KADAMBINI GANGULY

Medical Pioneer in the Service of i—l_umanity_

by Zaheda Ahmad

RMILA, the young

hervine of Rabindra-

nath's novel “Two Sis-
ters” (first published In 1933),
on being set free from bondage
to her worthless yet pompous
hushand, went abroad to train

for the medical profession. -

Although her elderly father, in
mourning for the loss of his
only son, did not find fault
with her noble mission, the
author found it queer on the
part of an upper class woman.
Rabindranath, to be sure, was
only reflecting the prevailing
climate of opinion which, even
after half a century of the
beginning of medical training
for women in Bengal or for
that matter in India. was still
very much prejudiced against,
if not downright hostile to
such training. Our present day
sisters-in-medicine could
hardly imagine what
iremendous odds their pi-
oneers and ssors had
to face and fight in those by-
gone days. These fighters,
however, were not confined to
this land alone although the
time frame may not be exactly
similar in eother countries.
Nowhere was it easy for those
brave woman to venture into
that forbidden male preserve,
For example. in enlightened
Europe and America, conti-
nents proud of and known for
their achievements in socio-
economic and cultural fields,
women medical pioneers did
not have an easy sailing. In the
eves of their disapproving so-
ciety a lady doctor was neither
a doctor nor a lady. What was
she then? Either a woman of
loose morals or a crackpot —
that was the ready verdict of a
frowning society.

And yet the need for her
services was there for obvious
reasons. As for India. the com-
bination of poverty, puri-
tanism, prejudice and parda
was an intolerable mix which
rendered the lives of our fe-
male patients extremely mis-
erable indeed. Society would
rather have seen a female pa-
tient dead than to allow her (o
have face-to-face services'of a
male doctor. To get a glimpse
of the harrowing experiences
that our suffering women had
to endure in those days one
needs only to go through some
of the real life stories so mov-
ingly recorded by that noble
lady Begum Rokeya in her lit-
erary works. In contrast with
her, one conservative newspa-
per. writing in May 1887,
commented, "Women have not
been dying hopelessly for want
of female doctors. In most
countries the female popula-
tion exceeds the male popula-
tion, and the femalg population
is daily increasing. This would
not have been the case if
women had died largely for
want of good medical treat-
ment.”

But enlightened elements,
though far fewer in numbers,
were coming forward to fight
and work for a change. One of
them was Du han Basu
whose second daughter Abala
(later married to Sir -Ja-
gadishchandra Basu) sought
admission into Calcutta Medi-
cal College threeltimes but was
turned down. Unsuccessful,

she went to Madras but termi-
nated her medical studies on
getting married — a not very
uncommon end, in those days,
for aspiring female students.
Such prospeets, however,
could not derail Kadambini
Ganguly, our first female
physician, from her chosen
path.

Born into a middle class
Brahmo family in May 1861,
Kadambini was fortunate to
have two pioneers of female
education — Brajakishore Basu
and Dwarakanath Ganguly. as
her father and husband re-

his own authority (for which
he was eligible), the certificate
of Graduate ol Medical College
of Bengal — a recognition
which enabled her to work at
the Eden hospital in Caleutta.
That was 1887 when
Kadambini, adorned with the
fitting laurel of the first female
physician in Calcutta. set up
- her private practice in a Cal-
cutta suburb. In spite of regular
advertisement in the local

newspapers she could hardly
get a call from any Indian fam-
ily. This was because [amilies
which were used to seeking

spectively, Brajakishore, a son
ol Barisal, spent his working
life in Calcutta where he was
actively involved in the grow-
ing women's movement. Even
then Kadambini had to clear a
special qualifying examination
at Calcutta university till then
closed to women, in order to
secure permission to sit for
the enfrance examination of
that university. Then in quick
succession she became the
first female matriculate
(1878). one of the two female
graduates (1883) and then the
first female practising physi-
clan in India. This last one
proved even more difficult to
acquire since the Calcutta
Medical College authorities.
male teachers included, were
vehemently opposed to the
admission of female medical
students. On special interven-
tion from the Bengal Governor,
the medical college accepted
her in 1884 but one diehard
male teacher. Rajendra Chan-
dra Chandra, got his revenge
by deliberately undermarking
her examination script in
Medicine. Realising the injus-
tice done to her college Prin-
cipal Coates awarded her, on

the service of a physician pre-
ferred European ones to Indi-
ans. Frustrated,' Kadambini
made a very daring move. In
1893, she left for England for
higher Studies leaving her fam-
ily behind. She returned suc-
cessfully with gqualification
from Edinburgh Glasgow and
Dublin universities and was
appointed superintendent of
the Dufferine Hospital on the
handsome salary of Rs 300 per
month. Now she could build up
a flourishing private practice
as well.

But a woman like her could
hardly keep herself busy with
such activities only. Eagefrly
she, joined her husband in the
nationalist political movement
that was slowly gathering mo-
mentum in India. Kadambini,
along with Swarnakumari Debi
(Rabindranath's eldest sister),
represented Bengal as its fe-
male delegate -at the fifth an-
nual session of the Indian Na-
tional Congress in Bombay in
1889. Next year in Calcutta she
in a speet¢h thanked the
Congress President Sir Firoz
Shah Mehata for the work that
Congress was doing under his
leadership. Commenting on

that Annie Besant the
Englishwoman turned Indian
nationalist leader, wrote "It is
a symbol that India's freedom
would uplift India's woman-
hood.” A woman of indomitable
courage. boundless enthusiasm
and remarkable energy
Kadambini readily participated
in activities and movements
that had Indian women as
their target group. On behalf of
the Coalmines Enquiry Com-
mittee set up by the Congress
Party in 1922 Kadambini along
with poet Kamini Roy, went on
a fact finding tour of the
coalmines of Eastern India to
see for herselfl the working
condition of the female min-
ers. Deplorabile as it was for all
miners, that of the female
workers was far worse, due
again, as always, to their sub-
ordinate socio-economic sta-
tus. Ready. as ever, to respond
to what she considered to be
the call of duty in the service
of her motherland, she sat on
the boards of many organisa-
tions, commissions and com-
mittees in one capacity or an-
other. Amid all these activities
she raised a family of eight
children all of whom, iIf not
equally wellknown, were suc-
cessful in their respective
lields.

Few, if any, of today's pro-
fessional women of Bengal
could know what social prohi-
bitions and prejudices a pi-
oneer like Kadambini had to
encounter, endure and eventu-
ally overcome in her not too
long a life. Just one incident,
not too untypical, narrated by
Leela Majumdar, the noted
Bengali author [(a grand
daughter ol Kadambiii and sis-
ter of Sukumar Ray] would be
enough to give an indication of
the contemporary social milieu
that Kadambini came from and
had to deal with. On a desper-
ate medical call from a rich
Bengali family of Calcutta
Kadambini saved the lives of
the “expecting mother and her
yet to be born child. But that
act of philanthropy could not
endear her to the family where
the attending doctor was
served her meal in the ser-
vants' quarter in the company
of its inmates. But that was not
the end of the story. At the
end of the meal.: Kadambini
had to clear the table and wash
the dishes herself because that
task was considered to be too

. polluting even for the servants

of the house. Obviously, gyne-
cologists and midwives in
those days had to be endowed
with specially thick skin so as
to be able not to show the
scars left by such treatment in
the hands of an unkind taboo
ridden society.

Kadambini Ganguly died in
October 1923 in Calcutta. She
practised what she preached
all her life — that one lives by
and dies for the ideals one be-
lieves in. No doubt, her hus-
band enthusiastically helped
and supported her in the pur-
suit of an active, successful life
but she had to have the right
stuff in herself. Otherwise no
amount of external push could,
by itself, have made her what
she became — a pioneer in her

own right.

The Subordination of Woman

How Did it Possibly Come Along?

OMAN has not always
been secondary in re-
lation to man. After
the birth of private property,
many claim that a chain
reaction took place, transform-
ing the role of woman from an
equal productive parther into a
subordinate and dependent
wife, daughter or ward.
Fredreich Engels. the German
socialist philosopher. one of
the two founders of modern
communism, strongly devotes
his interests In an ethno-
graphic and historical field. He
lays out an evolutionary trend
by which woman's role and sta-
tus develops through a change
of perspective: from an egali-
tarian to a hierarchical division
of labor. He addresses the is-
sue of the causes of the origin
of the family and how it trans-
forms woman's life in society.
in the early times,.in pre-
class societies, productive re-
sources were owned by the
commune (o meet subsistence.
Communities, lived in ‘gens’
where the division of labor be-
iween man and woman was

present. According to Engels,
man carried out productive

work whereas woman did-

household work. Yet, man and

woman were equally valued,
because, together, they made
crucial economic and political
contributions and decisions for
the community. they were

considered social adults be-
cause both genders were pub-
lic labourers.

Before the ownership of
private property, productive
resources were used through
commune. Private property.
first originated as domesti-
cated animals and cultivated
lands. As pgople began (o see
its convenience, private own-
ership multiplied. The in-
crease of private property
inevitably, had a reverse effect
on the political economy of the
gens'. and led to its degenera-
tion, Instead of sharing all re-
sources and work with their

by Anita Aparna Muyeed

Ppartners. individual families
now began to secure work and
resources for themselves. Soon
after this development. the
spirit of the "gens" broke down
and disappeared. Now, the
family became the most impor-
tant unit of the community.
With advancement of the
time, production by males for
exchange purposes became
exclusively outside of the fam-
{ly. He had to go away from the
family and barter for goods
found elsewhere. His role grew
more and more important and
gradually raises his status
higher than the overshadowed

work of the female's. Her pri-
vate maintenance and house-
hold production for family use

- is considered secondary to her

husband's work. She no longer
contributes to a whole com-
munity but instead, works for
her husband and her family.

His ownership of private

erty makes him the ruler of
the household. Woman's work
is necessary but subordinate.
Thus, with the birth of private
property, and of the family,
woman's position falls. She is
no longer considered a public
laborer, and hence no longer
considered a social adult. From
here onwards, woman be-

comes a wifely dependent.
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HEN a bomb blew up
Sri Lankan opposi-
tion leader Gamini
Dissanayake and killed 50
others at a political rally here

| in October, his widow Sirima

soonn replaced him as the
presidential candidate.

Srima Dissanayake was fol-
lowing a tradition that has be-
come a trend In South Asia's
gory politics since the region's
countiries gained indepen-
dence from Britain nearly 50
years ago. Since then, nearly
every national leader of stature
has been killed.

Mahatma Gandhi: shot by
Hindu fanatic. Solomon Ban-
daranaike: shot by Buddhist
fanatic. Sheikh Mujibur Rah-
man: shot by angry generals.
Zulfikar All Bhutto: hanged.
Gen Zia-ul Haq: killed in air-
plane sabotage. Indira Gandhi:
shot by angry Sikhs. Rajiv
Gandhi: blown up by angry
Tamils. The list on ...

And even if the man in the

political family was not killed.
like Jawaharlal Nehru who
died of ripe old age in 1964,
his daughter Indira Gandhi
rose up the ranks te become
prime minister. When she was
killed, her son Rajiv succeeded
her. When he was killed, there
was talk of his wife Sonia or
daughter Priyanka taking his
place.
In Sri Lanka this month,
Dissanayake battled another
political widow, Chandrika
Kumaratunga, in presidential
elections. When Kumaratunga
was elected Sri Lanka's prime
minister in August, it brought
the number of women leaders
in the South Asian sub-conti-
nent to three.

it is the second time in re-
cent history that the country
was being led by a woman.
Twenty five years ago., Kuma-
nga's mother, Sirima Ban-
daranaike, became the world's
first woman prime minister.

Political pundits in the re-
gion find it ironical that a part
of the world where the status
of women is regarded as
among the lowest should sud-

denly have so many women
leaders. They debate whether
this represents a quantum leap
in gender equality, or is just a
reflection of the region's slide
toward democracies. .

"Dynastic politics seek to
reconcile the feudal and im-
perialistic legacy of South Asia
and modern democratic poli-
tics," says Neelan Tiruchelvam,
a member of the Sri Lankan
parliament and a constitutional
expert. “This has been a dis-
tinctive feature of South Asia in
contrast to any other region in
the world."

In Pakistan, Benazir Bhutto
was re-elected prime minister
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Widows and Daughters

South Asian women leaders are replacing
their assassinated husbands and fathers. But
is this a sign of gender equality or dynasty
politics? Rita Sebastian of Inter Press
Service looks for answers. |

in last year's elections after
being ousted in military-
backed constitutional coup in
1990,

Benazir is the daughter of
Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, who be:
came Pakistan's first elected
prime minister in 1971 and
was overthrown in a military
coup in 1977 and hanged two
years later. Benazir was im-
prisoned and spent several
years in exile before returning
to Pakistan in 1986

sassinated by suspected leftist
exiremists in 1988,
Bangladesh prime minister
Begum Zia is the widow of
former ruler, Ziaur Rahman
whe was assassinated in 1981,
Her political foe. Hasina, is the
daughter of Mujibur Rahman
was Bangladesh's founding [a-
ther and the country's first
prime minister when the co-
untry broke away from Pa-
kistan in 1971. Mujibur Rah-
man was killed by the miliLary

She was elected prime min-

ister in the 1988 elections, but
was ousted 18 months later.
She again contested elections
in 1990 and lost, but returned
o power in 1993.

= In Bangladesh, Begum Kha-
leda Zia was elected prime
minister in 1991. Even the
opposition in Bangladesh is led
by a woman: the Awami Lea-
gue’'s Sheikh Hasina Wajed.

What all the women leaders
have in common is that they
are either widows or daughters
of assassinated or executed po-
litical leaders in their coun-
tries.

Kumaratunga is the daugh-
ter of Sri Lankan prime minis-
ter Solomon Bandaranaike who
was shot dead by a Buddhist
monk in 1959. Sirima, his wife
and Chandrika's mother, was
elected prime minister a
decade later and ruled till
1978.

Kumaratunga's husband,
film star-politician Vigaya Ku-
maratunga, was himsell as-
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in 1973.
“Yes, women are oppressed,

‘and they have come into power

in.South Asia because of their
affiliation with-male relatives.
But that's the only way they
can,” says Asma Jahangir of the
Human Rights Commission of
Pakistan.

"Look at Benazir, she's not
the only child. But she took
the lead over her brothers be-
cause she made the right polit-
ical decisions. She did not gain
power as a sole heir,"” she adds.

Many South Asian activists
are heartened that there are so
many women leaders, and say
mainstream electoral politics
is now going to change for the
better since more women get
involved.

"Women are better equi-
pped to push for reforms. They
have been ouisiders and are
not a party to the deal-making
that has been going on for a
long time," says Rounaq Jahan
of the South Asian Institute at
New York's Columbia Uni-

" beginning by

versity.

That may be, but whai about
the late Indian premier Indira
Gandhi? She was seen as an
example of a woman leader
who outdid ‘her male peers in
wheeling and dealing — even
imposing state of emergency
and free-
doms in 1975 when she felt
nagged by the opposition.

- "Women leaders have to be
gender conscious women. The-
re are, we know, anti-women
women," says Irene Santiago.
who was till recently with the
United Nations Fund for
Woinen [(UNIFEM)

Many activists in the region
say there is nothing wrong
with South Asia's new women

leaders coming to power in
the coat-tails of theéir male rel-

atives since the gender playing
field is not level anyway

Jahan says there are special
cultural factors that block the
avenues to power for women
because of their aversion to
political patronage that is
essential to getting ahead.

S$he says women remain
outsiders in Asia's political
systems and assume power (i
some male relative has not
died) because the male relative
has engineered it. Rarely are
their careers shaped from the
their own
choices.

Sri Lanka's Kumaratunga
faces an uphill task in dealing
with the island's intractable
Tamil separatist war in the
north-east, but showed much
more a determination to
achieve peace than her male
predecessors — until Dissa-
nayake's assassination derailed
talks.

- Concludes Jahangir: "My
personal feeling is that only a
woman can bring peace. She
has the courage to take it
head-on."

N 1949, the UN Conven-

tion for the Suppression of
of the Exploitation of the
Prostitution of others
declared, for the first time in
an international instrument,
that prostitution violates hu-
man rights and human dignity
and threatens the welfare of
the individual, the family and
the community. Although pros-
titution itself was not made a
punishable offence, the exp-
loitation of prostitution and
the trafficking of persons for
the purposes of prostitution
were. .
However, it is only in the
last two decades that the traf-
ficking of women and children
for prostitution (and the grow-
ing numbers of illegal women
migrant workers) has been ac-
cepled globally as a problem
meriting serjous research and
international as well as na-
tional regulations and policies.

The momentum of womens'
and human rights' movements
worldwide has played an im-
portant role in emphasising
the particular vulnerability of
socially and economically im-
poverished women and chil-
dren to sexual and economic
exploitation.

Moreover, it is becoming
difficult to ignore the multi-
million dollar business. na-
tignal incomes and foreign ex-
changes
through the commodification
of women children in many
countries.

But there is still the need
for .a comprehensive and in-
ternational recognised defini-
tion of “trafficking”, without
which an effective analysis of
the processes involved is im-
possible, especially due to the
private nature of the transac-
tions whereby women and
children are transferred as
commodities across interna-
tional borders.

A 'united front must be pre-
sented by the governments of
host and receiving countries,
of developed and developing
nations, in order to plan effec-
tive strategies to combat and
suppress the traffic of women
and children.

Although the problems of
trafficking are being accepted
internationally, South Asian
governments and authorities

the Traffic in Persons and -

being generated -
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Sumi, age 11, abducted and
sold into the flesh trade.

are still reluctant to recognise

,and to address these issues.

and therefore to include them
in their political agenda.

However it is in South Asia,
in Bangladesh, India, Nepal
and Pakistan, where a large
number of women a children
— the poorest of the poors —
who have been left out of the
development process are the
most adversely affected by, and
subject to, exploitation.
Furthermore, in terms of so-
cial attitudes, in most develop-
ing countries, there tends to
be strong tolerance to the
suppression and abuse of
womens' and girls' rights.

But information, state inter-
vention and regulatory legisla-
tion are lacking. In some cases
domestic legislatiorr has re-
sulted in the liability of vie-
tims, rather than traffickers,
to penallsation. Moreover
women who are arrested,
placed in custody or sent to
prison are often further abused
and maltreated by those in au-
thority. ‘

Although an end to the traf-
ficking of women and children
cannot be realised until the
root causes — poverty, unem-
ployment and discrimination —
are addressed, there is an ur-
gent need to act now in the
interests of this vulnerable and
exploited group. There (s
much that can be irhple-
mented, without delay, to help

r Govt Policies

by Rashida Al 3

3 : e

Kohinoor, age 13, Iaruﬁd and
tortured by a brothel owner.
rescued by police.

L

the women that are forced into
this most exploitative of situa-
tlions.

‘Adequate research is lack-
ing. Regulations, legislation,
and legal aid are necessary to
protect these women children
from the worst conseguences
of trafficking. Social services,
such as rehabilitation, shelter,
health care and relocation of
families for repatriation, are
also vital requirements. The
problems encountered in the
countries of destination are
often worse than those that
caused these individuals to
leave their countries of origin.
The abuse and mistreatment
faced by such women and chil-
dren must be limited through

state intervention.

Grassroots NGOs can do a
lot to address many of the is-
sues Iinvolved, by providing
support services and creating
general awareness of the mag-
nitude of the problem. But
governments must get involved
in order to create any effective
change in the situation.

The Coalition for Women
and Children Migrants and
Victims of Trafficking in South
Asia has among others, made,
the following recommenda-
tions in a Memorandum to
SAARC governments.

1. SAARC governments
should consider the issue of
migration and trafficking as a
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Rita. age 15, abducted an
Jorced to work in a brothel for

(o years.

regional agenda. 2. A high level
commission should be set up
to identify the problems from
the perspective of human
rights and the economic needs
of the people. (3) SAARC coun-
tries should recognise the ex-
istence of migrating workers
and victims of trafficking so
that receiving governments
may provide legal protection
and work permits. (4] In Pa-
kistan Women migrant wor-
kers are charged under the
Zina Ordinance (Enforcement
of Hudood). We demand that
these women not be tried un-
der the Zina Law and further
demand the repeal of the Zina
Ordinance. We demand that
the real culpriis, the pimps
and their influential backers,
be caught and punished, and
strong action be taken againsi
police who are found guilty of
collusion.

5. Women and children
who want to return to their
countries should be allowed to
do so. We urge that the SAARC
governments simplify proce:
dures for their repatriation.

6. We urge greater monitor-
ing and collection of infarma
tion and increased collabora-
tion between NGOs and gov-
ernments at all levels to enable
them to arrive at a plan of ae-
tion for the women migrant
workers and victims of migra-
thon.
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