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he people of Iran...
I have shown that they
deem participation in
public affairs to be their ri-
ght, and that they want to be
masters of their own destiny.
This conflict is observed not
only in Iran, but also in many
Muslim states. Some Mu-
slims, under the pretext that
democracy and human rights
are not compatible with Is-
lamic teachings and the tradi-
tional structure of Islamic so-
cieties, have justified despotic
governments...it is not so easy
to rule over a people who are
aware of their rights, using
traditional, patriarchal and
paternalistic methods. Islam
is a religion whose first ser-
mon to the Prophet begins
with the word “Recite!” The
Quran swears by the pen and
what it writes. Such a sermon
and message cannot be in con-
flict with awareness, knowl-
edge, wisdom, freedom of
opinion and expression and
cultural pluralism.

The discriminatory plight
of women in Islamic states,
too...has its roots in the patri-
archal and male-dominated
culture prevailing in these so-
cieties, not in Islam. This cul-
ture does not tolerate free-
dom and democracy, just as it
does not believe in the equal
rights of men and women,
and the liberation of women
from male domination...be-
cause it would threaten the
historical and traditional po-
sition of the rulers and
guardians of that culture.

One has to say to those
who have mooted the idea of a

. clash of civilizations, or pre-
scribed war and military in-
tervention for this region,
and resorted to social, cultur-

THE TELEGRAPH

From the lecture
given by Shirin
Ebadi, winner of the
Nobel Peace Prize
2003, on receiving
the award at Oslo,
December 10

al, economic and political
sluggishness of the South to
justify their actions, that if
you consider international
human rights laws, including
the nations’ right to deter-
mine their own destinies, to
be universal, and if you be-
lieve in the priority and supe-
riority of parliamentary
democracy over other politi-

Together we fight

cal systems, then you cannot
think only of your own secu-
rity and comfort, selfishly
and contemptuously. A quest
for new means and ideas to
enable the countries of the
South to enjoy human rights
and democracy, while main-
taining their political inde-
pendence and territorial in-
tegrity...must be given top pri-

~ This one 1s for the

\

‘«\Islamic peoples

ority by the United Nations...

The decision by the Nobel
Peace Committee to award
the 2003 prize to me, as the
first Iranian and the first
woman from a Muslim coun-
try, inspires me and millions
of Iranians and nationals of
Islamic states with the hope
that our endeavours and stru-
ggles for the realization of
human rights and the estab-
lishment of democracy in our
respective countries enjoy the
support and solidarity of in-
ternational civil society...

If human rights fail to be
manifested in codified laws or
put into effect by states, then,
as rendered in the preamble
of the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights, human be-
ings will be left with no choice
other than staging a “rebel-
lion against tyranny and op-
pression”. A human being di-
vested of all dignity, a human
being deprived of human
rights, a human being gri-
pped by starvation, a human
being beaten by famine, war
and illness, a humiliated hu-
man being and a plundered
human being is not in any po-
sition or state to recover the
rights he or she has lost. If the
21st century wishes to free it-
self from the cycle of vio-
lence, acts of terror and war,
and avoid repetition of the ex-
perience of the 20th century
...there is no other way except
by understanding and put-
ting into practice every hum-
an right for all mankind, irre-
spective of race, gender, faith,
nationality or social status. In
anticipation of that day.

With much gratitude —
Shirin Ebadi

CONCLUDED

L
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Hawks hover around Ebadl s head __

Oslo/Tehran: Iranian
democracy activist Shirin
Ebadi received the 2003
Nobel Peace Prize on
Wednesday, saying it
would inspire Iranians
and women around the
Muslim world to seek their
rights and denouncing
leaders who use Islam as a
pretext for dictatorship.
The 56-year-old lawyer,
author and activist, Iran’s
first female judge and the
first Muslim woman to
win the Peace Prize, ap-
peared at the award cere-
mony without the head-
scarf. that Iran requires
women to wear in public.
That gesture and her ear-
lier act of allegedly shak-
ing aman’s hand in Tehran
led Islamic hardliners back
home to hand her a warn-
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ing that she would have to
pay for her actions.

“Ms Ebadi has ques-
tioned Islamic precepts by
unveiling herself,” fumed
a statement from student
members of the Basij, a
radical volunteer militia
attached to Iran’s Revolu-
tionary Guards. “She has
also provoked the religious
sentiments of students by
publicly shaking the hand
of a man at Amir Kabir
university, which has pro-
voked several weeks of
tensions at the university.”

The Basij group is be-
lieved to have been behind
an attack on Ms Ebadi last
week, when around 50
hardliners stopped her giv-
ing a speech at Al-Zahra
women’s university in
Tehran by chanting slo-

g R
Shirin Ebadi with her Nobel
citation on Wednesday.

gans, including “Death to
Ebadi” and “Shirin the
American, ask for pardon”.

The radical ‘Ya-Lessarat’
weekly also plastered Ms
Ebadi on its front page, with

')/"oq)

I 1DEC 200

the headline ‘Monafeqm
(hypocrites) have no place
at university’.

As an audience of hun-
dreds, including members
of the Norwegian royal
family and Academy
Award winning actors
Michael Douglas and
Catherine-Zeta Jones, rose
to give the laureate a
standing ovation, she said,
“It inspires me and mil-
lions of Iranians and na-
tionals of Islamic states
with the hope that our ef-
forts..enjoy the support,
backing and solidarity of
international civil society.

“My selection will be an
inspiration to the masses
of women striving to re-
alise their rights, not only
in Iran but throughout the
region,” she said. agencies




‘Women on fop
’ By Seema Kamdar
TiMES NEws NETWORK

(\.\,\

Mumbai: Political life’s looking up for
women—or so it appears from last
week’s poll results from Rajasthan,
Madhya Pradesh and Delhi. For the
first time in the history of independent
India, three women who turned up
trumps at the polls—Vasundhara Raje,
Uma Bharti and Sheila

quotable quote.

“There are women and there are
women,” observes playwright Vijay
Tendulkar. “They have won for differ-
ent reasons. While royals like Ms Raje
are always an asset to politics, Uma
Bharti is accidentally a woman. She
has the makings of a man. There is a
Bal Thackeray in her.”

Mr Tendulkar says that the fact that

Dixit—are all set to be
sworn in as chief minis-
ters.

Considering that Ra-
jasthan and Madhya
Pradesh are states
where the woman’s
place is considered to be
in the Kitchen rather
than the cabinet, these |
victories would appear |
to be significant. But L.
most political observers
are reluctant to get gung-
ho, cautioning that the triple victory
does not necessarily symbolise a larger
victory for women.

Political science expert Nawaz
Mody’s reaction is tempered. While she
terms the election results “a major de-
velopment”, she does not think the tri-
umph of these three—two of whom
come from privileged backgrounds—
will trigger a women’s wave in politics.
Agrees writer Vrinda Nabar, “It’s easy
to be self-congratulatory about women
winning, but I don’t feel especially en-
thused about the kind of women who
are getting into politics. The victory of
these women is an accident of circum-
stance rather than a sign that women
are on the move.”

Apart from the commonality of gen-
der, the three CMs present a study in
contrasts, traversing personality and
party bandwidths—the rustic Uma
Bharti with her saffron agenda, the roy-
al Vasundhara Raje who wooed voters
in convent Hindi, and the urbane

THE TIMES OF INDIA

Uma Bharti

Dixit
They have won for different
reasons. While royals like Ms .
Raje are always an asset to
politics, Uma Bharti is
accidentally a woman. She has
the makings of a man. There is
a Bal Thackeray in her.

—Vijay Tendulkar

the three women have won is no cause
for surprise. “The only surprise is that
their parties chose them,” he says tren-
chantly. Activist Pushpa Bhave offers
an explanation. “In a sense, one must
accept that rightist parties like the BJP
and Shiv Sena have been increasingly
fielding women,” she says. “But this is
a surface phenomenon. These women
may speak the feminist lingo but they
are being fielded by political parties
that are essentially patriarchal and are

i
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Vasundhara Raje

dosr’t help those at the bottom’

only using them.”

Sharing this perception is Maha-
rashitra’s veteran socialist and Janata
Dal (S) leader Mrinal Gore. “The point
is whether these three can make a dif-
ference to the lives of common
women,” she says. “The BJP is not
known to have too much sympathy for
such issues.”

The track record of women in power
has shown that apart from the pan-
chayat level where women di-
rectly impact the quality of
life, merely having a woman
on top does not lead to em-
powerment at the grass-roots.
When Benazir Bhutto was
Pakistan’s prime minister
she did nothing to rescind the
Shariat and Hudood anti-
women laws. And Ms Nabar
points out that when Indira
Gandhi was prime minister,
| it didn't really affect the

ground reality, although

many expected it would.

“We’d like to believe that women
make a difference. But that isn’t really
happening,” points out Ms Bhave. An
equally sceptical Mr Tendulkar pro-
vides a parallel. “Those in power never
do anything for anyone of their kind,”
he says. “What has the Shiv Sena done
for the Marathi manoos?”’

Public prosecutor Rohini Salian,
who has grabbed the bull by the
horns in many a criminal trial, says
that the new women chief ministers
have to prove their mettle. And al-
though she concedes that it is diffi-
cult for women “suppressed down the
ages” to suddenly sprout wings, she
says a woman politician should be
clear about why she’s contesting. “If
she is a mere decorative piece, it
serves no purpose,” she declares, end-
ing on an optimistic note, “There is
no doubt that if more women with
guts and a sense of purpose come for-
ward, they will inspire others to fol-
low in their footsteps.”




OU have to applaud the irony
when a communist govern-

ment bans a book for its potential to

outrage yeligious feelings. On Fri-
day sale of Taslima Nasreen’s latest
book, Dwikhandito, was finally pro-
hibited, with the government order
invoking fears that it could “pro-
mote gnmity, ill-will and hatred be-
tween diffcrent groups on grounds
of religiop”. Maintenance of com-
munal harmony must be an abiding
pursuit.for every administration, but
some guestions have to be asked: is
banmn books like Dwikhandito,
ore famously The Satanic
Verses, realty the way to go about it?
Isn’t cla;mpmg down on the right to
freedom of expression too high a
price topay for appeasing a few out-
raged readers? And in any case,
may not the actual act of banning a
text provoke communal tension?
Publication of a Nasreen book is
always fraught with calls for censor-
ship. Yet, what is alarming is that in
this case demands for suppressing
the book have been driven by fellow
writers. Some have been alarmed by
passages detailing relationships with
some of Bengal’s leading novelists
and poets. Others have cited extracts
saying they could hurt the senti-

~ democratic, nor a recipe for social order'_

ments of Muslims. In the. ﬁrsl;;m-
stance, there are legal provisiops for
affected parties to seek Terhedy.

They have the option to file defama-
tion suits, as poet Syed Hasmat Jalal
has already done. In the second, two-
points merit assertion. One, allow-
ing a text to remain in the public do-
main in no way amounts to an offi-
cial endorsement of critiques of any

- religion or its adherents it may con-

tain. Nasreen hérself has attempted
to charge the issue by claiming that a
previous instalment of hér antoblog—
raphy (Dwzkhandtto, or-Divided in
“Two, is the third part) was more
“anti-Islamic”. But that book pro-
voked no tension. It may have got
plenty of bad reviews, but that’s
where the matter stayed. Ma-
hasweta Devi has wryly commented
that this ban will in fact boost sales of
Nasreen’s book. Certainly, there’s
nothing like a good cause — free-
dom of expression — to make even
bad art sell. Two, as The Satanic
Verses episode showed, a ban can in
fact itself create tension. By seeming
to appease the forces of orthodoxy,
bans can stifle larger movements for
reform and open debate.

The West Bengal government’s
move therefore is most unfortunate.

iNDIAN EXPRESS
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No takers for

gender

MONOBINA GUPTA \\"(b

New Delhi, Nov. 13: India’s pro-
posal to discuss the declining sex
ratio at the first-ever conference
of Saarc health ministers here
from tomorrow has been shot
down.

“During our discussion on
the agenda, officials of other Sa-
arc countries told us that female
foeticide is a country- specific
problem and not a problem of
the entire region,” Union health
minister Sushma Swaraj said.

“We will, however, have refer-
ences to the problem in our dis-
cussions,” she added.

Among the countri-
es that are part of the
South Asian regional
forum, Sri Lanka and
the Maldives have a
sex ratio to the advan-
tage of females. India,
Pakistan and Bangla-
desh have low sex ra-
tios with India placed
at the bottom of the la-

dder. According tothe Swaraj at a media

talks

v AN

leved gender parity prlmary
education while Indda is still
struggling to reach that level.

It pointed out that the use of
sex-selective abortion of females
is widespread in India, China,
South Korea and Taiwan. “There
is, however, no convincing evi-
dence of substantial use of pre-
natal sex detection followed by
abortion of female foetuses in
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lan-
ka, Thailand and Vietnam,” the
study said.

India, however, is doing mu-
ch better than either Pakistan or
Bangladesh in the gender-relat-
ed development index,
which includes emplo-
yment and job oppor-
¥ tunities.

This year’s human
development report of
the United Nations De-
velopment Program-
me ranks India in the
103rd position, while
Bangladesh occupies
the 112th position and
Pakistan 120th.

2001 census, India has ~  conference in What India is fail-
927 girls per 1,000 boys. Delhi on ing to grapple with, of-

Ministry officials Thursday. (AFP) ficials said, is the prob-
said Pakistan will have lem of female foeti-

no record of female foeticide
since abortion is illegal there.
However, unlike in India, the sex
ratio in Pakistan is improving,

In Bangladesh, according to
studies, fertility decline seems to
have coincided with a growing
tolerance for daughters. “There
is no increasing distortion in the
sex ratio among children. Infant
mortality rates show similar im-
provements among boys and
girls,” says a study,

A study by Unesco on gender
parity in education recently re-
vealed that Bangladesh has ach-

THE TELE@APH oo :‘\:";,

cide, which has hit even affluent
states like Punjab, Delhi and Ha-
ryana hard. The continuing ske-
wed sex ratio and the unhinde-
red practice of female foeticide
have made policymakers sit up
but they seem to have made little
progress in curbing the practice.
Continuing trends have also
shown that education is not a
constraining factor for female
foeticide. “In fact foeticide is
flourishing among the better ed-
ucated and the well-heeled,” said
Meera Siva of the Voluntary
Health Association of India.
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/" US legislation banning l;lge

abortion runs into contro
,,\/"

A woman has full ight to
terminate her pregnancy

woman should have full and complete autonomy

over her body and there can be no argument on
that. The new US legislation banning late abortion
is another attempt by the pro-life lobby to infringe
upon this fundamental and inalienable right. To
argue that the foetus also has rights is specious.
The foetus is essentially a biological parasite,
and, therefore, the right to either prolong its life
or terminate it vests with the mother. In many cases,
the woman simply may not have a choice. Her
pregnancy could have been the result of rape, she
may not have the economic resources to bring
up a child, she may just not be mentally prepared
for motherhood or she may have no access to
appropriate contraception. In any of these cases,
she has the absolute right to make an informed
choice to terminate the pregnancy, the only condition

being that she should not endanger her health.

In poorer countries like India, where there is little
access to either information or medical services,
abortion is often the only family planning choice
available to a woman.

Denying a woman an abortion that she seeks 1is
tantamount to forcing her to have a baby she does
not want — a gross injustice to the child which will
not receive the love and attention any child deserves.
In the case of the foetus being found to suffer from
severe mental and physical deformities, it would
be the ultimate injustice to the woman to deny her
an abortion. The birth of such a baby would
severely compromise the quality of life for both
the mother and child. The pro-life argument is more
a backlash against women’s sexuality and their
right independently to make choices which impact
their lives. Any assertion of a woman’s autonomy
is perceived as a threat to a patriarchal social
order and immediately comes under attack. It stems
from the regressive notion that a woman’s basic
function is procreation.

Fascism in the riame
of ‘pro-choice’

he passage of partial-birth abortion is a major
victory for George Bush and his enthusiastic
band of pro-life campaigners. However, should we

rsy
X

<

7

step away from the rather contentious pro-life, :

pro-choice debate, we could make a meaningful case
in favour of non-intervention in foetal termination.
Human life, the way it has existed over millions
of years, celebrates diversity in its full glory.
Human beings in all their varying sizes, colour and
deformities have co-existed. There is no one-size-
fits-all policy as far as the human mind and body
is concerned. It is this diversity that has shaped us
over many millenniums. Pro-choice threatens to
eliminate that diversity. Even if foetuses were to be
only killed for medical reasons, like the Down’s
syndrome or any other mental or physical deformity,
the world would be poorer for it. Human beings
should have a right to live even if they do not conform
to the human ideal in respect of height, weight
and beauty. Anything else would be reminiscent of
the Nazi way where only perfect humans were meant
to live and others condemned to die. Abortion is an
artificial way of ensuring the survival of the fittest,
a theory repugnant to modern society’s conscious
promotion of pluralism.

Life comes with no guarantees of perpetual
perfection. Assuming that a healthy child is born, but
soon after develops/shows some incurable problems,
would the answer be to kill that infant? Where would
Stephen Hawking, who developed motor neuron
disease, be in this kind of perfection-driven world?
Helen Keller, despite her disabilities, contributed
immensely to the world. Today, a Beethoven wouldn’t
have been allowed to be born. Disability of any
kind in the foetus cannot be a good enough reason
to snuff out its life. Instead of millions being wasted
on abortions every year, it may be worthwhile
to invest that money in finding cures for various
genetic afflictions. If a cure for Down’s syndrome
was to be found, so many unborn babies would be able

to live, a basic right which is often denied to them.

8 NCV 203
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"Docu-film portrays agony of
custodial rape victims .«

Times NEws NETWORK

Chennai: She sat facing the media
after watching a docu-drama on
the ordeal she had faced less than
two years ago. Moist eyes, a sweet
smile, pondering on the future.

Rita Mary was a teenager when
she rushed out of home to sell an
anklet and was trapped into prosti-
tution in 2001. When she tried to es-
cape with the help of four truck
drivers, she was
sent to jail on
charges of prosti-
tution, only to be
gang-raped by the
jail wardens and fi-
nally ending up in
a mental hospital.
While such rapes
are common in
Delhi and some
parts of the coun-
try, in Tamil Nadu,
Rita’s case was an
eye-opener to such
crime taking place
in the Gingee sub-
jail. But not all are
as lucky to escape
or recover from
such an ordeal as
did Rita.

At a screening of

prisoner, the brothel owner, ac-
tivist Lucy who discovered the case
and others, to sensitise the audi-
ence about the scar that such inci-
dents leave on the victims.

But what surprised and moved
the audience at the South Indian
Film Chamber of Commerce on
Saturday was an elderly lady, a
journalist, who got up to disclose
that she, too, was a victim of custo-
dial rape, expressing her empathy

the documentary a il from ‘Ungalil Oruth

by R. Revathi, “Un-
galil Oruthi” (one among you), or-
ganised by NOW in Media (Net-
work of Women in Media, Chen-
nai), the sheer courage emerging
out of desperation to get out of the
situation was highlighted. The
screening of the film was followed
by interaction with Rita herself,
Tamil Nadu’s additional director
general of police Thilagavathi who
investigated the case, director Re-
vathi and producer ‘Kalaipuli’
Thanu.

The 30-minute film was a deli-
cate portrayal of the victim, a co-

and admiration for the courage
that Rita had shown. She promised
all possible support to Rita financ-
ing her education and marriage.

It was thanks to Lucy that Rita’s
condition was brought to the notice
of Thilagavathi. “I tried to look at
the case from every angle,” said
Thilagavathi, who had only Rita
and the conversations of the war-
dens overheard by a co-prisoner as
evidence to prove the rape.

“She (Rita) would talk like a
poet. She would tell me everything.
But just when we came to that dark

night in jail, she would shut up say-
ing: ‘That is when Rita died’. It took
me days to finally get from her
what had happened. While investi-
gating the case, for the first time, [
came to realise what a powerful
lobby this flesh trade was. There
would be an exchange of girls be-
tween Dindugal and Mumbai,
Kolkata and various places up
north. It’s a high-tech network with
a lot of money and misery in-
volved. If Rita has
come out of the or-
deal, it is because
her mother stood by
her like arock,” Thi- -
lagavathi added.

“At one point of
time, 1 was not sure
whether I should do
the film. It was such
a torture. I was not
sure whether the
film would affect
Rita. She had just
come out of the men-
tal trauma that she
through. 1
talked to her for a
long time before I fi-
nally made the film.
There were many
scenes which I shot
but did not use,” said
Revathi (27), a for-
mer television jour-
nalist who shot the film through a
television camera.

Rita (20), who is now sitting for
her ESLC (8th Standard exam),
said: “If I am recovering now, it is
because of my mother and Lucy.”
And her mother addressed the au-
dience, saying: “All of you have
done so much for. Please also get
her a job.” '

Perhaps, Rita is not the only vic-
tin of the Gingee sub-jail. Accord-
ing to Revathi, there were many
stch cases of women prisoners be-
ing sent to the mental asylum.
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§wiss national

\ \d) By Our Staff Reporter \AD )

NEW DEIHI, OCT. 15. A 35-year-old Swiss Embassy
employee, who was on her way back home after
watching a movie at the International Film Fes-
tival at the Siri Fort in South Delhi, was abducted
in her car from the parking lot of the complex by
two young men and raped in the moving vehicle
on Tuesday. Barely an hour later, two miscreants
physically assaulted a documentary film-maker
in the same parking lot.

Around 10 p.m., the Embassy employee came
i out of the auditorium and went to the parking lot
"adjoining Gate No. 4 to get her car, parked about
100 yards from the gate.

According to the victim — a Swiss national —
she was about to get into the vehicle when two
men appeared from behind. One of them occu-
pied the driver’s seat while the other pushed her
inside and sat beside her. The culprits drove the
vehicle out of the parking lot and on the way the
one in the rear seat forced himself upon her. She
offered resistance and sustained minor injuries
on the neck.

After criminally assaulting her and robbing her
of a ring, the culprits released her and abandoned

THE HINDU

raped in Delhi

Loyt
the vehicle near Safdarjung Enclave.

The victim, who was driven around the city for
about half-an-hour, reported the matter to the
police at 11.30 p.m. following which she was tak-
en to a hospital for medical examination.

She told the police that the one who assaulted
her spoke fluent English and was well-dressed.
His accomplice, who was at the wheel, talked to
him in Hindi. Investigations revealed that the duo
had apparently met the victim at the film festival.

About an hour later, two miscreants attacked a
documentary film-maker while she was about to
start her car in the same parking lot. One of the
culprits held her by her neck, while the other
unlocked the door.

When the victim screamed for help, the assai-
lants beat her up. She fell on the road and sus-
tained a serious head injury.

The assailants fled when some guards and vis-
itors rushed to the spot after hearing the victim'’s
screams. She was taken to the Apollo Hospital
where she is said to be recuperating.

The Delhi Lieutenant-Governor, Vijai Kapoor,
the Delhi Police Commissioner, Radhey Shyam
Gupta, and other senior police officers visited the
spot today.



/ Prize of peace -

\fBlow struck for reform in Muslim world
h

in Ebadi wasn’t the only person taken by surprise on
being awarded this year’s Nobel Peace Prize. She had
figured nowhere in the list of probables where the names of
heavyweights like Vaclav Havel, Jacques Chirac and Pope
John Paul did the rounds. In retrospect it’s an excellent
choice, since the others are establishment figures who have
already accomplished whatever they set out to do. The Pope
was widely seen as the frontrunner, but his case must have
been compromised by the astounding positions the Vatican
has been taking lately on AIDS, to wit, condoms don’t do
anything to prevent its spread. That can’t have sounded
good to the mostly liberal Nobel committee. Instead they
chose to award a true liberal heroine. Ebadi had been a
judge once but was stripped of her judgeship by Iran’s
Islamic revolution because, according to the ayatollahs who
took power, women are irrational. Since then the judiciary
has been packed with hardline conservatives as a means of
checking the reformist parliament that Iranians have voted
overwhelmingly for. Ebadi started practising as a lawyer and
took up cudgels on behalf of both the democratic cause and
"women’s and children’s rights in revolutionary Iran.

She was in the forefront of investigating a series of murd-
ers of writers and intellectuals in 1998 and 1999, and also re-
corded-a videotape of a vigilante with links to hardline lea-
ders confessing to violent attacks on reformist students. For
her pains she was thrown into jail for three weeks and
forbidden from practising as a lawyer. She has, however,
become a prominent spokesman for reforming Iranian laws
which are strongly biased against women — legally, a
woman is considered equivalent to half a man. It ought to be
noted, however, that the condition of Iranian women has
gradually improved, thanks no doubt to the persistent
pressure for women’s rights kept up by Ebadi and her
compatriots. Ebadi, who is an expert in Islamic law, believes
passionately that Islam and democracy are compatible, and
Iranian reformists have taken heart at the award, while
hardliners have gone into a sulk. Awarding Ebadi is a happy
choice as by doing so the Nobel committee actually
influences ongoing events, giving prominence to those who
would otherwise have struggled in obscurity. Conservatives

, among Indian Muslim leaders, who have held up reform of
Muslim personal law in the name of minority identity, ought
to take note: the message both Ebadi and the Nobel
committee are sending is that Islamy, democracy and equal
rights are all compatible. 7
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Radicals

blast first
~Muslim
woman
laurea

ASSOCIATED PRESS
TEHRAN | OCTOBER 11

WHILE  reformers
have hailed the awarding
of the Nobel Peace Prize
to an Iranian human
rights lawyer as a boost
for democratic reforms,
powerful hard-liners de-
nounced it as an act of in-
terference in Iran’s inter-
nal affairs that supports
secularism over the reli-
gious ideals of the 1979
Islamic Revolution.

Shirin Ebadi, a human
rights and democracy ac-
tivist, won the 2003 No-
bel Peace Prize yesterday
for efforts that include
promoting the rights of
women and children in
Iran and worldwide. She
is the first Muslim
woman to win the award.

“It’s against the ideals
of the 1979 Islamic Revo-
lution,” said Hamid Reza
Taraq, a former law-
maker and member of
the hard-line Islamic
coalition society.

“The Norwegian No-
bel Committee has
turned into a political
tool in the hand of for-
eigners to interfere in the
internal affairs of our

country,” Taraqi said.

At a news conference
yesterday in Paris, Ebac.i“f
appeared without a head
scarf. State-run radio and
television, made passing
mention of the award
yesterday.

INDIAN EXPRESS
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Infosys jolted by
“another sex suit
against Phal{}eé\sil

HT Correspondent
Bangalore, October 4

TECH MAJOR Infosys,
which has been 6n a reces-
sion-busting recovery path,
appeared to have suffered a
major blow with yet another
woman filing a sexual ha-
rassment case against the
company and its former di-
rector, Phaneesh Murthy.

The company briefly an-
nounced on Saturday night
that one Jennifer Griffith, a
former employee at its Fre-
mont branch in the United
States, had filed the lawsuit
on Friday in an American
court which “generally al-
leges that Mr Phaneesh
Murthy sexually harassed
Ms Griffith while she was
employed at Infosys”.

The announcement said
the lawsuit is yet to be served
on the company and Infosys
is still “reviewing the com-
plainant’s allegations”. The
only details about Jennifer
Griffith the company gave

Phaneesh Murthy
Dogged by controversy

THE HIDUSTAN TIMES

were thdt she worked with
Infosys when the alleged ha-
rassment happened.

The lawsuit comes less
than six months after Infos-
y8 reached a $3 million out-
of-court settlement with
Reka Maximovitch, who in
June last year filed a similar
sexual harassment case
against the company and
Phaneesh Murthy.

More important, the sec-
ond lawsuit comes a week
before Infosys is scheduled
1o announce the results of
its second quarter results
which are expected to be im-
pressive. The company’s
statement said: “Based on its
present knowledge of the
facts, the lawsuit will not, in
the opinion of management,
have a material effect on the
results of operations of the
financial position of the
company.”

1t was because of this sen-
sitive timing of the second
lawsuit — just before its Q2
results are due — that the
company’s top brass, such as
Narayana Murthy or Nan-
dan Nilekani, did not offer
any comments on the case, a
company spokesperson said.

Phaneesh was not imme-
diately available but a
spokesperson in Chennai ex-
pressed surprise when in-
formed of the second law-
suit. Infosys had recently
formulated a “whistleblow-
ing” mechanism, by which
employees can complain

against superiors over
wrongdoings, including sex-
ual harassment.
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SMS divorce er, they should resort to a

CYBERJAYA (MALAYSIA): A Tow )
over a Malaysian court i
ruling that Muslim men can
divorce their wives via SMS
through their mobile phones
has outraged women’s
groups and puzzled the
Prime Minister, Mahathir
Mohamad. Mr. Mohamad,
who has positioned his
country to take advantage of
the hi-tech information
revolution, said on Tuesday
he did not like the idea of
divorce by the popular short
messaging system (SMS).
“Nowadays we can even
divorce our wife by sending
messages,”’ he said at a
meeting. “I am not so keen
on that but they say it is
perfectly legal, perfectly
Islamic. I think that if
people want to divorce their

g\ XY

uch more personal

\Mgpproach than that,” he

said. ‘“We hope of course

that instead of sending

messages, you should look

at the beautiful wife that
ou’re going to divorce...
maybe she would cry a bit
and you would change your
mind.” Women'’s groups
have had stronger words for
the decision last week by a
Sharia court that a man’s
pronouncement of divorce
via SMS was valid. The
Women'’s Aid Organisation
Director, Ivy Josiah, said the
method was “distant,
cowardly, undignified and
rude”’. The Deputy Prime
Minister, Abdullah Ahmad
Badawi, directed the Islamic
advancement department to
verify the method of SMS
divorce. — AFP
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e Jayalalitha’s gender benaers

HISTORY IS taking a bow in honour
of women, at least in Tamil Nadu’s
corridors of bureaucratic power.
While women activists all over the
country agitated over the deadlock
on the women’s reservation bill, Chief
Minister J. Jayalalitha has been quiet-
1y restructuring the gender equation
in her own regime. Now, there are
over two dozen women IAS and IPS
officers bossing over crucial depart-
ments, commissions and the Wakf
Board in the state. But what’s tickling
the ribs of Adam’s descendants is
the manner in which to address these
power women.

Will the much-tainted ‘babudom’
now give way to a ‘bibidom’? Or will
these women, including those forming
the all-women police stations, mahila
courts and the commando force in
the state, henceforth make up ‘Amma’s
angels’, going full throttle at empower-
ing more of their sex? Without doubt,

UF HINBUSTAN TR

their sex wasn’t the only consideratipn
while appointing them to thej
posts — perhaps, in some cases,
wasn’t a consideration at all. However;
as many women efficiently handling
traditionally male bastions have
found, a baffling greeting of ‘sir’ is like-
ly to be the greatest sign of respect
that they will get from their male
colleagues.

Ms Jayalalitha’s feminist edge prob-
ably came from her own experiences,
having been pushed into films to
support her family at a young age,
and then having to fight to queen
over the ATADMK after MGR’s death.
But hopefully, her army of women
bureaucrats are taking recourse to
much more subtle, and less abrasive,
methods to get their way than she
herself has been known to use. What-
ever the case, Amma could well have
set the course for a takeover by the
‘bibis’ of babudom. 4
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’M BJP’s nod for double

M

By Neena Vyas O/ C&\(\,\V)

RAIPUR, JULY 19. The BJP today put its weighn{
hind a proposal to create 181 “double-member
constituencies” in the Lok Sabha to give in-
creased representation to women and find a way
out of the impasse on the women’s reservation
bill. But not before a wrangle, for, the party’s first
attempt was to get by a smaller 20 per cent share
for women (about 104 double-member constitu-
encies). Only when some members protested
strongly that the percentage of seats for women
must be kept at 33 per cent was this accepted.

The BJP has thus given the green signal for a
new bill on women’s reservation, but whether
this will get the required political support re-
mains to be seen. In a resolution adopted on the
second day of its national executive committee
meeting here, the party stated its commitment to
political reservation for women in the Lok Sabha
and State Assemblies since its Vadodara national
council session in 1994.

_ member constituencies,.:

o

It said it fully supported the bill in its present
form (reserving 33 per cent of all Lok Sabha seats
for women), it had backed the Election Commis-
sion proposal that it be made mandatory for po-
litical parties to select 33 per cent women
candidates, but neither of these proposals were
acceptable to all parties. While stating its com-
mitment to political empowerment of women,
the BJP pointed out that the “double-member
constituencies” proposal would actually increase
women'’s representation in legislatures to 33 per
cent unlike in the EC proposal where there was
no certainty that women candidates would win.

Under the new proposal, 33 per cent of Lok
Sabha seats will have two MPs, one in the general
open category and one in the reserved category
for women. A similar pattern was recommended
for State Assemblies.

The resolution urged the NDA Government to
take necessary action and introduce a suitable
constitutional amendment bill in Parliament and
State legislatures.

20 0t m



“Shred the Women'’s Bill

 Political parties should put their nominations

‘where their words are

S a catalyst for exchanging politi-

cal niceties it is brilliant. With

one election after another clogging up
" the calendar, political parties are per-
petiially in campaign mode. There is
hardly any issue of national import on
which they can conduct a civil discus-
sion. The temptation to score easy
points is evidently far too strong. How
wonderful then that there is a draft bill
in Parliament which can be dusted up

when bonhomie is desired. The Wo-

merf's Reservation Bill can be debated
over entless cups of tea, only to be
tossed aside with solemn promises to
work towards a political consensus.
On Tuesday MPs were at it again,
conférring on how to usher in more
women into legislatures. Thankfully,
they seemed to come around to our
long-held suggestion that the bill in its
current form should be shredded. On
the eve of Parliament’s monsoon ses-
sion, wé'can only hope political parties
translate this informal understanding
into official policy. The bill s its cur-
rent form is so deeply flawed that it
would wreck the very foundations of
parliamentary democracy. For in-
stance, in its pursuit of 33 per cent
reservation for women in Parliament
and state assemblies, it envisages rota-

NONAN EXPRESS

%& &N
tion of constituencies. This would
sever the critical bond between elected
representative and constituent fore-
seen in the Constitution. Noble aims of
ensuring a healthier gender balante in
the highest law-making bodies cannot
be sincerely achieved through facile,
and destructive, legal provisions.

Yet, the meet attended by repre-
sentatives of -the BJP, Congress,

CPI(M) and Samajwadi Party was a .

charade. They may demur, but politi-
cians of all hues have consnstently
struck a hypocritical stand on women’s
representation. The merit of that ob-
jective is duly lauded, but abundant
objections are registered: Religion
and caste-baséd sub-quotas, chances
of city women usurping a concession
for their rural sisters, spectres of a
biwi-bahu raj. To those obfuscatory
worries, now we heard equally obfus-
catory suggestions: double-member
constituencies and decreased percent-
age of seats/tickets to be allotted to
women, Who are our politicians kid-
ding! If they are truly committed to
gender equality, let them put their
nominations where their words are.
Let them voluntarily field more
women candidates, Lofty goals should
not require legal compulsions. P

17 Jut 2M3




Unanimity claimed and .

contest

NEW DELHI, JULY 15. The claim was
made today by the Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party spokesman, V.K. Mal-
hotra, that a “near-consensus”
had been reached at a meeting
today on increasing the number
of seats in the Lok Sabha and the
State Assemblies — by way of
having double-member constit-
uencies — to provide 33 per cent
reservation for women.

But the Communist Party of
India (Marxist) immediately
questioned such a claim.

There was no official word on
the exact proposals discussed at
the meeting of political parties
convened by the Lok Sabha
Speaker, Manohar Joshi, to dis-
cuss the controversial Women's
Reservation Bill eluding a con-
sensus for long.

Leaders of the BJP, the Con-
gress, the CPI{M) and the Samaj-
wadi Party attended the meeting
to find a way to end the impasse
ahead of the monsoon session of
Parliament next week.

The Speaker did not specify
the proposals discussed. How-
ever, to a pointed question
whether there was agreement

e,

The CPI {M) leader, SOmnat Chatterjee (right),
and the Samajwadi Party supremo, Mulayam Singh Yadav,

‘L

at the meeting convened by the Lok Sabha Speaker,
Manohar Joshl, on the Women’s Reservation Bill,
in New Delhi on Tuesday. — PTI

on the proposal of double-
member constituencies, he said
this was one of the points on
which there was consensus.
There was unanimity that wom-
en should be given reservation

Centre buying time

and that it should be achieved
through consensus, he said.
But the CPI(M) leader, Som-
nath Chatterjee, denied there
was any agreement. “I wish to
categorically say that there was

By Our Stafi Correspondent

NEW DELHI, JULY 15. Women’s groups have op-
posed the reservation of seats in Parliament
and the State Assemblies based on “double-
member constituencies” that emerged as a
likely proposal at today’s meeting on the
Women's Reservation Bill, initiated by the Lok
Sabha Speaker, Manohar Joshi.

Describing it as “abdication” of the BJP's
responsibility to put the Bill to vote in Parlia-
ment, Brinda Karat of the All-India Demo-
cratic Women’s Association (AIDWA) said the
Centre was “just buying time” to conceal its
opposition to the Bill.

The Joint Action Front for Women coordi-
nator, Ranjana Kumari, said the BJP had tried
to “scuttle” the Women’s Bill because the lo-
gistics of the “double-member constituen-
cies” concept would never work and it would
be a huge burden on the national exchequer
to maintain two elected representatives from
one constituency.

Rejecting the concept, she said the BJP had
clearly backed out from its commitment to

give reservation to women as promised in its
election manifesto. “The Samajwadi Party can
bring in any number of amendments to the Bill
if it is allowed to come up for a debate,” she
said asking the SP chief, Mulayam Singh Yadav,
to move a resolution in the House to allow 20
per cent seats for women.

The women’s groups have rejected the pro-
posal on two grounds. First, the Lok Sabha has
passed a resolution to freeze the present num-
ber of seats and to postpone delimitation until
the next elections and, second, instead of re-
dressing the present system of gender injustice
and discrimination, the proposal further mar-
ginalises women and reduces them to “add-
ons”. The organisations that have criticised the
proposal include the Guild of Service, the Mus-
lim Women’s Front, the Young Women’s Chris-
tian Association, the Joint Women's
Programme, and the Mahila Dakshata Samiti.

Meanwhile, these groups will organise a rally
in the Capital on July 25 to mobilise support for
their cause. They have written to all Members
of Parliament to send “letters of commitment”
tn them ac a taken of sunnort for the Bill.

i

|

on Women’s Bill ¢

no occasion for me to accept the
proposal except to state that as
and when they are presented in
proper form, the same will be
considered on merits.” Mr.
Chatterjee and the Deputy Lead-
er of the Congress in the Lol
Sabha, Shivraj Patil, made i
clear that they were against dilu
tion of 33 per cent reservatio:
for women. Both the CPI(M) anc
the Congress appeared to keej
the door open for the new pro
posals, saying that when they
came up formally they would re-
act. Mr. Chatterjee said the Bill
hadbeen pendingfor alongtime
and the credibility of Parliament
as ar“nstra don had been seri-
ously called intd question be-
cause of the “unreasoned delay
and procrastination” on the part
of the ruling party. .
The Samajwadi Party leader,
Mulayam Singh Yadav — who
along with the Rashtriya Janata
Dal — had opposed the Wom-
en’s Bill said today that his party
could consider the double-
membership proposal since it

did not decrease the number of \\

seats for men. “We have also
agreed to reserve 20 per cent
seats for women if the Election
Commission’s formula of allow-
ing political parties to give reser-
vation to women was accepted
by all.” He also said that if the

Election Commission proposal .

with 20 per cent was accepted,
his party would not insist on res-
ervation for women from the
Other Backward Classes and the
minority communities.

Later, the Lok Sabha Secretar-
iat, in a press release, said that
“different proposals” were con-
sidered at the meeting which in-
cluded the passing of the Bill in
its present form, the Election
Commission’s proposal requir-
ing all parties to put up the mini-
mum agreed percentage of
women candidates in elections,
to having double-member con-
stituencies and increasing the
strength of the House.

“All leaders endeavoured to
reach a common ground. Mr.
Malhotra was requested to con-
vey to the Government to pre-
pare the draft of a Bill which
could, as far as possible, be ac-
~~ntable to all parties.” — PTI/
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Consensus eludes

k}‘)/\ By Our Staff Correspondent \ ’0

NEW DELHI, JUNE 16. Even as an all-party meeting
convened by the Lok Sabha Speaker, Mahohar
Joshi, once again failed to arrive at a consensus
today on giving reservation for women in the
State Assemblies and Parliament, Mr. Joshi
claimed that the political parties had come closer
on the issue though total unanimity had yet not
been achieved.

“The minds of most political parties on the is-
sue are open and it may be possible to achieve a
consensus,” he told reporters after the meeting

-

women’s bill again °

that lasted more than three hours. Though most
parties stuck to their known stands, they did show
signs of a willingness to consider alternatives. The
opposition to reservation again came from the
Samajwadi Party and the Rashtriya Lok Dal which
rejected the women'’s reservation bill in its pre-
sent form.

MTr. Joshi said he had received four alternative
suggestions which would be studied and dis-
cussed with the Prime Minister and the Leader of
the Opposition, to reach an agreement on tabling
the Bill — in the present or amended or in a new
form — in the monsoon session of Parliar
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WO CASES of dowry harass-

ment came to light recently,

though in contrasting back-

drops. Nisha Sharma, a
Hindu girl, refused to marry because
of last-minute demands for addition-
al dowry. Farzana, a Muslim girl, re-
fused to accompany her husband
because he demanded dowry at the
time of leaving the bridal home. The
RSS’ publications Organiser and
Panchajanya compare these two in-
cidents and bring in their usual anti-
Muslim projection to the events.
While the Organiser commends
Nisha who has “become a role mod-
el” and received other marriage of-
fers, according to Panchjanya,
Farzana has still to find a way out of
the stifling tentacles of Islamic prac-
tices perpetuated by the medieval-
minded clergy. And it revives the de-
mand for a uniform civil code as the
panacea for this ailment of “Islamic
society”.

Are these comparable situations?
Is it that so far all was quiet on the
dowry front and these two cases have
come as a reminder of this abomin-
able practice? An anti-dowry cam-
paign has not been on the agenda of
the RSS, which has more “serious”
issues such as temple-building at
Ayodhya and “Hindu pride” to ad-
dress. Is the RSS family serious about
the issues of gender justice as such or
is it a convenient stick to beat the
minority community with?

Most of the civil codes are gender
unjust and so merely parroting uni-
formity has no meaning. The proper
campaign has to be for gender-just
civil codes, and this has to be imple-
mented through social reform. Also,
though needs to go into what the so-
cial conditions are under which com-
munities can accept reforms for
gender justice.

The demand for a uniform civil
code emerged from women'’s liber-
ation movements, and it was soon
realised that gender justice rather
than uniformity was the nucleus
around which the laws should be for-
mulated. As far as suppression of
women’s rights was concerned, the
clergy in all the religions were more
are less equally guilty. Where do mat-

Gender justice

O \;0 By Ram Puniyani
W

ters differ in different religious com-
munities? One need not go into the
fate of the Hindu Code drafted by
B.R. Ambedkar but it has to be con-
ceded that in the first three decades
after India became a republic, a good
deal of progress was made by the
Hindu community in its struggle for
gender justice. It is no one’s case that
all is well amongst Hindus as far as
the treatment of the girl child and
equality of women are concerned.

ty, which is associated with burga-
clad women, has girls riding two-
wheelers, trying to make their living
as teachers or journalists.

How does communal violence af-
fect the social psychology? By now,
the likes of Bal Thackeray and Na-
rendra Modi have perfected the art of
portraying the victim community as
the one that started the riots and the
soldiers of Hindutva, the Hindu hri-
day samrats, as merely rushing to the

The proper campaign has to be for gender-just
civil codes and this has to be implemented
through social reform.

But the last two decades have, in
general, seen an intimidation of
rights movements due to the rise of
fundamentalism of different hues.
The rise of Hindu fundamentalism
has also been accompanied by the
ghettoisation of the minorities. The
pitch and intensity of communal
riots have gone up in the last two
decades and in the process, the Mus-
lim community has suffered the
most. Estimates show that 80 per
cent of the Gujarat riot victims be-
longed to the Muslim community,
which formed 11.6 per cent of the
State’s population. The minority psy-
che is greatly shaped by this insecuri-
ty and it affects the social norms of
even those who are not directly af-
fected by the violence. Added to this
is the international phenomenon
where American imperialism is out
to demonise Islam and Muslims by
all means possible so that it can gob-
ble up the world’s oil resources.
Muslim women have been strug-
gling for reforms in their civil code
for many decades. Every cycle of vio-
lence is a big setback to their move-
ment. Communal violence has been
blatantly intimidating the minorities
and the communalised state appara-
tus has been aiding the Sangh Parivar
in conducting pogroms. Can such an
intimidated community go in for re-
forms? There are contradictory tend-
encies in every community and
society. The same Muslim communi-

“defence” of the mjority community
and thus conveniertly becoming the
victors in the electitas which follow.

It is a difficult time for the Islamic
community world over, At the global
level, Samuel Huntington’s thesis
has come in handy for the imperial-
istic ambitions of the United States,
and at home the RSS has been devel-
oping expertise in Muslim demonisa-
tion for decades. It is interesting that
the RSS progeny are subservient to
the U.S. imperidlists,

While it is unfair to compare Far-
zana and Nisha the incidents do
have many lessons. While Nisha
boldly stands to defy patriarchy and
its manifestation ir. the form of dow-
ry, Farzana is no less when she refus-
es to join her husband on the same
ground. These acts of individual val-
our reflect the stirrings amongst the
young to break tne shackles of male
domination. But the comparison
ends here. Both the girls have to live
in different milieus. While Nisha's
milieu is not adorable in the least,
Farzana is a dcuble victim, that of
patriarchy and of minority-bashing
and the resultart ghettoisation.

While condenning the force of
mullahs, one must also recognise the
challenges facel by the liberals
among Muslims. On one hand, there
is tremendous pnssure on them to
withstand the ondaught of a crip-
pling anti-Muslin  propaganda,
which has becomepart of “normal”

social discourse, and, on the other,
they are stretching all their strength
to battle the obscurantism promoted
by the mullahs and their ilk.

The practices of the Muslim com-
munity have been shaped by a world
dominated by the colonialists of the
past and imperialists of the present.
They have suppressed the democrat-
ic aspirations of Islamic societies. Be-
ginning from the formation of Israel,
the overthrow of the Mossadeq re-
gime in Iran and the training of jeha-
di youth through the conduit of
Pakistan, the world’s big powers have
created a situation wherein popular
dissent gets expressed though the
worst form of Islamic obscurantism.

Where does the Muslim communi-
ty go from here? Can it bear the dual
burden of Hindutva attack from out-
side and the grip of mullahs from
within? Farzana has to be nurtured
and supported in her decision to
boycott the marriage cemented by
dowry. It is difficult to think of re-
forms in a ghetto and it is difficult to
bring in reforms in a community, the
religion of which is demonised not
only nationally but internationally as
well. Come what may, against all
odds, Farzana has to be nurtured.

The goal of bogus defenders of
women'’s rights has to be understood
in its proper perspective. As an ideol-
ogy, which is deeply seeped in patri-
archy, Hindutva has no place for
women’s rights. Time and again, its
ideologues have defended the viola-
tion of the “being” of the women of
the “other” community. It has no in-
terest in protecting the rights of mi-
nority women, but we have to do it,
irrespective of who raises the issue.
One of the major needs in the direc-
tion is to ensure that ghettoisation is
checked.

The Muslim community has to rise
to the occasion and against all ex-
ternal and internal odds, choose the
direction of progress and justice. It
has to join the progressive elements
of other communities and close
ranks with them to ensure that the
Hindutva onslaught from outside
and the mullahs from inside are not
able to intimidate its dynamics of
progress and reform.
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OFTEN LEGISLATION WITHOUT social sanc-
tion is ineffective, even meaningless. Dowry is
a classic example. Despite a tough law against
it, women continue to be battered, brutalised
and burnt. What is more, the number of dow-
ry deaths has risen from about 2,500 a decade
ago to 7,000. It clearly reveals a disturbing
trend, and who knows, how many more cases
of such humiliation, harassment and hom-
icide go unreported in a community which is
obsessed with marriage as it is with dowry. It
is in this context that the courage of the two
tormented women — one in New Delhi and
the other in Chennai — in saying 'no’ at the
altar gains importance. Driven to despair by
the grooms’ families insisting on “excessive”
dowries, the brides turned around and walk-
ed away. Yet, one does not fail to notice that it
was not the dowry by itself that forced the
hard decision, but the fact that it was de-
manded, and that too a lot more than what
had been agreed to. A social hypocrisy, to say
the least.

Unfortunately, dowry enjoys a kind of sanc-
tity difficult to explain in logical terms. Why
would a woman who may be educated and
holding a plum job want her parents to give
her a dowry? Would that not reduce her status
to something horrible, and the marriage to a
form of barter? Yes, indeed, it would, but the
choice is between a dowry-driven existence,
where a woman may lose her very self-es-
teem, and a matrimonial life with little re-
spect and a lot more shame. Sadly, India’s
refusing-to-die patriarchal system thrives not
only by subjugating women, but also equa-
ting their dignity and honour with wealth. If a
bride were to bring along goodies, she gets
attention, even admiration, in a household

OFF WITH DOWRY

bent on bettering itmnomic prospects

through marriage vows. Obviously, a woman
herself becomes a party to this evil, seduced as
she is into believing that a dowry will fetch her
joy and peace. What can be seen as an exten-
sion of this line of thinking is a woman’s per-
ception of what she considers to be her right: a
share of her parents’ property paid in the form
of dowry. That it does not always remain un-
der her control or for her benefit is another
issue, but India’s spreading consumerist cul-
ture has certainly blurred the ramifications of
dowry.

So, probably the best way to address the
problem of dowry is to tackle unrestrained
greed at one level, and at another, patriarchy.
Equal opportunities at home and at work be-
tween the sexes may lead to a greater under-
standing of a woman’s rights, a deeper sense
of compatibility and, above all, to a more dig-
nified life for her. Many personal laws allow
her equal inheritance — except in some cases
— but often parents tend to give more to a son
in the hope that he will take care of them in
their twilight years, a belief that perhaps push-
es some couples to abort the female foetus.
Also, this is one way of keeping alive the patri-
lineal system. While no easy answers to a ma-
laise such as dowry can be found, especially
now that it is so rooted in the psyche of an
average Indian, what can make a difference is
a resolve to fight it at two stages. One, matri-
mony need not be a compelling goal for a

woman, and one must understand that with-

out this sense of compulsion, dowry may well
lose a bit of sheen. Two, it is a truly egalitarian
society which places a woman and a man on
the same pedestal that can hope to burn out

dowry.
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" HUIN MOSCOW / ‘UN. ROLE IN WORLD AFFAIRS VITAL _

Russia, China call for

shaping multi-polar

By Vladimir Radyuhin (E\V'/ -

MOSCOW, MAY 27. Russia and Chi-
na have denounced the use of
force and unilateral action in in-
ternational affairs in apparent
reference to the U.S.-led war in
Iraq and called for enhancing
the role of the United Nations in
building a multi-polar world.

The logic of force and the pol-
icy of unilateral action are cre-
ating new factors of instability in
the already disturbed world,
Russia and China said in a joint
declaration signed by the Presi-
dents of the two countries, Vla-
dimir Putin and Hu Jintao, after
talks in the Kremlin today.

The Chinese leader arrived in
Moscow on Monday for a three-
day visit, during which he will
also attend a summit of the
Shanghai Cooperation Organi-
sation (SCO) and celebrations of
the 300th anniversary of St.
Petersburg.

In a clear rejection of one-na-
tion supremacy in international
affairs, the Russian and Chinese
Presidents called for building a
multi-polar, fair and democratic
world order based on the uni-
versally recognised principles of
international law.

Speaking after talks with Chi-
na’s President, the Russian lead-
er said the multi-polar world
must take into account the in-
terests of all participants in in-
ternational relations and must
be based on comprehensible,
clearly-defined and easy-to-ap-
ply international rules.

The Russian-Chinese declara-
tion urged the international
community to resolve disputes
through dialogue and coopera-
tion, to uphold the central role

' 10 -V

The Russian President, Viadimir Putin (right), speaks

world

O\ S

with the Chinese President, Hu Jintao, and his wife,
Liu Yongqing, prior to a dinner at Mr. Putin’s
residence outside Moscow, on Monday. — AP

of the U.N. in the present-day
world, (and) to promote diverse
models of development.

The U.N. must be given a cen-
tral role in the post-war recon-
struction of Iraq. Proper
settlement of the Iraqi problem,
which is one of the most com-
plicated problems in the world
today, is only possible within
the framework of the U.N. on
the basis of the relevant Security
Council resolutions, the two
countries stated.

Russia and China demanded
that their interests in Iraq be
taken care of.

- The legitimate rights, inter-
ests and concerns of neighbour-
ing states and other interested
parties must be taken into con-
sideration in the process of
post-war settlement and recon-
struction in Iraq, they said. Re-

flecting their shared concern
that the U.S. may try to keep
post-war Iraq under its control,
the leaders stressed the peed to
guarantee the sovereignty, po-
litical independence and terri-
torial integrity of Iragq, respect
the will and independent choice
of its people, as well 4 jts right
to control the country’s natural
resources.

Russia and China vowed to
attach strategic priority to their
bilateral relations no matter
what changes take place in the
world. China’s Defence Minister
arrived in Moscow today for a
four-day visit to discuss far-
ranging defence cooperation
between the two countries and
attend a Defence Ministers
meeting of the SCO.
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More patrols on the cards

Jakarta turns
up Aceh heat

(\r'\? 1 (

Banda Aceh, May 26 (Reuters):
Indoriesia plans to step up a mili-
tary offensive against separatist
rebels in Aceh a week after de-
claring martial law in the
province and sending in thou-
sands of troops.

“We have evaluated and de-
cided that the momentum has to
be increased,” Indonesia’s main
military spokesman, Maj. Gen.
Sjafrie Sjamsuddin, said in the
provincial capital, Banda Aceh,
on the northern tip of Sumatra
island.

He said the stepped-up cam-
paign against Free Aceh Move-
ment (GAM) separatists would
include more patrols and
sweeps, referring to such tactics
as vehicle searches and docu-
ment checks. It could also mean
security forces going systemati-
cally from one village to the next,
Sjamsuddin said.

The military says since its
campaign began a week ago,
clashes with GAM have aver-
aged four or five a day, with secu-
rity forces killing 68 rebels and
losing three of their own. It says
six civilians have died.

An Indonesian Red Cross offi-
cial said early today that it had
removed 82 bodies from conflict
areas since the latest round of
fighting flared. Rebel sources say
scores of civilians and hundreds
of government soldiers have
been killed. Confirmation of the
various claims is not possible,
but there has been no visible evi-
dence or independent backing in

21 MAY 208
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Aceh for GAM’s count of govern-
ment dead.

The military launched the of-
fensive after the collapse of a
five-month peace deal. About
45,000 members of the security
forces face some 5,000 GAM
fighters who have adopted hit-
and-run tactics. Previous cam-
paigns have failed to crush the
rebels, fighting for 27 years in a
simmering conflict that has
taken at least 10,000 lives.




BANDA ACEH, May 25. —
After six days of clashes be-
tween the Indonesian Mili-
tary and Aceh rebels, famine
became a real possibility as
staple foods ran out in sever-
al parts of the province.

Muhammad, a resident of
Jeumpa in Bireuen regency,
said the regency had been
suffering from electricity
blackouts since the begin-
ning of the military opera-
tion on Monday, and resi-
dents had started to skip
meals as food was scarce in
the isolated area.

“We only have a limited
supply of staple foods, and
sometimes we share our
meals with neighbours who
were unable to find food.”

~ Now fagligg

@ W b
P:
He was disappointdd that
the Indonesian troops pos-
ted in the regency failed to
protect the food supply and
provide security. “About five
days ago, suspected rebels
took away our identity cards
and the military only re-
sponded by imposing a cur-
few at six in the evening,” he
said, adding that people
were desperately in need of
humanitarian assistance.
Distribution of food has
given the local administra-
tion a headache since the
full-blown military opera-
tion was resumed in the
province. Security concerns
have prevented truck driv-
ers, who used to deliver ba-
sic commodities from the
neighbouring  provincial
capital of Medan to Banda
Aceh, from operating.

1 B M!\" 7‘“‘

es Aceh -

Jakarta Pos c&rrespon-
dents saw three trucks,
packed high with vegeta-
bles, set on fire en route
from Bireuen and
neighbouring Pidie, while
gunfights were heard in the
distance. In Banda Aceh,
the prices of staple foods
such as sugar, cooking oil
and eggs increased by up to
30 per cent and stock was
beginning to dwindle.

Gasoline distribution and
supply were also disturbed,
especially in the areas hard-
est hit by the conflict, such
as North Aceh and Pidie.

To ensure the distribution
of food, Aceh Governor
Abdullah Puteh said all
trucks carrying staple foods
would be protected by the
military and were instructed
to travel in a convoy.
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Talk Straight ot G-8

For the first tm India, China and Brazil have this
year been invited to participate in the final deliberations of
the G-8 countries at Evian in France. The G-8is an exclusive
club of the eight most advanced industrial nations, and
the summit discusses global macro-economic issues. The
inclusion of China, India and Brazil is apparently in
recognition of their positions as the third, fourth and sixth
largest markets in the world. While it would be only too
easy to interpret the invite as an affirmation of the big
power status of the new entrants, the real picture may not
be quite as rosy. India is going to Evian not to deliberate on
the international economic scene, which is a prerogative
that remains with the original G-8, but to offer its views on
terrorism. However, this serves India’s immediate interests
rather well. Indeed, so far we have looked only to the US for
help vis-a-vis cross-border terrorism. But the 68 foruri
is-an entirely new opportunity which India must grasp
with all the diplomatic acumen it can muster. m 5

For Atal Behari Vajpayee, the upcoming visit i nigue
occasion to explain the nature of the terrorist threat in the
Afghanistan-Pakistan region, with particular referdnce to
the enormous human costs inflicted on this country Itisa
fair bet that the Indian view will be appreciated, especially
in the context of the reported Al-Qaida involvement in
the Riyadh bombings. The larger point here is that the
leadership of the Al-Qaida has found a safe haven in
Pakistan. Indeed, only four senior Al-Qaida leaders have
been arrested since 9/11 in Pakistan. The Taliban has
regrouped and is now emboldened enough to strike at the
international security forces posted in Afghanistan. Of
equal concern is the fact that Pakistan has allowed most of
the terrorist groups to change their names so as to
avoid being penalised. One of the major tasks in the war
against international terrorism is the destruction of the
infrastructure of the Al-Qaida and its allies in Pakistan.
While the US may have its own strategy to deal with
terrorism in this part of the world, there is no reason why
India should not persuade other major industrial nations
such as Britain, France, Germany, Italy, Japan and Russia
toapply the necessary pressure on Pakistan.

//——‘—1
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T IS time for a rethink on the

Women’s Reservation Bill. For

all those who found the drama

in the Lok Sabha infuriating, it is
time for hard thinking. It is also time
to look ahead and think of a fresh
way out. Let there be no doubts
about it. It was not just Mulayam
Singh Yadav and co. who blocked the
bill on May 6. If the BJP and the Con-
gress were determined, all the oppo-
nents could not have blocked it.
Coming from a regime that passed
POTA in the teeth of widespread op-
position, the touching search for
consensus, the sudden surge of re-
spect for the minority viewpoint
makes impossible demands on one’s
credulity. The truth is that with the
exception of the Left parties, the en-
tire political establishment is respon-
sible for the non-passage of the Bill.
Behind Sushma Swaraj’s exaspera-
tion there was an unmistakable
touch of relief. Relief that the Bill was
dead, and that her party was not go-
ing to be blamed.

Let us also be honest about some-
thing else. The now-dead Bill was a
deeply flawed piece of legislation.
Those who drafted it were absolutely
right about the fundamental princi-
ples: the abysmally low representa-
tion of women in our legislatures can
and must be corrected through bind-
ing legal provisions. But in their en-
thusiasm they paid inadequate
attention to the mechanism they
were proposing for realising their ob-
jectives. The Bill proposed reserva-
tion of constituencies for women on
the lines of that for Scheduled Castes
and Scheduled Tribes, with a provi-
sion to rotate them with every elec-
tion. This would have meant that
nearly half of the constituencies
would have been reserved for one
group or another. Rotation would
have meant that at least two-thirds of
the sitting MLAs and MPs would not
go back to their constituency for re-
election. This was an invitation to di-
saster and would have robbed our
system of whatever accountability it
has now.

What theprdo we do? The ruling
establishpént would like us to forget

@ MAY 2003
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By Yogendra Yadav

,° Quota options

\ev

The option of a quota for women in the
candidate list of parties is not a ‘dilution’
of the Women’s Reservation Bill but a
better way of realising the objectives.

Sabha is constituted. We can do bet-
ter than that. The apparent deadlock
on the Bill can and must be turned
into an opportunity by agreeing to an
alternative proposal that the political
establishment would find difficult to
say no to.

This alternative has been around
for some time and is known as the
Election Commission Proposal. First
originating in an article by some so-
cial scientists and activists in Manu-
shi and subsequently endorsed in
principle by the Election Commis-
sion, this alternative involves a com-
pulsory quota for women in party
nominations. If accepted it would
mean that the political parties would
be required to field at least a certain
percentage of women candidates,
but would be free to decide where to
field them from. A version of this
method was recommended way back
in the National Perspective Plan ap-
proved by Rajiv Gandhi. This inci-
dentally is the wisdom gleaned from
global experience as well. If you care
to visit the website of the inter-gov-
ernmental organization, Internation-
al IDEA, you would discover that
party quota was the route taken by
most democracies where women did
succeed in securing a decent political
representation for themseives. For
some reason the original framers of
the existing Women’s Reservation
Bill think that this alternative is a
poor and diluted version of their pro-
posal. A close look would show that if
formulated carefully to guard against
possible misuse, the party quota
method can meet the objectives bet-
ter than the existing Bill.

It is important to understand the
alternative being supported here be-
fore anyone rushes to reject it. While
the basic approach of the Election
Commission is robust, its proposal is
fairly open ended on details and can
therefore be misused to subvert the

objectives of women'’s reservation. If
a fresh alternative is to be worked out
along these lines, it is necessary to be
vigilant and firm about some of these
points of detail. First and foremost,
the women’s quota must be compul-
sory and should not be reduced be-
low one-third. It is believed that the
Samajwadi Party and some other op-
ponents of the Bill would prefer no
more than a 10-15 per cent quota.
This needs to be resisted. While there
is nothing sacrosanct about the fig-
ure of 33 per cent, in the last few
years it has come to be associated
with the aspirations of ordinary
women and the women'’s movement.
Anything less would appear to them
to be a defeat. Also, one-third quota
would ensure that even if initially the
actual representation is a little below
this level, the presence of women in

legislatures is stil substantially
above a minimum threshold.
Second, a specific provision

should be made to ensure that par-
ties cannot cheat by giving ‘losing’
seats to women. Thesimplest way to
ensure that is to havea provision that
the quota should be caculated at the
State level in a parliamentary elec-
tion and at the district level in the
Assembly election. This provision
would ensure that Laloo Prasad Ya-
dav cannot fool thelaw by giving his
party ticket to wom:n only from Ta-
mil Nadu! He will tave to give one-
third of the RJD ttket in Bihar to
women. In an Assenbly election he
will have to do so ‘or each district
within Bihar.

Is this a sufficent safeguard?
Clearly, 33 per cent ofthe party ticket
to women is not a guawmntee of 33 per
cent women winning eections. Par-
ties might still try at lewst initially to
give relatively weaker seats within
each State and districi to women.
This may reduce their dectoral suc-
cess ratio and result in heir legisla-
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tive presence being lower than 33 per
cent. But unless all the parties and
the voters conspire, there is no way
the final proportion would be less
than 20-25 per cent. Even this would
represent a manifold increase over
the existing average of 8 per cent in
the Lok Sabha and 4 per cent for the
State Assemblies. In any case, no par-
ty that entertains any serious hope of
winning a majority can afford to give
up one-third of the seats as lost. In
the long run, this method may also
result in more women than 33 per
cent winning the elections. The elec-
toral record of women candidates in
India suggests that their probability
of winning an election is a little high-
er that their male colleagues.

In other words, the party quota
option is not a ‘dilution’ of the exist-
ing Bill but a better way of realising
the objectives. Besides, if this option
were to be taken, the demand for a
quota within the quota used to bloc
the present Bill would lose much of
its force. Under this system, parties
can chose to give the ticket to women
in those areas where woman leaders
of their preferred community are in a
position to contest. If the parties do
not nominate OBC or Muslim wom-
en under this alternative arrange-
ment, they cannot blame the system
for it. The alternative proposal has
another advantage that it does not
require an amendment to the Consti-
tution. All it requires is an ordinary
amendment in the Representation of
the People Act. The party quota
could be made mandatory only for
recognised political parties that oc-
cupy more than 90 per cent of the
legislatures. The political establish-
ment has no justification for not
passing it in the remaining life of the
current Lok Sabha.

While opposing the Bill, Mulayam
Singh Yadav declared in the Lok Sab-
ha that he is not opposed to the idea
of reservation for women and that his
party would support a quota-based
alternative. It is time to make him
keep his word.

(The writer is a Fellow of the Centre
for the Study of Developing Societies,
Delhi.)



£/

.

AN
N/

=

3

AS EXPECT(;B\SECTIONS of the Opposition
and some of the partners of the National Demo-
cratic Alliance Government have together
stalled the Women's Reservation Bill in the Lok
Sabha raising doubts about the seriousness and
sincerity of the major political parties in ensur-
ing reservation for women in Parliament and
State Legislatures. And, as usual, the opponents
of the Bill have sought to mask their motive of
denying women their rightful representation in
the highest elected bodies by demanding a quo-
ta within the quota for Scheduled Castes,
Scheduled Tribes, Backward Classes and Mi-
norities. Actually, the Women’s Reservation Bill
covers the existing quota for Scheduled Castes
and Scheduled Tribes, and the demand for a
guota within the quota is not valid in this case.
And, in the absence of any reservation for Back-
ward Classes and Minorities in the elected bod-
ies, there is no justification for a separate
reservation for women belonging to these
groups. The argument against the Bill is that
without such reservation within the reserva-
tion, women from elite sections would benefit
the most from the general quota for women.
T'his is little more than a restatement of the
known fact that gender inequality is greater
among the Backward Classes and Minorities
than among the elite sections. Indeed, the argu-
ment only underscores the sense of urgency
required in correcting such an imbalance.

Of course, the Bill is not without its infirmi-
ties. The provision for rotation of constituen-
cies reserved for women could alienate the
elected representatives from the voters when
they know their constituency would be reserved
or dereserved in the next election. The alterna-
tive of permanent reservation of constituencies
is equally unattractive, as that would deprive
men in a reserved constituency the chance of
getting elected for all time. In such a context,
the demand for a debate on alternative propos-
als, including the one that stipulates a quota for
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women in party nominations, needs to be taken
seriously. The shifting of the onus for providing
reservation on the political parties holds the
added advantage of not requiring a Constitu-
tional Amendment, as an amendment of the
Representation of the People Act would do. But
any fresh debate should not be used as an ex-
cuse for postponing the introduction of a Bill
guaranteeing increased representation for
women in Parliament and Legislatures.

What is deeply unsettling is that the Bill was
stalled despite the support of the major parties.
The BJP, the Congress, the Left and regional par-
ties such as the Telugu Desam, the DMK and the
AIADMLK, all support the Bill. In effect, the lung-
power of a small section of the Lok Sabha
thwarted the silent majority making a mockery
of the Parliamentary system itself. The NDA
Government, divided within itself over the Bill,
was quite happy to disown the responsibility of
ensuring the passage of the Bill. The political
will, evident on other issues such as the Preven-
tion of Terrorism Act, when a joint session of
Parliament was convened, was sorely missed in
respect of this Bill. But, perhaps, the real hurdle
to the Bill being passed is actually the under-
representation of women in the House, the rea-
son why such a Bill was seen as necessary in the
first place. A number of MPs of the Congress
and the BJP congratulated the Samajwadi Party
leader, Mulayam Singh Yadav, for successfully
scuttling the Bill, though the official stand of
their parties was in support of the Bill. This in-
deed explains why the major parties which ap-
prove of the Bill have let the smaller parties
dictate the fate of the Bill. So long as they don't
have to share the blame for the shelving of the
Bill, both the BJP and the Congress seem quite
happy to let parties such as the SP and the RJD
call the shots. In such a situation, it is better to
look for consensus on alternative proposals
than endlessly repeat the taking up and st%
of the present Bill.

9 MAY 200



“Govt. did not help push
women’s Bill
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MUMBAL,

~ Political parties barring the Left

- and the Congress came in for a scathing attack for

- their “entirely negative role” vis-a-vis the Wom-

en’s Reservation Bill in Parliament on Tuesday.
Brinda Kardt and Subhashini Ali of the All-In-

* dia Democratic Women's Association, at a press
- conference here said that a historic opportunity

of voting a new progressive law was lost. The BJP

. and the Government emerged out of the episode
- "incompetent and impotent” by not seeking a

vate despite full support, conveyed in writing by

© the Congress and the Left parties, and there were
- "encugh MPs to give the required two-thirds ma-
! jority required”.

The Janata Dal (United), the Samajwadi Party

+ and the Rashtriya Janata Dal had lost their “cred-

ibility” by their opposition to the Bill. Its leaders

" used “pretexts” to scuttle the Bill and the devel-

opment showed that the social welfare platforms
of these parties had “a sectarian nature”.

Ms. Karat said that “a handful of MPs hijacked
the entire Parliament”,

The issue was not of disruption of parties but
the Government's inability to carry forward its
own legislation. The unprecedented support giv-
en in writing by the major Opposition party made
for “a strong possibility” of enacting the law but
the “Government did nothing to ensure it”. It was
“a betrayal of women and has a grave message for
demacracy”.

The Lok Sabha Speaker, Manohar Joshi, had
publicly stated three days earlier that there was
opposition to the lohg-pending proposal of one-
third quota for women and that there was no
consensus. The Speaker thus “abandoned the
neutrality of his office”, she alleged.

Ms. Ali said the Government in the past had

pushed through several laws despite their contro- |

versial nature, But now it had a majority yet it did |

not push through the Bill.

This showed that the BIP itself was not com-

mitted to the Bill.

8 MAY 203



AGITATED WOMEN STORM PM'S HOUSE
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_.¢ Bill not dropped, says Vajpayee

By gur‘Special Correspondent

NEW DELHI, MAY 7. Agitated over
. the stalling of the Women's Res-
" ervation Bill in the Lok Sabha
on Tuesddy, representatives of
the several women groups
stormed the Prime Minister’s
esidence this morning and ex-
" pressed their displeasure in an
- unscheduled meeting with him.
Giiving a patient hearing, the
Prime Minister, Atal Behari Vaj-
payee, assured them that an-
other attempt would be made to
. table the Bill in the next session
~ of Parliament and that it had
not been dropped. However, he
suggested that women should
consider the “alternative” pro-
posal of providing reservation
within the political parties.
Describing the deferring of
the Bill in the male-dominated
Parliament as a “betrayal of
women”, the delegation told
Mr. Vajpayee that their hopes
had risen after they had been
assured of a smooth passage for
the Bill following the all-party
meeting. Whatever happened in
the House on Tuesday was
nothing less than “Parliamen-
tary terrorism”. “We wanted an
apology from the MPs who had
used  derogatory  language
against women in Parliament
vesterday and all such remarks
be expunged from the proceed-
ings,” Ranjana Kumari, coordi-
nator of the Joint Action Front
1or Women, told The Hindu.
Their next plan of action
would be to mabilise women to
Jeteat the “anti-democratic and
anti-women”  forces in the
country in thefoming elections.

Representatives of women’s organisations coming out of the Prime Minister’s residence in
New Delhi on Wednesday after lodging their protest against non- tabling of the Women's

Reservation Bili in Parliament. — Photo: V.

Ms. Kumari said they had told

Mr. Vajpayee that his “lack of

conviction” had stopped him
from seeing the Bill through de
spite the necessary two-third
majority in the House. The Bill
was not even taken up for dis-
cussion, what kind of message
did such action send across for
women, they asked the Prime
Minister. When Mr. Vajpavee
suggested that women should
agree to an alternative proposai
for reservation within the par
ties, the delegation said that
neither the Government nor
any political party had canu
forward with the proposad "W

want H? seats in Parliament
and nothing less.” we told Mr.
Vajpavee and as far as meeting
the Lok sabha Speaker was con-
cerned. the delegation brought
it to Mo Vaipavee's attention
that he was from a party that
was openly opposed to the Bill”
M Kt claimed.

The Prime Minister met the
delegation, representing 25 or
ganisations, as the women re-
frused 1o Jeave the premises
despite epeated requests by
the A0 aalt and the seenrd
Pvnen 1eoseek o appointment,

Hedomo antolded o 10 aon

vy
ahien b

O woinen eath

Sudershan

ered near 7, Race Course Koad
and began marching towards
the house. Taken by surprise
the policemen came  towards
them, warning them of arrest if
they violated the prohibitory or
ders. While some women ot
tered to court arrest, about 25 of
them  reached  the  reception
where they insisted on meeting
the Prime Minster. The absence
af women policomen perbiaps
made their job easier.

The Joint Action Front o
Waornen has now sought an ap
pomntment with the Lok Sabha
Speaker. Manohar Toshi.

Govt. didn't help:/Page 11

8 MAr 2003



 Left criticises

stalling of Bill
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By Our Specidl Correspondent
NEW DELHT, MAY 7. The Left par-
ties today criticised the Vaj-
payee Government for its
inability to get the Women's
Reservation Bill passed in th
Lok Sabha despite having f?ﬁ/
support of nearly three-fourths
of the House.

The CPI{M) politburo said
the Government had the sup-
port of major parties, including
the Congress, the Left parties
and the Telugu Desam Party.
Together with the BIP, their
MPs constituted three-fourths
of the Lok Sabha.

“Yet, the Government failed
to ensure that the Bill was taken
up for consideration and adop-
tion. The main responsibility for
this lies with the Vajpayee Gov-
ernment which utterly failed to
stand by its commitment.”

By referring the matter to the
Speaker, the party said the BIP
was “abdicating its responsibil-
ity” as the ruling party. “Those
who opposed the Bill have
sought to block women’s repre- .
sentation by giving out spurious
arguments.

Reservation for  women
through the democratic electo-
ral system would have ensured
that women from all strata get
representation in the legisla-
tures and Parliament.”

The Communist Party of In-
dia charged the Government
with “lacking political will" to
ensure the Bill's passage and
said the repeated enactment of
the “drama” had turned an im-
portant issue into a “farce”.

“Yet another postponement
of discussion on the Bill has
once again shown that the Vaj- .
payee Government lacks politi-

cab il the i

e he parne
contral secretaniat sand

I demanded that the legisla-
tion in the present form be dis-
cussed in Parliament and
alleged that the Government
had raked up the issue only to
score “brownie points but buck-
ted down"” when some NDA al-
lies and the anti-reservation
lobby in the BJP, along with
somie Opposition parties, creat-
od a “rumpus” in the House.

The Communist Party of In-
dia  (Marxist-Lenist) said  the

§ MAY 2003



.~ FOES JOIN HANDS TO STALL MOVE

By Out‘Speclal Correspondent

| NEW DELHI, MAY 6. The Women's
Reservation Bill was deferred yet
again in the face of stiff resist-
ance by some Opposition parties
| and a section of the ruling Na-
tional Democratic Alliance in the
Lok Sabha today. Opposition to
the Bill led to the House being
adjourned for an hour-and-a-
" half in the morning after which
| the Speaker, Manohar Joshi,
icalled an all-party meeting
wherein the decision to defer the
Bill was taken in view of the ab-
sence of unanimity.

Though the Bill was slated for
discussion and passing in the
post-lunch session, trouble start-
ed as soon as the House assem-
bled for the day with members
belonging to the Samajwadi Par-
ty, the RID, the IUML and some

NI HINDY,
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allies such'as‘the Samata
Party, the JD(U) and the Shiv Se-
na raising objections. The SP and
RJID members trooped into the
well of the House demanding
withdrawal of the listed 85th
Constitution Amendment Bill
providing for 33 per cent reserva-
tion for women in the Lok Sabha
and the State Assemblies.

The agitated members made it
clear that the Bill in its present
form — without provision for a
quota within a quota — would
“never be acceptable” to them.
Their demand was that it should
have reservation for women be-
longing to the Scheduled Castes,
the Scheduled Tribes, the minor-
ities and the OBCs.

To the Government's embar-
rassment, opposition to the Bill
came from a number of its allies.
Even the Opposition was divided

Women’s Bill sc;'uttle again

heated exchanges between
e SP and Congress members
ver certain remarks made by
hivraj Patil (Cong). This led to
several SP MPs accusing the
Congress of “joining hands with
the BJP”. The developments in
the House and outside showed
strong resistance to the pro-
posed legislation within all par-
ties. Though the Congress and
the BJP are publicly committed
to the legislation, the leader-
ship’s enthusiasm was not
shared by their MPs. A number
of Congress and BJP members
congratulated the SP leader, Mu-
layam Singh Yadav, for having
scuttled the Bill.

Opposition to the Bill also saw
long-time foes join hands. The
concerted action in the Lok Sab-
ha was the result of a lot of over-
night planning outside the
House. Laloo Prasad Yadav, Mu-
layam Singh Yadav, Prabhunath
Singh and Sharad Yadav are re-
ported to have worked out a joint
strategy and calibrated their ef-
forts in the House to prevent the
Bill from even being taken up for
consideration.

In the House, Mulayam Singh
Yadav said his party was not op-
posed to reservation for women
but wanted the Bill, introduced
in the House in 1999, to provide
reservation to women belonging
to families of farmers, labourers
and minorities and other back-
ward classes. The Government'’s
move to insert the clause of rota-
tion of seats was fraught with
dangerous consequences and
would lead to a snapping of the
crucial ties between the electo-
rate and their representatives,
He was supported by Raghu-
vansh Prasad of the RID. Opposi-
tion to the Bill also came from

" Chandrakant Khaire (Shiv Sena),

Devendra Prasad Yadav (JD-U)
and Prabahunath Singh (Samata
Partv) whn lamented that the

5
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THE UNIOY GOVERNMENT'S proposal to es-
tablish a Najjonal Commission fer Children —
a statutory body with judicial powers — is a
clear recognition at the highest quarters that
despite an array of laws and national policies
which address the specific concerns of chil-
dren, a great deal still remains to be accom-
plished in terms of fostering a rights-centred
approach to children’s issues. The mandate of
the new body is expected to be geared to facil-
itate progress towards translating Constitution-
al provisions concerning children into practice,
reviewing existing legislation and making rec-
ommendations to the Government and, above
all, ensuring compliance of domestic legislation
with relevant international conventions. Ac-
cording to the Human Resource Development
Minister, Murli Manohar Joshi, some 40 coun-
tries already have similar commissions in place
and India would be only the second in Asia after
the Philippines to constitute an exclusive body
for safeguarding the interests of children. While
the Government’s initiative to protect unargua-
bly the most vulnerable section in any society
deserves legitimate credit, it is important that
the proposed ombudsman does not merely rep-
licate past experience in relation to the func-
tioning or even the composition of similar
commissions. For instance, appointments to
existing statutory bodies for the protection and
promotion of the interests of women, the mi-
norities and the Scheduled Castes and the
Scheduled Tribes — not to speak of the Human
Rights Commissions at the national and State
levels — have come to be regarded as avenues
of patronage for senior functionaries in the
Government at the time of superannuation.
Unless such a perception is corrected, the legit-
imacy of statutory bodies in general is bound to
be seriously undermined. Moreover, although
these commissions are vested with judicial
powers similar to a civil court, in the absence of
enforcement and punitive authority, in reality,
their role has been no more than recommenda-
tory in nature. Although there appears to be a

~—
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clear recognition of some of these aspects at one
level, indications are that few if any real depar-
tures could be expected in relation to the com-
position of the proposed commission.

While these pragmatic concerns in them-
selves are serious enough, the moral and soci-
ological dimensions of the problems of this
segment of the population are formidable. Ac-
cording to statistics, children account for rough-
ly 38 per cent of the country’s total population;
of which 53 per cent suffer from severe mainu-
trition. And, 47 per cent of children below the
age of three are said to be underweight and 46
per cent stunted in growth. India also has the
dubious distinction of being home to the largest
workforce of children in the world. The Govern-
ment has acknowledged that 3 per cent of chil-
dren work for wages and 2.6 per cent without
wages, adding up to a total of 11.3 million child
labourers in the country. Against this backdrop,
the recently enacted law postulating basic edu-
cation as a fundamental right offers little hope
of realising the pledge in the Directive Principles
of State Policy in Article 39 to protect children
from moral and material exploitation. It is hard
to see how, in the absence of compulsory pri-
mary education for children as a state guaran-
tee, any of the objectives set out in the United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of the Child,
1959, or the National Policy on Children, 1974,
could be realised. Consider also the growing
proportions in child trafficking in different parts
-of the country and the particular vulnerability of
the girl child; and the roots of the malaise could
yet again be traced to the absence of primary
education.

The charter for the proposed commission for
children should foremost inspire confidence in
our collective capacity to grapple with the var-
ied dimensions of the issues with sensitivity, un-
derstanding and imagination. Ensuring its
independence and autonomy from political
pressures is the other vital prerequisite if the
commission is to function as an effective
ombudsman.
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é THE SILENT MAJORITY

AS EXPECT ASECTIONS of the Opposition
and some of the partners of the National Demo-
cratic Alliance Government have together
stalled the Women'’s Reservation Bill in the Lok
Sabha raising doubts about the seriousness and
sincerity of the major political parties in ensur-
ing reservation for women in Parliament and
State Legislatures. And, as usual, the opponents
of the Bill have sought to mask their motive of
denying women their rightful representation in
the highest elected bodies by demanding a quo-
ta within the quota for Scheduled Castes,
Scheduled Tribes, Backward Classes and Mi-
norities. Actually, the Women'’s Reservation Bill
covers the existing quota for Scheduled Castes
and Scheduled Tribes, and the demand for a
quota within the quota is not valid in this case.
And, in the absence of any reservation for Back-
ward Classes and Minorities in the elected bod-
ies, there is no justification for a separate
reservation for women belonging to these
groups. The argument against the Bill is that
without such reservation within the reserva-
tion, women from elite sections would benefit
the most from the general quota for women.
This is little more than a restatement of the
known fact that gender inequality is greater
among the Backward Classes and Minorities
than among the elite sections. Indeed, the argu-
ment only underscores the sense of urgency
required in correcting such an imbalance.

Of course, the Bill is not without its infirmi-
ties. The provision for rotation of constituen-
cies reserved for women could alienate the
elected representatives from the voters when
they know their constituency would be reserved
or dereserved in the next election. The alterna-
tive of permanent reservation of constituencies
is equally unattractive, as that would deprive
men in a reserved constituency the chance of
getting elected for all time. In such a context,
the demand for a debate on alternative propos-
als, including the one that stipulates a quota for

women in party nominations, needs to be taken
seriously. The shifting of thie onus for providing
reservation on the political parties holds the
added advantage of not requiring a Constitu-
tional Amendment, as an amendment of the |
Representation of the People Act would do. But
any fresh debate should not be used as an ex-
cuse for postponing the introduction of a Bill
guaranteeing increased representation for
women in Parliament and Legislatures.

What is deeply unsettling is that the Bill was
stalled despite the support of the major parties.
The BJP, the Congress, the Left and regional par-
ties such as the Telugu Desam, the DMK and the
AIADMIK, all support the Bill. In effect, the lung-
power of a small section of the Lok Sabha
thwarted the silent majority making a mockery
of the Parliamentary system itself. The NDA
Government, divided within itself over the Bill,
was quite happy to disown the responsibility of
ensuring the passage of the Bill. The political
will, evident on other issues such as the Preven-
tion of Terrorism Act, when a joint session of
Parliament was convened, was sorely missed in
respect of this Bill. But, perhaps, the real hurdle
to the Bill being passed is actually the under-
representation of women in the House, the rea-
son why such a Bill was seen as necessary in the
first place. A number of MPs of the Congress
and the BJP congratulated the Samajwadi Party
leader, Mulayam Singh Yadav, for successfully
scuttling the Bill, though the official stand of
their parties was in support of the Bill. This in-
deed explains why the major parties which ap-
prove of the Bill have let the smaller parties
dictate the fate of the Bill. So long as they don’t
have to share the blame for the shelving of the
Bill, both the BJP and the Congress seem quite
happy to let parties such as the SP and the RJD
call the shots. In such a situation, it is better to
look for consensus on alternative proposals ’
than endlessly repeat the taking up and St%

of the present Bill.
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" FOES JOIN HANDS TO STALL MOVE

Women’s Bill scuttled again

By Our Speéial Correspondent

NEW DELHI, MAY 6. The Women’s
Reservation Bill was deferred yet
again in the face of stiff resist-
ance by some Opposition parties
and a section of the ruling Na-
tional Democratic Alliance in the
Lok Sabha today. Opposition to
the Bill led to the House being
adjourned for an hour-and-a-
half in the morning after which
the Speaker, Manohar Joshi,
called an all-party meeting
wherein the decision to defer the
Bill was taken in view of the ab-
sence of unanimity.

Though the Bill was slated for
discussion and passing in the
post-lunch session, trouble start-
ed as soon as the House assem-
bled for the day with members
belonging to the Samajwadi Par-
ty, the RJD, the TUML and some

0 7 mpv 2003

allies such’as’the Samata
Party, the JD(U) and the Shiv Se-
na raising objections. The SP and
RJD members trooped into the
well of the House demanding
withdrawal of the listed 85th
Constitution Amendment Bill
providing for 33 per cent reserva-
tion for women in the Lok Sabha
and the State Assemblies.

The agitated members made it
clear that the Bill in its present
form — without provision for a
quota within a quota — would
“never be acceptable” to them.
Their demand was that it should
have reservation for women be-
longing to the Scheduled Castes,
the Scheduled Tribes, the minor-
ities and the OBCs.

To the Government's embar-
rassment, opposition to the Bill
came from a number of its allies.
Even the Opposition was divided

heated exchanges between
e SP and Congress members
ver certain remarks made by
Shivraj Patil (Cong). This led to
several SP MPs accusing the
Congress of “joining hands with
the BJP”. The developments in
the House and outside showed
strong resistance to the pro-
posed legislation within all par-
ties. Though the Congress and
the BJP are publicly committed
to the legislation, the leader-
ship’s enthusiasm was not
shared by their MPs. A number
of Congress and BJP members
congratulated the SP leader, Mu-
layam Singh Yadav, for having
scuttled the Bill.

Opposition to the Bill also saw
long-time foes join hands. The
concerted action in the Lok Sab-
ha was the result of a lot of over-
night planning outside the
House. Laloo Prasad Yadav, Mu-
layam Singh Yadav, Prabhunath
Singh and Sharad Yadav are re-
ported to have worked out a joint
strategy and calibrated their ef-
forts in the House to prevent the
Bill from even being taken up for
consideration.

In the House, Mulayam Singh
Yadav said his party was not op-
posed to reservation for women
but wanted the Bill, introduced
in the House in 1999, to provide
reservation to women belonging
to families of farmers, labourers
and minorities and other back-
ward classes. The Government's
move to insert the clause of rota-
tion of seats was fraught with
dangerous consequences and
would lead to a snapping of the
crucial ties between the electo-
rate and their representatives.
He was supported by Raghu-
vansh Prasad of the R]D. Opposi-
tion to the Bill also came from
Chandrakant Khaire (Shiv Sena),

- Devendra Prasad Yadav (JD-U)
and Prabahunath Singh (Samata
Party) who lamented that the
Government did not consider it
fit to consult the allies on the is-
sue. Mr. Khaire said the issue of
support to the Bill should be left
to individual parties, .while Mr.
Singh urged the Government not
to act in haste. He said a large
number of MPs from both the
BJP and the Congress were op-
posed to it.

Task for Speaker: Page 11
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THE UNIOW GOVERNMENT’S proposal to es-
tablish a Najonal Commission for Children —
a statutory body with judicial powers — is a
clear recognition at the highest quarters that
despite an array of laws and national policies
which address the specific concerns of chil-
dren, a great deal still remains to be accom-
plished in terms of fostering a rights-centred
approach to children’s issues. The mandate of
the new body is expected to be geared to facil-
itate progress towards translating Constitution-
al provisions concerning children into practice,
reviewing existing legislation and making rec-
ommendations to the Government and, above
all, ensuring compliance of domestic legislation
with relevant international conventions. Ac-
cording to the Human Resource Development
Minister, Murli Manohar Joshi, some 40 coun-
tries already have similar commissions in place
and India would be only the second in Asia after
the Philippines to constitute an exclusive body
for safeguarding the interests of children. While
the Government’s initiative to protect unargua-
bly the most vulnerable section in any society
deserves legitimate credit, it is important that
the proposed ombudsman does not merely rep-
licate past experience in relation to the func-
tioning or even the composition of similar
commissions. For instance, appointments to
existing statutory bodies for the protection and
promotion of the interests of women, the mi-
norities and the Scheduled Castes and the
Scheduled Tribes — not to speak of the Human
Rights Commissions at the national and State
levels — have come to be regarded as avenues
of patronage for senior functionaries in the
Government at the time of superannuation.
Unless such a perception is corrected, the legit-
imacy of statutory bodies in general is bound to
be seriously undermined. Moreover, although
these commissions are vested with judicial
powers similar to a civil court, in the absence of
enforcement and punitive authority, in reality,
their role has been no more than recommenda-
tory in nature. Although there appears to be a
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clear recognition of some of these aspects at one
level, indications are that few if any real depar-
tures could be expected in relation to the com-
position of the proposed commission.

While these pragmatic concerns in them-
selves are serious enough, the moral and soci-
ological dimensions of the problems of this
segment of the population are formidable. Ac-
cording to statistics, children account for rough-
ly 38 per cent of the country’s total population;
of which 53 per cent suffer from severe malnu-
trition. And, 47 per cent of children below the
age of three are said to be underweight and 46
per cent stunted in growth. India also has the
dubious distinction of being home to the largest
workforce of children in the world. The Govern-
ment has acknowledged that 3 per cent of chil-
dren work for wages and 2.6 per cent without
wages, adding up to a total of 11.3 million child
labourers in the country. Against this backdrop,
the recently enacted law postulating basic edu-
cation as a fundamental right offers little hope
of realising the pledge in the Directive Principles
of State Policy in Article 39 to protect children
from moral and material exploitation. It is hard
to see how, in the absence of compulsory pri-
mary education for children as a state guaran-
tee, any of the objectives set out in the United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of the Child,
1959, or the National Policy on Children, 1974,
could be realised. Consider also the growing
proportions in child trafficking in different parts
of the country and the particular vulnerability of
the girl child; and the roots of the malaise could
yet again be traced to the absence of primary
education.

The charter for the proposed commission for
children should foremost inspire confidence in
our collective capacity to grapple with the var-
ied dimensions of the issues with sensitivity, un-
derstanding and imagination. Ensuring its
independence and autonomy from political
pressures is the other vital prerequisite if the
commission is to function as an effective
ombudsman.



| DIDN'T OFFER TO EXPEL MPs: SPEAKER

Women’s Bill may be

‘tabled in m

410

By Our Staff Correspondent

 NEW DELHI, MAY 9. Already under
criticism for the failure to push
through the Women’s Reserva-
tion Bill in the just-concluded
session of Parliament, the Parlia-
mentary Affairs Minister, Sush-
ma Swaraj, today claimed that
the Congress and the CPI (M)
had turned down the Lok Sabha
Speaker, Manohar Joshi’s offer to
try to pass the Bill by expeiling
MPs of the Samajwadi Party who
were blocking its passage. Mr.
Joshi today flatly denied making
any such suggestion.

Taking offence at Ms. Swaraj’s
blaming them for the Govern-
ment’s failure, the Congress spo-
kesperson, Jaipal Reddy, and the
senior CPI (M) leader, Somnath
Chatterjee, said the Speaker had
not made any such suggestion to
them.

Ms. Swaraj said she did not see
any possibility of the Bill being
passed in its present form. How-
ever, if a consensus or political
unanimity was reached at the all-
party meeting called by the
Speaker on June 16 she would in-
troduce a “new bill” in the “very
first week of the monsoon ses-
sion”, the Minister promised.

Clearly ruling g e possibil-
)'prﬁfenrivi a consensus on
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the Bill inUi}s present form that
seeks 33 perlcent reservation for
women in the State Assemblies
and the Lok Sabha and also a 33
per cent reservation for women
belonging to the Scheduled
Castes and the Scheduled Tribes
within the existing SC/ST re-
served seats, Ms. Swaraj, howev-
er, said the Centre would pen the
draft for the new Bill only after
unanimity was arrived at the
Speaker’s all-party meeting. Al-
though she was not specific, the
clear hint was that perhaps a po-
litical agreement could be reac-
hed on the “alternative
proposal” to make it mandatory
for political parties to select a
specific percentage of women
candidates.

Mr. Chatterjee described the
Government'’s attitude towards
the Bill as ‘amazing’ and said it
was playing a dubious blame
game by holding the Opposition
responsible for the “non-pas-
sage” of the Bill. “Why is the Gov-
ernment talking of consensus
when there was no consensus on
the Prevention of Terrorism
Act?” The CPI (M) requested the
Speaker not to prorogue the
House and, instead, call a special
session in case the political par-
ties were unable to hammer out
their differences on the issue on
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nsoon session

June 16.

Mr. Joshi said he had asked
the political parties to give their
suggestions in writing before the
meeting and an attempt would
be made on that day to draft an
agreement.

Earlier, at a meeting with the
representatives of several wom-
en’s organisations at his resi-
dence, Mr. Joshi said women's
groups would be consulted be-
fore the Bill was placed in Parlia-
ment once again.

He told the delegation that he
had moved a similar proposal in
the Maharashtra Assembly in
1996 when he was the Chief
Minister.

Not too happy with the Shiv
Sena that has been opposing res-
ervation for women, the delega-
tion. members told Mr. Joshi to
convince his party and his leader
of the need for reservation for
women in the State Assemblies
and Parliament.

Mr. Joshi told them that as
Speaker he was not affiliated to
any political party and that per-
sonally he supported the Bill.
Ranjana Kumari, coordinator for
the Joint Action Front for Wom-
en, later told The Hindu that “we
made it clear that we would ac-
cept nothing less than 33 per
cent reservation.”



~DIVISIONS IN RIVAL POLITICAL CAMPS ON QUOTA

Lok Sabha
Women S

By Neena Vyas

N DELHI, MAY 5. The Women'’s Reservation Bill
gathering dust after it was introduced in 1999 is
to be placed on tomorrow’s agenda in the Lok
Sabha for consideration and passing.

The bill is expected to witness wide fissures in
the two main political camps, the ruling and the
Opposition. From the ruling National Democrat-
ic Alliance camp, the Shiv Sena is expected to
oppose and the Samata Party appeared to be di-
vided — one of its MPs opposed it in the Business
Advisory Committee today, and the Janata Dal
(United) has also consistently opposed the bill.

In the Opposition camp, the Samajwadi Party
made clear its preference for the “alternative pro-
posal” to make it mandatory for political parties
to select a pre-determined minimum percentage
of women candidates for Lok Sabha and Assemb-
ly seats. The Rashtriya Janata Dal was also op-
posed to reservations for women unless a
backward castes’ women’s quota was created
within the overail women's quota.

On the other hand, the bill in its present form
— 33 per cent of all Lok Sabha and Assembly
seats to be reserved for women and 33 per cent of
the SC/ST quota of seats to be reserved for SC/ST
women — has the full support of the Bharatiya
Janata Party, the Congress, the Left parties, the
ATADMK and the DMK, the Telugu Desam Party
and the Bahujan Samaj Party as well as a number
of smaller parties.

Since the Women’s Reservation Bill is to be
taken up tomorrow after two other Constitution
Amendment bills related to delimitation to make
2001 Census as the base and empower States to
levy service tax (to prepare for the Value Added
Tax regime) there is a question mark on the avail-
ability of time. But as of now, the legislation

to take up
Bill today

which has seen bitter battles inside the House
during the 11th and the 12th Lok Sabhas when
attempts were made to introduce it will be put to
vote tomorrow in the Lok Sabha and on May 8 in
the Rajya Sabha.

This was decided at the BAC of the Lok Sabha
after a meeting that lasted 90 minutes and wit-
nessed strong opposition from several parties, in-
cluding the Samata, the Shiv Sena and the SP.

While the Congress Party and the CPI (M) as-
sured full support of their parties for the bill in its
present form, the SP president, Mulayam Singh
Yadav, wanted more time to put in place a politi-
cal consensus on the “alternative proposal” for
which he had already been given one month’s
time since the all-party meeting on the issue on
March 7, the Parliamentary Affairs Minister,
Sushma Swaraj, said today.

As for the Rashtriya Janata Dal — there was no
representative of the party in the BAC today but
outside the House, Mr. Raghuvansh Prasad Singh
said the RJD wanted a backward caste quota
within the women’s quota, suggesting that with-
out this his party would oppose the bill.

Talking to reporters later, Ms. Swaraj said the
decision to bring the bill now was taken when it
became clear that no unanimity was possible
even on the alternative proposal.

“The CPI (M) in a letter to the Prime Minister
made it clear that it would support the Bill in its
present form (and not if the bill was diluted as in
the alternative proposal),” she said.

The Congress President, Sonia Gandhi, had al-
so earlier written to the Prime Minister assuring
him of her party’s full support for the bill “which
would fulfil the dream of Rajiv Gandhi” who had
initiated the panchayati raj bill giving womy
ervation in all local body elections.
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MUMBAI, Political parties barring the Left
and the Congress came in for a scathing attack for
their “entirely negative role” vis-a-vis the Wom-
en’s Reservation Bill in Parliament on Tuesday.

Brinda Karat and Subhashini Ali of the All-In-
dia Democratic Women’s Association, at a press
conference here said that a historic opportunity
of voting a new progressive law was lost. The BJP
and the Government emerged out of the episode
“incompetent and impotent” by not seeking a
vote despite full support, conveyed in writing by
the Congress and the Left parties, and there were
“enough MPs to give the required two-thirds ma-
jority required”.

The Janata Dal (United), the Samajwadi Party
and the Rashtriya Janata Dal had lost their “cred-
ibility” by their opposition to the Bill. Its leaders
used “pretexts” to scuttle the Bill and the devel-
opment showed that the social welfare platforms
of these parties had “a sectarian nature”.

BSLMahesh Vijapurkar

“Govt. did not help push
through women’s Bill

Ms. Karat said that “a handful of MPs hijacked
the entire Parliament”.

The issue was not of disruption of parties but
the Government's inability to carry forward its
own legislation. The unprecedented support giv-
en in writing by the major Opposition party made
for “a strong possibility” of enacting the law but
the “Government did nothing to ensure it”. It was
“a betrayal of women and has a grave message for
democracy”.

The Lok Sabha Speaker, Manohar Joshi, had
publicly stated three days earlier that there was
opposition to the long-pending proposal of one-
third quota for women and that there was no
consensus. The Speaker thus “abandoned the
neutrality of his office”, she alleged.

Ms. Ali said the Government in the past had |
pushed through several laws despite their contro-
versial nature. But now it had a majority yet it did
not push through the Bill.

This showed that the BJP itself was not com-
mitted to the Bill.
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AGITATED WOMEN STORM PM'S HOUSE

b

NEW DELIX, MAY 7. Agitated over
the stalliu§ of the Women's Res-

Special Correspondent

ervation Rill in the Lok Sabha
on Tuesddy, representatives of
the several women groups
stormed the Prime Minister’s
residence this morning and ex-
pressed their displeasure in an
unscheduled meeting with him.
Giving a patient hearing, the
Prime Minister, Atal Behari Vaj-
payee, assured them that an-
other attempt would be made to
table the Bill in the next session
of Parliament and that it had
not been dropped. However, he
suggested that women should
consider the “alternative” pro-
posal of providing reservation
within the political parties.
Describing the deferring of
the Bill in the male-dominated
Parliament as a “betrayal of
women”, the delegation told
Mr. Vajpayee that their hopes
had risen after they had been
assured of a smooth passage for
the Bill following the all-party
meeting. Whatever happened in
the House on Tuesday was
nothing less than “Parliamen-
tary terrorism”. “We wanted an
apology from the MPs who had
used derogatory language
against women in Parliament
yesterday and all such remarks
be expunged from the proceed-
ings,” Ranjana Kumari, coordi-
nator of the Joint Action Front
for Women, told The Hindu.
Their next plan of action
would be to mobilise women to
defeat the “anti-democratic and
anti-women” forces in the
country in theToming elections.

-

¢ Bill not dropped, says Vajpayee

Representatives of women’s organisations coming out of the Prime Minister’s residence in
New Delhi on Wednesday after lodging their protest against non- tabling of the Women'’s

Reservation Bill in Parliament. — Photo: V.

Ms. Kumari said they had told
Mr. Vajpayee that his “lack of
conviction” had stopped him
from seeing the Bill through de-
spite the necessary two-third
majority in the House. The Bill
was not even taken up for dis-
cussion, what kind of message
did such action send across for
women, they asked the Prime
Minister. When Mr. Vajpayee
suggested that women should
agree to an alternative proposal
for reservation within the par-
ties, the delegation said that
neither the Government nor
any political party had come
forward with the proposal. “We

want 182 seats in Parliament
and nothing less,” we told Mr.
Vajpayee and as far as meeting
the Lok Sabha Speaker was con-
cerned, the delegation brought
it to Mr. Vajpayee’s attention
that he was from a party that
was openly opposed to the Bill,”
Ms. Kumari claimed.

The Prime Minister met the
delegation, representing 25 or-
ganisations, as the women re-
fused to leave the premises
despite repeated requests by
the PMO staff and the securi-
tymen to seek an appointment.
The drama unfolded at 10 a.m.
when about 250 women gath-
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ered near 7, Race Course Road
and began marching towards
the house. Taken by surprise,
the policemen came towards
them, warning them of arrest if
they violated the prohibitory or-
ders. While some women of-
fered to court arrest, about 25 of
them reached the reception
where they insisted on meeting
the Prime Minster. The absence
of women policemen perhaps
made their job easier.

The Joint Action Front for’
Women has now sought an ap-
pointment with the Lok Sabha
Speaker, Manohar Joshi.

Govt. didn’t help: e 11
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By Our Specﬁl%*rrespondent

NEW DELHT, WAY 7. The Left par-
ties today \criticised the Vaj-
payee Government for its
inability to get the Women's
Reservation Bill passed in th
Lok Sabha despite having fh;/
support of nearly three-fourths
of the House.

The CPI(M) politburo said
the Government had the sup-
port of major parties, including
the Congress, the Left parties
and the Telugu Desam Party.
Together with the BJP, their
MPs constituted three-fourths
of the Lok Sabha.

“Yet, the Government failed
to ensure that the Bill was taken
up for consideration and adop-
tion. The main responsibility for
this lies with the Vajpayee Gov-
ernment which utterly failed to
stand by its commitment.”

By referring the matter to the
Speaker, the party said the BJP
was “abdicating its responsibil-
ity” as the ruling party. “Those
who opposed the Bill have
sought to block women’s repre-
sentation by giving out spurious
arguments.

Reservation for women :
through the democratic electo- |
ral system would have ensured
that women from all strata get |
representation in the legisla-
tures and Parliament.” ‘

The Communist Party of In-
dia charged the Government
with “lacking political will” to
ensure the Bill's passage and
said the repeated enactment of
the “drama” had turned an im-
portant issue into a “farce”.

“Yet another postponement
of discussion on the Bill has
once again shown that the Vaj-
payee Government lacks politi-
cal will on the issue,” the party
central secretariat said.

It demanded that the legisla-
tion in the present form be dis-
cussed in Parliament and
alleged that the Government
had raked up the issue only to
score “brownie points but buck-
led down” when some NDA al-
lies and the anti-reservation
lobby in the BJP, along with
some Opposition parties, creat-
ed a “rumpus” in the House.

The Communist Party of In-
dia (Marxist-Lenist) said the
Government did not care for
consensus on other vital issues.
But when it came to the Wom-
en’s Bill it started talking about
consensus.

“This is very shocking d'
shameful”. /m
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‘Panel

By Aarti Dhar .
Y oy

DELHI, MAY 12. Even before
nternational Labour Office
sed its global report on dis-
ination at work place, the
n Labour Minister, Sahib
h Verma, constituted a
mittee to ascertain the ex-
to which the Government
been able to remove dis-
lination at the work place,
icularly sexual harassment
vomen.
‘he five-member committee,
«ded by an officer of the rank
a Joint Secretary, will have
resentatives from the trade
ions and women'’s groups.
Announcing this after releas-
1 the ILO report here today,
. Verma said the committee
yuld submit its recommenda-
ms by the month-end and the
port would be sent to the ILO.
e Government had decided
allow women to work at night
ter ensuring full security for
em.
Mr. Verma said the ILO
ould now work towards re-
oving geographical barriers to
sure freedom of work to all.
‘he countries with excess hu-
an resources should be al-
wed to send their people to
her countries and the ILO can
) a lot in removing the region-
discrimination be':cause we
€ now tal?g in terms of the

VO
1o study harassmént’ of women

NI TN

The Union Labour Minister, Sahib Singh Verma, handing over a copy of ILO’s Global Report on
“Time for Equality at Work” to the Deputy Chalrperson of the Rajya Sabha, Najma Heptullah,
at the U.N. Conference Hall in New Delhl on Monday. The Director (India), ILO,
Herman van der Laan, is at right. — Photo: V.V. Krishnan

world being one trade organisa-
tion,” he said.

While India has been criti-
cised for discrimination in wage
classification of skilled and un-

skilled workers that sometimes
places women in the unskilled,
lower-paying wage category
and men in the skilled, higher-
paying category, irrespective of

the skill level, the Supreme
Court has been praised for issu-
ing guidelines and norms pro-
hibiting sexual harassment at
the work place. The Govern-

. tion in salary or harassment.

ment’s efforts in checking child
exploitation have been
appreciated.

Another area where India was
found discriminating was in the
case of HIV/AIDS patients
where breach of medical confi-
dentiality led to dismissal or re-
signations from the jobs.

Other forms of discrimina-
tion could be dismissal without
evidence, notice or a hearing,
demotion to positions of lower
experience and skill, denial of
insurance benefits to pay for
AIDS-related expenses, reduc-

" The socio-economic and sex-
ual discrimination experienced
by women increased their vul-
nerability to HIV/AIDS with the
rates of infection among wom-
en showing a rise.

The ILO study revealed that
the burden of caring for HIV-
infected family and community
members fell more often on
women and girls, thereby in-
creasing their workload and di-
minishing their
income-generating and school-
ing possibilities.

Older women workers might
have to assume responsibility
for orphaned grandchildren, al-

though their skills were not
granted any economic value.

SC declines to
stay abolition
of tribunal

By Our Legal Correspondent

NEW DELHI, MAY 12, The Supreme
Court today declined to stay a
Madhya Pradesh Government
notification abolishing the State
Administrative Tribunal. A va-
cation Bench, comprising N.
Santosh Hegde and Shivaraj V.
Patil, dismissed an application
filed by the High Court Bar As-
sociation seeking the stay.

The Bench observed that
“when an institution had been
statutorily abolished, how could
the Apex Court pass an interim
order for its revival”.

Appearing for the Bar Associ-
ation, advocate  Prashant
Bhushan, contended that
around 40,000 cases were pend-
ing before the tribunal and as i,
had been abolished litigants
were facing severe constraints
in getting relief in urgent mat-
ters.

He said it would take a long
time for the Centre to take a de-
cision on setting up of an alter-
native body for the redressal of
the grievances of Government
employees and pleaded that the
court stay the notification.

The Bench said the main pet-
ition was pending before the
Court and it would not be prop-
er to give any interim order at

this stage.
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By Our Special Correspondent

‘HENNAI, MAY 12. The Indian Space
lesearch Organisation’s latest
atellite, GSAT-2, has been
uccessfully placed in a
seastationary orbit and its solar
irrays and antenna have been
ieployed.

This follows a series of critical
operations carried out by the Master
Control Facility, Hassan, on Sunday
and today, ISRO said.

GSAT-2 was launched by the

SHAR, Sriharikota.

deployed.

second developmental flight of the
Geosynchronous Satellite Launch
Vehicle, GSLV-D2, on May 8 from
the Satish Dhawan Space Centre,

Today, the two solar arrays and
the west antenna of GSAT-2 were
successfully deployed. In the first
operation, the solar array on the
south side of the satellite was

The solar array on the north side
and the west antenna were deployed
later. The two solar arrays together

GSAT-2 placed in geostationary orbit

duration of 90 minutes six seconds
in three phases on May 9, 10 and

11, imparting a total velocity |
increment of 1.66 km per second
needed to take the satellite from the
geosynchronous transfer orbit of 180
km perigee and 36,000 km apogee to
its present geostationary orbit. The
inclination was also reduced from
19.2 degree with respect to the
equatorial plane at the time of its
injection into the orbit, to the
present 0.1 degree. The LAM, which
was developed by ISRO’s Liquid

generate 1400 watt of electrical
power. In the third and final phase
of orbit-raising operations
conducted yesterday, GSAT-2 was
successfully placed in geostationary
orbit by firing its 440 Newton Liquid
Apogee Motor (LAM) for 79 seconds.

The satellite is now located at 36
degree east longitude and drifting
slowly, as per plan, towards its final
slot of 48 degree east longitude. It is
expected to reach its final orbital
slot in a week’s time.

The LAM was fired for a total

Propulsion Systems Centre, has
performed to its specifications.

The satellite carries four c-band
transponders, two ku-band
transponders and one mobile
satellite service payload in addition
to four scientific payloads.
Functional testing of scientific
payloads and the in-orbit testing of
the communication payloads will be
carried out in the next two weeks.

ISRO taday said that all systems
on board GSAT-2 satellite were
functioning well.
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THE BILL RECENTLY passed by the Goa As-
sembly prohibiting paedophilia is by far the
most comprehensive and holistic piece of legis-
lation enacted by any State covering a wide ga-
mut of issues pertaining to the overall
development and well-being of children under
18 years of age. The foremost objective behind
the conception of the Goa Children’s Act of 2003
is the urgency of the need to control all forms of
commercial exploitation of children including
prostitution,

pornography and trafficking for sexual pur-
poses. However, taking a holistic view of the
closely inter-related issues involved, the archi-
tects of the Goa law have made a conscious at-
tempt to incorporate provisions that take on
board the larger dimensions of the problem. Ac-
cordingly, persons who reside with children not
related to them by ties of blood are required by
law to disclose the same to the Director of Wom-
en and Child Development. There are also sig-
nificant incentives for school attendance such
as a ban on corporal punishment and provision
for participatory evaluation in place of the
much-dreaded conventional examinations. Ze-
ro rejection is to be the avowed policy of all
school managements, including children affect-
ed with HIV/AIDS. Both the Government and
private sector employers would have to provide
maternal and child care facilities. While some of
these are novel steps, the law takes advantage of
existing measures to enhance the socio-psycho-
logical and nutritive health of children, besides
prohibiting child labour. On the punitive side,
crimes of child abuse are to be treated as non-
bailable offences under the Criminal Procedure
Code. While most of these measures are part of
separate legislation to curb specific forms of
child abuse and exploitation, the real merit in
the Goa law pertains to the holistic model it
provides for combating the exploitative features
of an emerging contemporary market-oriented
society. To that extent, the new law constitutes
an important value addition in the area of legal
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jurisprudence in the country.

The background to the Goa legislation can
clearly be traced to the State’s particular prone-
ness to the commercial sexual exploitation of
children and women, given its highly tourism-
driven economy that has seen a rapid expansion.
An ugly manifestation of this phenomenon —
also witnessed in other countries of the Asia- |
Pacific region — was in the form of high in-
cidence of paedophilia in the mid-1990s with a
close nexus between international tourists and
local players. Although two of the key accused in
the crime have been convicted and are serving a
life sentence, many have escaped punishment
owing to lacunae in existing laws. Governments
are better equipped to deal with tourism-related
crimes today with around 12 countries having
enacted laws to prosecute nationals at home for
offences committed against children overseas.
The first World Congress against the Commer-
cial Exploitation of Children held in Stockholm
in 1996 called on Governments to criminalise all
forms of sexual exploitation of children, involve
children in fighting their exploitation and pro-
mote cooperation among various sectors. The
2nd Congress held in Yokohama in 2000 laid
special emphasis on stricter enforcement of na-
tional laws and the relevance of the Internation-
al Labour Organisation Convention on the
Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour.

The importance of putting in place legal in-
struments to deal with emergent and more so-
phisticated crimes can hardly be exaggerated.
But the effectiveness of all such legislation de-
pends ultimately on the extent to which it is
enforced effectively. Whereas the Centre and the
States have not lagged behind in terms of enact-
ing laws in compliance with international Con-
ventions, their performance has been found
clearly wanting with respect to their enforce-
ment. Lapses in this area cannot be condoned
especially when they affect the most vulnerable
sections of society. A model law is at best a small
beginning.
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“Permanent reservations

v

HE women will never get the

ayes, it seems. The naysayers will
dlways shout their well-wishers down
and occupy strategic territory in the
well of the House. So let us please put
an end-to this periodic charade. In-
stead of deferring the Women’s
Reservation Bill “for the time being”,
let our political parties for once con-
struct a consensus and declare the
proposed legislation dead on arrival.
Let us, if only for the sake of propri-
ety, ensure that we won’t have to en-
dure ever again Tuesday’s depressing
spectacle, or those hollow profes-
sions about giving women their share
of seats in Parliament and state legis-
latures. Let us, in other words, junk
the hypocrisy and acknowledge the
patriarchal sentiments that guide In-
dia’s highest law-making body.
. To be sure, Lok Sabha’s hour-
long flirtation with the merits and de-
fects of the 85th Constitution
Amendment Bill proceeded along
- expected lines. Lok Sabha members
have travelled down that road be-
fore, and they did not take long in
forcing yet another adjournment —
after, of course, the usual obfusca-
tory nods to the need for sub-quotas
for OBCs and the minorities, to the
mystifying thesis that this is simply
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Do the women of India a service and
\([S‘f shred the quota bill

S

one big conspiracy to fill the legisla-
tures with city-bred, English-speak-
ing women. This rabid rhetoric has
become far too familiar to startle. It
is, however, the silences that were
depressing, Speakers paid no atten-
tion to the actual problems in the bill
They did not, for example, dwell on
the proposed rotation of constituen-
, cies that would erase a legislator’s ac-
countability to his or her voters. They
did not focus on the consequences of
pitting women against women that
the bill envisages, on their electoral
ghettoisation. o
Let’s face it. Self-professed pro-
_ponents of the bill and its hysterical
opponents are batting for the same
side. If the sub-quota based argu-
ment against the legislation is a thin
cover for opposition to the entry of
women into legislatures in large
numbers, the bill in its curzent form
isinitself a great obstacle to its stated

objective. Reserving seats forwomen -

by rotating constituencies is defi-
nitely not in consonance with parlia-

mentary democracy. Various groups |
have put forth alternative solutions |

— like parties being forced to allo-
cate one-third of their tickets to
women. It is time these proposals
were seriously considered.

~ITHAN Ex'“sm;



DIVISIONS IN RIVAL POLITICAL CAMPS ON QUOTA

Lok Sabha
Women S

By Neena Vyas

NEW DELHI, MAY 5. The Women's Reservation Bill
gathering dust after it was introduced in 1999 is
to be placed on tomorrow’s agenda in the Lok
Sabha for consideration and passing,

The bill is expected to witness wide fissures in
the two main political camps, the ruling and the
Opposition From the ruling National Democrat-
ic Alliance camp, the Shiv Sena is expected to
oppose and the Samata Party appeared to be di-
vided -- one of its MPs opposed it in the Business
Advisory Committee today, and the Janata Dal
{United) has also consistently opposed the biil.

In the Opposition camp, the Samajwadi Party
made clear its preference for the “alternative pro-
posal” to make it mandatory for political parties
to select a pre-determined minimum percentage
of women candidates for Lok Sabha and Assemb-
fy seats. The Rashtriva Janata Dal was also op-
posed to reservations for women unless a
backward vastes” women's quota was created
within the overall women’s quota.

On the other hand, the bill in its present form

33 per cent aof all Lok Sabha and Assembly

seats to be reserved tor women and 33 per cent of

the SC/ST quota of seats to be reserved for SC/ST
waomen - has the full support of the Bharatiya
Janata Party, the Congress, the Left parties, the
AIADMK and the DMK, the Telugu Desam Party
and the Bahujan Samaj Party as well as a number
of smaller parties.

Since the Women’s Reservation Bill is to be
taken up tomorrow after two other Constitution
Amendment bilfs related to delimitation to make
2001 Census as the base and empower States to
Jevy service tax {to prepare for the Value Added
Pax regime; there is a question mark on the avail-
ability of time. But as of now, the legislation

to take up
Bill today

which has seen bitter battles inside the House
during the 11th and the 12th Lok Sabhas when
attempts were made to infroduce it will be put to
vote tomorrow in the Lok Sabha and on May 8 in
the Rajya Sabha.

This was decided at the BAC of the Lok Sabha
after a meeting that lasted 90 minutes and wit-
nessed strong opposition from several parties, in-
cluding the Samata, the Shiv Sena and the SP.

While the Congress Party and the CPt (M} as-
sured full support of their parties for the bill in its
present form, the SP president, Mulayam Singh
Yadav, wanted more time 1o put in place a politi-
cal consensus on the “alternative proposal” for
which he had already been given one month’s
time since the all-party meeting on the issue on
March 7, the Parliamentary Affairs Minister,
Sushma Swaraj, said today.

As for the Rashtriya Janata Dal — there was no
representative of the party in the BAC today but
outside the House, Mrr. Raghuvansh Prasad Singh
said the RJD wanted a backward caste quota
within the women’s quota, suggesting that with-
out this his party would oppose the bill.

Talking to reporters later, Ms. Swaraj said the
decision to bring the bill now was taken when il
became clear that no unanimity was possible
even on the alternative proposal.

“The CPI (M) in a letter to the Prime Minister
made it clear that it would support the Bill in its
present form (and not if the bill was diluted as in
the alternative proposal),” she said.

The Congress President, Sonia Gandhi, had al
sa earlier written to the Prime Minister assuring
him of her party’s full support for the bill “which
would fulfil the dream of Rajiv Gandhi”” who had
initiated the panchayati raj bill giving womenfres-
ervation in all local body elections.

6 MAY 203
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- Consensus still

" eludes women'’s

By Dur Special Correspondent

. NEW DELHI, APRIL 26. The Gov-

ernment was serious about
bringing a bill on women's po-
litical reservation and would do
so in this very session of Parlia-
ment but a consensus on the
subject remained elusive, the
Prime Minister, Atal Behatd Vaj-
payee, said today.

At the Bharativa Janata Par-
ty's parliamentary party meet-
ing this morning, he said the
Parliamentary Affairs Minisier,
Sushma Swaraj, was making an
effort to evolve a consensus on
the long-awaited  legislation
and that she had his good
wishes.

It was pointed out thar the
Congress wanted the legistation
in its original form — 33 per
cent reservation for women in

¢ the Lok Sabha and Srate As-
| semblies.

But some other parties were

¢ veering round to the idea of
' making it mandatory for politi-
; cal parties to select at least 33

30

per cent women candidates for
the Lok Sabha and the Assern-
blies.

And there were other parties

APR 2009

wy bill, says PM

- . . |
who favoured lowering of the !
reservation percentage o 10 or |

15 per cent.

As if to press home its point,
a Congress delegation — Man- |
mohan Singh, Pranab Mukher- |
jee and Shivraj Patil — met the |

Prime Minister this moming o

remind him that the party was |

in favour of 33 per cent reserva- |

tion for women.

Appatently, Ms. Swaraj is stil] |

continuing her talks with paty
leaders on the issue. And
though the BiP Is not stating
this officially, it secems it would

be more than happy if there |
was a consensus on amending ¢

the law to make it mandatory
for political partics to select 33
per cent

dates selected in each State.

At the mweeting, the Deputy |
Advani, ¢

Prime Minister, L.K.

women  candidates,
with 33 per cent women candi- |

advised his party’s Ministers to
reply to queries from members

which often go

unanswered. ¢
Among other issues raised by |

MPs were Siatchood for Anda- |

man and Nicobar Islands and

remunerative prices o farmers |

for  vegetables,
potators,

especially !

'
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. New Imperialism_ -

Emerging Circles of Unreason M

By Shastri Ramachandaran

“It is too soon to say,” was Chinese commu-
nist leader Chou En-lai’s reply, in 1949, when
asked about the importance of the French
Revolution of 1789. Much the same could be
said of the US military take-over of Iraq.
Perhaps, Chou was referring not to linear
time, but to history as a cycle fraught with
complex and overpowering implications that
make judgment difficult even while coming
to terms with the unfolding consequences.

Now, as in the aftermath of other up-
heavals triggered by 9/11, the intentions of
those who have unleashed unceasing waves
of retaliation do not matter. What matters is
the logic of a world that is being created by
such actions, and the impulses that are
giving rise to these actions. The essential
message of new imperialism’s second war —
Afghanistan being the first — is that
sovereignty, like history, is bunk.

The opposition to the US action in this
instance — by countries such as France
and Russia — signals that there are little
imperialists too, aspiring to carve out their
own spheres of power and influence. They
are neither anti-war nor anti-imperialism;
they merely disagree with Washington on
this particular military mis-
sion on the ground that the
same strategic, security and
economic objectives could
be pursued by other means :
without provoking so much :
hostility and resistance. :

It is an age when those i
who know history as much :
as those who don’t are
condemned to repeat it. When
Tony Blair’s foreign policy ad-
visor, Robert Cooper, called for
a “new imperialism” that al-
lows well-governed western nations to
impose order and stability on the globe, few
had the insight to see it as a prescription to
re-order the post-9/11 world, although the
thesis had been published earlier. Setting
out the “need for colonisation”, Mr Cooper
held active intervention to be necessary
when dealing with more old-fashioned
states outside the post-modern continent of
Europe. “We need to revert to rougher
methods of an earlier era — force, pre-
emptive attack, deception, whatever is
necessary to deal with those who still live
in the 19th century world.”

This is precisely what is happening: The
ushering in of a new era by a big imperial
power with little imperial powers either
following at heel like Britain or negotiating
to safeguard their own turf like France and
Russia. Bosnia, Kosovo and East Timor, as
the first enclaves of new imperialism, were
the first voluntarily to settle for truncated
sovereignty. Then came Afghanistan where
the big and little imperialists acted as
one in their mission to make a protectorate
of this *“ungovernable” country with the
United Nations as a handy instrument.
There were no dissenting voices in the

2 4 pmo ?ma

coalition because western interests,
and large, were well served.

In the case of Iraq, the current target for
colonisation, the big imperialist and the
little imperialist fell out over the question of
who will benefit most from exploiting this
new protectorate, in the absence of a UN
umbrella. This is evidenced by the fact that
now France, Russia and Germany are only
too ready to mend their relations with Wash-
ington, and unhesitatingly toe the US line.
No less significant is that even those western
countries opposed to US unilateralism — and
in this one conflict — have been equally
vehement in criticising any non-western
country that claims it has a right to pre-
emptive military action. Few of these voices
were heard when Australia, which sees itself
as a US outpost in the southern hemisphere,
asserted, more than once, its prerogative to
make pre-emptive strikes against terrorism
in East Asia. Such a position underscores a
basic unity of purpose: To sustain their col-
lective supremacy, despite the disagreement
over methods and differences in approach.

Where does India figure on such an inter-
national stage? Nowhere, except when it
draws attention to itself by its capacity to
stage a sideshow with Pakistan. Politicians

in India have portrayed
Pakistan as a fit case for
unilateral military strikes
and Pakistan has been
quick to reciprocate the
compliment. Such indefensi-
ble positions betray poor
,Strategic sense where both
New Delhi and Islamabad
lend themselves to being
pulled up like errant school-
boys, by both the big and little
imperialists. During the war
against Afghanistan, some
in India welcomed new imperialism if only
because the West would not like to lose con-
trol of Pakistan and it may, for that reason,
strip this “failed state” of its sovereignty.

None of the imperialists, whatever the
pecking order in their part of the world,
are going to let southern or developing
countries pursue their legitimate interests
unless it can be subordinated to the larger
objectives of the emerging imperium. Yet,
at this stage of the process, there are
opportunities as well as challenges for
countries like India, if New Delhi moves
beyond its Pakistan obsession.

As during the Cold War, when many
third world countries took advantage of the
antagonisms between the East and the West,
there are possibilities for New Delhi to
engage the little imperialist and the big im-
perialist in pursuit of its own international
ambitions. Instead of casting its lot entirely
with one or the other, India too should seek
out other countries in Asia and elsewhere
with whom it can make common cause, or
at least have a minimum of ‘antagonistic
cooperation’. This is necessary to advance
its own interests, for new imperialism, like
globalisation, cannot be rolled back.
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“8$C notice on sexual
A harassmentwwf”

"'E\;\/\'/l) CHIL March 26, - Taking note
of the alarming rise in the sexual harass-
ment cases in professional institutions, the
Supreme Court today issued notices to a
i~ large number of bodies, including the Uni-
.J versity Grants Commission, to seek their
views on enforcing stringent measures to
stop the menace,
After hearing the Attorney-General, Mr
Soli J Sorabjee. who favoured extension of
the court’s earlier guidelines to stop the
menace in educational institutions and
other professional bodies, a Bench com-
prising Mr Justice § Rajendra Babu and
Mr Justice GP Mathur asked the respond-
ents and the Mr Sorabjee to submit their
responses to the court within six weeks.
Important among the professional bod-
ies to whom notices issued were Bar Coun-
cil of India, Medical Council of India. In-
stitute of Chartered Accountants and All
India Councit of Techmcal Education

.-f-..».w
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The- prime minister's g words on women's
gights, Taments from wome's droups about the dismal
status of ‘wornen, thensual suspects attending seminars
resolving to hold vet another meet on the subject = all
inthe runap to and aftermath of - International
Womew's Day: Somewhers down the line, we have also
patted ourselveson the back for survibrant panchayati
raj systemt as a means of women’s empowerment.
True, that was the intention when it began, but as a
revent sbory by our corvespondent shows, many state
governuients’ misplaced development prmrltw*s aye
working against women in panchayati raj. The main
sturbling block is the ontdated two-child norm which
many states have adopied although it goes against the
provisions of the national population policy, This has
fed to & situation wheve women sarpanches have heen
disqualified for having a third child Often, the woman
has no cholce in the size of her family and 18 under
compulsion to produce a thivd child, usually:dn a bidto
Have a son. As the husbund of one woman sarpanch put
it, there ave far greater benefits to having a son i&ﬁ% B /
being a panchayat representative. o VY

A Bhopalbased NGO Mahila Chetna Mam‘n
condueted a survey across Madhya Pradesh: Orissa,
Rajasthan, Andhra Pradesh and Harvana and found
that there was an increase in abortions, desertions by
the husband and extra-marital relationships as a resuit
of the two-child novm: Inaddition, there was far greater
use of sey selection techniques inorder to-produce two
sons. At ifs Inception, ressrvation for women in the
panchayati raj system was meant to eradicate social
bias againsl women and educate people on the value of
the gir! child. Clearly the very epposite has happened.
Thisis borne out by the increasingly skewed sex ratio
not just in the populons northern states but even inthe
sp-called progressive states like Kevala and Tamil Nadu.
But the gender angle apart, it must be guestioned why
the stale is infringing upon people’s democratic v ightto
determine the size of thelr families. At a MacAxthur
Foundation lgcture, Nobel laureate Amartya Sen said
that restricting reproductive freedom often .had
fatal eonseguences for the girl child. Surveys have
repeatedly shown that across. the socio-sconomic
spectrum, people aspire to regtrict the size of theiy
families butare unabls todo se without quality medical
services and contraceptive choices. When a policy
disempowers the very people it is meant to empower,
perhaps s thue o review and phase it out,
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'No Gender

The prime minister’s ér ixud words on women'’s
rights, laments from women’s groups about the dismal
status of women, the usual suspects attending seminars
resolving to hold yet another meet on the subject —- all
in the runup to and aftermath of International
Women’s Day. Somewhere down the line, we have also
patted ourselves on the back for our vibrant panchayati
raj system as a means of women’s empowerment.
True, that was the intention when it began, but as a
recent story by our correspondent shows, many state
governments’ misplaced development priorities are
working against women in panchayati raj. The main
stumbling block is the outdated two-child norm which
many states have adopted although it goes against the
provisions of the national population policy. This has
fed to a situation where women sarpanches have been
disqualified for having a third child. Often, the woman
has no choice in the size of her family and is under
compulsion to produce a third child, usually in a bid to
have a son. As the husband of one woman sarpanch put
it, there are far greater benefits to having a sogjﬁhn iR 7
heing a panchayat representative. oV W \%’

A Bhopal-based NGO Mahila Chetna Manch
conducted a survey across Madhya Pradesh, Orissa,
Rajasthan, Andhra Pradesh and Haryana and found
that there was an increase in abortions, desertions by
the husband and extra-marital relationships as a result
of the two-child norm. In addition, there was far greater
use of sex selection techniques in order to produce two
sons. At its inception, reservation for women in the
panchayati raj system was meant to eradicate social
bias against women and educate people on the value of
the girl child. Clearly, the very opposite has happened.
'This is borne out by the increasingly skewed sex ratio
not just in the populous northern states but even in the
so-called progressive states like Kerala and Tamil Nadu.
But the gender angle apart, it must be questioned why
the state is infringing upon people’s democratic right to
determine the size of their families. At a MacArthur
Foundation lecture, Nobel laureate Amartya Sen said
that restricting reproductive freedom often had
fatal consequences for the girl child. Surveys have
repeatedly shown that across the socio-economic
spectrum, people aspire to restrict the size of their
families but are unable to do so without quality medical
services and contraceptive choices. When a policy
disempowers the very people it is meant to empower,
perhaps it is time to review and phase it out.
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“Prisoner of gender

\7\ % A?The costs of a women'’s bill

f the wom ’s reservation bill fmally gets the parliamentary
nod — the\BJP, the Congress and the Left seem to have
agreed to voté,for it — curtains will come down on seven and
a half years of legislative wrangling. But will the new script —
33 per cent or less seats in Parliament and assemblies reserved
for women, possibly on a rolling basis — make for a better
ending? In India barbarous and meglewremnt of women
still receives familial and, often, social sanction. But caste’
discrimination is also a shameful social reality and caste-based
reservations have been in existence and expanded for five
decades. Has it belped? Is the émergence of Laloo Yadav and
‘Mayawati proof that India’s so called backward castes are
- better off socially and economically or is it a demonstration
that egalitarianism by fiat in a hierarchical and hypocritical
* society simply spawns another class of dubious leaders? Even
caste-based reservations for jobs and education haven’t helped.
In North and South India, poor Dalits are still treated as scum
whereas a backward caste minority has been made members of
white collar India, sacrificing merit and encouraging medio-
.crity. More women in legislative chambers, similarly, will do a
lot for women politicians but little for women in general.

In terms of electoral administration, reserving seats for wo-
‘men is a problem because number divisions in gender, unlike
those in caste or religion, do not translate into majority/ mino-
rity population counts and do not have sharp geographical con- -

- centrations. The rolling reservation of seats — every clectlons
.. & different set of constituencies will be reserved for women —
_.is_supposed to address this probiem. But it will do so only at
“-formidable cost to democratic fundamentals, Once woinen
candidates know that no matter how they perform, they cannot
be re-nominated for the seat next time, the incentives to rep-
resent their. constituéncy will be even lower than is the case
now. In fact, once voters know that, no matter what, their MP
will be a one-term representative, their enthusiasm for votirg in
women-only seats will be affected. Political parties will figure
~ this out before the ink is dry on the new legislation and will do . .
the rational thing < no top class women leader will be ngmina-..
ted for women only seats. A law-mandated class division
among women politicians will be created. All this is quite apart
from the enormous problems that will come up every electoral
cycle in identifying women-only seats as political parties have
running battles with the EC. There’s also the domino effect.
Demands have already been made that within the women’s
quota, backward cagte women be given a separate share. De--
mands were made earlier that Muslim women, in many-ways
the most oppressed, be given separate treatment. If these are
considered, why not have reserved seats for religious minori-
ties, irrespective of gender, as well. Then Indian democracy will
have well and truly lost its claims to. attempging to flaunt a
modern system of governance. /
s
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< We will g0 ahead with 4
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By Our Staff Correspondent

NEW DELHI, MARCH 7. With the Samajwadi Party
and the Rashtriya Janata Dal continuing to op-
pose the Women’s Reservation Bill, the chances
of its passage in the current session appear dim,
even as the Prime Minister, Atal Behari Vajpayee,
made it clear that the Government would push
through the bill with a niajority vote if a consen-
sus proved to be elusive.

The all-party meet convened by Mr. Vajpayee
here today to discuss the issue — hanging fire
for the past five years — failed to arrive at a
consensus, with the Samajwadi Party seeking
more time to take up the matter with the Con-
gress and the CPI (M). Mr. Vajpayee made it
clear that while the minority voice was respected
in a Parliamentary system, it would not be al-
lowed to ask the majority to give up.

He told the Samajwadi Party chief, Mulayam
Singh Yadav, that the Parliamentary system was
run on a majority vote and asked him to discuss
the bill with other parties within a fortnight,
failing which it would be passed in Parliament
with majority vote when the House met after
recess. Officially, there was no word on whether
the bill would be passed in its present form or
with amendments.

While most parties favoured its passage or
were willing to support the Election Commis-
sion’s proposal for reservation by political par-
ties, the two strong voices of dissent came from
Mulayam Singh Yadav and the Rashtriya Janata
Dal president, Laloo Prasad Yadav.

The Congress president, Sonia Gandhi,
strongly in favour of women’s reservation, sug-
gested that those wanting to discuss the bill
further should inform the Government directly
about their decision to enable the Centre to
make up its mind. There was no need to hold

o' . the women’s hill: PM

any more meetings, she said. Congress sources
said that though the party was a staunch sup-
porter of the bill it would still want a consensus
on it.

The PMK, the Janata Dal (U), the Muslim
League, the Samata Party and the TDP did not
participate in the meeting while the AIADMK has
extended support for the bill in toto. Among the
NDA allies, the Shiv Sena has openly opposed
the bill but favoured the EC’s proposals. The
Akali Dal and the Bahujan Samaj Party are ready
for both the options. The RjD and the Samaj-
wadi Party leaders had even demanded reserva-
tion for the Backward Classes, Dalits and Muslim
women, which was turned down by the Prime
Minister. Sticking to the earlier stand, Laloo Pra-
sad Yadav wanted the quantum of reservation to
be left to the parties, though he was not averse to
giving 15 per cent seats to women. Not too
happy with the option of passing the bill with a
majority vote, he said he did not favour hurrying
it through by threatening to pass it on the basis
of numbers. At one point of time, he is reported
to have said that the post of Prime Minister or
President should also be reserved for women.

Briefing reporters after the meeting, the Par-
liamentary Affairs Minister, Sushma Swaraj, said
that the meeting had passed off well with most
parties favouring the bill and many of them
wanting to push it through in the current session
of Parliament. “Mulayam Singh Yadav wanted
more time to discuss the bill with the Congress
and the CPI (M) with whom he was hopeful of
arriving at a consensus. The Prime Minister ac-
cepted his request and gave him a fortnight,”
Ms. Swaraj said.

The Deputy Prime Minister, L.K. Advani, said
the Government had tried its best for a consen-
sus, and would even support the Election Com-
mission’s proposal, if all parties agreed to it.
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"Rights group urges—
Africa to end custom

of wife inherita(i‘it\z0 9

By Marc Lacey

Nairobi: When a Kenyan
woman loses her husband,
she also frequently loses
her home, her land, her
cows and all her other
household property. What
the widow gains, whether
she likes it or not, is a new
husband, frequently her
brother-in-law.

Human Rights Watch is-
sued a report on Wednes-
day condemning the tradi-
tional African practice of
wife inheritance, in which
a widow is transferred to a
male relative of her de-
ceased husband. Typically
the new husband takes
control of the property
with or without the con-
sent of the widow.

The custom, common
throughout Kenya, ex-
tends far and wide in sub-
Saharan Africa. Tradition-
ally, elders say, the practice
ensured that the extended
family would take care of
widows. But critics main-
tain that it strips women of
their property rights and
exposes them to sexually
transmitted diseases like
AIDS.

“Wife inheritance is of-
ten portrayed as an act of
generosity in that the wid-
ow will have a man to ‘look
after’ her and confer the le-
gitimacy of being in a

male-headed household,”

the report said. “But men
clearly benefit not just
from their inherited wife’s
labour and childbearing
potential but also from the
property the deceased hus-
band leaves behind.”

The report called on the
government of President
Mwai Kibaki, which has
pledged better treatment
of women, to overhaul the
legal system so that

6 mar 2003

women have the same
rights to property as men.
The report recommends
that judges and police offi-
cers undergo training on
the issue and that a legal
aid system be set up to as-
sist destitute victims.

Marriage in Africahasa
strong economic compo-
nent. The potential groom
typically agrees to give the
family of a young bride
cows or other property in
exchange for the girl. He
may or may not have more
than a passing acquain-
tance with her. The bride
then leaves her parents’
home and moves near her
in-laws. -

The report found that
widows have little re-
course to retain family
property after the death of
their spouses or as a result
of separation or divorce.
Taking their claims to the
judicial system is costly,
and judges, relying more
on tradition than law, do
not necessarily side with
the women.

“It should be remem-
bered that a wife is mar-
ried into the husband’s
clan,” a Kenyan judge
ruled in a 1997 separation
case. “The matrimonial
home in most cases lies
within the clan land. It
would therefore not be in
keeping with our culture
for the husband to be made
to vacate the clan land for
the wife.”

In the Human Rights
Watch report, researchers
described many women
who found relatives de-
scending on their homes
immediately after the bur-
ial of their husbands.

“My in-laws took every-
thing, even wedding pres-
ents,” a widow in Nairobi
said. NYT News Service
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Immediate decision
«-”on women’s quota

0

By Our Staff Correspondent

NEW DELHI, MARCH 5. The Women’s Reservation
Bill, being debated for more than five years, must
be passed in this session of Parliament itself, feels
M.S.Gill, former Chief Election Commissioner.
“Unfortunately, no progress has been made on
this vital issue and in each session it is talked out
for the next time. An immediate decision is nec-
essary,” he said.

“While we need more Indira Gandhis, Sonia
Gandhis, Sushma Swarajs, Jayalalithaas and May-
awatis, we cannot afford to choose the path of
reservation for this purpose once again,” Mr. Gill
told The Hindu.

Mr. Gill, who was at the helm of affairs when
the Bill was introduced in the Lok Sabha. He feels
that a small amendment in the Representation of
Peoples Act, 1920, making it mandatory for all
recognised political parties to reserve a percent-
age of seats for women in all States, would give
women their due representation. ""The percent-
age of reservation can be agreed upon mutually
in Parliament by all political parties and any at-
tempt to violate this, should result in derecogni-
tion of the party,” says Mr. Gill who had come up
with this proposal about four years ago and most
political parties, even those opposed to reserva-
tion, had found it acceptable.

Having studied Indian politics during his stint
as the Chief Election Commissioner, Mr. Gill feels
that India had a history of reservation, which was
not applied anywhere in the world. “I have been
of the clear view that reservation is not the best
solution to having adequate women representa-
tion. About 200 seats in a Parliament of 542 are

bill needed: Gill

already reserved for SCs/STs while an equal num-
ber would be reserved for women if the Bill is
through, that would leave a small number for the
rest, upsetting the vibrant character of Parlia-
ment,” he said.

Admitting that the number of women repre-
sentatives in State Assemblies and Parliament
was woefully inadequate, Mr. Gill says while
more women must be given a chance to fight
elections for Assemblies and Parliament, they
must be fully involved and active in politics.

“The present problem is the result of a failure
of the political parties to give women their due,
its solution should not be looked for in yet one
more Constitutional change,” he points out. Res-
ervation will result in unequal competition
among the women legislators and Parliamentar-
ians. “It is the political parties who are not giving
adequate space to women in the political arena,”
he says. In the past 50 years, we have amended
the Constitution 90 times and America about 20
in 200 years. At this rate we will have to re-write
the Constitution in 100 years, he explains.

Concerned over the vibrancy and working
health of Parliament and democracy, Mr. Gill be-
lieves if his proposal is accepted, women would
get a massive ticket representation in the coming
elections in several States and it would be the
party bigwigs who would go looking for good and
effective women candidates instead of the other
way round. "It should be the political parties giv-
ing more space to women. We cannot straitjacket
issues and destroy a firm democratic structure in
the process because demand for reservations, at
the present pace, will have no end.” /
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/All-party

By Our Specxal Correspondent

NEW DELHI, MARCH. 4. The all-par-
ty meeting being called by the
Prime Minister to try and evolve
a consensus on reservation for
women in Parliament and State

Assemblies has been re-sched-
| uled for March 7, the Parlia-
mentary  Affairs  Minister,
Sushma Swaraj, said here today.

Speaking informally with re-
porters, Ms. Swaraj, said that
she had already begun the proc-
ess of talking to party leaders in-
dividually. On her list of leaders
she will be talking to are the
AIADMK leader and Tamil Na-
du Chief Minister, Jayalalithaa,
Bahujan Samaj Party leader and
Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister,
Mayawati, Rashtriya Janata Dal
leader and Bihar Chief Minister,
Rabri Devi, and other leaders,
especially women in other par-
ties, including Jaya Jaitly of the
Samata Party, and Mamata Ba-
nerjee of the Trinamool
Congress.

“I am trying to approach the
women leaders first,” she said
and added that she had already
.| spoken to Ms. Rabri Devi.
| The meeting will discuss the
Women’s  Reservation  Bill
which would give 33 per cent
reservation to women in the Lok
Sabha and State Assemblies by
declaring that one-third of all

meet on

' women’s bill
g\q for Friday

seats be reserved for women.
However, she had earlier made
it clear that if there was no polit-
ical consensus on this, then the
Election Commission suggesti-
on that it should be made man-
datory for all parties to
nominate women against one-
third of the total seats they con-
test (with each State as a sep-
arate unit) should be
considered.

The idea, she said, was to do

something rather than nothi
on this vital issue. /g
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Proof of rape in

« Jooted buses”,

ASTAFF REPORTER

Calcutta, Feb. 26: The West
Bengal Women’s Commission
today said it had gathered “sub-
stantial evidence” to suggest
that six women, including four
minor girls, were raped or mo-
lested when two luxury buses
were looted on February 6.

The commission also ac-
cused Nadia police of trying to
hush up the incident, which hap-
pened in Ainsmali village in the
Dhantola police station area
when the passengers, including
24 women, were returning from
awedding.

The police have so far arrest-
ed 17 people, including CPM
zonal committee member Subol
Bagchi, who teaches in a local
school. Most of the looted valu-
ables have been recovered from
the house of Saidul Karigul, a
former panchayat pradhan of
the area. He has been arrested.

The incident happened on
the midnight of February 6
when a gang of 20 attacked two
packed luxury buses returning
from a wedding. They forced the
men on to the roofs of the buses,
killed one of the drivers and
raped or molested some women
and minor girls before fleeing
with the valuables.

Women'’s commission chair-
person Yasodhara Bagchi al-
leged that the evidence gathered
during an inquiry pointed to a
nexus between the accused and
" thelocal police. She has demand-

ed “exemplary punishment for
the guilty policemen”.

Asked why the rape victims
had not complained to the police
immediately after the incident,
she said: “The victims have said

before our members conducting
the-inquiry that they feared so-
cial ostracism. Moreover, some
of the victims told us that they
had seen some of the rapists
mingling with some of the local
policemen.”

After an independent in-
quiry, including lengthy inter-
views with 10 of the victims, the
commission today demanded
that the arrested persons be ad-
ditionally charged with rape and
molestation.

Bagchi and other key com-
mission members, including for-
mer CPM legislator Malini Bhat-
tacharya, also demanded that
the government take immediate
steps to punish the culprits and
arrange for medical tests of the
rape victims.

“We don’t rule out molesta-
tion of more women. They are
feeling extremely scared to re-
veal what actually happened
that night,” Bagchi said. The
commission members urged the

government to keep the victims’ .

identity “strictly confidential”.

Bagchi claimed that the po-
lice tried to suppress informa-
tion when the commission mem-
bers visited the area on Febru-
ary 16 and 23.

“The officer-in-charge of
Dhantola police station, Subhas
Roy, told us repeatedly that he
had not received any complaint
of rape and molestation from the
victims, despite the fact that the
helper of a bus, Dilip Ghosh, had
specified that the women were
raped,” she said. -

Bagchi said the officers even
denied that the victims were dra-
gged out of the buses and severe-
ly assaulted.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 6
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4 Kalyanmoy Ganguly will accom-

Bus rape
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“We had taken 161 statements
from bus passengers and they
were all identical,” she claimed.
A three-member team from
the National Commission for
Women summoned state home
secretary Amit Kiran Deb and
director-general of police D. C.
Vajpai to Great Eastern Hotel
this morning for a briefing.

The three members — Sudha
Malaiya, Nafissa Hussein and
former Delhi police commission-
er TR. Kakkar — will leave for
the village tomorrow for an “on-
the-spot inquiry”. Retired judge

pany them. :
Later, speaking to The Tele-
graph, deputy inspector general

of police, CID, Raj Kanojia said
police had started a case under
the Indian Penal Code last Satur-
day. )
y“We had sent a team from our
women’s cell to speak to the vic-
tims. They lodged a complaint of
rape and molestation on Friday
and we started a case on that

day,” he said.
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War on women

PARS have almost always been started
Wby men. And it’s the women who've
paid the price. Atrocities against wom-
en have been committed during wars, from
the ancient to the modern times. Another war
is looming over Iraq and it too like others will
be a story of politics, power and money. Wars
create economic hardship, worsened by dis-
* placement of people, lack of food, water and
healthcare. And it’s the women who struggle
to protect and feed their children and dear
ones.
In war, men are killed, maimed, tortured
and burnt. But women and children, who have
. little to do with wars, are often the worse vic-
tims — of sexual abuse,
rape forced abortion, sexual
enslavement and forced

sf . ()/
the early Nineties. \
But not all men have ignored the horrors of
war. The “Ordinances of War” promulgated
by King Richard in 1385 and King Henry V in
1419 made war crimes, such as rape, puni-
shable by death. By the 19th-20th centuries,
more laws had evolved, thanks to The Hague
and Geneva Conventions. The 1993 UN
Conference on Human Rights, the Vienna
Declaration, and The UN 4th World (Beijing)
Conference on Women (1995) recognised war
crimes such as rape as an “act of genocide and
crime against iumanity”. These laws meant
the perpetrators of crime against women
could be punished. :
; The International Crime
Tribunal for former Yugos-
lavia convicted three Bosni-

TEgNancy. < an Serbs, Radomor Kovac,
P War means horror — the Why IS lt that Dragoljbul Kunarac and
horror of women gangraped Zoran Vukovic, about two
‘before parents, brothers [T1€N Wage Wars vears ago for crimes against
and sisters; the horror an humanity. The judgment
entire village forced see the and women came as a relief not only for

rape of an elderly woman,
losing her dignity and
honour with each scream;
the inhuman pain of women
looking among the dead for
their fathers, husbands,
brothers and sons; the
indescribable feeling of a
young girl, who has lost her
father in war and seen her
mother being shot, waiting at the border to
cross into the safety of a neighbouring state;
and the irrepafable premature loss of
childhood of millions of children. ‘

How do you describe the desperation of a
woman trying to save her honour? How do
you measure the value of her tears? How do
you justify a child’s loss of innocence? The
price of war is terrible and yet it continues to
be a part of modern history.

How much has changed from the medieval
ages to Nanking 1936, when marauding

inese soldiers raped and killed hundreds
and thousands of Chinese, or, from 1972,
when hundreds and thousands more suffered
the same fate at the hands of Pakistani soldiers
in Bangladesh? Nothing much it seems, for
women had to go through the same hell in
former Yugoslavia, Rwanda and Somalia in
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suffer, asks
FATIMA
CHOWDHURY

the victims, but also for all
women because it was the
first conviction for rape
committed during a war.

But such convictions are
exceptions rather than the
rule. Laws will remain
empty words on paper
without the guarantee of
their implementation.

Women have always been easy targets, for
physical and sexual abuse. Refugee camps
guarantee little relief. Women — mothers,
pregnant women, need good food, which they
rarely get in camps. Poor healthcare facilities
and cultural bigotry make it difficult for them
to get proper medical aid. But the story of
women in war is not only of fear and tragedy.
It’s about immense courage too. But their
voices are yet to be heard fully.

This is an era when women’s organisations
and rights have gained much prominence. But
women’s progress will be halted if we don’t
seriously address the violation of women's
rights during wars. Fighting against such
atrocities is not only every woman's
responsibility but also every man’s duty.

(The author is a freelance contributor:)



/5 SINS OF COMMISSION | "

ﬂenc can be more expressive than
words. The long silence of the state
women'’s commission following the

S

_ atrocities perpetrated on the women in
- the vehicles forcibly stopped at Dhantala

in Nadia says a host of things. Theloudest
message is simple: the Party is above all.

- Unfortunately for the women’s commis-
'sion, the police this time were quick to
. discover the kingpins behind the robbery,

murder and assatlt. They were two local

. Communist Party of India (Marxist)lead-

ers, in league with known criminals of
the area. This was enough to silence the
state women’s commission, most of the
present members of

of the present commission have struggled
to establish these very principles. No in-
vestigating team rushed to the site, either
to identify the victims and offer them sup-
port or to ensure that medical and police
records were correctly made wherever
possible. Instead, evidence was left to be
lost according to the will of the powers
that rule the area. The commission’s half-
hearted invitation to the women to come
and depose before it or decide on a place
where they could be interviewed was ob-
viously meaningless. The commission
and other women’s bodies usually work
on the assumption of women’s difficul-

ties in speaking up. That is

which owe allegiance to
the CPI(M), and all of
whom have been rewarded
with such eminence be-
cause of the fiery and in-
tellectually substantial
roles they have played

The initial silence of
the state women’s
commission on the

assault on women in

why such bodies do not
wait for a formal com-
plaint before investiga-
tion. More amazing is the
commission’s quibbling
over the words, molesta-
tion and rape. “Possibly

in defence -of women’s Dhantala is pI'OOf rape” can only mean that
rights. that the party’s the commission has not

Corruption is of many interest may override even tried to investigate
kinds, and it creeps up un- the crime, and it is cover-
regarded. The inertia of the VEry purpose of ing up its inaction with
the state women’s commis- such bodies words that trivialize the

sion is a symptom of one

sufferings of women —

of the most dangerous

kinds, that of the perversion of the intel-
lect. There are just too many instances in
history of such perversion among the
best-intentioned, the most educated and
articulate, to harbour illusions about
what this spells — for democracy, civic
order, justice, equality and freedom of
speech. In this case, the initial silence of
the commission, and the statements and
decisions that have dribbled out later,
show that every single principle upon
which the search for justice for victim-
ized women is based has been turned on
its head. It is an added — and piercing —

irony that some of the leading members
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some still in their teens —
at the hands of ruthless criminals. Appar-
ently, the women’s commission finds it
worth its while to devalue women’s suf
ferings upon occasion.

Not one principle has survived. The
chairperson, Ms Jasodhara Bagchi, has
even said that the commission will not
speak to the media, since the media are
politicizing the issue. Transparency is
suddenly a foreign concept, since justice
is no longer the goal. And the politicking
villains are of course the media, because
there are still voices there which dare to
question the presumably non-politic si-
lences of august bodies. /
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IN A WEEK when the country mourns the loss
of one of its most distinguished daughters, Kal-

pana Chawla, who was among the seven astro- i

nauts killed in the disaster that struck the space
shuttle, Columbia, it is impossible to reconcile
the heights women world-over have risen to in
all walks of life with the rampant practice in
some societies in the Asian region of terminat-
ing pregnancies to prevent the birth of girl chil-
dren. But female foeticide — with the aid of the
most advanced scientific knowledge — contin-
ues to haunt our collective conscience and,
short of a concerted all-round effort to rid so-
ciety of this pernicious practice, we may well be
on the verge of touching a new low in terms of
the abuse of modern science. The basis for
hope against such a cynical forecast is, howev-
er, to be found in growing public vigilantism
that has made enormous strides in recent years
in checking the spread of negative trends in the
health sector.

First, it was hectic lobbying by public health
and women’s activists with parliamentarians
that led to the adoption of amendments to the
Pre-conception and Pre-natal Diagnostic Tech-
niques (Prohibition of Sex Selection) Act in the
winter session of Parliament. The enlarged
scope of the new law, above all, brings within its
ambit more recent advances such as pre-con-
ception sex-selective technologies. Parallely,
there has been a country-wide campaign to cre-
ate public awareness on the seemingly innoc-
uous manner of preventing the birth of girl
children which, in reality, amounts to nothing
less than legitimising deep-seated prejudices
and discriminatory practices against women.
For, it has been a common refrain among many
that foeticide is a lesser evil than infanticide
and as such sex-selective abortions in them-
selves do not militate

THE HINDU

ultrasound scanning as a technology that:a
fords couples a choice in a domain of human life
that hitherto belonged to the realm of providen-
ce.
Thus, while the complementary role of.the
political Executive and the Judiciary has been
responsible primarily for placing the sociﬂ and
demographic implications of sex-determination
and consequent abortion of female foetusés in
the national mainstream, the medical fraternity
has clearly been found wanting in summoning
the requisite motivation and courage to inter-
vene effectively on the ground. Admittedly, the
hurdles at this level are formidable, requiring
coordinated action between various depart-
ments of the local administration. This, howev-
er, does not detract from the need for
professional bodies such as the Medical Council
of India (MCI) to send out clear signals of a
commitment to deal firmly with delinquent
physicians and surgeons. But the MCI's code of
medical ethics is, as on date, not even harmo-
nised with the law insofar as the revised code of
2002 deems sex-determination an offence only
if an intent to foeticide can be proved. There is
also a Delhi High Court Order of last March
requiring appropriate revision of the code
which the body has failed to act upon. Consid-
ering that doctors constitute a critical link be-
tween lending force to progressive legislation on
the one hand and the proliferation of clandes-
tine medical practices on the other, the urgency
for the above reforms cannot be overstated
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“‘Neo-liberal globallsatlon a threat to women’

By Our Staff Reporter UO 7 ‘

HYDERABAD, JAN. 5. The confer-
ence on women at the Asian So-
cial Forum on Sunday agreed
that neo-liberal globalisation
and militarisation posed the
greatest threat to women and
men.

The conference, held on the
theme “women resist globalisa-
tion”, was addressed by Gigi
Francisco from the Philippines
who said that radical democra-
cy and activism from below
were the key strategies to create
a better world.

Quoting Pablo Neruda —
“you can trample the flowers,
but you cannot stop the spring
from coming’ — Kamal Bhasin
of Sangat/Jagori, Delhi, ex-
pressed the hope of an eternally
renewing spring for women.
But, Vandana Shiva, Director,
Navadhanya, pointed out that
the seasons were changing as a
“result of environmental piracy
by corporations aided by the
WTO regulations.

Ms. Shiva said the intellectual
property rights regime was
branding women as criminals.
Ordinary rights such as digging
a well, retaining seed and grow-
ing food were being taken away
from women. Food, water and
other natural resources were
being “disinvested” from wom-
en. She called for the unification
of dalits, adivasis, women and
minorities to  take on
globalisation.

Subhashini Ali of All-India
Democratic Women’s Associ-
ation (AIDWA), in her keynote
address to the session on
‘Women as producers of
wealth’, said women, waged
and unwaged, were producers
of wealth. Globalisation sought
to deprive women of their con-
trol over specific forms of eco-

Nikhat Sayeed Khan, an activist from Pakistan, addressing the ‘Conference on Women
Resist Globalisation’ at the Asian Social Forum in Hyderabad on Sunday. Seated In the
foreground is the environmentalist, Vandana Shiva. — Photo: P.V. Sivakumar

nomic production. They must
unite and move beyond the di-
visive forces of class, caste and
religion to retain and reclaim
control of the economy.

The consequences of open-
ing economies to free trade and
exploitation of women were re-
counted by S. Chandrawathie,
an activist of the Free Trade
Zone Workers’ Union of Sri
Lanka. “Working in the free
trade zones has given us eco-
nomic independence, but the
social stigmatisation that ac-
companies this makes us won-
der whether it is worth it.”

In the session on ‘Women
and violence’, the keynote
speaker from Palestine, Rana
Nishashibi, said the U.N. Secu-
rity Council had become the
‘war council’. She said 55 per
cent of the Palestinians lived
below the poverty line and 55
per cent were unemployed.

Latifa Giteli from Godhra said
she had never worked outside

her house before the Gujarat

grammes had thrown the mar-

riots. A trip to-a relief campto—ginalised groups to the market

see her relatives inspired her to
help others whose need was
greater.

Thin-Thin Aung of the Wom-
ens League, Myanmar, said the
women in exile were essential to
reconciliation and the peace-
building process in her country.

Neelam Hussain, a tenant
rights activist from Lahore in
Pakistan, said the struggle of
women in Pakistan was also the
struggle of women in India. Ira-
gi economist, Amal Shalash,
said the sanctions against Iraq
were not on account of human
rights violations, but because it
had resisted imperialism.

Speakers from India, fapan,
Nepal and Sri Lanka, who spoke
at the conference on dalits, oth-
er social groups and globalisa-
tion, said that the withdrawal of
the State from economic and
social governance as part of the
structural  adjustment
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where they faced discriminato-
ry access and exclusion.
Nazomi Bando of Buraku Lib-
eration League of Japan spoke
of how globalisation had an ad-
verse impact on the 3 million
Buraku people of Japan who
were confined to certain occu-
pations considered demeaning
because of their ‘impurity’.
Padmalal Viswakarma of Da-
lit Preparatory Committee, Ne-
pal, said the dalits in Nepal were
extreme ‘sudras’ who were dis-
criminated against not only by
the ‘brahmins’ but also the ‘adi-
vasis’ under the influence of
Hinduism. Bhalchan Mungekar,
Vice-Chancellor, Bombay Uni-
versity, said globalisation was
not only an economic policy or
technological development, it
was an alternative development
paradigm which was against the
interests of the dalits, poor and
marginalised groups.



