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A Voice in the Dark: Asia's Women Writers

Cassandra Balchin writes from Amsterdam

The full diversity of Asian women's experience
remains unvoiced due to their lack of access to
the writing and publishing industry

SIAN women are in-

able to read

about their lives and

:lruflu in books written and

punblished by other Asian
women.

Until the 19808, most writ-
ing about Asian women were
el by mon-Asian writers or
by Asians setiled in the West
and published outside Asia.

All that has changed, as
seen from works featured at
the Fifth International Femi-
nist Book Fair held recently in
‘Amsterdam.

Ninotehka Roséa, whose
best-selling book "State of War”
revolves around the bonding
belween two women, (races
the upsurge in Filipino writing
for an about women, to the
1984 founding of Gabricla, a

' nationwide women's rights or-

ganisation in the Philippines. .

“There was the impact of a
very strong women's move-
ment.”

But writing is not new to
Asian women. ” he novel tradi-
tion is Asia was begur b
‘women: theére was Japan' y
Murasak]| who wrote 'Genji
Mo while the Chinese
‘Dream of the Red Chamber'

was written by a women,"” she’

points out.

The problem in modern
times has been to overcome
the prejudices of colonial
rulers, anti-democratic re-
gimes and the male literary

establishment, says Ms Rosca.

Living in a vastly diverse
conlinent, modern Asian
women writes have experi-
enced varied problems in their
struggle to establish their
voices. |

Powhiri Rika-Heke, a Maori
writer, has had to confront
colonialist and racist attitudes.
Maori women "were portrayed
in either of two ways: deni-
grated as dissolute or pre-
sented as the 'noble savage.’
Both were equally patronising.
Our real voices were sflenced.”

Over the past 15 years,
Maorl women — who are the
more prolific writers of their
community - "have been chal-
lenging this falsity.”

Recently mainstream pub-
lishers, as well as Maori men
and clders, have become “very
supportive,” she says. "There is
recognition that as Tangata
Whenua (People of the Land),
we have as story to tell. There
is a strong anti-racist move-
ment fn New Zealand."

The only problem is when
she is labelled feminist. "Then
I am perceived by my people
as letting go of my culture, We
women are not equal. We don't
want to be 1 with men: we
have complementary roles.”

To Ms Rosca, who wrote
"State of War" as an expatriate,
gender is definitely an obstacle
to women writers’ success in
the Philippines. "Official

recognition of women's contri-
bution to the arts lags some 20
years behind reality. They will
give the National Artist Award
to every dead and dying male
author before they even con-
sider giving it to a woman."”

Whatever the obstacles they
encounter, Asfan women writ-
ers tend to focus on the same
topics, revealing an inner
world and a set of concerns
that are entirely new to the
European-dominated and
male-oriented writing and
publishing scenes.

Moreover, women from
Asfan countrics with very var-
fed levels of development have
found they share many prob-
lems. "Japanese women seem
to have been excluded from
the benelits of development
just as much as we have,"
noted Bangladesh's Fahmida
Begum Shilpi after meeting

- Japanese women writers at the
- Book Fair.

The image of Asfan women
that emerges out of their
writings is one of dynamism,
creativity and innovation in the
face of tremendous obstacles.
Whether academic or fiction,
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Reuviewed by Saiful Islam

HE - book "Shangbad po-
trer Shadhinata” is
perhaps the first of its
kind in the country in which
“the author, Md Khurshid Alam,
has tried to show how the

freedony of * press and ‘the ™

security of the journalists arc
“stll Being suppressed.

In fact people of this coun-
try have long been calling for a
complete free press including
the autonomy of state-run
Radio and Television.

Freedom of expression and
opinion including the right to
scek, receive and impart in-
formation are the fundamental
human rights. No body or gov-
ernment can ignore thesc
rights in any circumstance.
The shelved Bangladesh Press
Commission Report also said,
“Freedom of the press which is
at the heart of all liberates and
essential for the democratic
process, should be guaranteed
in practice while ensuring that
the freedom is exercised with
responsibility.” But in practice,
‘our experience is not so pleas-
ant. In June last, over one
hundred journalists were In-
jured, thirty of them seriously
in firing, teargas shelling, and
baton charge by pelice in and
around the National press Club
Altcr independence, this was
the sever most attack on jour-

nalists, Police besicged the
I'ress Club buflding for nearly
one-and-hall hour obstructing
the shifting of seriously injured
journalists to hospital.

During the past 19 months

“of the’ present administrilion,

political foroes showing up as
pro-governmenl made a serics
of attack on journalists and
newspapers houses. The jour-
nalists were also reminded of
the Penal Code provisions by
the Information Minister him-
sell. So one just cannot say that
the press of this country has
been enjoying a hundred per-
cent freedom as the govern-
ment often claims. The writer,
in his boek, categorically
pointing out the mischiels
against the press, siresses that
although the black law provi-

sions in the Spccial Powers
Act were repealed, the [ree-

dom of press is yct to be re-
stored fully. There s still a lot
more to be done to consolidate
it, but the government has so
far taken no step in this re-

gard. '

The government is also
lrying o introduce a new law
by which the concerned au-
thority can cancel the accredi-
tation card of the journalists.
Certainly this proviston will
Create a great deal of obstruc-
tion in the free flow of infor-

malion. Morcover, as alleged,
the present government uses
advertisements as a tool for

punishing - the aewspaper |

which is net loyal to it. As the
author has scts forth those al-
legations in his book, he also
uscd some rare photographs to
depict how vulnerable the
journalists are in their prolcs-
sion.

Like the past autocratic re-
sume, the present elected
government is also evidently
using the state-run Radio and
Television to more serve their
own purposc than the public
intcrest. From the beginning
the broadcasting media in this
country have been regulated
absolutely by the government.

The author has tried to show

how the Radio and Television
arc playing in favour of the
government in absence of au-
tonomy. The trust owned
ncewspapers are still in gov-
ernment hands. So, as one sce,
the freedom of press as well as
the [reedom of broadcasting
media are still vulnerable. And
that is the main focus of the
book "Sangbadpatrer Shadhi-
nala,” an appreciable laborious
work by Md Khurshid Alam.

General History of Africa

M
International Scientific Committee for the

drafting of a General History of Africa
Vol. V: Africa from the sixteenth to the

eighteenth century Editor : BA Ogot

This volume covers a deci-
sive .period in the of
Africa,

when two major themes
emecrge : first, the continuing
internal evolution of the

Africa in external trade, with
major bul ten unforeseen con-

sequences for the whole world.
in North Africa, we sec the

Ottomans conquer Egypt and
establish s in Tripoli,
Tunis and . South of the

Sahara, some of the larger and
older states collapse (Songhay,
Western Sudan, Christian
Ethiopia), while new power
bases emerge (Asante,
Dahomey, Sakalava). Highly
centralized political and ad-
ministrative structures de-
velop, with distinct social
classes and, often, a s

feudal character. Traditional
religion continues to coexist
with both Christianity
(suffering setbacks) and Islam
in the . Along the
coast of West Africa, Europeans
establish a trading network.

Asian women's writings are
also highly political.

Ms Rika-Heke comments
about the political nature of
first works by young Maort
women writers. "Writing is .a
legal way to hit back. There is
a lot of anger towards an im-
posed system. Wriling is better

‘than hitting somebody on the

nose,”

But the full diversity of
Asian women's experience re-
mains unvoiced due to their
lack of access to the writing
and publishing industry.

To bring out such experi-
cnce, some women writers
have collated life histories and
interviews with women
otherwise absent [rom aca-
demic and fiction writings.

Examples include Delia
Agular's "Filipino Housewives
Speak” and Nighat Said Khan's
"Voices within — dialogues
with women on Islam” from
Pakistan. In esh, efforts
are being made to collect and
publish rhymes traditionally
sung by women which reveal a
strong knowledge of the envi-
ronment.

- experfence of writing

But few Asian women writ-
ers have emerged from rural
bac unds to tell their sto-
ml"l'hc s ble of

r problem is
lnnguagenﬁnk Pakistani nov-
elist Bapsi Sidhwa feels the
in a lan-
guage that is not her mother
tongue s "enrk:rl::ing." lhﬂr
agrees that English is part
the colonial l:gfcy and I.hl:rg*
fore elitist.

Established women writers
are reluctant to assume the
authority to speak on behalf of
women with different experi-
ences. "The problem is to find
a system for her to speak out
and be understood and yet
keep her identity,” comments
Ms Rosca. .

The beginnings of just such
a system have emerged with
the establishment of women's
publishing houses and feminist
bookstores in a number of
Asian countries.

Fahmida Begum Shilpi of
the Narigrantha Prabartana
feminist bookstore in Dhaka
comments: "We were amazed
at how much had been
written by women. But not all
of it is feminist; very little can
be used by the movement.”

It is ultimately the state of
the women's movement and
the s e for democracy in
each country which will de-
termine the future prospects

- for Asian women writers.

'Asian women into breaking

“There are indications that
we are going back to a very
strong role for women in soci-
ety, in a positive sense restor-
ing women's concerns to the
centre of society, thereby solv-
ing many problems: the envi-
ronment, the survival of the
species,” observes Ms Rosca.

But she is “very worried
about the lack of young women
writers.”

"Before we really had to
fight for our rights; the divi-
sions were very black and
white." Now “money from
Western funding agencies is
diluting the impact of women's
writing. It is divisive in terms
of our developing a cohesive
feminist analysis,” she says.

In stark contrast, Ms Rika-
Heke is decidedly optimistic.
"We are not so easily seduced.
We are so used to having
nothing that mormey is not the
fssue. We do offer support to,
the many emerging young
writers and are not doing
(romance novels) but hard-hit- )
ting stufL."

Ms Rika-Heke highlights
one of the main forees leading

traditional monopolies over
the writing and publishing in-
dustry. "We write so our chil-
dren and our children's chil-
dren can read something posi-
tive about themselves.”
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The Media -_‘yet to be Free| A Culture-in-Exile Keeps Alive

A new exhibition celebrates 1,000 years of Tibetan identity, and highlights
its latent nationhood. Lucy Johnson of IPS reports from London.
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N the door of Lhe Sac-

red Art of Tibet exhi-

bition at London's Royal
Academy of Arts stands the
squal, gold figure of Vajrapant,
his flace contorted into a
ferocious snarl beneath his
jewel-studded crown.

To Tibctans, the legendary
figure of Vajrapani symbolises
the indestructibility of thetr
Mahayana form of Buddhism.
To crowds of Londoners wan-
dering through the museum,
he 1s a reminder of the tenac-
ity of the Tibetan people who
despite 40 years of Chinese
occupation, have retained their
faith and culture.

Tibctans feel his triumph
owcs little to the British and
olthcr governments which,
thcy say. have consistently
turned a blind eye on the
Chincse presence in their
homcland.

“The British government
has always covered over what's
happencd in Tibet,” says
Tenzin Jampa, a 28-year-old
cxiled Tibetan monk from
Namgyal Monastic University
in the northern Indian hill
town of Dharamsala, where
most Tibetan exiles have set-
tled.

“We want this exhibition to
show people that Tibet ts not
Lthe same as China, that it is a
dillerent country with fts own
special traditions.”

It is this cultural distinction
that China has tried to blur for
the last 40 years o reinforce
its claim to Tibet. The sacred
art to Tibet, say Tibetologists,
breaks new ground in that #t
cclebrates Tibet's distinet na-
lional identity.

tory, was originally

by the Asian Art Museum in
San Francisco and will run in'
London until Dec 14.

The Royal Academy has re-

painted {ts normally austere
classical interfor in the sump-
luous reds and greens to
Tibet's monasteries to house
the 160 sacred brass, silver
and bronze sculptures and
Tibetan ‘tangkhas’ - richly
decorated religious designs,
painted on cloths that can be
rolled up an carried around.

Even to the uninitiated ob-
server, the religious spirit of
this infinitely complex art (s
clear. What is also clear is the
extraordinary [aith and sophis-
tication of a culture, that as
carly as the 10th century, ded-
jicated itsell to the teaching of
wisdom and compassion.

“It's really just a beautiful
are exhibition but by having it
at the Royal Academy | hope it
will help to save a culture’
says Annctte Bradshaw, the
academy's exhibition coordina-
tor. She denies that the British
Forcign Office — sensitive
about Sino-British relations in
the context of Hong Kong —
had tried to prevent the exhi-
bition.

Indeed, while the political
references are kept politely
muted, Tibetan observers say
academy offictals have flown in
the [ace of ment :

“This exhibition was a polit-
ical decision,” says Robert
Barnett of the Tibet Informa-
tion Network. “The labels in

the exhibition do not say
China, say Tibet, and this
is the kind of thing that really

upsets the Chinese.”

A short film about Tibet be-

ing shown at the exhtbition
also talks of the invasion of
Tibet by Chinese forces In
1950. Since then, thousands of
Tibetans (extles say millions)
were killed in execuy-
tions ,mm:wm.
The Tibetan government-
in-exile says that of the 6,000
Buddhist monasteries in Tibet
only 13 remained in 1979.

<]

20
Today, the few that are left are
little more than tourist attrac-
tions. Workship is controlled
and Buddhism is not taught in
schools.

For Tibetan exiles, more in-
sidious is the shift in popula-
tion patterns in Tibet. They say
Befjing is dcliberately moving
Han Chinese to Tibet, attract-
ing them with generous finan-
cial incentives and overwhelm-
ing the native Tibetan popula-
tion.

But Beijing does not publish
figurcs of migrations, and
these allegations cannot be in-
dependently verified.

Since 1950, 120,000 pco-
ple have fled Tibet. Most of the
refugees have moved to India
where Tibet's exiled spiritual
leader, the Dalai Lama, contin-
ucs to be a focus of the coun-
try's religion and culture and
appeals frequently for intermna-
tional support.

But governments around
the world have done little. The
international community that
kept largely silent during the
Chinese Army's march into
Tibet is still muted.

The Chinese government
announced this month it would
encourage foreign investors
and tourists to travel to Tibet,
in the hope that an economic
boom will dampen nationalist
aspirations. *

Recent Western criticism of
human rights abuses in China
have focused on the killings in
Tiananmen Square in 1989.
And although abuses in Tibet
are mentioned, they have not
pushed for Tibet's right to self-
determination for fear of
offending Betfing.

"China has a potential mar-
ket of a billion people.” says
Barnett. "And foreign -

Continued from page 10

nocent Aboriginal, David

Gundy, to death.

lice cell
in the northern town of
Brewarrina.

. haviour brought
'~ themselves and their country.

~ Aboriginals Ask

cers, drinking beer, had their
faces blacked out and wore
wigs with white nooses hang-
ing round their necks.

When the camera turned to
them, one Mlfted the rope,
poked out his tongue out and
sald "I'm Lloyd boney. "The
other did the same, mtn' he
was "David Gundy.”

A wave of revulsion ran
through Australta for and
Prime Minister Paul ting
called a press conference to

say the sickening police be-
same on

Previous reports suggesting
police actually systematically

tortured young s had
been dllnﬂ-udeu-

tion. Now there was clear evi-
dence that some police, as
well as being openly racist,
they were arrogant enough to
put their prejudice on public
display.

The embarrassed political
and administrative bosses of
police forces around the nation
immediately cracked down,
saying they would weed out all
11'-;;1-. Keating announced a 8

million package of new
reform. {

He argued Australians could
not be at case with their own
identity and place in the world
if they could not, once and for

all, resolve the Aboriginal
guestion. He ur his coun-
trymen to use the moment as

the start of a new era of rec-
onciliation between black and
white.
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Bertolt Brecht's
'Life of Galileo'

by Mamun Haq

S already mentioned in
an article on '‘Drama in
Bangladeésh' — Part | by
Sabah Moyeen (Daily Star,
September 12, 1992), Brecht
is considered as the most
favourite foreign writer to us in
Bangladesh. Keeping this in
mind | have decide to deliver

some information on ‘Life of

Galileo’ of Bertolt Brecht.

The Galileo legend has been
transferred from generation to
generation in the last few hun-
dred years. This legend has
been a source of inspiration for
pocts, thinkers and revolution-
ary [igures. Galileo {s consid-
ered as the ploneer of scilen-
tific thinking. His struggle was
against fgnorance and oppres-
sion. Even Brecht had to take
up this figure in order to give
expression to his anxiety and
fear of ruination of humanity.

Galileo was originally {rom
Florence in Italy and lived be-
tween 1564 and 1642. He was
a Prolessor of Mathematics and
taught the theories of Koper-
nikus. In addition to that, he
went deeper into details on
astronomical observations. But
unfortunately, he became a
victim of the Court of
Inquisition. In those days, the
behaviour of the Catholic
Church was extremely cruel.
Often terror created by the
Catholic Church is com
to that of the Nazis within the
concentration camps. Galileo
was forced to withdraw what
he said earlicr. Later he was
under house-arrest till his
death. )

With the advancement of
scicnce and technology, the
social bechaviour of a scientist
became a vital issue for discus-
sion. Brecht took wup this
theme in the 20th century
masterpiece 'Life of Galileo'.
Without social ethics, scientific
advancement could not be
welcome by the masses. Brecht
had decided to take the role of
an unusual dramatist. He used
his theatre to voice hi$ con-
cern over the consequences of
scientific progress. Humanity
should be able to move towards
peace and not destruction.
That is why Brecht reminds us
of an individual and his or her
social responsibility. Belore
discussing the play ‘Life of
Galileo”, T would like to dis-
cuss the events of his contem-

rmans were organising re-
sistance against dictator-
ship of Hitler. Brecht felt it
necessary to contribute some-
thing in this direction. For him
drama was the best weapon.
Many other writers like
Themas Mann and Anna
Seghers also wrote against
Hitler. Aflter the writing of the
first version of his play, the
atom-bomb fell on Hiroshima
and Nagasaki. Later, he wrote
second version of his play. Now
the question comes up often
why the hero of his play is
Galileo and not Albert
Einstein? Maybe Brecht
though that a historical figure
could be more effective in
order to mould public opinion,

gmmwrlﬂ}. In those days

especially in those days. But
later in the 60s, there was an-

other play with a similar
theme named "Die of
Durrenmatt. This play had the
two characters Isaac Newton
and Albert Einstein. | wish to
take up this comedy some
time later.

I now which to go into a
short discussion on the two
versions of this play. The first
version was written while he
was in exile. He wrote the first
versfon in 1938, during his
stay in Denmark. Brecht used
his creative power in order to
show similarity between his-
tory and his own contem
socicty. The drama of Brecht
provides patterns of behaviour
for a new age. Actually Brecht
encouraged his audience to or-
ganise sabotage against author-
ity and power. Brecht could
successfully maintain some
distance by using the figure
Galileo. :

His second version of 'Life
of Galfleo' was written in USA
between 1945-47. While he
was a the man of
his p in 1945, the atom-
bomb fell on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki. So naturally the op-
position movement against
Hitler's dictatorship was no
longer of importance. Prob-
lems arose in other arcas as
well. Brecht connected the
fate of Galileo with the act of
betrayal of miodern nuclear

hysics towards mankind. He

id the Germans responsible
for the use of uranium as
atomic power and thus allow-
ing human destruction to be-
come more easy and eflective.
Brecht worked with Charles
Laughton together on the sec-
ond version of his drama Life
of Galileo’. Later Charles
Laughton became Galileo in his
play. It was the intention of
Brécht to deliver a true picture
of the problems of that age.
Another piece of drama ap-
peared in 1964 named ‘In der
Sache J R Oppenheimer’ writ-
ten by Heinar Kipphardt. The
theme is Lthe same as _..al of
Brecht. This play reminds us of
the responsibility of re-
scarchers towards mankind. |t
was always the attempt to free
humanity from the of
total destruction by the ly
power of nuclear physics.

Bertolt Brecht struggled

science. His drama was his
weapon in this struggle. He has
warmmed us against the
of a Third-World-War. His
warning is an appeal to the
reasoning and understanding
capacity of mankind. Hope, my
article will enable the audience
in Bangladesh to understand
the Bengali adaptation of
Brecht's ‘Life of Galileo' better.
We are waiting to watch an-
other stage-performance soon.
It has always been difficult to
procure a ticket for this par-

ticular play in Dhaka.

The writer is OQerman
teacher,

Institute of Modern

Languages, University of Dhaka

In you I live,

| believe

In you | do exist
You entered and death did exit
From my life
You made me suller, struggle, smile. sing and strive.

Exiles we all
You, me, eve

Why quarrel then?
[n futility, in vain.

Again and again
We're in strain.
Let us refrain
From calling name

My life, my flame.

under unkind sky's fall.

In you | live — in failure-in fame.

Love, lusture, longing
Life, labour,
Enticing, erotic embrace,

oh my singing Empress —
All in you.

My morning sapphire dew —

You, you you.

My hope, happiness,
During defiance
All springs from thee

Believe me, I'm you and you're me.
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Smartly Brilliant
Gazi Sadeq

When you believe
only half of

what you hear,
You are smart,

When you know
which halfl

is to belleve —
You are brilliant |




