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The Way of All Flesh :

Within the Walls

By Rahat Fahmida and S. Bari,
reported by Ehsanul Haque, our
Narayanganj correspondent.

Bernard Shaw altacked it
squarely in “"Mrs Warren's

Professfon.” A Narayangan]j
brothel landlord holds il re-
sponsible. Outraged neighbours
claim it is blameless. Their
subject is not prostitution — it
is society. A society which
looks conveniently the other
way till its own profit is in
.“w' i

On October 20, this year,
the world's "oldest” profession
took a new twist. As ncigh-
bours ,besieged a brothel5of
Tanbazaar and Tantipara,
prostitutes in turn demanded
their rights. Allcgations were
flung about in a whirlpool of
sell-righteous ‘posturing: mem-
bers. of the Un-Islamic
Activities Resistance
Committee are ex-extortion-
ists; the prostitutes are being
greedy and uncooperative;

landlords and police are con-

niving together.

When committee support-
ers encircled the brothel, the
police department arrived to
protect the prostitutes. The
government, [inding fitsell in
‘an awkward position, mumbled
about rehabilitation and ap-
pointed a probe board. A
leader emerged from among
the beleaguered women. Rita
Khanam and her colleagues
maintain that they are adults
consenting to sexual contact :
and refuse to compromise till

all the prostitutes in
Bangladesh have access (o re-
habilitation.

Meanwhile suspicious fin-
were pointed at the sud-
awakening of Tanbazaar's

social conscience. Prostitutes
pay landlords, the policc, even
city authorities. One of the
links in this underground
chain broke down: and the
eviction uproar is merely rctal-
fation.

What comes to the surface

of this seething mass ol cor-

ruption is the need to take
stock of our social tenets.
When young Shab Maher was
beaten and put on a train to
die, Bangladesh clucked its
tongue at the sad reality of
prostitution and promptly for-
got. Beauty parlours and phys-
jotherapy clinics, in Dhaka city
itself, continue to operale as
fronts for business in sex.
When brothels are raided,
the women are supposedly re-
habilitated. But no amount of
training in basket-weaving and
embroidery or working in a
garmentis factory will absorb
prostitutes into a "better” life.
An alternative equivalent in-
come source is still hard Lo
come by. If a woman sclls her
body and earns enough (o own

Prostitutes are considered
fallen women. Once res-
cued, they have to be
"Upgraded"'. The same
rule does not apply to male
customers.

a VCR and gold jewellery, she
may not think it worth her
while to toil away for a pit-

The term ‘rehabilitation’
expresses sirong prejudices
against women in prostitution

and reflects at Jeast a paternal-
istic 'top-down’ approach.
Prostitutes are considered

'‘fallen women'. Therefore, hav-
ing been rescued, they have to
be 'upgraded’ and prepared for
becoming normal members of
socicly again. Of course, the
samc rule docs not apply to
any of their male customers.
Due to this misconception,
the present rehabilitation
schemes function as punish-
ment for women.
Conscqucently, prostitutes are
afraid to go through this
“cheme, which they under-

‘“They Plan to

Starve the Girls”’ —
Brothel Landlord, Firoze Miah

on to the streels
Firoze Miah
. laymed Ignorance of
any payment from the
prostitutes (o the
members of the
esistance commitiee
and any subsequent
disagreement leading
10 the demands for
eviction "1 had no
Idea Lhe women pald
Jahangir Alam and his
jang” He also denled
that the uproar was
caused by a feud
between himsell and
Jahanqgir Alam
“when Jahangir
was commissioner in
8% he tried Lo stop
prostitutes bathing at

Firoze: '] treat them as tenants.” | .~ _ ., ghat,
_ which was public

{ property, Firoze sald

By S.Bari According to locals,

and Ehsanu! Haque

wozZe Hossam Claims
the brothels are his
inheritance Accord-
ing Lo local sources, his
wife herself collecis the
rent. \n a8 discCussion on the
Tanbazaar 1ssue, the lang-
lord spoke to The Dailly Star
correspongent. The mnler-
view Look place In his off ice
inside the brothel

“1 treat the women as
tenants. They have rented
my buillging What business
they Carry on in It 1S their
affair. To me, their evic-
Lion would make no Qiffer-
ence, | woylg rent out te
shops and other DUSInesses.
Tenants are tenants, ™ said
Firoze Miah. Of the total
17 brothels in Tanbaazar
angd Tantipara, Firoze
claims 1o own two, though
the rUmowr has It that his
family has several more
houses

His concern Tor the
prostitutes, he Cclaims, 1S

purely altruistic. “I'm not !

worried about my rent, |
worry about them, where
will they go7 when rehabii-
ation 15 avallabie, | will
agree (o eviclion Bul we
cannot just ferce them out

Jahangir was miffed at the
prostitutes because they

would not pay him or the
other city authorities

enough to turn a blind eye

to their profession. Firoze
continued, "Jahangir and
his gang began harassing
the women agan this year
for example in the market
They have brought all kinds
of people in Lo show strong
numbers - many of these
are criminals.”

Firoze Miah alleged that

Jahangir himself, as well

as hired thugs, now post
themselves in front of the
brothels and assault clients
"This scares away clients,
and the giris are losing
pusiness. They plan to
starve the girls to death.”
The landiord denied any
close relationship with

prostitute leader Rila
Khanam who Is sald Lo be
his mistress

"Ret @i litat ion 15 essen—
tial. Prostitutes are born In
this soctiety . If soclety
was pure and healthy ,
prostitutes would not be
born They are egual Cit)-
2ens of this country. This Is
a national concern,” were
the landlorg's cClosing com-
ments

Gtand as a kind of detention for
a pcriod of at least one year
before they are allowed to re-
turn home.

Procurers and brothel

'kEt:pr:rs can, therefore, suc-

cessfully threaten prostitutes
under their control with the
feared conditions of life in the
rchabilitation centre. Instead
of rcquesting intervention and
assislance from the authori-
ties, prostitutes fall victim to
the pmcurcer's arguments by
claiming — oftecn contrary to
the truth — during police in-
vesligations, that they are not
forced inlo prostitution, but
engage in it by their own will.
This answer will largely min-
imisc the danger ol their being
placed in a rehabilitation cen-
tre. Unfortunately, the author-
itics cannot take legal actions
1gainst procurers and brothel
fecpers.

The truth is that in a world
where misery and unemploy-
ment prevail, there will be
people Lo enter any profession
that is open; as long as a police
force and prostitution exist,
there will be policemen and
prostitules, morc cspecially as
these occupations pay better
than many others.

Literature has made the
pimps a well-known figure. He
plays the part ol protector in
the lile of the prostitute. He
advances money to buy clothes,
aftcrwards he defends her
against the competition of
other women, against the po-
lice — sometimes he is a po-
liceman himscll — and nst
her clients, all of whom would
be only too glad to use her
without paying and some of
vhem would want to satisfy
heir sadism on her. To be
sure of getting her money and
to avoid rough treatment, the
prostitute needs a man. He
gives her moral support as
well.

A case study ol a family in
Ellilutinn. reveals the help-

situation. Jahanara Ncgum
is about 50 years old. She has
been in this profession for 40
ycars. All the female members
of her family are prostitutes.
This includes her daughter
Rasheda 35, Rasheda's daugh-
ter Mukta 20. Since they be-
long to a lower grade of prosti-
tutes their rates are much
lower than Shilpi's and live in
a squalid room which they all
share for entertaining chients.
Althogh they claim to be satis-
fied with their profession they
are constantly threatened by
police and local thugs and
often have to give their scr-
vices for free. When askedlo
comment on the prsent situa-
tion, Jahanara rather caustic
reply is, " This is a busincss
and the only way we can feed
ourselves. You people are so
good at criticizing us, evicling
us but you never want to an-
swer the question of how we
will survive.”

Most prostitutes are
morally adapted o their mode
ol lfe. Not that they are im-
moral congenitally or by
heredity, ult l{cy feel
integrated, and with reason, in
a society that manifests a
demand for their services.

know very well that the
:d.lit(;m; lecture of the police
sergeant who regisiers them is
pure verbiagé, and clevaled
sentiments proclaimed
their clients outside the
brothel do little teo intimidate
them. As a woman once
explained that paid or not, she
is called a whore, but f
, an overspread one; when
she wants money, the man will

he did not think she
was that kind of girl, and so
on. Paid or not, it was all one
to her.
Continued on page 10.
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Spokeswoman Rita Khanam : Prostitutes find their

owWn voice

Caught in

he Middle

By Aasha Mehreen Amin
and Ehsanul Haque

The story of Rita Khanam is
a blueprint for almost cvery
prostitute in Tanbazaar or
Tantipara. It is a story of physi-
cal and psychological abuse
coupled with poverty that has
led thousands of women to
choose prostitution as the only
alternative, the only means of
survival. For them life in a
brothel is no worse than life
outside fit.

Rita begins her story [rom
the time she is 16 years old
living with her father and
stepmother in Lakshmipur,
Rajshahi. In 1984 alter passing
her matriculation examination
from Romesha Uchcha Balika
Biddaloye with a second divi-
sion, Rita s driven by her
stepmother's merciless torture
to run away from home. She
starts working as a maid for a
businessman — Mr Rahman in
Rajshahi. Her monthly wage is
200 taka. One night, Shumon,
the son of her employer rapes
her and this goes on for days
on end. Rila does not dare lo
protest for fear of Shuman's
threats and also because it
would be her word against the
son of a wealthy man. She has
no choice but to on for she
has nowhere to go. At this
time, the story ol the brutal
killing of Shob Mehr in a daily
attracts Rita's attention. This is
the first time that Rita lcarns
of what a brothel is. Alter being
violated night aller night Rita
has become too desensitized to
be shocked at such things.
Instead she begins to sce the
brothel as an escape. She
makes up her mind o join it

The brothel in Jessore
to be quite lucrative for
ta for she comes out of it
with 2 and a halfl lakh taka and
a husband Shetkh Sulaiman, a
client she had fallen in love
with. Bul hardly a year passcs
when, after the birth of a baby
girl, the love of her life
Sulaiman, metamorphosizes
into the cad in her It; taking
all of Rita's savi nd I”
‘bhoris’ of her ry.
When Rita can Lake !umn‘-
‘abuse, which included scvere
beatings, no longer, she de-
cides to leave once more. Lhis
time to Tanbazar. Sulaiman re-
fuses to let her daughter go
with Rita, and the child later
dies. She has been living iIn
Tanbazaar ever since.

In the present crisis Rita
Khanam has been chosen by
the other titutes as their
leader representative, a
position she has lived up to
with strength and
determination. In an exclustve
interview with The Dafly Star

she talks of the present
sftuation at Tanbazar.

Dally Siar : What is the pre-
sen! siate of the prostitutes?

What steps are you taking to
help yourselves ?

: It is terrible. We are
in an abjcct condition. There
are no clicnts for days becausc
they are cither threatened or
beater up by the 'mastaans’
hired by Lhe resistance com-
mittee. This i{s our only means
of livelihood. We don't even
have enough food to eat and
the money is running out fast.
We are also being constantly
threatened so we are accumu-
lating all the knives, botis and
boiling water we can find to
defend ourselves. We are also
sceking protection of the law
A case has been filed at the
High Court against the resis
tance commilttee and | have
scnl many letters of appeal to
organisations such as Mahila
Parishad and even to the
Prime Minister,

"If the government does
not help us we will go
before the Prime Minister
and commit suicide in

de."
— Rita Khanam

DS - What aboul the towns
? Is there a change in
their atlilude towards you 7

RK : The people have been
very supportive. They think we
should have a rchabilitation
scheme guaranteed to us be-
fore we are evicted. Even peo-
ple from different ‘jilas’ have
expressed their concern and

sympathy for us.
DS : Were any of the mem-

bers of the resistance commil-
lee your clients 7

RK : Of course. Each one of

them is a scoundrel. The
chairman (Al Haj Khawja
Mohiuddin) himsell used to

have a mistress Shabana, at
home who was originally a
prostitute of Tanbazar brothel.
A few days before the move-
ment (ol the resistance com-
mtttee) he sent her back to
the brothel, Jahangir
(secretary of the commitiee)
has a ‘raang mahal where he
takes his mistresses whenever
he needs his ‘entertainment’
His favourites are Nazma and

Surya

DS : So why should they
wan! to shut down the brothel

started this move-

e Nt amount of this
chanda used o goup to | o |
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Chronology of Events

* 18th — Leaflets calling the town's people to unite for eviction of the
estimated 7000 prostitutes of Tanbazaar and Tantipara, Narayanganj, at
different mosques after Jummah prayers. Tension starts! Police forces
deployed at the brothel area. Turnout of clients at the brothels declines.

* 23rd — Tension mounts! Campaign over loud speakers begins to mobilise
public opinion in favour ¢ eviction.

Committee holds a press conference, and decides to march on the brothels.

Un-Islamic Activities Resistance

Rita Khanam announces their decision to remain in place unless
rehabilitation is guaranteed. Prostitutes hold a public rally and hand a

protection reinforced.

Jummah pr

memorandum to the deputy commissioner, demanding security. Police

* 24th — DC assures prostitutes that illegal eviction will be resisted. Mid-night
meeting between the local authorities, the UARC and the Home Minister,

* 25th — Clash between anti-brothel processionists and police forces after

ayer. Over 50 injured. 17 arrested including two UARC leaders.
UARC announces half -day hanal on October 31st.

* 31st — Half-day hartal not observed. Business
resumes in Tanbazaar. But the UARC stalemate
ensues. Brothel clients continue to be

threatened by UARC.
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Rehabilitate Them”
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Tu;b-n-n Un-Islamic Activities Resistance Committee talks to E-r-‘i ng
is becom- a
ing . tntolerable. ﬂervpmw:afﬂwﬂaﬂym Written by S. Bart - e
according to aj ; n the com-
local citizens’ group. The Un- | ruption. He alleged that the | mitice's side. The fact that the

Islamic Activities Resistance
Committee, portly men in
their late thirties, met with
the Daily Star to air their
views on the brothel contro-
versy.The committee, formed
on October 20th, 1991, aims
principally at removing prosti-
tution from the Tanbazaar
neighbourhood. Members are
worried about the tation
of the area, and feel pres-
ence of brothels is an
unhealthy influence on their
community. When asked why
their concern has only now
taken active shape, while the
brothels are over a century
old, Organizing Secretary
Rafikul Islam says : "We tried
to get rid of them in 1985, but
the military administration
was an obstacle to our
efforts.”
This , the committee
a brothel in order to
force the utes to vacate
the premises. According to
Secretary Jahangir Alam, an
eviction notice was also
served. Both the police and
the brothel-keepers deny the
existence of any such notice.
Committee member Igbal
Ahmed Shyamol, hidden
behind a pair of dark glasses,
told the Dafly Star that the
fssue was embroiled in cor-

olice department makes 3
akh taka daily from the
brothels as protection money.
Referring to the affidavits pro-
d by the prostitutes certi-
that they are consenting
adults, he satid, “They |
pay the notary public to give
them a certificate.*®
The real motivation behind
the controversy, the commit-
tee fecls, is the power of the

landlords, the owners of the.

houses in which the prosti-
tutes practice their trade.
Jahangir Alam claimed that
one family controls the
houses and has made mil-
lfons in profit from rent. “The
family of Shahjahan and
Feroze Miah now owns eight
cinema halls and the Shammt
garments factory, “he said,
referring to two brothers who
are landlords in the brothel
area. According to the com-
mittee and other locals, the
family has made a fortune off
prostitution.

Shyamal was particular
outra at what he called,
*the spread of this disease.
There are so many prosti-
tutes, and they earn so much
and dress so well," he
informed us, "we can no
longer tell the difference
between our sisters and

women in Tanbazaar and
Tantipara own VCRs and
fridges s a source of severe
irritation to the members,
Faced with allegations that
they were once not enly
clients. but rent-collectors,
and have now turned against
the brothel-keepers because
money was being withheld,
the commitice members
became ted. Both Rafikul
Islam, and Jahangir Alam
c rically denjed any such
involvement. They asked for
proof, in the way of receipts
and documents. Such proofl
is not generally available in
the p n in question.
The committee feels reha-
bilitation fs not its concerm: R
also does not see any social
uilt in the existence of the
rothels. When asked {f the

demand could be stopped,
members replied only that
landlord Feroze Miah was
exploiting the women. They
did not comment on whether
the rest of society was as well. .

Jahangir Alam, however,

| offered generously to provide
| for the prostitutes. He sug-

gested Zakat funds should be
used. If not, he claimed, ! will
personally rehabilitate them.®

and hall lakh taka cach
month. They are doing this
just 1o get back on us,

DS : What kind of help do
you expect [rom the govern:
ment? What! alternathve do you

have §f this ix not guaranieed?”

RK : We demand that il we
are to be evicted we musl be
rehabilitated and this means
all prostitutes should be reha
bilitated, not just those of
Tanbasar and Tantipara. If the

government does not help us
we will go before the Prime
Minister and commit suicide
in front of her.

For the legal version of this case, please turn over to — Page-10.
Star photographs by Mohammed Kamaluddin

R
R . '
M .'. * o .. -y
-.w.'H o -
W :
SRR 2

Five members of the Un-Islamic Resistance Comminee
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Money changes hands




