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A Tale of Centuries : Myths and Realltles

RIGINALLY. Bangladesh
s named and  famed
alter her. language

Bangla or Bengali. lronically.
she was lated to become
voiceless, remained only within
her limbic gestures. as Easl
Bengal changed into East
Pakistan. im 1947. Eventually.
murmaurs of her soil bubbled up
in Language movernent in 1952,
and consrquently. regained her
voice in the war of indepen
dence’ i 1971 as thousands of
throats rejoiced "Amar Shonar
Bangla®, the national anthem
of Bangladesh

Language is as old as con
sciousness  And the earliest
Bengali conscience (raceed back
to the beliels and practices of
one of the tantric Buddhists',
the Sahjiya sect — in ampre
twelfth century collection of love
songs emnlitled 'Carya Carya
Virs Caya” — expressing, in a
put shell, the ultimate union ol
mankind by man and womai.
This male-female relationship.
from lime immemorial, have
had provided the very basic'in-
gredient for various sects and
cults in Hengal. In the Vaisnayva
Sahjiya sect, all male and le-
male are viewed as the physical
reincarnation of the principles
ol Radha’ (female) and ‘Krishna'
male) tracing its origin even Lo
the Vedic age. Yet, in some
secls, devotees ritually assume
the roles of Radha-Krishna and
engage in ordinary sexual ex-.
ploits. Bul then. in the eariy
|6th century. teaching of a
3engali saint Caitnya changed
its character, converting human
luve songs into fervent religious
hvinns: and through Caitanya
chanting '‘Hgre Radha Hear
Krishna. human relationship
became divine. Whether these
relationships are humane or
divine. whether Radha is the
ideal of Bengali womenhood or
goddess, a female or a feminine
guality of god, the sigh of the
oppressed creature fumed omn
LIie furnace oil as Krishna's er-
ergy and eternal consort.

ln the medieval Bengali lit
erature. Lthere were many cofm
positions and verses. based on
stories connected with popular
religious cults of which Krittivas
(Yiha's Ramayan’' seems to be
the earliest great epic in
Bengali. The Epic is named
ifter its hero Ram, a portrait of
Bengali man. while his wife the
heroine Sita idealized Bengali
wilehood, Bul. Sita's condition .
here, is far more awkward than
of Radha: as Sita had to exile in
ungle ('Sitar Banabash’). an
ordeal imposed by her husband
Kam, to prove her chastity, (And
till now Bengali Sitas are
bounded within the wilderness
ol sangsar or f[amily: and
iwentieth century Hindus glori-

by Muhammad Abdul Mannan

fied Rama-Kfishna' on the
debris and silts of Sita-Radha’).
Moreover, besides Lhese literary
mirror, the most brutal and
hetnous Hindu performance of
Sati. the tragic death of Sita's
on the funeral pyres of their
husbands. outnumbered all
only to bear comparison with
Christopher Mariow's cynicism:
One is no number; raids are
nothing. then, without the
sweel society of men.

Since the tenth century a
large number of Muslim pirs,
darweshes. aulias monsooned
Bengal through ‘Sat-al-Ganga’
(recent Chittagong). preaching
Islam with the fervent glory of
Suffism (an Indo-Persian de-
lightl. which attracted the low-
casle Hindus and other sectari-
ans vl Bengal. 'The mosques in-
vaded Bengal long before the

wortior= on the horse back' in
1199. Meanwhile, Muslim
preachiers were not ‘'out of tune’
of Bengali folk cultlure, and
soon enough, the creation story
ol Adam-Hawa' became pﬂpu

lar. As the story goes on : Allah
crealed Adam in the garden of
Eden as the 'crown of creations
and as well the first man. Then,
for Adam's service and accom-

plishment Allah created Hawa .
(Eve) from the bone of Adam. No
restraint was placed upon them
except the prohibition of eating
a [ruit of a particular tree, the
‘Gandom’. But, Satan seduced

Hawa to eat that fruit and Hawa
seduced Adam to do that, and
finally they ate the fruit. And for
this inobedience, Adam-Hawa's
expulsion from Eden to Earth
cane upon mankind as the
eternal punishment. The sum
and substance of this creation
story illustrates that woman
was creaied for man. and so she
is inferior; it also shows that
Satan first seduced woman to
sin. and therefore woman is
nearer to Satan than man.
Besides, the story also revealed

that the first sexual relationship
was monogamous, yet the fol-

lowers of Prophet inireduced
polygynous practices in Bengal,

and thereby . established patri

archal sexual relavonships
But. Muslims proclaimed some
rights for woman, most of which
were new in Ben@al: such as,
the marriage rights of widows.
divorce rights of wives, and the
hereditary property rights of
daughters. Nevertheless,
Muslims also established some
dangerous cults against women
of which the strict ‘purdhocult

is most perverse; as woimen not
only became captive in their
'herem’ or home, they were also
excluded from the gathering in
religious festivals. And, there-

fore, 'Tell, goddess, of the lamp,
which was the confident ol se-

cret loving. and of the youth

who swam by night to wed
across the sea: and of his dark
marriage upon which no dawn
ever shown'.

Then, came the Robert Clive;
and since his conquest in 1757.
Among the British rule, gover-
nor-general Lord Willium
Bentink (1828-1835) made 'Sati’
illegal and suppressed it firmly.
Though it was a ‘war cry’ for the
orthodox Hindus., it brought
women the ‘golden fruit'.
Furthermore. in Bentink's pe-
riod English education was

" established, officially. in Bengal

instead of the 'persian-arabic'.
At the beginning, it was painful
for most Muslims and also for
some Hindus, but as time
passed on, it became the main
source of inspirations and
stimulations for women's eman-
cipation. Along with British ed-
ucators and their secudar writ-
ers, some English educated
Hindus pioneered by Raja Ram
Mohan Ray (founder of the
Brahma Samaj in 1828] en-
couraged woman education.
campaigned for: remarriage of
Hindu widows and lagislatory

prevention of child marriage
and thereby, marked the mile-
stane of Hindu women emanci-
pation movement

But the Muslims of Bengal
under the British rule, were Lhe
worst sufferers. Even the gow
ernment report of 1871 sup
ported it, focusing Muslims
‘backwardness in education as
the 'roots of all evils'. Under the
'check and balance' preventive
measures the British ruler
changed their English educa
tion policy and imparted edu
cation in Arabic and Persian.
From this remarkable change,
Muslims ol Bengal gradually
discard their negative attitudes
towards English education
And. in 1926, some English ed-
ucated Muslims founded Dhaka
Muslim Sahitya Samaqj. They
were inclined to European cul

IJnrmi' : Influenced by Classics

ture and wanied to make a
breakthrough in the Bengali
Muslim society, as was done by
the Hindu Brahma Samaj of
19th century. But, they failed
due to adverse socio-political
atmosphere in the pre-partition

days. However. during this
time, Bengal Muslim women
also siarted a movement for
their emancipation, and Begum
Rokeya (1880-1932) ‘'torched
the lamp' as the first Bengali
woman novelist and the founder
of a girl's high school.

The last, half century of
British rule was disastrous for
Bengal. The conspiracy of
British government under the
'divide and rule' policy and of
the
politicians, finally in 1947, di-
vided Bengal on religious
ground. East Bengal with
Muslim majority becomes the
part of Pakistan, while West
Bengal with Hindu majority be-
comes the part of India. Then,
East Bengal came into being as
East Pakistan (making a mock-
ery of some politicians efforts to
name her 'Bangistan’ echoing

power-hungry central

Pakistan!}; and governments
Islamization-Pakistanization’
policy interrupted preceding
'‘Bengali Muslim Women
Emancipation Movement'. Even
few devotees of Muslim philoso-
phy urged the dramatists of
East Pakistan to compose dra-
mas without any female charac-
ter. But, in 1971, after the nine
month long war against West
Pakistan. the Liberatine Bengal
proclaimed hersell a»s
Bangladesh The major
Bangladeshi Islamic fundamen-
talist forcescwere against Hber-
ation and supported West
Pakistanis, enjoying themselves
as 'Rajakar’ or the patriots. But
their defeat signalized the rosy
dawn of new women emancipa-
tion movement.

After long battle of internal
power struggle. the democratic
parliamentary form ol govern-
ment was established In
Bangladesh in 1991. And this is
for the first time, feminine voice
echoed and ornamented our
parliament, as the government

~and the main opposition parties

are led by two women. Again,
the tounder @l the chiel ol Lthe
most pervasive presenit move
menl (the anti-fundamentalisi
movement] was a woman
(recently died) and the torch 'is
carried away also by a woman.
Even country's most disputed
and internationally well-known
figurine, is a woman feminist.
So, the political sky of present
Bangladesh is shining in the
radiation of women's participa-
tion for their own emancipation.
And. the recent 'education pol-
icy’ of Begum Zia certainly
claims as the hallmark of the
future: the recent budget of
1994-5 shows ADP of Tk. 110
billion of which 17% (Tk. 15.3
billion}) would be spent in the
education sector. while
'universal primary education’
and 'mass - literacy’ gained
apriory with 57% of Tk.15.3 bil-
lion, which would obviously
benefit the girls of Bengal who
never saw the ‘light of letters’
within their misty dark.

But. near it, there are many
political and cultural storm-

clouds, that may only be gwer- .

come by mere personification of
women and more awareness to
fight for their rights. As nymph
Echo (who cannot speak first,
yet cannot remain silent when
ofhers speak) vibrates within
the reggae rhythm' of Jamaican
Legend, Bob Marley
"Emancipate vourselves from
mental slavery, none but our-
selves can free our mind". Echo
wasttd away with love, until fi-
rluall‘lnT her voice remained. And
now she hides in the woods and
cannot be seen, but her voice is
alive and can be heard by any-
one,

Where Women Terrify the Men who Get Tipsy

Rahul Bedi writes from New Delhi

RINKING can be a haz:-
D rdous experience in

Manipur state in north
east India. Any man caugh!
drinking by militant women on
their nightly patrols across the
state is likely to face serious
consequences. He could find
himself stripped, tied atop a
ddlonkey, paraded through the
streets with a blackened face
and then Iurked up for the
night.

His ordeal may not enf
there. Next morning he is
handed over to the police, who
are finally cooperating with the
awesome Nupi Lan or Women's
War Association volunteers.
After decades of militant agita-
tion, the women forcing the
Manipur government last April
to declare! prohibition in the
state.

Ever since illegal rice liquor
tHstHlation by Kabul Naga trib-
als, permitted by tradition to
distil moenshine for their liveli-
hood, has increased. And so
have Nupi Lan patrols across
the Manipur Valley, where
around 350.000 men or about
45 per cent of the male popula-
tion are estimated to have a
drink problem.

The wigil by hundreds of
Meira Paibis or torchbearers,
named after the paraffin torches
they carry. is organised on a
rota system from sunsetl to
midnight in towns across the
Valley where most of the state's
1.3 million people live.

Positioning themselves at
street comers, they whistle up
reinforcements within minutes
if confronted with a clutch of

drunk males. The victims aré
forced to tell them the location

of the lgcal still, which is de-
stroyed. After which the
"donkey treatment” begins.
“Anyone taught by the Paibis
never wanis a repeat experience
and is usually cured of drink-
ing,” sald a Manipur govern-
ment official. Even senior f;ﬂ'le
cials have no immunity from
the lemperance patrols, he said.
For many vears now casual
drinkers make sure they are
hundreds of miles away in New
Dethi or Calcutta before daring

Drinking can be extremely dangerous in Manipur state in north eastern
India. In their nightly patrol volunteers from the militant Women’'s War
Association look out for drunken men and hand them over to the police.
Alcohol is a major social problem in Manipur, as in other hill areas of India.
The campaigns of Manipuri women, reports Gemini News Service, are en-
couraging women in other states to fight alcohol abuse.

lo drink.

One terrified culprit, realis-
ing the Paibis were trailing him,
ducked inte a friend's house
and emerged dressed as a
women, temporarily fooling his
pursuers. But his drunken gait
dgave him away. said a docu-
mentary cameraman who filmed
the incident.

The Meira Paibi movement
began as the All Manipur
Prohibition Association in the
mid-1970s when male alco-

holism led to wife-beating, the ™

break-up of homes and spi-
ralling unemployment in the
mid- 11/70s.

Manipurl women petitioned
Lhe state and central govern-
ments to impose prohibition
and in small numbers began
patrolling city streets looking for
drinking dens and their pa-
trons. By the mid-1980s the
movement's membership had
risen to 30,000.

Manipur is one of the world's
lew matrileneal societies which
is .divided between tribals,
mostly Christian coverts who
live in the hills and the majority

Hindus living in the Manipur
valley.

Manipuri women have al-

- ways played an assertive role in

keeping the family together and
normally work harder than the
men, running most daily fish,
meat and vegetable markeis in
the state. [

They, are big-boned and
musculdr from doing manual
labour in a relatively primitive
environment and have long
been renowned for their mili-
tancy. Manipuris talk proudly of
how their women forced the
British government in 1939 to
rescind a-tax imposed on rice
production.

Five hundred British troops
were required to curb 3,000
militant Manipur women, 20 of

Just one more for the road and I'll get changed into my sari..

whom had bayonet injuries.
Their success is celebrated ev-
ery December and has been an
official - state holiday since
India's independence in 1947.
The success of Manipuri
women in their anti-alcohol
drive has encouraged women
from eother hill states such as
Assam and Sikkim to launch
similar campaigns. Hill people
in India are usually poor. While
the males spent their time at
the local chai (tea) shop the

women are mostly responsible

for earning and bringing up
children.

In their anti-drinking cam-
paigns the Manipur women
have received support from the
Maoist People's Liberation Army
and the United National Libera-
tion Front, fighting for social
reform in Manipur.

Militants threatened liquor
dealers with death if they did
not cease trading in alcohol and

in some cases gave Lhiem ingney -

lo start businesses. They were
successful even in stopping se-
nior politicians from serving
liquor at parties.

While the Torch Bearers
continue their vigilance against
moonshiners they have turned
their attention, albeit with little
success, to the new malaise af-
flicting Manipuri youth —
heroin addiction. Manipur has
become a transit link for drug
smugglers operating from the
Golden Triangle states of L.ans
Thailand and Burma.

Manipur's shares a 215-mile
border with the thickly forested

- Somra Tract in Burma, which is

ruled by private armies operat-
ing drug manufacturing units.
This makes it easy for interna-
tional syndicates to divert huge
quantities of heroin into the
state and assures a smooth flow
to international makers via an
addicted population.

An official said : "They will
have to work harder. Heroin
addiction is less visible than al-
cohol.” ~ Gemini News

The writer is a correspondent
for The Daily Telegraph and
Jane's Defence weekly.
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Toesia doevourcod thetr larwls and homes

Striving for Survival

by AM Ahmad

T HE narrow road emban-
kment leading into the
village of Kalmati in
Lalmonirhat Sadar Thana ol
northerd Bangladeésh is lined
with tiny bamboo houses
cHnging precariously to the
roadside. The 354 families who
live in cramped conditions are
not here from choice, they are
‘environmental refugees’ — their
lands and homes destrpyed by
the shifting of the Teesta River,
visible about half a mile in the

distance.

Shira Khatun, a woman of
around 30, is one of members of
these families here. Until 1991,
she lived with her family on ong
of the river chars (small islands)
in the Teesta. The family owned
a small plot of land {35 deci-
mals, one third of an acre] and
managed simple living. Their
land and the whole island was
swpel away in the flood of 1991
so they sought refuge here on
the 'mainland’. Since then, the
lives of Shira Khatun and her 5
children have become a hard
struggle to survive.

The l(amily depends almost
on the wages of her husband. a
day labourer. Since the drought
in northern Bangladesh has re-
duced demand for farm labour,
the family manages (o have a
meal only ance every second
day. As she describes it "some
diavs we starve”. In desperation,
het husband left 15 days ago to

NE the Miss Universe
onteslt. constestanis
were asked what their

| ideas of womanhood were.

Most answers sounded like
slogans from a perfume adver-
tisement. In reality. il there
were a perfume called., quire
simply. Wommtan", Llhan its ad-
vertisements would most likely
show direrent women doing
diferent things: from painting
a kitchen door to going oult to
dinner. The truth is, you can-
not truly define what it is to he
a woman and what it expected
of us, without sounding insin-
cere and incompleie. [t would
be like trying to define 'love’.

If the question was. "What is
man-hood?" the answer would
probably be a quick shrug and
a "You know.... taking care of
things" The point is. that we

‘women do the taking care bit,

and a whole lot more. And no.
I'm not talking about our pro-
lific superiority. Essentially,
something is defined by its
function and necessity. In that
case, defining womahood is a
leviathan task. And | don't
know enough to even try. Thus
what follows is how we live
within theé ruels, bend them a
little and even create our own
choices or at least try to.

Long ago, il men were the
wonien were
the table holding the chess-
baord up. Now, we are doing
both, holding it up and playing
the game as well. So what is
included in womanhooad now?
Time place, person. relatives,
etc are only some of the impo-
sisble variables in this impases.

"Now a days women can do
anvthing they want”: False.
Truth: "Not always". Allowing
that one has the capability,
women must fight-to overcome
the gneder barrier, Men don't
have to. In India. women can-
not study mine-engineering;
becasue mine shafts are not
suitable place for us. So say the
men, and thus men make the
rules we live by. We shoudl be
able to break free and show
that we can do it, and de it
well. But the awful thing is
that we are (oo terrified of
breaking the gender barrier,
most of the time.This is a sad
countenance of womanhood:
subserviance.

The package deal of being a

look for work in Comilla in the
south. She obtained some Tesl
Relief work on a Governmen!
scheme a few weeks ago. Now

the family have sold most of

their meagre assets (such as
roofing sheets) which they and
brought with them in 199].
Their 5 year old boy scavenges
lor odd grains of paddy in the
newly harvested fields.

Her neighbours, 65-year old
Walehuddin and his wife Mehes
Bano cannot hide their despair
when we look inside their sim-
ple hut. Their is a sad story. Be-
fore the river ate their land,
they had a productive plot of 3
bighas (flmost one acre} on one
ol the river chars. Their three
children have all died, Now,
they have not had a meal for
two davs.

Most of the members of this
impoverished little community
in Kalmatl DC Road. only 8
kilometres west of Lalmonirhai
town have suffered a similar
[ate. AUl are victims of tbhe
mighty Teesta River which
regularly devours the land along
its banks, forced its victims to

leave their house and land.
Soime came in 1986, others in
1988. 1991, 1992, and 1993.
Some were relatively, better off.
with land and some assets. Now
they are all in a similar plight
and feel this most acutely dur-
ing Lhe traditional lean season
when work is scarce. Housing

by Shahpar Selim
woman comes with being Lo-
lally sell-sacrificing. and if we
do not live up to it, condemna-
tion and guilt become our the
personal albatross around our
necks. For whom do we sacri-

fice for? For our men and our

children (and WE are [attered
when men open doors for us

and stand by letting us pass
first!). For waht? For their
greater good and our discom-
fort, dissatisfaction and frsu-
tration. We politely pul our
needs aside and make way for
the men in our lives. | am not
condemning this. | am saying
that women don't have 1o
sacrifice when they don't want
to. you shouldn't have to give
up everything Irom sitar
recitals to a career opportu-
nity; the job you wanted. This
may shock ‘tradition’, moth-
ers-in-law and wives them-
selves. Ask yourself this, where
is the fine line between being
accomodating for the pnes you
love, and giving your life up till
it hrts? We need to accept this
first ourselves, that putting
yvour foot down on sacrificing
ambitions does not make you
any less of a woman or guilty.
Womanhood goes beyond that.
It allows us to recognise feel-
ings as well as our wants.

[t is indeed sand that we
have to live in a society where
the rules were written by men
and are exceuted by men. Out-
side the home, more often
than not, we have to deal with
immature, shallow, insecure
men who have an inflamed li-
bido to go with their conde-
scending egos. Don't get me
wrong, | don't hate men and |
know that charting a list of
their faults would defeat its
own purpose. The only way out
of this is by earning their re-
spect. It sounds easier to fly to
Mars and it probably is. Every-
day we must battle the latent
sexual domination of men. But
there is one way of stopping it
teach your son that his sister is
his equal, and one day, maybe
we will be able to treat them
s0 and respect the burden of
womanhood

Alonig with the great bal-
anching act of being one's self,
a mohter, a sister, a wife a
confidante, a provider. a self
sacriflicing angel. a glamour

conditions are r but neo
worse than the urban shums of
[Dhaka. Where ihe situation is
worse is that there is no means
of earning a living here

When drought strikes. fur
ther undermining the local
cconomy. these environmental
refugees become 'double vic-
tims'. Some Government Relief
schemes such as Test Relief, or
Vulnerable Group Development
Cards enable a few to earm
some cash temporarily. The
RDRS /ODA Drought Response
Project also brought relief and
short-term work for others

For some of the families here
in Kalmati DC Road, and some]
of the 630 river-erosion victims
in Moheshkhada in neighbour-
ing Aditmari Thana, funds do-
nated by the United Nation's
Women s Association in Dhaka
will provide much needed relief
to the most desperate members
of these communities. Having
used local community organisa-
lions, in conjunction with local
Government authoritigs, NGO
Rangpur Dinajpur Rural Service
[RDRS) RDRS has identified the
most vulnerable in these com-

- prupises — the womanheaded

households, the elderly and the
disabled to reeeive some food
and some much-needed winter
clothing to help them through
the cold winter common in
these parts. Thanks to the gen-
erosity of UNWA, around 200
families are now receiving
around 12 kgs of rice or wheat
and two chadars (warm winter
wraps) — distributed by .the lo-
cal Deputy Commissioner.

|Womanhood Balancing Our Roles

girl, and a nurse, we accumu-
late and alarming amount of
scripts. Codes on 'how-to’ with
altitlude guidelines: humble
daugher or a conflident col-
leage. We juggle their comi-
naitons and our sanity and we
get away with it. Otherwise we
gel another tile, another iden-
lity, 'a terrible home marker
or ‘a total disaster as a wife'. All
these roles, expectations, res-
posnibilities — we are born
with some, some we acquire,
and some responsibilities were
Lhrusl upon ourselves.

As in the case ol most re}
sponsibilities, womanhoo
shpuld have it's few perks, and
it does. Those new shoes, that
favounite pecf* your baby is
first toothelss grin. the
adrenalin kick of your pwn
paycheck. your child's gradua-
tion photograph, an old brith-
day card from your brother, a
special smilg from a special
beau,-a Tom Cruise poster, a
long chat with your best triend.
All these make you [eel that it's
worth it all; all that youve
done right, all that youve
handled well of your opportu-
nities and resposnibilties as a
mother, sister, daugher. cole-
lague etc etc: that you have
overcome the sex barrier
where necessary and, in the
greater sense, you have ful-
filled your life; that you are
glad that you are a woman.
That brief gloom before your
next meeting with the
chauvinisti¢c pigs makes you
realise that love is not all in
lifes that they don't make mern
like Alan Alda anymore, and
that nothing succeeds like
depression. It makes you want
to give up. Bul you don't.
Because survival is the key'lo
the 80's, and how we do it is
up to us. Sometierns we f
we are wrong and we pick
up from there and keep going,

with our strengiths and
insecurities. We deal with men
and get beiter at it. And,

somewhere along the way. you
have realised what it woman-
hood and your have lived the
great responsibility. And some
of us will be lucky enough to-
have enjoyed it, olfr the msot
part. We willhave laughed and
even cried under the pressure,
and been glad of our woman-
hood




