaths per
100,000 live births.

A WRASM report says 15

per cent women in India die
from complications related to
childbirth.” Pregnancy- rela-
ted complications and unsafe
abortion are leading causes of
death among adolescent girls.

The underlying causes for
maternal mortality are poor

Rajasthan, for instance, was
neck-and-neck with Bihar
with 38.5 per cent literacy in
1991. The last 10 years have
put Rajasthan in a different
league. Literacy rate has gone
up by 22 per cent in the state,

bringing it much closer to the

national average. In drought-
prone Barmer, the literacy
rate has increased six times
during this period.

Only 44 per cent of women
in Rajasthan are literate, as
compared to a- national
average of 54 per cent.
Seventy-six per cent of men
can read and write in the
state.

The “literacy for all” dream
finally seems to be coming
true. Former director-general
of the National Literacy
Mission, Mr Bhaskar
Chatterjee is jubilant. Mr
Chatterjee was at the helm of
affairs till he went on a study
leave last year. He said he
expected the literacy rate

v .

THE STATESMAR

" «.» T'he bad news 1s for women ...

health and nutrition, lack of birth, and the after-effects on” vears doubles or triples if the

physical access to healthcare
including transportation and
finances, and medical causes.
Sacio-cultural factors obstruct
and underplay the impor-
tance of women healthcare.

A study in rural Gujarat and .

Maharashtra revealed 90 per
cent of pregnant women were
anaemic by WHO standards.
Over 80 per cent of pregnancy
and childbirth deaths in the
country are primarily due to
six medical causes: haemor-
rhage, eclampsia, obstructed
labor, sepsis, unsafe abortion
and pre-existing conditions
such as anaemia and malaria.

Only 60 per cent rural wom-
en and 86 per cent urban
pregnant women in the coun-
try receive antenatal check-

ups. In the rural areas, three |

out of four births take place at
home. :

The report also explores the

social and economic losses
when a woman dies at child-

.. the good for literac

shoot up in the next few
years. “Once the parents are
literate, they will not only
send their children to school
but also keep them there.”

“I think we should be able to
achieve full literacy (75 per
cent) by 2006-2007,” Mr
Chatterjee said, optimistic
the women among the neo-
literates, would make the job
easier.

“But we must not be
complacent. If the tempo is
relaxed, there is a possibility
of a relapse and a
derailment,” Mr Chatterjee
said. The provisional census
report is impressive, and
suggests the last decade could
well be designated as the
“Literacy Decade”.

Rightly so. In 1991, eleven
states — home to 51 per cent of
the country’s population -
reported literacy rates of 50
per cent or below. Ten years
later, .Bihar ¥s the only one
below 50 per cent. It has 8 per

- 9 APR 201

the childrer who lose their
mothers. Citing one study,
the WRASM report says in
many nations the risk of
death for children under five

mother dies. Other studies es-
timate children whose moth-
ers die at childbirth, are 10
times more likely to die with- |
in two years.

Najma (4), suffering from a neuro-degen
disorder which has resulted in her losing the feeling
in her tongue and movement in her legs is held by her

erative

mother Nargis at VS hospital in Ahmedabad on
Saturday. Najma's parents suspect she lost her speech |
and leg movement and got rashes because of a ‘
reaction to the Rifampicin and Isoniazid medicines

&iven to her for suspected tuberculosis. Education can
help mothers fight such diseases. — AP/PTI

cent of the’
population.

In 1991, only three states
and Union territories had
literacy rates over 80 per
cent. This year, there were
nine. A decade ago, there

were 10 states which had 56

country’s

per cent male literacy rates.
Today, male literacy rates in
all the states is over 60 per
cent. In 1991, there were 20
states and Union territories
with female literacy rates less

than 50 per cent. This year, |
there were just si)/
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"”Chlldren as
slaves: Pak’ s
tryst with »

mhumamtﬁ\

By HAFIZUR RAHMAN

slamabad: One of the most

painful and soul-searing

problems facing society in

Pakistan is that of sexual
abuse of children. It leaves child
labour far behind, although even
that was not easily accepted by
our public as something degener-
ative, and many people thought it
had a good side to it. Yes, you’ll
be surprised. I’ ll give you-an
example.

Here, in Islamabad in the pri-
vate school where my grandchil-
dren study, boys and girls of -
Class VII or VIII were prescribed
the subject of child labour on
which they were required to
write their views and then read
them out in a debate. More than
half the children did not think it
odd to write in favour of child
labour and extol its benefits. And
none of the teaching staff thought
it wrong to suggest a topic that
might tempt impressionable
minds to express themselves in
support of a pernicious practice.
And this in the capital’s most
expensive and prestigious school.
I hope they don’t choose sexual
abuse of children for a debate
next time and ask the students to
write for or against it!

I have been drawn to this sub-
Jject by the recent news of a
workshop held in Islamabad -
about national consultation for
developing a policy and plan of
action against sexuai abuse and
exploitation of children, organ-
ised by the National Commission
for Child & Women Develop-
ment, and following it, the publi-
cation of an excellent article by
Dr Amin A. Gadit in Dawn a few
days ago with the frightening
caption “Child abuse is rooted
deeper than you think.” Both
affected me, but in different
ways. The news of the workshop
appeared in the dailies through a
very badly drafted story circulat-
ed by a news agency. Apart from

the usual details about who said -

what (instead of more positive
reporting) it quoted Muhammad
Younus Khan, federal secretary .
for social welfare and an old
friend, as saying, “The govern-
ment is taking strict measures to
check child sexual abuse,” and
“it is making each and every
attempt to curb the menace.”
This aroused my ire and indigna-
tion, for it was symptomatic of
what ministers and senior offi-
cers are trained to announce in
public or tell the media in inter-
views about what the govern-
ment is doing in respect of a nag-
ging national problem.

iving the government the

benefit of doubt, and.

admitting that despite read-
ing five daily newspapers every
day I may have missed reports of
action taken by it in pursuance of
“‘each and every attempt to curb
the menace,” I request readers to
kindly let me know if they have
come across any of these each
and every: attempts anywhere in
Pakistan. Actually it was praise-
worthy of the government to take
notice of this sensitive and dread-
ful problem, and it need not have
indulged in dubious publicity in
the workshop. But if drastic
action has been taken somewhere
and I am unaware of it, and if it is
pointed out to me by anyone, I
shall at once apologise to Younus
Khan who is a very fine man oth-
erwise.

1 again say that it was public-
spirited act of the government to
invite experts to discuss this sub-
ject because it has almost been
considered socially taboo to even
mention it, although non-official
organisations and social welfare
bodies in the big cities have been
trying their best to draw public
attention to it. I have thought over
it for the last many days, and,
frankly, I am at my wits’ end as

.boys and girls is a secret act,

. times worse. And this is borne

* the whole truth. As itis I haven’t

" vaunted apex of scientific

to what anyone can do to reduce
the incidence of child abuse and
connected exploitation. i
Child Jabour is there for every-
body to see. Even when work is
taken from children behind.
closed doors there is someone or
the other who is witness to it and
can report to the autharities or to
social workers if he or she is so
minded. But sexual abuse of little

indulged in furtively, with the
victims threatened with dire con-
sequences if they dare to tell-any-
one about it. Who can stop it?

ccording to a report issued
Aby LHRLA, the Lawyers
_ for Human Rights and
Legal Aid, over 490 cases of
child abuse were recorded during
the year 2000 on the basis of ‘
newspaper stories. Hardly. In fact
I would say the true position must
be ten times worse, even twenty

out by what Dr Gadit has to say
in his article which paints a terri-
ble picture of the actual state of
affairs, although even that is not

the heart to give the detailed
breakdown, which also involves
murder of little girls after gang-
rape, contained in LHRLA’s
report. The trouble is that child
sexual abuse is a worldwide phe-

In the rural areas of
Sindh and Punjab boys
are kept by some
landlords as a so-called
prestige symbol and.
treated as sex slaves. In
Pir Vadhai, a suburb of
Islamabad devoted to
road transport,
runaway and
kldnapped children are
used by owners of petty
hotels to provide sex
service to their clients

nomenon. How would one cate-
gorise the effects of modem civil-
isation that permit the showing of
actual images about this inhuman
practice over the pornographic
sections of Internet, that much-

advancement? What kind of
human intellectual development
is this which cannot love the chil-

dren of mankind and protect them
from its lecherous and perverted
members? Viewed in that context
the problem in Pakistan may not
be that grievous. But then, it has
some aspects that may not be’
found in the more advanced
countries of the world.

For instance, as Dr Gadit points
out, in the rural areas of Sindh
arid Punjab boys are kept by
some landlords as a so-called
prestige symbol and treated as
sex slaves. In Pir Vadhai, a sub-
urb of both Rawalpindi and
Islamabad devoted to road trans-
port, runaway and kidnapped
children are used by owners of
petty hotels to provide sex service
to their clients. And we all know
what goes on in prisons where
teenage inmates are housed in the
same place as hardened criminals,
and the sexual abuse off-shoot of
child labour employed in motor
workshops and the like. ‘

What is to be done? All that one
can suggest is exemplary and
enhanced penalties for offenders,
but that is no solution to the basic
problem, apart from the fact that
there are certain areas where the
law cannot reach. How is society
or refigion or the law Yo purge the
human mind of base cbsessions,
perverted tastes and dirty ideas?
Frankly T am left totally dis-
mayed.

N

By arrangement with Dawn |
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TRADING IN MISERY

‘Where Women

T is a matter of great shame
I Ithat even after half a cen-
tury since the adoption of
; the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights by the inter-
national community, traffick-
ing in women and children con-
tinues to thrive. The Inter-
national Organisation for Mig-
ration (IOM) estimates that the
global trafficking industry
generates up to $8 billion each
year from what may be
described as “trade in human
misery”. -

There are many forms of traf-
ficking. The most visible and
widespread is the trafficking of
women and children for com-
mercial exploita-
tion. The problem
has now been ex-
acerbated by glo-
balisation and its
impact on the
lucrative tourist |
and sex industries.
Though it is a|
global pheno-
menon, the prob-
lem has assumed
alarming dimen- |
sions in South
Asia.

The term traffic-
king is used to
describe activities

i that range from
voluntary migra-
tion to the forcible
displacement  of
people for exploi-
tation. The “UN

S
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And Children

By SANKAR SEN

tices in some communities like
dedicating girls to gods and
goddesses. Further, social ac-
ceptance of prostitution in
some communities encourages
the clandestine trade.

Nepal today is the largest
identifiable source of child
prostitutes for Indian brothels.
A Unicef review indicates that
5000 to 7000 girls are brought
to. India every year. It
mentioned that Nepali girls
and young virgins sell for at
least Rs 6000 in Indian bro-
thels on their first nights. Vir-
gins are prized because of the

kb Sl N
Are Easy Victims

curing children for prostitu-
tion. If the offence is committed
against a child, the punish-
ment is rigorous imprisonment
for a term not less than seven
years. Regrettably, enforce-
ment of the Act has been
extremely poor.

Cases of clandestine inter-
state and cross-border traffick-
ing in women and girls are
seldom investigated. Conse-
quently, the basic structure of
the cruel and exploitative
system continues to flourish.
Section 13(4) of the Act
empowers the central govern-
ment to appoint trafficking
police officers with nationwide
jurisdiction for the

investigation  of
cases of inter-state
trafficking in

women. No step
has so far been
taken by the gov-
ernment to appoint
“Trafficking Police
Officers”. A central
investigation agen-
cy, notably the
Central Bureau of
Investigation,
should be directed
by the government
to depute “traffick-
ing officers” as en-
visaged under the
provisions of the
Act.

Again under Sec-
tion 13 of the Act
the state govern-

Special Rapporteur
on Violence Against Women”,
Radhika Coomaraswamy, has
correctly pointed out that at

- the core of any definition of
trafficking, must lie” the
recognition that trafficking is
never consensual.

PROSTITUTION
It is this non-consensual na-
ture of trafficking that distin-
" guishes it from other forms of
' migrations. Thus all kinds of
illegal migration are not traffic-
- king.
. Today South Asia has emer-
“ged alongside South East Asia
as a major centre for regional
and international trafficking in
women and children. Traffick-
ing in women is done primarily
for prostitution, but also for
bonded labour, mendicity and
smuggling. Major international
‘flows include trafficking in
girls from Nepal and Bangla-
desh to India, from Bangladesh
and Burma to Pakistan and
from Pakistan and India to the
Middle East. Further traffick-
ing in young boys from India
and Pakistan to the Middle
East for use as camel jockeys
has also assumed alarming
proportions. Though there is a
dearth of accurate data, the
fact remains that the volume of
trafficking in women and chil-
dren in India is dispropor-
tionately high.

Women and children are used
for prostitution, domestic work,
camel jockeying, organ trans-
plant, begging, drug-traffick-
ing, forced marriages and adop-
tions and other exploitative
forms of work. Both demand
and supply factors ruthlessly
drive the trafficking industry.

" Some key push factors are
inadequate employment oppor-
tunities, the lack of a social
safety net, globalisation, relax-
ed control and an open border
facilitating the movement of
populations.

Other important contributing
factors are the erosion of
traditional family values, of
consumerism, traditional prac-

The author is a former Direc-
tor, National Police Academy.

prevalent myth that sleeping
with virgins will cure sexually
transmitted diseases. Fear of
Aids has also raised the de-
mand for virgins. °

Traffickers manipulate Nep-
al’s poor econgmic conditions to
their advantage. The victims
are offered jobs or lured by pro-
mises of marriage. Mumbai has
the largest number of Nepalese
girls in prostitution. According
to one estimate, there are about
20,000 Nepali women in the
city’s flesh trade. They were
brought by local recruiters and
then sold off to brokers who
delivered them to brothel
owners. Sixty per cent of them
contract HIV.

According to another survey,
Bangladeshi girls and women
constitute almost 11 per cent of
the total number of prostitutes
in Kolkata. Difficult economic
conditions in Bangladesh and
the oppression and torture of
girls by their husbands. Some
of them have been abandoned
by their husbands along with
their children.

DOMESTIC LAWS

Article 23 of Part III of the
Indian Constitution relates to
fundamental rights, and under
the heading “Rights Against
Exploitation” prohibits traffick-
ing in human beings. It says
that any contravention of this
right shall be an offence pun-
ishable by law. Articles 39(e)
and (k) of the directive princi-
ples of State Policy under part
IV of the Constitution declare
that state policies should en-
sure that “childhood and youth
are protected against exploita-
tion and material abandon-
ment”.

Building on the constitutional
principles, the Suppression of
Immoral Traffic in Women and
Girls Act was enacted in 1956.
The Act was amended in 1986
and ratified as the Immoral
Traffic (Prevention) Act. The
amended Act continues to pro-
hibit prostitution in its com-
mercialised form without mak-
ing prostitution per se an of-
fence. The Act prescribes strin-
gent action against those pro-

ments are to ap-
point special police officers who
should be assisted by an
Advisory Body comprising
leading social welfare workers
of the area. This, if done, will
create a mechanism at the field
level to initiate and sustain
appropriate action. Indeed
effective implementation of the
provisions of the IPTA needs
far greater police vigilance. It is
police collusion which often
enables traffickers to operate
without fear and go scot-free.

UN CONVENTIONS

There are major international
standards which provide a
framework within which coun-
tries can address the issue of
trafficking. These are (1) The
United Nations Convention for
the Suppression of the Traffic
in Persons and of the exploita-
tion of the prostitution of
others, 1949. The convention
has been ratified by 71 coun-
tries (1997), but has not attra-
cted widespread support. (2)

i}

The Convention on the Elimi- -

nation of all forms of Discri-
mination against Women
(CEDAW) 1979. CEDAW oblig-
es states to enact legislation
to suppress all forms of
traffic in women. The conven-
tion has been ratified by 155
countries. (3) The United
Nations Convention on the
rights of the child 1989. It
has near universal ratifi-
cation and 189 states are
parties to it.

Women and children in this
case are often vulnerable to
abuses of the legal system. In
India, about four times as
many women in the sex trade
are arrested but procurers,
guardians, pimps and clients
are barely touched. Further the
stigma associated with HIV/
Aids has undermined attempts
to repatriate trafficked women
or to rehabilitate them.

Though trafficking is under-
taken on a large organised
scale involving regional gangs
who have links with law en-
forcement agencies, there is
proper regional mechanj
ensure cooperation

—
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/f/I{ivorce can
- be refused if
husband gives
T3 alimony’
UNITEQ NEWS OF INDIA 1 v~

~
e p1 ™

NEW DELHI, March. 21. ~ The
Supreme Court has said a hus-
band, seeking dissolution of
marriage, can be refused under
section 13 (1-a) (1) of the Hindu

- Marriage Act if he fails to pay
maintenance amount to his
wife and children during judi-
cial separation.
A Division Bench comprising
Mr Justice DP Mohapatra
and Mr Justice Doraiswamy
Raju, gave this significant
ruling while dismissing an
appeal by one Mr Hirachand
Srinivas Managsonkar aga-
inst a verdict of the Karnata-
ka High Court granting judi-
cial separation on a petition
filed by his wife, Sunanda.

The High court had also or-

dered the husband to pay his
wife Rs 100 per month as
maintenance amount.

The husband was subse-
quently refused divorce by the
High Court on the ground that
he had not complied with the
its order regarding payment of
maintenance allowance to his
wife. The wife had filed a peti-
tion of judicial separation be-
fore the High Court.

“In our view, illegality and
immorality cannot be counte-
nanced as aids for a person to
secure relief in matrimonial
matters,” the Supreme Court
observed in its judgement.
The court further said: “It
has to be kept in mind that
before granting the prayer of
the petitioner to permanently
snap the relationship between
the parties to the marriage,
every attempt should be made
to maintain the sanctity of the
relationship which is of im-
portant not only for the indi-
viduals or their children but
also for the society.”
“Whether the relief of disso-
iution of the marriage by a de-
cree of divorce is to be granted

* or not defends on the fact and

circumstances of the case. In

- such a matter it will be too
0w

hazardous to lay down a gen-
eral principle of universal ap- -
plication,” the judge added.
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“National policy for

---- 9 P‘I RS

NEW DELHI, March 21. ~ The Un}on Cabinet has approved the
national policy for empowerment ofiwomen.

Under it, a time-bound action plan ill be drgwn up by various
ministries and departments for the “advancement, development
and empowerment” of women.

Parliamentary affairs minister, Mr Pramod Mahajan, told re-
porters here today that the decision was taken in a Cabinet meet-
ing last night.

It was decided that national and state level councils would be set
up to oversee implementation of this policy on a regular basis, Mr
Mahajan said.

While the national council would be headed by the Prime Min-
ister, the state councils would be headed by the chief ministers,
he said.

Among other things, arrangements will be made for providing
security and transportation to women to enable them do night

duties in factories, he added. .-
- PTI L
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‘Priests sexually abuse
nuns, admits Vatican

/

L f\VY
S VA
}/m: VATICAN acknowledged
Auesday a damning report that

priests and missionaries
were forcing nuns to have sex
with rhem. and were in some
cases commitiing rape and fore-
my the vietims to have abortions.
Some nuns were forced to take
the contraceptive pill, the report
cited in the Rome daily la Repub-
biica said.

The Vatican said the issue was

stiteted to a certain geograph-
srea. but the report cited
cases in 23 countries, including
the United States, Brazil, the
Philippines. India, Ireland and
[taly "The stories are horrifying
and disturbing to say the least,”
said Bill Rvan, spokesman for
the US Conference of Catholic
Bishops However he added he
was not aware of anything simi-
far in the United States. “The
National Catholic Reporter...
offered no documentation for
that { don’t know how you would
mvestigate something like that
ti vou had specifics or a
charee ™ he said.

The charges first appeared in
the Kansas City-based National
Catholic Reporter weekly on
March 16 and in a small Ttalian
religious news agency Adista,
which also publishes a weekly.

Missionary  news agency
MISNA condemned the abuse

SUHY

.

while recalling that missionaries
often worked “at the limit of
human endurance.” It urged the
media to remember the good
deeds of missionaries around the
world as well as their failings.

A Vatican statement said “in
relation to the news of cases of
sexual abuse against nuns com-
mitted by priests and missionar-
ies, Chief Vatican spokesman
Joaquin Navarro-Valls had the
following announcement: “The
problem is known about and is
restricted to a certain geograph-
ical area. The Holy See is dealing
with the issue in collaboration
with bishops, the Union of Supe-
riors General (grouping of heads
of male religious orders) and the
International Union of Superi-
ors General (heads of female
religious orders).”

While the Vatican did not
name the geographical area, the
report said most incidents of
sexual abuse against nuns
occurred in Africa where the
nuns were identified as “safe”
following the onset of the HIV
and AIDS viruses devastating
the continent. Charges made in
the report, signed with names
and surnames. were made
known to Church authorities on
several occasions throughout the
1990s, the article by la Repubbli-
ca’s respected Vatican corre-
spondent Marco Politi said. The
author of the report was nun and

it to the head of
the Vatican’s Cpngregation for
Holy Orders, Caydinal Martinez
Somalo, in February 1995.

He ordered a working group
from the Congregation to study
the problem with O’Donochue,
who was AIDS coordinator for
Cafod, the London-based Roman
Catholic Fund for Overseas
Development. O’Donchue made
specific reference to certain
cases, one in which a priest
forced a nun to have an abortion,
after which she died. He then
officiated at her requiem mass.

In reference to Africa, her
report said: “It is impossible
(there) for'a woman or an adoles-
cent to refuse a man, especially
an older man and in particular a
priest.” In Africa, certain priests
sought out nuns “for fear of con-
tracting AIDS with prostitutes.”

“There are cases in which
priests make nuns take the pill,
...and there was one case of 20
nuns in one religious communi-
ty being pregnant at the same
time,” the article cited the report
as saying. A mother superior
was ignored by the local bishop
when she complained that
priests in the diocese had made
29 of her nuns pregnant. The
bishop relieved her of her duties,
the report said without identify-
ing the diocese.

Reuters
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Kuwait womar
editor shot de ﬁd

Kuwait, March 20 (Reuters): A
leading Kuwaiti woman journal-
ist known as a veteran women’s
rights campaigner was shot dead
in the streets of the Gulf Arab
state today.

Hedayet Sultan al-Salem, edi-
tor-in-chief and owner of al-Ma-
jales magazine, was

crowded street in the capital
Kuwait City. It was not immedi-
ately clear whether the attack
was politically motivated. Jour-
nalists said Salem was involved
in several financial and other
disputes, including some with
members of her own family.

Salem, in her late

killed by a burst of sub- 70s, was one of the first
machinegun fire as she women journalists in
sat in her car at a traf- Kuwait, a conservative
fic light, Kuwaiti Muslim state where
sources quoted wit- women play a more, vis-
nesses as saying. ible role than in some
At least one man neighbouring Gulf
had been arrested in 1 Arab states. She was ac-
connection with the ] tive with groups work-
murder, but interior Hedayet ing to secure full politi-
ministry officials were al-Salem cal rights for women,
not immediately avail- including the right te
able for comment. vote in general elections and to
A family member said amale run for elected public office.
relative who was driving Three other men were appar-
Salem’s car at the time of the at-  ently involved in the attack.

}ack was being questioned by po-
lice. A man wearing a traditional
flowing robe got out of a 4 x 4 ve-
hicle and fired at least six shots
at Salem as her car waited in a

The official Kuwait News
Agency (KUNA) quoted security
sources as confirming Salem’s
death but gave no further de-
tails.

THE TELEGRAFH



' First-ever woman
Foreign Secretary
gets down to work

NEW QELHI, MARCH 13 Q% A\

Iyer today took
chargei as the country’s first-ever
wo For- I
eign Sqcretary N
observing there
were “plenty”
of challenges
ahead for her.
“In any job.
one takes over
there are challenges ahead. 1
think in this job there are plen‘x

of them,” Iyer told reporters i
her South Block office in re-
sponse to questions.

A 1964-batch IFS officer, Iyer,
a tribal from Sikkim, succeeds '
Lalit Mansingh, who leaves for
Washington tomorrow for his new
assignment as India’s Ambas-
sadorto the US. -
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“All-party meet on Women’s Bill soon

By Our Special Correspondent

NEW DELHI, MARCH 8. the Prime
Minister. Mr. Atal Behari Vaj-
payee, today gave the assurance
that an all-party meeting would
be held soon to discus< the intro-
duction ol the  long-pending
Women's Reservation Bill in Par-
liament.

Speaking at a ica paity on the

occasion of International Wom-
en's Day here, he said there was

" ho \)\wd o create a quota within

quota. On the demands made by
several political parties, he said,
“some way out will have to be
found.”

Mr. Vajpayee indicated thac the
effort would be to ensure that the
bilt was introduced in its present
form rather than a diluted version
o meet the demands of the par-
Hes.

He advised women activists
who sought repeated assurances

about the bill not to lose hope.
The bill seeks to provide 33 per
cent reservation to women in the
legislature.

The leader of fthe Opposition,
Ms. Sonia Gandhi, however, ex-
pressed scepticism of Mr. Vaj-
payee's assurarfce as this was
given in the pastjas well. Her party
was keen ou a majority vote and

did not feel the need for creatipga
consensus, she said.



‘Women still unaware of property rights’

By Vaishnavi C Sekhar W’ S

MUMBAL: Six years after the Maharashtra gov-
ernment amended laws to give women equal
rights in ancestral property, lawyers and women
activists say that nothing much has changed for
the average woman in the city.

I 1994, the state government, as part of the
new women’s policy announced by the then
chief minister Sharad Pawar, amended the Hin-
du Succession Act to give co-parcerny or equal
ownership of family property in a Hindu family
to women.

In the original Act, women were not entitled
to an equal share in ancestral property. Maha-
rashtra is only one of four states in the country
10 have done s0. The other states are Karnataka,
Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh.

But women activists say that poor awareness
and social factors have meant that women con-
tinue to get short-changed in inheriting ancestral
property. “Frankly, nothing has changed,” says
lawyer activist Flavia Agnes. “Most women do
not even know they have the right by birth to
their native or matrimonial dwelling. If they do,
they.are not in a position to secure it.”

“Even where there is awareness, there is con-
fusion regarding interpretation of the law,” says
Sudha Kulkarni of the Mahila Dakshata Samiti.
“Many people still believe that married daugh-
ters cannot claim their parental property.” And
upper class or educated women are not neces-
sarily better empowered to claim their rights. “In
fact, business families are often the worst hit
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since a huge amounl ofiproperty is at stake,”
$ays an activist.

However, advocate Sgnjeev Kanchan feels
that there has been an indrease in the number of
women coming to court th claim their share. He
admits, though, that unlesh they do, they have lit-
tle chance of getting their share of the property
pie. “This is specially true for married daughters.
When the father dies, the brothers argue that the
sisters have already got some money through
wedding expenses and jewellery, and are not en-
titled to any more,*” he says.

Women may also be unwilling to upset the
tamily boat by demanding their dues, “Their
dilemma often between family ties and material
ones. If relationships are already strained, they
are unwilling to add to it, and iater may even
have to take the blame for disturbing the fami-
ly,” says Ms Kulkarni.

If married daughters ask for their share, there-
fore, it is often at the behest of the husband. “A
legal amendment does not really solve the com-
plex emotional and social factors involved in the
issue,” Ms Kultkarni points out.

Ms Agnes is more blunt. “Daughters are not in
a position to fight for their rights,” she says.
“Their position in the matrimonial home is inse-
cure. If they fight with their brothers, where will
they go for help if they have marital problems 27

The long drawn out procedure of property liti-
gation and its high costs is another deterrence.
Property litigation still falls in civil courts, not
family ones, where stamp duties can go up to Rs
75,000 for some property. “Where do women
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have that kind of money to litigate?" asks Ms
Agnes.

As important an issue as paternal property
rights but far more neglected, say activists, are
women’s rights to the matrimomal home. “We
have been lobbying for the right of women to re-
side and have a share of their matrimonial
homes which should be a basic right, ** says
Ammu Abraham of the Womens’ Centre. “This |
is specially important in Mumbai, where several
generations live together in small places.”

Currently, while there is no legal provision for
this, lawyers say that if women approach the
courts when threatened with eviction, the courts
will order an injunction on the husband. “But it’s
important that the wife comes to the court while
staying in the home, not after she has left,” says
an activist.

However, this situation might change with the
state government announcing a new policy for
women this week. The policy is supposed to in-
clude a guarantee of matrimoniat rights.

But, as some activists point out, in a changing -
world, property may no longer just mean four
walls of a room. “Property may be in so many
different forms, in black money and in shares.
and no one is in a position to prove them,” Ms
Abraham says. “In such a situation, how can
amendments in ancient laws help women? * She
points out that for the vast majority of poor
wormen, this law does not even apply. “For them.
the faw on maintenance is moye important to en-
sure survival, ’




/Women MPs demand earIy
— passage of quota Bill x|

NEW DELHI, MARCH 8. All women
MPs, irrespective of their party af-
filiation, today vociferously asked
the Government for early passage
of the Constitution Amendment
Bill seeking 33 per cent reserva-
tion of seats for them in the Lok
Sabha and State Assemblies.

Responding to their pleas made
in the Lok Sabha on the occasion
of International Women's Day,
the Parliamentary Affairs Minis-
ter, Mr. Pramod Mahajan, said the
Government was prepared to
move the Bill in its present form
for consideration and passage,
provided all political parties reac-
hed a consensus on it.

“The Government will bring
forward the Women's Bill within
24 hours if there is a general
agreermnent among all parties.”

It was not for the Government
to pass the Bill but it was up to
Parliament to adopt it. “We (Gov-
ernment} do not lack the inten-
tion to get the proposed bill to be
passed but it all depends on the
will of the political parties,” the
Minister said.

Responding to a similar de-
mand in the Rajya Sabha, the Ex-
ternal  Affairs Minister, Mr.
Jaswant Singh, said the Bill had to
be approved first by the Lower
House where it had been intro-
duced. ‘The Government is
standing by its commitment,” he
added. Raising the issue during
zero hour, the Congress member,
Ms. Margaret Alva, said the Gov-
ernment had been promising in
every session that the Bill would
be passed but this was not hap-
pening. The nation cannot march
forward leaving behind 50 per
cent of the women population,
she added.

The CPI{M) member, Ms. AK.
Premajam, pointed out that a logo
brought out by the Government

depicting a woman looking back-
ward proved its “‘retrograde atti-
tude.” This drew loud protests
from the ruling BJP members.

Demanding that the Bill be
passed without any debate, the
BJP member, Ms. Bhavana Chika-
lia, said the President, Mr. K.R.
Narayanan, in his joint address on
the opening day of the Budget
session, had underlined the need
for an early passage of the bill.

The Congress member, Ms. Gi-
rija Vyas, said the Budget present-
ed by the Government last week

had totally ignored wormag. *Ms.
Renu Kumari, JD(U), said yvomen
Ministers too should be given im-

portant portfolios like Dafence
and Finance.

Raising the issue in the Rajya
Sabha soon after zero hour, Ms.
Jayaprada Nahata (IDP} said the
Government and political parties
should fix a date for discussing
the issue. Ms. Sarla Maheswari,
CPI(M), said there was discrimi-
nation against women and they
had not got their due share in the
society. — PTI

Scientists honoured

By Our Special Correspondent

NEW DELHI, MARCH 8. Four women scientists and a woman grass-
roots worker were honoured here today for their contribution to
the field of biotechnology.

The award winners were: Dr. Mahtab S. Bamji of Dangoria
Charitable Trust, Hyderabad, Dr. M. Lakshmi of the M. S. Swam-
inathan Research Foundation, Chennai, Dr. Sunita Grover of Na-
tional Dairy Research Institute, Karnal, Dr. Krishna Srinath of the
Central Institute of Fisheries Technology, Kochi, and Ms. Viji Sri-
nivasan of Aditi, a Patna-based NGO.

While Dr. Bamji was honoured with the senior national woman
bio-scientist award, which carried a cash prize of Rs. 1 lakh, Dr.
Lakshmi and Dr. Grover received the young national woman bio-
scientist awards, carrying a cash prize of Rs. 50,000.

Dr. Srinath bagged the Rs. 1 lakh national award for women’s
development through application of science and technology and
Ms. Srinivasan was honoured with a special award of Rs. 1 lakh in
recognition of her 40 years of service at the grassroots level pro-
moting women’s empowerment.

Presenting the awards, the Union Minister for Science and
Technology, Prof. Murli Manohar Joshi, underscored the impor-
tance of biotechnology for women’s progress and urged the scien-
tific community to evolve a self-regulatory mechanism for
research in the area, since even while it held immense promise in
agriculture, health and other fields, it could also pose dangers if
not handled properly.

The function was attended by the Minister of State for Science
and Technology, Mr. Bachi Singh Rawat, the Secretary, Depart-
ment of Biotechnology, Dr. Manju Sharma, and the Secretary
Department of Science and Technology, Prof. V. S. Ramamur
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NEW DELHt, MARCH 8\ utting across political af-
filiations, women of\all hues gathered at the
Vigyan Bhavan here today to observe Interna-
tional Women's Day, and to focus on gender
equality, political and legal empowerment of
women. Socio-political and legal luminaries
such as Ms. Veena Majumdar, Ms. Najma
Heptullah, Ms. Sumitra Mahajan, Ms. Sujata
Manohar, Ms. Vibha Parthasarathy, Ms. Mrid-
ula Sinha and Ms. Renana fhabwala shared
the same platform espousing the cause of
women. They said things differently, but to-
wards the same end — empowerment of
women.

Gargi Parsai

The Chief Justice of India, Dr. A. S. Anand,
delivered the key-note address and the Minis-
ter for Human Resource Development, Dr.
Murli Manohar Joshi, whose Ministry orga-
nised the session, outlined the Government's
thinking under the shadow of huge portraits
of Rajkumari Amrit Kaur (first Union Cabinet
Minister), Vijaylakshmi Pandit (first Indian
president of the U.N. General Assembly),
Mother Teresa (first Indian woman to win a
Nobel Prize) and Bharat Ratna Lata Mangesh-
kar.

Joshi’s promise

There was no word on the Women's Reser-
vation Bill from the Government representa-
tives but Dr. foshi did promise a Bill on
domestic violence against women, and said it
would be introduced within this year and

“passed”.\fhe empljasis on getting the Bill
passed was notyt)on the august audience

which included social activists, NGOs, officials
and foreign invitees.

Dr. Vina Mazumdar, Director of the Centre
for Women’s Development Studies, fiery as
ever, said, “stop calling the women’s move-
ment anti-national, anti-patriotic and of for-
eign origin. Women are saying the same
things from different regions in the best exam-
ple of unity in diversity. So, listen to grassroots
works to develop own theories.”

Dr. joshi was quick to respond: {There is
absolutely no question of considering the
women's movement unpatriotic and western.
Even in western countries women’s equality is
an issue/The five Stree Shakti awards the Min-
istry gave earlier this year to unknown women
who, though illiterate and invalid fought for
their rights, shows our thinking".

The Rajya Sabha Deputy Chairperson, Dr.
Najma Heptullah, said the women's Bill
should be passed without delay, and if neces-
sary, it could be placed in the Rajya Sabha
first. There should be more women judges in
higher and lower courts and rape cases should
be tried in camera, she added.

Call for real equality

Talking of justice, equality and social order,
Dr. Anand said no law, culture or religious
discourse should be invoked to discriminate
against women. Despite constitutional guar-
antees, gender equality only existed in books.
The probiem was in implementation. “Men
must rise to the occasion. They have to recog-
nise that women are equals and have individ-
uality. Society has to change its attitude and
education is a crucial means of social change.
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Empowerment is the key

Gender issues have to be made essential parts
of policy making and impact assessment. We
must know in which direction we are going.”

Literacy of women was the focus of all in-
tellectuals. Speaking of legal literacy, retired
judge and National Human Rights Cominis-
sion member, Ms. Sujata Manohar, said there
was a long way to go before there were equi-
table laws that concern women — family laws
that affect marital status, custody of children,
a right to home and maintenance, inheritance

and succession, adoption and for the Hindus, |
rights in a joint family and its property. “De- !
spite the amendments, much of Hindu law |

still rests on the premise of differentiation in
the legal rights of men and women. Christian
law of divorce will, hopefully, be now amend-

ed. The Parsi law of inheritance is already

amended to do away with gender discrimi-
nation. Muslim women are, however, denicd
the benefit of any reform so far. Proper legisia-
tion and its adequate enforcement can create
dynamic empowerment.”

Ms. Renana jhabvala of the Self-Employed
Women's Association emphasised on the peo-
ple’s sector where the largest women work-

force was as against the public (Government)

sector and the private (multi-national sector).
The International Labour Organisation had

said that for every 100 hours of work, men did
33 per cent of the work and women 67 per

cent. Yet, women in the unorganised sector
were not seen as productive. She sought per-
mission to start an insurange”Company for Sti-
WA members and ~a University for
capacity-building.
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‘Women MPs demand early P
of quota Bill ..~

N \

NEW DEL\U, ARCH 8. All women
MPs, irrespedtive of their party af-
filiation, todayvociferously asked
the Governmen for early passage
of the Constitution Amendment
Bill seeking 33 per cent reserva-
tion of seats for them in the Lok
Sabha and State Assemblies.

Responding to their pleas made
in the .ok Sabha on the occasion
of International Women’s Day,
the Parliamentary Affairs Minis-
ter, Mr. Pramod Mahajan, said the
Government was prepared to
move the Bill in its present form
for consideration and passage,
provided all political parties reac-
hed a consensus on it.

“The Government will bring
forward the Women's Bill within
24 hours it there is a general
agreement among all parties.”

It was not for the Government
to pass the Bill but it was up to
Parliament to adopt it. “We (Gov-
ernment) do not lack the inten-
tion to get the proposed bill to be
passed but it all depends on the
will of the political parties,” the
Minister said.

Responding to a similar de-
mand in the Rajya Sabha, the Ex-
ternal  Affairs  Minister, Mr.
Jaswant Singh, said the Bill had to
be approved first by the Lower
House where it had been intro-
duced. "The Government is
standing by its commitment,”” he
added. Raising the issue during
zero hour, the Congress member,
Ms. Margaret Alva, said the Gov-
ernment had been promising in
every session that the Bill would
be passed but this was not hap-
pening. The nation cannot march
forward leaving behind 50 per
cent of the women population,
she added.

The CPHM) member, Ms. AXK.
Premajam, pointed out that alogo
brought out by the Government

- passage

depicting a woman looking back-
ward proved its “retrograde atti-
tude.” This drew loud protests
from the ruling BJP members.

Demanding that the Bill be
passed without any debate, the
BJP member, Ms. Bhavana Chika-
lia, said the President, Mr. K.R.
Narayanan, in his joint address on
the opening day of the Budget
session, had underlined the need
for an early passage of the bill.

The Congress member, Ms. Gi-
rija Vyas, said the Budget present-
ed by the Government last week

had totally ignored women. *Ms.
Renu Kumari, JD(U), said women
Ministers too should be given im-
portant portfolios like Defence
and Finance.

Raising the issue in the Rajva
Sabha soon after zero hour, Ms.
Jayaprada Nahata (TDP) said the
Government and political parties
should fix a date for discussing
the issue. Ms. Sarla Maheswari,
CPI(M), said there was discrimi-
nation against women and they
had not got their due share in the
society. — PTI

Scientists honoured

By Our Special Correspondent

NEw DELH!, MARCH 8. Four women scientists and a woman grass-
roots worker were honoured here today for their contribution to
the field of biotechnology.

The award winners were: Dr. Mahtab S. Bamji of Dangoria
Charitable Trust, Hyderabad, Dr. M. Lakshmi of the M. S. Swam-
inathan Research Foundation, Chennai, Dr. Sunita Grover of Na-
tional Dairy Research Institute, Karnal, Dr. Krishna Srinath of the
Central Institute of Fisheries Technology, Kochi, and Ms. Viji Sri-
nivasan of Aditi, a Patna-based NGO.

While Dr. Bamji was honoured with the senior national woman
bio-scientist award, which carried a cash prize of Rs. 1 lakh, Dr.
Lakshmi and Dr. Grover received the young national woman bio-
scientist awards, carrying a cash prize of Rs. 50,000.

Dr. Srinath bagged the Rs. 1 lakh national award for women’s
development through application of science and technology and
Ms. Srinivasan was honoured with a special award of Rs. 1 lakh in
recognition of her 40 years of service at the grassroots level pro-
moting women’s empowerment.

Presenting the awards, the Union Minister for Science and
Technology, Prof. Murli Manohar Joshi, underscored the impor-
tance of biotechnology for women’s progress and urged the scien-
tific community to evolve a self-regulatory mechanism for
research in the area, since even while it held immense promise in
agriculture, health and other fields, it could also pose dangers if
not handled properly.

The function was attended by the Minister of State for Science
and Technology, Mr. Bachi Singh Rawat, the Secretary, Depart-

L~
ment of Biotechnology, Dr. Manju Sharma, and the Secretary, |-

Department of Science and Technology, Prof. V. S. Ramam /y/
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By Gargi Parsai

NEW DELHI, MARCH 8. Cutting across political af-
filiations, women of all hues gathered at the
Vigyan Bhavan here today to observe Interna-
tional Women's Day, and to focus on gender
equality, political and legal empowerment of
wormnen. Socio-politica! and legal luminaries
such as Ms. Veena Majumdar, Ms. Najma
Heptullah, Ms. Sumitra Mahajan, Ms. Sujata
Manohar, Ms. Vibha Parthasarathy, Ms. Mrid-
ula Sinha and Ms. Renana Jhabwala shared
the same platform espousing the cause of
women. They said things differently, but to-
wards the same end — empowerment of
women.

The Chief Justice of India, Dr. A. S. Anand,
delivered the key-note address and the Minis-
ter for Human Resource Development, Dr.
Murli Manohar Joshi, whose Ministry orga-
nised the session, outlined the Government’s
thinking under the shadow of huge portraits
of Rajkumari Amrit Kaur (first Union Cabinet
Minister), Vijaylakshmi Pandit (first Indian
president of the U.N. General Assembly),
Mother Teresa (first Indian woman to win a
Nobel Prize) and Bharat Ratna Lata Mangesh-
kar.

Joshi’s promise

There was no word on the Women'’s Reser-
vation Bill from the Government representa-
tives but Dr. Joshi did promise a Bill on
domestic violence against women, and said it
would be introduced within this year and
‘passed”’. The emphasis on getting the Bill

assed was not lost on the august audience

" &, ™ WOMEN’S DAY / DIFFERENT VOICES, ONE CAUSE

powerment is the key

which included social activists, NGOs, officials
and foreign invitees.

Dr. Vina Mazumdar, Director of the Centre
for Women'’s Development Studies, fiery as
ever, said, '‘stop calling the women’s move-
ment anti-national, anti-patriotic and of for-
eign origin. Women are saying the same
things from different regions in the best exam-
ple of unity in diversity. So, listen to grassroots
works to develop own theories.”

Dr. Joshi was quick to respond: “There is
absolutely no question of considering the
women'’s movement unpatriotic and western.
Even in western countries women's equality is
an issue. The five Stree Shakti awards the Min-
istry gave earlier this year to unknown women
who, though illiterate and invalid fought for
their rights, shows our thinking’".

The Rajya Sabha Deputy Chairperson, Dr.
Najma Heptullah, said the women’s Bill
should be passed without delay, and if neces-
sary, it could be placed in the Rajya Sabha
first. There should be more women judges in
higher and lower courts and rape cases should
be tried in camera, she added.

Call for real equality

Talking of justice, equality and social order,
Dr. Anand said no law, culture or religious
discourse should be invoked to discriminate
against women. Despite constitutional guar-
antees, gender equality only existed in books.
The problem was in implementation. ‘‘Men
must rise to the occasion. They have to recog-
nise that women are equals and have individ-
uality. Society has to change its attitude and
education is a crucial means of social change.

Gender issues have to be made essential parts
of policy making and impact assessment. We
must know in which direction we are going.”

Literacy of women was the focus of all in-
tellectuals. Speaking of legal literacy, retired
judge and National Human Rights Commis-
sion member, Ms. Sujata Manohar, said there
was a long way to go before there were equi-
table laws that concern women — family laws
that affect marital status, custody of children,
a right to home and maintenance, inheritance
and succession, adoption and for the Hindus,
rights in a joint family and its property. "“De-
spite the amendments, much of Hindu law
still rests on the premise of differentiation in
the legal rights of men and women. Christian
law of divorce will, hopefully, be now amend-
ed. The Parsi law of inheritance is already
amended to do away with gender discrimi-
nation. Muslim women are, however, denied
the benefit of any reform so far. Proper legisla-
tion and its adequate enforcement can create
dynamic empowerment.”

Ms. Renana Jhabvala of the Sclf-Employed
Women'’s Association emphasised on the peo-
ple’s sector where the largest women work-
force was as against the public (Government)
sector and the private (multi-national sector).
The International Labour Organisation had
said that for every 100 hours of work, men did
33 per cent of the work and women 67 per
cent. Yet, women in the unorganised sector
were not seen as productive. She sought per-
mission to start an insurance company for St:-
WA members

and g~ University for
capacity-building. /



// f
By Our Special Correspondent '

NEW DELHI, MARCH 8. The Prime
Minister, Mr. Atal Behari Vaj-
payee, today gave the assurance
that an all-party meeting would
be held soon to discuss the intro-
duction of the long-pending
Waoinen's Reservation Bill in Par-
liament.

Speaking at a tea party on the
nceasion of International Wom-
1w Day here, he said there was

-party meet on

no need to create a quota within
quota. On the demands made by
several political parties, he said,
“some way out will have to be
found.”

Mr. Vajpayee indicated that the
effort would be to ensure that the
bill was introduced in its present
form rather than a diluted version
to meet the demands of the par-
ties.

He advised women activists
who sought repeated assurances

Women’s Bill soon

4\/1/

about The bill t:}) lose hope.
The bill seeks to] provide 33 per
cent reservation fo women in the
legislature.

The leader of the Opposition,
Ms. Sonia Gandhi, however, ex-
pressed scepticism of Mr. Vaj-
payee’s assurance as this was
given in the past as well. Her party
was keen on a majority vote and
did not feel the need for creating a
consensus, she said.
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“Govt to revi?w law on women'’s property rights

SREELATHA MENON G -
NEW DELHI, MARCH 7 VC} -

ting in two months’ time to sort out an
ies in the law regarding equal property i

Mridula Sinha, president of the Central
Board for Social Welfare under the Human Re-
source Development Ministry, said yesterday
that this had been decided as the Hindu law on
: property rights is not being practiced in most
.+ parts of the country due to the strong preva-
lence of social custom which discourages
women from demanding their share of paternal
property. “Barely two per cent of women ever
ask for their share of family property,” she in-

formed.She said that even if the law allows a
woman the right to demand equal share in her
father’s property, women in villages are bound
by social custom and most of the time cannot
bring themselves to ask for their share of
landed property.

“Ihave an equal share in the property of my
family. But can I ask my brother to give me my
share of niral land?” Sinha asked, speaking at a
function on the eve of International Women’s
Day. Land in rural areas has problems of main-
tenance and hence womenwho leave the village
do not bother to ask for a share. But in urban ar-
€as too, daughters do not get their share of pa-
ternal property, she said.

She said that when Jawaharlal Nehru had

proposed the Bill for equal property rights,”

then President Rajendra Prasad had returned
it. “The reason was not that the President was
against women but because he was from the

villages and he knew how impracticable such a -

law would be,” she said. Sinha said that when-
ever she had asked women as to how many of
them had asked for their share of property,
barely one or two handswent up. :

She said that these attitudes have to be te-
spected. But at the same time a popular move-
ment isneeded to change social thinking.

1
|
|

;

“The Hindu law is weighted against

women as far as their rights to ancestral
Janded property is concerned,” Brinda Karat
of the All India Democratic Women’s Associ-

ation told The Indian Express, comme/nti}g'

on the law on property rights.

-

-
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Adopt clear stand on
Women’s Bl" Laxman

By Our Staff Reporter A

NEW DELHI, MARCH 7. The BJP presi-
' dent, Mr. Bangaru Laxman, said
© today that while there could be no
compromise on the basic princi-
ple of quota for women, its extent
could be open to review to facil-
. itate the passage of the Women’s
Reservation Bill.

Addressing a symposium on
the “Role of women in the current
political scenario,” organised by
the MARG Foundation, Mr. Lax-
man said that privately many po-
fitical parties were speaking of
reducing the percentage of reser-
vation. But they would not say
this in public. This aspect might
come up for consideration in the
Government’s bid to arrive at a
national consensus, he indicated.

As for the demand for reserva-
tion for women from different
castes, the BJP president said this
could be addressed later. “A
clause can be put in to review the
reservation policy a decade later
to see whether women from all
sections of society have found
representation in the country’s
political spectrum.”

Defending the Government's
efforts to evolve a consensus, Mr.
Laxman said “this is an amend-
ment with great ramifications and
forcing it through without a con-
sensus would not be the correct
thing to do”.

“Political parties must give up
their doublespeak and adopt a
clear stance on the Bill”.

On the Election Commission'’s
suggestion that parties reserve
seats for women, he said this
would not be possible without a
law. “And, even for this, there is
1o consensus among political
parties yet.” Some constituents of
the National Democratic Alliance

- including the Janata Dal (U),
*he Samata Party and the Shiv Se-
ria — had reservations about the
current Bill, he said.

Earlier, the former Union Law
‘linister, Mr. Ram Jethmalani —
who tabled the Bill in Parliament

said with the Parliament and

i
political par ez5 being totally

male-dominated, women were up
against ‘“‘terrible odds”. On the
view that no political party was
interested in seeing the Bill
through, he said: “What you see is
nothing but pretense, lip-service
and compulsion of election mani-
festos.”

Referring to the stalling tactics
adopted in the House every time
the Bill came up for discussion,
Mr. Jethmalani urged women Par-
liamentarians to get a commit-
ment from the Speaker of the Lok
Sabha and the Chairman of the
Rajya Sabha to take disciplinary
action against those disrupting
the proceedings.

There was a “‘small streak of the
Taliban in every political party
and every man in the country.”
Even the three parties led by
women were dominated by men
and had done little to facilitate
women’s participation in the po-
litical process. Hence, women
Parliamentarians should dety po-
litical leadership and join hands
to ensure the Bill's passage.

The Shiv Sena, according to its
MP, Mr. Sanjay Nirupam, was
against all kinds of reservation
and would prefer that the task of
politically empowering women be
left to political parties. “The Elec-
tion Commission is also in favour
of it. This will not need a Consti-
tutional Amendment; an Amend-
ment in the People’s
Representation Act will do.” Also,
the Women'’s Reservation Bill, in
the Sena'’s opinion, pitted women
against women by reserving con-
stituencies for them.

Ms. Girija Vyas of the Congress
said the Government must have
the political resolve to enact the
Bill. “Our Government did man-
age & consensus to pass the Bill
reserving seats for women in Pan-
chayats and Nagar Palikas. When
we could do it then, why can’t the
Government do the same 10 years
later.” However, she was candid
enough to concede that getting
political parties to set aside seats
for women was no mean task.
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% nght blow to
Hindu Wom

FROM RVENKATARAMAN

New Dehi, March 1: The
Supreme Court has ruled that fe-
male heirsof a Hindu family can-
not form ajoint Hindu family or
Hindu Undivided Family (HUF)
by agreement.

A benct of Justices S.P. Bharu
cha, N. Saatosh Hegde and Y.K.
Sabharwa! said that if Hindu
women inkerited properties from
husbands er fathers who had died
intestate (vithout a will), their in-
herited property could not as-
sume the character of joint family
prpperty.

So, one-third of the property

ich a Hindu woman inherited
ffom her Fusband was assessable
as that of in individual and not as
that of a jeint family or HUF, the
apex cour; said, seitling a dispute
between 4 Hindu widow and the
income-tax department.

Har Gqvind Dutta died intes-
tate on June 19, 1972, leaving be-
hind his widow and two daugh-
ters, whao inherited his self-ac-
quired pmper’cy They then en-
tered inté an agreement in July
1972, andclained to form a HUF.
For the subsequent assessment
years, the widyw did not disclase
her income frem her share of the
inherited property.

The Ranchi bench of Patna

High Court held that there was no
bar on the constitution of the HUF
and so the widow was correct in
not showing her income from her
share of the inherited property.

The apex court, citing an earti-
er decision, pointed out that “at
least one male member is neces-
sary for the formation of a Hindu
Undivided Family”. It said that
“ajoint Hindu family is a creature
of law and cannot be created by
the act of the parties, except to the
extent to which a stranger may
be affiliated to the family by
adoption”.

The court upheld the Income-
Tax Tribunal decision that “so
long as the property which was
originally of a joint Hindu family
remained in the hands of the
widows of the members of the
family and was not divided
amongst them, the joint family
continued”.

In this case, the judges said
since the properties were shared
among the three female heirs, the
widow and the two daughters of
the Hindu family on one-third
basis, it could not be said to be
a HUF and “the concept of Hindu
females forming a joint Hindu
family by agreement amongst
themselves appears to us to be
contrary to a basic tenet of Hindu
personal law”.

? 1 MAR 21
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‘Govt plan to tackle
domesti e Vl()lence J

Apratlm Mukariji
New Delhi, February 17

DOMESTIC LIFE in India is about
to undergo a revolutionary change
with the institution of the Protection
Officer, an individual or organisa-
tion, who comes to the rescue of vic-

« tims of domestic violence, protects

them from further violence, sees to it
that relevant court orders are imple-
mented and ensures that all their
rights are honoured.

The office of the Protection
Officer will be as regular a feature of
life as the neighbourhood policeman
or policewoman, once thefDomestic
Violence Against Women
(Prevention) Bill is enacted.

e Bill is one of the principal gifts
of the Women's Empowerment Year
2001 and is presently under the con-
sideration of the Department of
Women and Child Development,
Human_ Resource Development
Ministry} The Protection Officer will
be easily accessible to the communi-
ty and will be responsible for coordi-
nating the responses of the police
and various service providers such as
shelters, hospitals, counseling cen-
tres, rehabilitation centres and legal
aid officers.

A brand new law to go into the
statute book, the Bill introduces the
following 'concepts into Indian
jurisprudence: (a) the civil wrong of
domestic violence, (b) the right to
protection against domestic violence
by obtaining protection orders
including monetary relief orders,
custody of children orders, etc., and
(c) the right to reside in a shared

household.

The draft i mcorpora es\ fea-
tures of the Domestic Violence to
Women (Prevention) Bill drafted by
Lawyers Collective, a non-govern-
mental organisation, and a similar
Bill drafted by the National Council
of Women.

Judging by the findings of the
National Family Health Survey
1998-99 (NFHS-2) conducted by the
International Institute for
Population Sciences, Mumbai, the
Indian husband had better watch out
for the Protection Officer because
"90 per cent of women who report
beatings are beaten by their hus--
bands".

Going by the NFHS-2 findings, the
states where husbands are apparent-
ly more active in beating their wives
are Bihar, Arunachal Pradesh, Tamil
Nadu and Nagaland. where the per-
centage of women beaten was 15
against 5 in Himachal and Kerala.

If domestic violence against
women is a major problem in India,
the government may be up against
yet another problem while imple-
menting the new law.

"The high level of acceptance of
wife-beating also revealed by these
data suggests that women may feel
powerless against such violence and
will tend to accept it without ques-
tion," says the NFHS-2.

"The experience of violence and
the silent acceptance of violence by
women undermines attempts to
empower women and will continue
to be a barrier to the achievemer;yof
demographic, health and socio-£co-
nomic development goals."

e HINDUSTAN TBE
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'WOMAN POWER

Educatmn s The First Necessity

ernmént has done in the

last 53 years, women'’s edu-
cation had suffered because of
onefeason or the other. Studies
ve shown that out of a 100
girls, only one reaches the uni-
versity stage, the rest drop out
on the way. The result is that
all the incentives to girls in
higher and professional educa-
tion remain unutilised. No
wonder, we have “illiterate wo-
men teachers”, a phenomenon
which rocked Bihar a few years
ago and illiterate wo-
men “panches”, a phe-
nomenon which is roc-
king the whole country
today. '

The 73rd and the
74th  Constitutional
Amendment Acts,
whereby  education
was to be entrusted to
panchayats, has re- |
mained on paper.
Women who are elec-
ted as “panches” have
remained angootha
chhap (the thumb-im-
pressionist). The irony
is that it is their unlet-
tered husbands who
are running the show, |
making a mockery of |
the “empowerment of
women”. The case of rural
women causes serious concern,
Born in a patriarchal society
they are not associated with
the decision-making process.

INEQUALITY

It is sad that the greatest be-
neficiaries of our education pro-
grammes are the urban male.
Even in open and distant edu-
cation, a facility which was
specially created for target
groups such as women living in
inaccessible areas, the urban
male has usurped the opportu-
nities. The Indira Gandhi Na-
tional Open University, created
15 years ago, has a poor record
of enrolment of rural women. It
is less than 10 per cent as ag-
ainst 90 per cent for the urban
male. This ratio needs to be
reversed as per the objectives of
the university, failing which
the objectives should be chan-
ged. Failing both, the uni-
versity should be closed.
“Women are often invisible in
educational statistics, particu-
larly rural women who receive
a negligible share in develop-
ment opportunities. The UNDP
“Human Development Report
2000” is an eye-opener. We
have the largest number of out-
of-school and under-nourished
girls in the world. An earlier
report stated that we had the
largest number of child
prostitutes.

There are 70 districts in the
country where the female lite-
racy rate is much below 20 per
cent, 155 districts where it is
much below the national ave-
rage. The Hindi belt is the most
unlettered. In Rajasthan, fema-
le literacy is woefully behind
the target. Ironically a good
programme like “Lok Jumbish”
has been wound up for political
reasons. Today we present a
picture of a small minority of
educational haves at the top
with a large majority of educa-
tional have-nots below. The few
women who have reached the
top present a false picture. In

IN spite of all that the gov-

The author is a freelance
commentator on social issues

By KK KHULLAR

lakhs of villages it is still the
duty of women and girls to
fetch water after walking for
miles in the scorching sun or
incessant rain. For them a
school signifies nothing. Yet all
is not lost. There are still some
good programmes to make
these women realise their str-
ength.

Mahila Samakhya endea-
vours to create a learning en-
vironment where women can

Literacy Mission on women’s li-
teracy and the work done by
some of the NFE centres for
girls has ensured a faster rate
of literacy growth among wo-
men.

The economic impact of this
has been quite significant. Wo-
men’s cooperatives have come
up. Self-help groups have suc-
cessfully engaged women in
small businesses. Viable alter-
native banking structures have
emerged to cater to the needs of
female neo-literates who are
fast emerging as
entrepreneurs. In Bi- '
har a women’s group °
called Jago Behna
(awake sisters) has
fought social evils.
| Didi Bank (sister
bank) has promoted
thrift and savings.

Mahatma Gandhi
used to say that if you
| send your daughter to
school you educate the
whole family but when
you send your boy, you

| would never tolerate
| illiteracy in the house.
She would cut down
expenses even on ess-

collectively affirm their poten-
tial, gain the confidence to de-
mand information and know-
ledge and move forward to
change their lives. It is an on-
going process of learning and
empowerment that transcends
the mere quest to become lite-
rate. The programme revolves
round the Mahila Sangha, that
is, the village-level women’s
organisation.

Mahila Samakhya has expan-
ded its coverage to 51 districts
and about 7,335 villages in the
states of Uttar Pradesh, Kar-
nataka, Gujarat, Andhra Pra-
desh, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh,
Assam and Kerala. Such a mo-
bilisation of women has resul-
ted in a clear demand for edu-
cation. Besides, these sanghas
played an important role in the
social life of women in the
villages.

SOCIAL IMPACT

In Bihar, Karnataka and An-
dhra Pradesh, these sanghas
have virtually stopped child
marriages. In Andhra Pradesh
they have stopped the ini-
tiation of girls as Devdasis. In
UP and Gujarat, Nari Adalats
have emerged as effective infor-
mal courts where cases relating
to domestic violence, land dis-
putes, dowry, rape etc are ta-
ken up. To meet the growing
demand for economic and liveli-
hood options, the sangha has
links with commercial banks.

On the literacy front, the
movement has taken strides
both in quantitative and quali-
tative terms. According to the
1991 census, the female lite-
racy rate was 39.40 per cent
compared to 63.86 per cent for
males. Although the female po-
pulation is less than the male
population, the number of fe-
male illiterates was much
more. The 53rd round of the
National Sample Survey has
revealed that remarkable pro-
gress has been made: the rise
in female literacy between
1991 and 1997 is 11 per cent as
against the nine per cent rise in
male literacy. The special
emphasis laid by the National

ential ¢ommodities to
give proper education to her
children.

GIRLS FIRST

Incidentally, education for
girls is free throughout the
country up to class XII. In some
states like Gujarat and Hary-
ana, it is free up to the gradu-
ation level. Even professional
education, such as engineering,
medicine and technology, is
free in some states. The prob-
lem, however, is that these
girls don’t reach the stage to
avail of the incentives. Ninety
five per cent of the girls drop
out by the time they become eli-
gible for professional educa-
tion.

Take the north-eastern states,
where according to the figures
released recently by the Natio-
nal Sample Survey, Mizoram
leads in female literacy with 95
per cent, as against 90 per cent
in Kerala. Almost all the north-
eastern states are today above
the national average in female
literacy. Yet the region is
unhappy.

There cannot be any em-
powerment of women without
education. Indeed there are ex-
perts who believe that univer-
salisation of education for girls
is more important than univer-
salisation of education for both
boys and girls. Let us have a
time-bound, area-specific, vol-
unteer-based, environment-ori-
ented programme of universali-
sation of education first for
girls only.

The boys can take care of

themselves later. And this
should be funded by the
country to keep our self-respect
alive. There should be no
foreign aid for elementary edu-
cation.
A country which cannot give
elementary education to its
children will always remain
backward and dependent. Let
us not hanker after Olympic
medals or Nobel prizes. Let
us educate our children to en-
able them to stand on their own
feet. Only then will India
have a dignified place i the
comity of nations.




’ Other Side of Truth

The Kashmiri Woman’s C

——
By ASHIMA KAUL BHATIA \

N all the debate and discussion

about Kashmir, there’s hardly
been any focus on the Kashmiri
woman’s role. Most commentaries
revolve around male perceptions
and prerogatives, while women’s
voices and experiences of the con-
flict continue to remain margin-
alised and obscured.

This has inevitably led to incorrect
perceptions about their actual posi-
tion in the Kashmiri armed conflict.
Images of Kashmiri women wearing
hijab and provocatively declaring
their solidarity with the armed
groups help in further eclipsing the
truth and the reality. The strident
face of the Kashmiri woman as pro-
jected by certain hardline groups
like the Dukhtaran -e-Millet (DeM,
Daughters of Community) is not the
only reality in Kashmir. The majori-
ty of Kashmiri women oppose the
on-going violence and want peace to
return to their homes, community
and the region. Unfortunately, it is a
voice that is not openly heard.

If Kashmiri women have not
come out to express their support to
the peace initiative, there are rea-
sons for it. For a start, there is the
fear of the gun. Secondly, they do
not want to be seen as betraying the
cause, for the underlying fact is that
the Kashmiri women do want the
basic grievances to be addressed
and a lasting political solution to the
conflict. The promising sign however
is that they would prefer the
resolution of the problem through

lialogue and negotiations rather
han the gun.

In retrospect, it is clear that unlike
‘he cadre-based inclusion of women
in the LTTE, Kashmiri women re-
sponded more spontaneously to the
movement. They came out in huge
numbers on the streets, demonstrat-
ing and raising azadi slogans :
Women formed the basis of the aza-
di marches of January and February
1990. On February 21, 1990 several
thousand people, including a good
number of burqa-clad women and
girls marched on the streets, carrying
banners and placards asking India to
quit Kashmir. Many among them
could be seen holding the flags of
the JKLF, the Hizbul Mujahiden
and the state flag of Azad Kashmir.
When the Hilal-e-Ahmar Commit-
tee invoked the blessings of Saint
Sheikh Noorudin Wali for the suc-
cess of the movement, thousands of
*hildren and women participated in

t. On February 25 the same year, as
1any as 25,000 women marched to
1e UN office from the Shahi
lasjid. Those were euphoric times
hen young girls and women wor-
ipped the ground on which the

‘freedom fighters walked. Yasin Ma-
lik and Shabir Shah became
overnight heroes.

The second phase started with the
state strongly countering the sponta-
neous rebellion of the people. This
was the time women became serious
contenders for azadi. They did not
occupy frontline combat positions,
but they provided infrastructural
support, assuming the role of food
and shelter providers to the Mu-
jahideen, and delivering messages,
arms and ammunition. They planted
bombs, delivered parcel bombs and
hurled grenades at the security
forces. They nursed the wounded
militants and comforted the families
of the slain militants. Indeed, it can
be said categorically that without the
support of the women, the armed
movement could not gave gone on.

The shift occurred with the hijack-
ing of the Kashmiri people’s move-
ment by the pan-Islamic Jehadi

IN BRIEF =
o There is no focus on women in
the current debate on Kashmir

@ Kashmir women had
spontaneously joined the
armed conflict

o But they could not identify
with pan-Islamic ideology

e Today they want peace more
than anything else

groups. A majority of Kashmiri
women stepped back, unable to
identify with this ideology. Howeyver,
around the same time, the DeM in-
tensified its campaign for Islamisa-
tion of the Kashmiri society. Most of
the women felt deeply betrayed for
they had not anticipated such a
development. Much to their
chagrin and horror, religion got
politicised with direct consequences
for their rights, choices, freedom and
aspirations.

Nonetheless, they put up com-
plete resistance to the diktats of the
fundamentalist forces. They refused
to wear the burga and toe the line of
the hardliners. If beauty parlours,
cinema halls and family planning
centres were banned by the funda-
mentalists, women travelled 300 kms
to Jammu to avail the opportunities
and facilities. It was a remarkable
show of strength and courage by
Kashmiri women. In fact, had it not
been for them, Kashmir would have
become another Afghanistan. It
goes without saying that for most of
the Kashmiri women, Kashmir is not
areligious issue but a political one.

Today, after 11 years of unabated

rP

\ -

iolence, the common Kashmiri
woman finds herself caught between
her loyalty to the movement and the
future of her children. Not surpris-
ingly, she wants complete de-mili-
tarisation of Kashmir and sees a
stake in the peace initiative. This
came home graphically at a recent
round- table conference, ‘Breaking
the Silence’ organised by WIS-
COMP (Women in Security, Con-
flict Management and Peace). At the
conference, young participants
(names changed ) told heart-rending
stories about the horrors of militan-
cy and its related consequences.
Nazia and Mehbooba, two girls from
Kulgam, accused the security forces
and militants alike of abusing and vi-
olating the rights of women.They
said that though women bore the
brunt of violence during the move-
ment, this fact got little attention be-
cause men controlled and dominat-
ed the movement and counter-insur-
gency operations. Farhana said the
turmoil had led to fear, anxiety and
depression among women who had
forgotten the finer aspects of life and
living. Survival was the sole priority
— it still is.

Despite this, the Kashmiri
woman’s strong belief in the ethos,
values and culture of Kashmir was
strikingly reflected at the round
table. For the first time, Muslim and
Hindu (Pundit) women, most of
them educatjonists and profession-
als, came face to face, listening to
each others stories. Differences did
surface, dissent did follow and accus-
ing fingers were raised, but what
emerged after a day of deliberations
was a strong message: The members
wanted the conflict sorted out
through dialogue and negotiations
and they wanted similar interactions
in the Valley between the different
communities and religious groups.

We have seen women around the
world mobilise peace initiatives at
the grassroots and challenge violent
strategies. Kashmiri women, the, are
beginning to incline towards similar
strategies of affirmation, peace and
development. Rubina, a writer, felt
that Kashmir women had suffered
far too much trauma to think ratio-
nally. Add to this the emotional dis-
tance between Srinagar and New
Delhi and you have a situation
where one doesn’t understand the
other.

And yet, reconciliation has to take
place if the conflict is to be resolved.
The truth of these Kashmiri
women may not be the only truth
in Kashmir. But it is nonetheless a
potent truth.

(The author is a Conflict and
Peace Studies Analyst)
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‘Violerfce against women
on the rise: UN report¥|

HT Correspondent \)\f \
New Delhi, January 15

WHAT DOES a man do when his
meals are either not well prepared
or not ready on time? He beats up
his wife and quite often even
threatens to throw her out of the
house.

The new UN-commissioned
report “Women in India: How
Free? How Equal?” found this
trivial cause of violence disturbing,
and was equally disturbed by the
women's justification of this vio-
lence. Only women with a high-
school education recorded less tol-
erance to violence by their hus-
bands.

The report, released today by
Rajya Sabha Deputy Chairperson
Najma Heptullah, pointed out that
violence against women was a
“high growth sector”, as more
women became victims of violence
both within and outside the family,
with rape, molestation and torture
by husbands and in-laws showing

the highest rate of growth.
Between 1980-90, there was an
increase of nearly 74 per cent in
crimes against women. If the data
cited is any indication, it seems the
National Crime Records Bureau's
1998 warning could come true —

“By 2010 the growth
rate of crime against
women is likely to be
higher than the popula-
tion growth rate”

that by 2010 the growth rate of
crime against women would be
higher than the population growth
rate.

Even if the rise in numbers is
read as a sign of women breaking
their silence, the conviction rate
against the perpetrators of vio-
lence has been decreasing, the
report's authors Kalyani Menon-
Sen and A K Shivakumar noted.

N

In 1994, the conviction ih rape
cases in Delhi was 42.3 per dent. It
dropped to 38.6 per cent in 1995,
26 per cent in 1996 and 33 per cent
in 1997.

In fact, when it comes to women's
equality or freedom even on mun-
dane aspects of life, IT-savvy
Andhra Pradesh or cash-rich
Punjab fare no better than UP,
Bihar or Madhya Pradesh. In
Andhra 80 per cent of women
need their menfolk's permission to
even go to the market. In Punjab,
nearly 72 percent require permis-
sion to visit friends and relatives.
In metropolitan Delhi too, 49 per
cent cannot go shopping unless
allowed.

Even in the so-called traditional
female domain of cooking, women
sometimes did not have the free-
dom to decide. In UP, nearly one-
third did not have this right,

Clearly, India has a lgag way to
go before the questipn§ "how free,
how equal?" i
response.
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//How they fought when... 0o

was, Oh, isn’t that what spouses of
officers are supposed to do as they
travel the world?” the woman offi-
cer said.

It’s only over the last couple of
decades, as the MEA has been
forced to change with the times,
that women have been moved out
of “soft” postings and assigned to
tough divisions. Leela Ponappa
was the first to breach the Pakistan
desk, followed by Lakshmi Puri,
Neelam Sabharwal, Deepa
Gopalan, Vijay Thakur Singh (for
ten, long years) and now Ruchi
Ghanshyam, all of them burning
the oil wick at both ends.Certainly,
women have come a long way, but
it's women like Muthamma and
Manorama Bhalla who've fought
to bring them here. Manorama, in
fact, forced the MEA to bend in
front of love, when she wanted to
marty a colleague, Hardev, soon
after she joined in 1958. The MEA
held out sterling examples of other
women officers in front of
Manorama. Such as Rama
Mehta, who had succumbed to the
lure of Jagat Mehta and quit. As
had Mira Sinha, about whom it
was said in awe, that she was sin-
gled out by Zhou-en Lai for a
dance in Bejjing. (Ironically, Jagat

- warvi MVIDE IN INAIA.

favours.” Furious over its pats
ising tone, Madhu Bhaduri,

Butback to Bhalla. Then MOS
in the ministry, Lakshmi Menon,
sent word that Manorama should

write to her for permission. It was -

granted, but till as late as 1979, the
women had to continue handing
in their resignations when they got

married — which the MEA held |

over their heads like Damocles’
swords for five, whole years.

Things changed substantially
after Rajiv Gandhi became PM
and Margaret Alva his minister of
state for personne] affairs.

The officers remember her
“sterling contribution” to the
cause, changing the rules so that
married couples not only got the
same foreign allowance as they did
when they were single, but also
that as far as possible, couples
would be posted together.The
next battle, to be allowed to marry
foreigners without quitting, had to
wait almost till the nineties. Credit
for that particular war must go to
Aruna Fontana, who fought long
and hard to marry an Italian.
Since, MEA allows cross-country

MehtaasFSin1979issuedacircu-  weddings with the cg¥eat that the
lar that said women officers foreign spouse Indian na-
should not expect “special tionality.
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By Anshika Misra " \\-\

MUMBALI: There’s 4 perception
among many of us that the num-
ber of children being adopted has
been on the rise. The sad fact is.
adoptions have been steadily
declining over the past few vears.

“The number of people opting
for adoption has never been
something that we can boast of.
But in the last two years, adoption
figures for Mumbai reveal a dras-
tic decline,” says Gaurang Mehta,
secretary of the National
Association of Adoptive Families
(NAAF). According to statistics
compiled by the Indian Council of
Social Welfare, the number of
adoptions in the metropolis in the
last two years has declined by 29
per cent. In 2000, only 285 chil-

dren were adopted as against 401

in 1998.

“We are not sure of the reasons
behind the dwindling figures,”
says Shalini Bharat from the fam-
ily studies unit of the Tata
Institute of Social Sciences

trend, NAAF, an NGO founded
by a group of committed parents
who have adopted children,
decided to designate 2001 as the
‘Year of Adoption’. for which a
project has just been launched.

Myths about adoption
% Only couples can adopt a child

v Fact: Single-parent adoption is legal

% Only the childless can go in for adoption

L v Fact: Any adult can adopt a child. If married,
the spouse’s consent is needed.

% The adoption process is cumbersome

v Fact: Precaution is taken only to protect the

— rights of the child

: ‘ ® Unknown background of the child can effect
his/her character

v Fact: Personality development depends on
upbringing

(TISS). “It it is due to\les er\desti-
tute children being availgble for
adoption then it is a godd si
However, this seems
unlikely.”

According to Mr Mehta, the

'MOTHER POPCORN, YOU

GOT TO HAVE ME..

trend is a matter of concern, par-
ticularly since the number of des-
titute children in the city is on the
rise. With a view to reversing the

“Ideally, we will feel most
rewarded when socially-conscious
couples opt for adoption instead
of having a child of their own.”
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ACold-hearted Mumbai deaf to unwanted kids

says Mr Mehta. Although therc
are a number of organisations like
the Indian Association for
Promotion of Adoption (IAPA).
Family Service Centre and
orphanages working for the
cause. NAAF members feel that
there has never been a sustained
effort to promote adoption and
dispel adoption-related myths.

Thus. a year-long programme
with public meetings and semi-
nars tackling the emotional. psv-
chological and legal angles of
adoption will mark the ‘Year of
Adoption”. “NAAF has also tied
up with the Family Planning
Association of India and organi-
sations like Fertility Friends to
suggest adoption as an option for
childlessness.” says NAAF presi-
dent Rakesh Chopra. The fact
that single parent adoption is now
legal will also be publicised.

The project has also incorporat-
ed several suggestions made by
TISS based on a 1998 study on
social attitude towards adoptic yn.



~Govt invites
advice on

Women s Bill
STATESMAN NEWS SERVICE Q/\‘/ % C\A\

BHOPAIL, Jan. 8. — The Union minister of state for human
resource development, Mrs Sumitra Mahajan, said here today
that the Centre will consider suggestions on the women’s
reservation Bill if its opponents allow discussion on the Bill in
Parliament.

She told reporters that the suggestlons are likely to include
reducing reservation for women in the Lok Sabha and state
Assemblies from the proposed 33 per cent and the Election
Commission’s proposal to make it mandatory for all political
parties to earmark 33 per cent of their tickets for women.

The minister, however, said she favoured the Bill in its present
form. Her differences with her party colleague Miss Uma
Bharati, the Union sports minister, on the issue came to the
surface dunng the state BJP executive meeting at Chanderi last
month. Miss Bharati favouirs a sub-quota in the Bill for women of
backward classes.

~~ The Bill has been hanging in balance for the past few years as
_-semié parties have consistently stonewalled it in Lok Sabha.

While inaugurating the Women’s Empowtrment Year in New
Delhi on 4 January, Mr AB Vajpayee had reportedly indicated
that his government was ready for a compromise if the 33 per
cent mark stipulated in the Bill was lowered.

He had also said that his government and party were
committed to passing the Bill.

On the crisis in the Chhattisgarh BJP unit, Mrs Mahajan
conceded that there were some “loopholes” in the unit, but said
the party’s central leadership would take necessary action to
plug them. She admitted that the 13 December violence at the
state BJP headquarters in central Raipur and the recent
resignation of party MLA Mr Ram Dayal Uikey from the state
Assembly to enable the chief minister, Mr Ajit Jogi, to contest a
by-poll, are “grave developments”.

Referring to a recent meeting of Union ministers of state at her
New Delhi residence, Mrs Mahajan said it was “not a political
meeting, but simply a get-together”.. She denied that the
ministers of state had gathered at her residence to vent their
grievances against their Cabinet ministers for allegedly not
allotting them any work. “It is not true that the Cabinet
ministers have completely monopolised the functioning of their
respective portfolios,” she said, claiming t the attitude of
Cabinet ministers vis-a-vis their juniors i
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(Left) Chinnapillai pays he

L

r respects to Prime Minster Atal Biharl Vajpayee
Stree Shakti Puraskar at Vigyan Bhavan on Thursda

Chinnapiilal's feet. Photos: Arvind Yadav

Govt ready for sub-33%

after receiving the Mata Jijabai

y. Vajpayee returns the respects by touching

quota

for Women’s Bill: Vajpayee "}

HT Correspondent
New Delhi,January 4

PRIME MINISTER Atal Bihari
Vajpayee today indicated that the
Government and his party were
ready for a compromise on reser-
vation of legislative seats for
women on a percentage lower than
proposed 33 per cent in the
Women's Reservation Bill.

While inaugurating the Women's
Empewerment Year, he urged the
delegates not to distrust his
Gevernment's intentions over the
Women's Reservation Bill, check-

mated time and again in the Lok

Sabha due to some parties opposi-
tion. He said that his Government
and party were committed to the
adoption of the Bill.

If necessary, he said, the issue of
reducing the reservation from 33
per cent could also be discussed.
He said that sincere efforts were
being made towards achieving a
consensus and that reservation of
seats for women could be a reality
before the year ends.

Earlier, he invoked the position
that women enjoyed in ancient
times, when they were not only
equal to men but were superior in
many. He said that distortions had
however crept in "over the last few

centuries”, greatly harming the sta-
tus of women in Indian society.
"The reality we see around us
today is vastly different from the
past as well as the present constitu-
tional guarantee of equality,” he
added.

Talking about the National Policy
for Empowerment of Women, he
said that it would reflect the aspi-
ration to ensure “full and equal"
participation of women in the deci-
sion-making.

The  first  "Stree  Shakti
Puraskars", instituted to mark the
Women's Empowerment Year,
were awarded to five women
today. K.V.Rabiya of Kerala, a
polio-stricken and a cancer
patient, was awarded the first
Kannagi Stree Shakti Puraskar for
she pioneering universal literacy
campaign in her state.

Chinnapillai of Tamil Nadu, who
helped setting up the first
Federation of Rural Women
Savings And Credit Group was
awarded the Mata Jijabai
Puraskar.

Brahmacharini Kamala Bai of
Rajasthan was given the Devi
Ahilya Bai Holkar award for work-
ing towards the education of girls
#and women in backward areas.

Kinkri Devi of Himachal

Pradesh, who spearheaded § popu-
lar movement against li
quarries and fought against{defor-
estation, was awarded the Thansi
Ki Rani Laksmi Bai award.

The Rani Gaidinliu award was
given to Lilatai Pradkar of Madhya
Pradesh for educating tribals in her
state.

Human Resource Development
(HRD) Minister Dr Murli
Manohar Joshi said that there was
an enormous gap between the con-
stitutional and legal status of
women and the ground realities
that had posed a major challenge
for the Government. "Legally and
constitutionally," he said, "our
record cannot be assailed. But
translating this de jure gender
equality into a de facto reality has
been one of our major challenges
over the years."

There was a wide gap between the
goals  enunciated in the
Constitution, legislation and poli-
cies and the current status of Indian
women. Apart from the steadily
declining number of women in pro-
portion to men, which went against
the world trend, the areas of con-
cern were: an alarming increase in

violence against girls and women
the average low life expect
despite an improvement.

"ME HINDUS T g5

[ o

TIMES



Two-year
plan for
women’s
- r\ -~
reform

FROM OUR SPECIAL X ‘
CORRESPONDENT

New Delhi, Jan. 3:; In an attempt
to rid itself of the “anti-women”
label, the Vajpayee government
will now amend every law that
discriminates against women.

“We will change all laws that
are biased against women by
2003,” said human resources de-
velopment  minister  Murli
Manohar Joshi at a press confer-
ence thisevening.

After declaring 2001 the year
for empowerment of women, the
Centre is now launching a nation-
al policy for them. Part of this poli-
cy includes introduction of laws
like Domestic Violence Bill and a
whole set of amendments to make
the present legislation more gen-
der-friendly. \

At the top of the legislative re-
form is the Prevention of Sati Act
which declares a person who has
tried but failed to commit sati an
offender. “We want to change this.
Instead of being treated as an of-
fender the person should be treat-
ed as a victim,” the minister said.

Joshi explained that women
are often forced into self-immola-
tion. “Instead of restraining the
women, families and friends often
egg them on to commit sati,”
Joshi said. He informed that the
present Act will be amended to
heighten the punishment and also
to try sati cases through the usual
legal process and not special
courts.

Women'’s organisations, many
of whom have a running feud with
the BJP which, they claim “glori-
fies” sati, said they have been de-
manding changes in the Act. “For
a long time we have been demand-
ing that the Act should not treat
persons who have failed in their
attempts at self-immolation as of-
fenders,” said Kirti Singh, a
lawyer.

Women’s organisations are
fighting a series of cases challeng-
ing the practice and glorification
of sati in the Supreme Court.




“Bangla court
rules fatwa illegal

14\\ (SEIO

PRESS TRUST OF {NDIA

DHAKA. Jan. 2. — Bangladesh High Court has declared
fatwas (religious edicts) “illegal” and suggested that
Parliament enact laws to stop the practice of issuing them.

The ruling, expected to give relief to thousands of
Bangladeshi women, came yesterday in the case of a woman
who had been divorced and forced by a fatwa to marry his
cousin.

%hahi(‘a Atikha of Naogaon village was reportedly given
taiaq tverbal divorcer by Saiful. A maulana then issued a fatwa
for hilla (foreed marriage) asking her to marry Saiful’s cousin
Shahidul.

The court suo motu took up the case after the matter was
reported in a paper early last month. “Fatwa means legal
opinion, which means legal opinion of a lawful person of
authority.

Legal system of Bangladesh empowers only courts to decide
all questions relating to legal opinion on Muslim and other
laws in force,” the two-judge Bench said.

“We, therefore. hold that any fatwa including the instant one
tas in Shabhid Akhtar case) is unauthorised'and illegal,” the
court rued Marlana Haji Azizul Hag, who issued the fatwa
and five others mmvolved with its implementation will face
prosecution

The court *-Ug‘ sested introduction of 1\Iushm family ordinance
in the curriculum of madrasas (Muslim religious academies)
and scheols and sermons during Friday prayers.
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And now, city will have
police station for women

By Somit Sen \\ - e

MUMBAL Women cmpnwermeht seems to
be the new credo in the Mumbai police force.
C'ome March 2001. the police top brass have
decided to start a police station exclusively
meant for women complainants.

Their grievances will be heard and record-
ed by women police officers, who will run the
police station. Police commissioner M.N.
Singh, the brain behind the idea, said the new
police station would be set up in the police
headquarters compound, near Crawford
market, by March-end. He said that the idea
of having such a police station in Mumbai
had been welcomed by several non-govern-

. mental organisations working for women'’s
welfare.

“"The new police station will cover a vast ju-
nisdiction from Colaba to Dahisar and Mu-
lund.” he said. “Women complainants, who are
otherwise reluctant to approach police stations
in their area, can come to the police headquar-
ters and approach the women officers. They
will feel more comfortable in their presence
and can also confide in them more freely.”

Mr Singh said that the women'’s police sta-
tion would monitor the progress of investiga-
tions. store statistics pertaining to crimes
against women and analyse the trend in such
crimes. “The women officers will receive help
from their male counterparts while conduct-

' ing searches and arresting the accused per-

* sons. But complaints will be registered by
women officers only,” he stated.

P

But women rights activists and lawyers
doubt whether setting up a special police sta-
tion will solve problems faced by women com-
plainants. Social activist Mrinal Gore stated:
“A special police station will not be of much

. help to women. Each of the 73 police stations

! in Mumbai should treat women with respect.”

Another social activist Madhusree Dutta

i sald: “Merely inaugurating a police station
¢ for women will not solve the problem. It will

i
i
|
H

i only encourage women to come forward and
| approach the police. But unless police offi-
i cers, be it men or women, are sensitised to

. handle women complainants, such police sta-

i

|

| tions will serve no significant purpose.”

“Women are part of the same society. How

a
4

can you presume that merely changmg, the
gender would solve the problem ? Even
women officers should be trained and sensi-
tized to deal with cases like rape, molestation,
husband beating, etc.,” Ms Dutta pointed out.

Lawyer Flavia Agnes observed that even
women police officers could be as worse as
their male counterparts. “The commissioner
should ensure that women officers chosen for
this job are capable of handling sensitive is-
sues. In the past, women complainants have
had problems from duty officers making
derogatory remarks, using foul language or
asking embarrassing questions to sexually-
abused victims.”

Ms Agnes added: “Policewomen have al-
ways been deployed to act against women.
For example, in a morcha or mob control,
women constables are seen behaving roughly
with protesters from the same sex. As a re-
sult, they become more aggressive in their be-
haviour. Mr Singh should ensure that women
officers, recruited at the new police station,
should be more friendly than aggressive.
They should also treat all complainants
equally and make no distinctions.”

Colaba-Cuffe Parade Citizens’ Group
president P Navin Kumar opined : “The new
police station will of great advantage as the
officers will be more sympathetic to women
complainants. In fact, there are police stations
in Mumbai where women sub-inspectors are
more efficient than their male counterparts.”

The city boasts of about 750 policewomen,
who work for more than 12 hours a day.
Mumbai also has a woman IPS officer, crime
branch deputy commissioner (preventive)
Pradnya Saravade.

It was in 1993 that the department had
started treating women on par with men.
Earlier, policewomen had to do sedentary
jobs and petty work like catching missing
children and sending them to remand homes.
At the airport, they were given jobs of frisk-
ing female passengers. However, now police-
women sit at the police station, wield a re-
volver and even take part in encounters.

It may be recalled that police inspector
Prachi Bade of the Oshivara police was the
first woman to take part in an encounter in
the city some years ago.
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