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“All citizens are equal before law and are entitled to equal protection of law”Article 27 of the Constitution of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh

olitical Empowerment of Women: B;ngladeéfl Perspective

tant issue of concern. In most of the countries, women do not
joy the same status as men due to their limited participation
in politics. Therefore views have been expressed that only through
political empowerment women can fight against the discrimination. To
improve the conditions of women, international Instruments have
been adopted to fight against the discriminations and to protect
women from violence. Though it is a gradual and arduous process, still
several states have ratified the Convention on the Political Right of
Women 1952, CEDAW Convention, Nairobl Convention 1985, Beljing
Declaration 1995 etc to ensure the rights of the women. Apart from
these international safe guards, equal rights of women have been
enshrined in the constitution of their respective countries.

Of late Bangladesh has also considered the Women empowerment
issue seriously. Since woman folk are playing a vital role In the eco-
nomic development, thus they have become more conscious about
their own rights. Though there are arguments from a section of people
that certain provisions of our constitution have rooms for discrimina-
tion, yet the Constitution of Bangladesh provides equal treatment to
cltizens lrrespective of their religion, race, caste, sex or place of birth
etfc.

Even, equality to women and their participation in politics has been
enshrined in the Constitution.

The Constitution provided that

Steps shall be taken to ensure participation of women in all spheres
of national life (Art. 10).

According to Article - 9 of the Constitution

The State shall encourage Local Government Institutions composed
of representatives of the areas concerned and in such institutions
special representation shall be given as far as possible to peasants,
workers and women.

To implement this constitutional provision, the Local Government
(Union Parishad) Ordinance Amendment Act, 1997 provided for three
reserved seats for women in the Union Parishad to increase women's
political involvement [Sec. 5 (c)]. Moreover, we have another important
provision in the Constitution. According to Article - 65 (3) of the Consti-
fution

'Until the dissolution of Parliament occurring next after the expira-
tion of the period of ten years beginning from the date of the first meet-
ing of the Parliament next after the Parllament in existence at the time
of commencement of the Constitution (Tenth Amendment) Act, 1990,
there shall be reserved thirty seats exclusively for women members,
who shall be elected according to law by the members aloresaid.’

This provision of Art - 65(3) was adopted Lo ensure women's political
empowerment in the country, but in true sense, women are yet to
achieve strong footing in the political arena.

Belore our independence, in 1954, fourteen women were elected as
members of the Legislative Assembly from Jukta Front. After the inde-
pendence, In 1986, only two women were elected and In 1988 that
number increased to only four; the trend was not encouraging in Poll
1991 when only five women was elected. In the last election (Poll 1996),
the elected women MPs are only seven. The graph of women participa-
tion trend in national politics is however not very impressive.

The United Nations has proposed that at least 30 per cent women
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representatives should be elected in all spheres of country. But what Is
the actual scenario in our parliament? There are only nine per cent
female representatives having only four female ministers which Is
much more lesser then the UN proposal, There is no female Chalrman
in any standing committee of the parliament. We have also falled to
welcome any woman as Speaker or Deputy Speaker In the history of
our Parliament let alone any President. Besides we have only two
female Secretaries and only one Judge representing the women com-
munity in the High Court Division of the Supreme Court. This trend Is
not, in any way, favourable to implement women's empowerment in
the politics or in the government.

We know that the term of the reserved seats in the Parliament will
expire after April 2001. Before any further amendment takes place, the
fate of the women participation in politics will remain a far cry. Femi-
nist groups, women organisations, soclal workers and civil society are
being vocal to ensure that the amendment takes place without further
delay. However, they cannot come (o a consensus regarding what
should be the terms and conditions regarding the women seats, Some
argue that the number of the reserved seats should be Increased to 64.

Barrister Rabiva Bhulan, MP has presented the Constitution (Four-
teenth Amendment) Bill 1997, before the Parliament. The bill set forth
some proposals, viz. - a) the election commission shall, out of three
hundred constituencies for female before every election on rotation
basis ensure the representation of women from all the districts, b) a
political party shall nominate one-third of its nominees from the female
candidates.

Meanwhile, the Chief Justice of Bangladesh Mr. Justice Latifur
Rahman also expressed the same opinion at the Second Women Law-
vers' Congress held in December 3-5, 1999 at the Democracy Audito-
rium of Khan Foundation. While some of the women groups demanded
100 reserved seats for women In the Parliament. On the other hand,
Bangladesh Mahila Parishad proposed for 150 reserved seats for
women. This organisation prepared a draft bill entitled Bangladesh
Constitution (fourteenth) Amendment Act- 2000. According to Section
3(i) of the bill after the numerical Article 65 (1), a letter 'a’ shall be
Inserted and a new sub-clause (1) (b) of article 65 shall be added as
follows

Article 65(1) (b), 'Parliament shall consist of 450 seats out of which
300 seats shall be known as general seats and 150 seats shall be
known as reserved seats for women.'

Individuals of the clvil soclety proposed that political parties should
nominate at least 10% of the total seats of the parliament [rom women.

There is also another debate relating to the election procedure for
the reserved seats. The point of debate is that whether the women
parliamentarian shall be elected through direct election or not. A part
of the soclety suggests that female members from reserved seats
should be directly elected in accordance with law as a Member of Par-
llament. But another part of the society opposes with their view.,
According to them it will be far too impossible for a women member to
contest for a direct election as each of the constituency will be larger
then a general constituency.

Apart from these arguments, another obstacle Is on the way to this
much-needed amendment. That is, those women parliamentarian who
had been occupying the seats for last few years could not bring any

significant change In the lives of our hapless women lot, they could not
represent the women In actual sense. They are being treated as 30
pocket votes of the ruling party as they were not directly nominated. So
a majority of women groups, social organisations are demanding for
direct election.

Moreover, we shall have to develop a consensus regarding the term
of the special provision for women. Whether it should be a permanent
system or not?

The government has taken initiative for a new bill to extend the
tenure of the reserved seats for women in the parliament. Law Minister
Mr. Abdul Matin Khasru presented the Constitution (Fourteenth
Amendment) Act, Bill -2000, on 17 June 2000, in the Parllament.
According to the proposed bill the members of the Parliament from
reserved seats will not be elected by direct election. They will be
selected by the Parliament. The term of the reserved seats Is consid-
ered for ten years. Nevertheless, In a press conference at the National
Press Club, Bangladesh Mohila Forum strongly eriticised the proposed
bill of the government. The forum emphasised on direct election for the
reserved seats. The Shammilito Narl Samaj, a group of women organi-
sations, has also strongly demanded a direct election for those
reserved seats in the Parllament.

Besldes, Mr Feroz Hassan, Secretary General of FEMA and Barrister
Manzoor Hasan, Executive Director of Transparency International
Bangladesh, have emphasised on direct election of reserved seats for
women. They have expressed their views In a paper presented at a
national seminar on Rethinking Confrontational Politics: A Relorm
Agenda by the Civil Society organised by Governance Coalition held on
August 7, 2000. They felt that the present number of women seat 1s
Inadequate and to be Increased Lo 64, each seat representing one of 64
districts. They also opined that the political parties should nominate at
least 25% women candidates to participate in general election. Coun-
try's leading women rights activists, and women representatives from
64 districts, at a dialogue on Women in Parliament (Dally Star- 11Aug
'00), urged political leaders to increase number of reserved seats for
women in National Assembly with a provision of direct election for that

Now, we shall have Lo find out a reasonable solution of the issue.
Women groups. political parties and the civil society should take initia-
tive to develop a consensus proposal as early as possible. The two
major political parties are under the responsiblility to agree on a rea-
sonable proposal since any amendment to the Constitution requires
two third majorities, To enhance the process of this development they
should discuss the provisions neutrally. For the actual development of
the Country, women's participation in the decision making process
should be ensured. Discussions and exchange of views can bring out
reasonable recommendations regarding the amendment of the Consti-
tution. Only through a women-friendly amendment of the constitu-
tion, we can ensure the active participation of women In our political
arena. Because, Constitution is the sole guardian of a nation and
political empowerment of women can be ensured by Constitutional
representation.

The writer is Advocate, Dhaka District Bar, and Human Rights worker
at Khan Foundation.

Beyond 16 Days of Activism against Gender Violence

by Eric Green

What to Say?
An Odhikar Report

On 24 June 2000, investigators from Odhikar went to Jhenaidah
to Investigate the reported Incldent of torture by police on 12 year old
Belal Hossaln of Alampur Village. The incident took place at the
Raghunathpur Police Camp in Ganna Bazar,

Al the time of the Investigation, Belal's great-uncle, Mohiuddin
(65) Informed Odhikar that it all started for a petty reason. An almost
blind and mentally disturbed beggar ealled Ratan Muchi (65) from
the nelghboring village gets agitated If people use the word 'goo’ (ex-
crela) In his presence even just called out the word in his hearing. For
this reason, the village children would often make funof him. On 13
June 2000, as Ratan Muchi was returning home after a day of beg-
ging, he passed the rice fleld where Belal was guarding another ptl'
sons crops, at Dhoparkul. With Belal were Zahirul (10), Farukh (1 1),
Sattar (30) of Chandipur village and Laltu (15) of Alampur village.
When Ratan Muchi passed by, someone called out that slang and he
began ranting and raving whereupon he dropped the bag of rice he
was carrying. He went home and complained to his wife.

Ratan Muchl's wife went to the Raghunathpur police camp to
lodge a complaint, On dolng so, five policemen from the camp, bare-
footed and wearing nothing but in lunghis arrived at Dhoparkul.
They tled Belal. Zahirul, Farukh, Sattar and Laltu with their
gamcha's and herded them towards the police camp. On the way,
they also tled and took along Babul (10), Rezaul (15) and Alam (12) o
Alampur village. All the boys were beaten to some degree and
released.

After Ratan Muchi and his wife’s arrival at the camp, the beggar
kept insisting that Belal was the one who had agitated him. Police
then tied Belal's legs together, slapped hand cuffs on his wrists and
hung him by his wrists from a mahogany tree. Assistant Sub-
Inspector (ASI) Abu Bakar then tied a brick with a rubber band and
suspended It from Belal's genitals. Belal was then swung around
and beaten from walst to feed with a ruler. After two hours of such
lorture, Belal's genitals began bleeding. As his condition worsened.
he was untied. His father and brother brought him home. He was
taken to Jhenaidah hospital at 2:00 am on the 14th of June. when
his condition worsened.

Belal's mother, Zamiran, told Odhikar investigators that Belal's
friend Laltu was also admitted to the hospital, but his condition was
nothing compared to Belal's injuries. On the 14th. police influenced
Laltu's father to convince Belal's parents to take their son home. On
their refusal Belal was forced to return home. As his condition deteri-
orated, he was re-admitted in the Jhenaidah hospital at 4:00pm on
the 15th of June 2000. Once again police pressurised his parents
and he had to be taken home, where a local doctor treated him

Belal's great-uncle told Odhikar that the police had sent local
bigwigs, Monjer Molla and Bazlu, with an offer of Tk. 5000 to settle
the matter. Belal's mother told Odhikar that after the incident, Belal
was unable to work. His treatment has to date cost his family Tk
6000. She told the investigators that the Officer in Charge (OC) of the
police camp, Farid Daroga, had paid the family only Tk. 2000

Belal's mother told Odhikar's investigators that two or three days
after the incident, the OC of Jhenaidah police station came to investi-
gale the matter. He wanled to visit Belal's house but the OC of the
police camp, Farid Daroga, restrained him from going there. He kept
the Jhenaidah Police station OC waiting on the road and went to
Belal to beg him not to tell the OC that Abu Baker had hung a brick
from his genitals. Belal denied that the incident had occurred. but
admitted the truth when the OC of Jhenaidah tactfully asked him
whether Farid Daroga had told him not to tell.

Belal told Odhikar that he did not call out 'goo’ to Ratan Muchi and

A:; day international campaign will begin on
November 25 to spotlight the global problem
{ violence against women, on which the
United Nations says Latin America has a "markedly
mixed record not unlike that of every other region in
the world, developed or developing.”

Organisers say the 10th annual 16 Days of Activ-
ism against Gender Violence Campaign links work
being done by government and nongovernmental
organisations (o develop new and effective strategies
to eliminate all forms ulj'::riolenee against women.

More than 800 organisations in over 90 countries
have participated in 16 Days since its launch In
1991. Though this year's schedule of activities has
not yet been finalised, the 16 Days campaign in
1999 included such events as drama groups in the
Caribbean holding postperformance discussions on
women's issues in cities and rural areas of the
Caribbean. In addition, a Basket of Fruit to Heal
Violence celebration was held in Colombia, while
Mary Robinson, United Nations High Commissioner
for Human Rights, presented government officials in
Mexico with training manuals on gender violence for
use in that country’s penal justice system.

US State Department's Theresa Loar sald her
agency is "all for any mechanism that calls atten-
tion” to the issue of violence against women. Since
the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing,
China, in 1995, Loar said a number of countries in
Latin America adopted new laws to combat violence
against women, violence within the home, and sex-
“ual violence.

"We endorse programmes and events that call
attention™ to the issue of strengthening the imple-
mentation of these laws, said Loar, who is the US
State Department’s senior co-ordinator for interna-
tional women's issues. “We think that it is a very
positive step that these new laws are on the books.
It's an amazing thing what legislators (in Latin Amer-
ica) did in one country after another to pass legisla-
tion” to protect women, notably in Ecuador, Pan-
ama, and Colombia.

Events like 16 Days, Loar said, help "to add teeth
to the legislation and strengthen the mechanism,
which we think is very important.”

Loar calls violence o women a human rights
issue, which the 16 Days campaign tries to stress to
governments and their citizens alike. She quoted
Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, who
remarked that "advancing the status of women is
not just the right thing to do, it's the smart thing to

do.”

Loar said, "We have learned in our own country
that it's very hard work" to get a federal government
to respond to the Issue of violence against women. In
the United States, she said, it wasn't until the
administration of President Clinton that the govern-
ment launched this country's first federal response
to the issue through the 1995 creation of The Vio-
lence Against Women Office al the US Department of
Justice. That office, she said, was created to imple-
ment passage of the 1994 Violence nst Women
Act and to lead the national effort to stop domestic
violence, sexual assault, and s of women. The
office administers more than 270 million US dollars
a year in grants to help states and local communities
transform the way in which eriminal justice systems
respond to crimes against women.

Bonnie Campbell, who heads that office at Jus-
tice, said: “The reality for many women around the
world is they cannot be full participants in our
democracy, in our economies, in our communities, if
they cannot be guaranteed the right to live without a
fear of violence.” '

Formerly lowa's attorney general and named by
Time Magazine as one of the 25 most influential
people in the United States in 1997, Campbell said
she views violence against women as a fundamental
human rights violation and that living free of vio-
lence is a "fundamental right."

Campbell said one of the missions of her office is
to build in the United States a communitybased
network that responds to domestic violence, where
healthcare providers, educators, clergy, employers,
civic leaders and political leaders "all come together
and say and belleve that we have the power to stop
violence in our homes and on our streets.”

The 16 Days campaign, says Cynthia Mellon from
the Centre for Women's Global Leadership at
Rutgers University in New Jersey, has a "huge par-
tcipation” in Latin America and around the world,
evidenced by the fact that the centre receives letters
of support from those who organised their own local
activist units against gender violence in such places
as a small village in the former Yugoslavia.

Mellon said in an Interview that 16 Days, which
grew out of a conference held at her centre, will
colncide in 2000 with a UN review of a Plan of Action
developed at the 1995 Beljing Conference, which
was designed to decrease gender violence,

That conference defined violence against women
as "any act of violence based on gender, which may

result or actually results in physical, sexual or
psychological harm, including threats, coercion or
arbitrary deprivation of liberty, in either private or
public life.” Those who have studied the issue say
one of the most frequently occurring forms of vio-
lence against women is domestic violence, which is
violence that occurs between people who share or
have shared kinship or blood ties, or have a formal
marital or consensual relationship. Domestic vio-
lence Is said to take place most often in the
homie.Mellon sald women in Latin/America are very
aware of the issue of gender violence "and are work-
ing In a number of ways" to stop it. Their work, she
sald, resulted in the government of Ecuador enact-
ing in 1995 a "very advanced law” protecting women
against violence that "wiped off the books very bad
laws that permitted men to physically punish their
family members."

New laws being adopted in Latin America, she
indicated, have "more teeth"” in that they require
more training for police and judges about how to
handle domestic violence cases. But much more
needs to be done, she sald, because gender violence
often is still not recognised beyond women's rights
groups as a serious human rights problem in the
Western Hemisphere and worldwide. One measure
designed to guard against gender violence through-
out the Americas, Mellon said, is the 1994
InterAmerican Convention on the Prevention, Pun-
ishment, and Eradication of Violence Against
Women, also known as the Convention of Belem do
Para after the city in Brazil where it was adopted.The
InterAmerican Development Bank (IDB), which has
done extensive work on the issue, says widespread
domestic violence in Latin America affects the
region’s "growth possibilities.” In its book, Too Close
to Home: Domestic Violence in the Americas, the
Bank said that women who are victims of domestic
violence earm much less than their nonabused
peers, which amounts to an estimated regional wage
loss of 1.6 to 2.0 per cent of gross domestic product.
In addition, children who witness their mothers
being abused perform poorly in school, limiting both
their future labour market possibilities and their
abllity to contribute to the region's socio-economic
development.

On the positive side, the IDB pointed to some of
the many national efforts in Latin America designed
to help victims of violence, such as by Cantera in
Nicaragua, which conducts men's education pro-
Jects to help bring about changes in their attitudes

toward women. Meanwhile, in Jamaica, a theatre
group dramatised domestic violence issues to help
men and women deal with the problem. The Bank
also recognised the work of a number of hemispheric
groups dealing with the issue ol gender violence,
such as the InterAmerican Commission on Women
of the Organisation of American States, and the Pan-
American World Health Organisation (PAHO), which
has invested millions of dollars in the Americas (o
create domestic violence prevention and treatment
centres. Another international group, devoted to Lhe
issue is the United Nations Development Fimd for
Women, which has awarded over lour million US
dollars to projects in 56 countries over the last four
years.

In addition, the San Josebased Latin American
Institute for the Prevention of Crime conducts train
ing in gender violence for judges and other jurists
I'he organisation was established in 1975 as a result
of the joint efforts of the United Nations and the
Costa Rican government

Two recent reports by the United Nations high
light the problem of gender violence. The UN
Children’'s Fund says in Domestic Violence against
Women and Girls that up to half of all women and
girls in some countries have experienced physical
violence at the hands of an Intimate partner or fam-
ily member. More than 60 million females are miss
Ing from population statistics killed by their own
families deliberately or through neglect, because of
their gender. Only 44 countries have adopted spe-
cific legislation to address domestic violence, the
report said.

A report by the UN Development Programme says
no country in the world treats its women as well as
Its men. But the report added that in recent years an
important shift toward this problem has occurred,
with the recognition that violence in women's lives
‘will not be eradicated until all members of society
refuse to tolerate it.”

The report, entitled Women's Political Participa
tion and Good Governance, said ending gender
violence "must include concerted activisin by
women and men alike.” Quoting UN Secretary Gen-
eral Kofi Annan, the report said that “women's rights
are the responsibility of all humankind: combating
all forms of violence against women is the duty of all
humankind.”

The author is a sta[J writer for The Washington File
a product of the Office of International Information
Programmes, US Department of State. |

did not know who did so. Belal's paternal uncle, Amirul, commented
that local people had told him it would be useless to compl:
" police.

Mojibur, who owns a shop adjacent to the police camp, local busi
nessman Ismael Hossain Monir and many other who wish to remain
unnamed, told Odhikar about the incident. Monir commented that
alter the torture, Abu Baker begged local influential people to helj
| him suppress his crime. Everyone in Belal's village of Alampu
respect the advice of Saber Master, the headmaster of Chandipur
High School. The local bigwigs approached him at the insistence ol
Abu Baker. He, in turn, convinced Belal's parents not to file a case
against Abu Baker.

The ASP of Jhenaldah and the OC of Jhenaidah Police Station
Investigated the torture of Belal and the beatings of all the others
arrested with him. Alfterwards, they took departmental action

against the oflenders in Raghunat Abu Baker was

in b "If

pur Police Camp

given temporary suspension and 24 others were 'closed’ on 18 Juna
2000. On 23 June 2000, a new AS] was appointed. However
case was liled against the culprits

Along with other countries Bangladesh also ratified the Conver
tion on the right of the Child (CRC) to protect the best interest of t!
child. The convention has certain provisions which are supposed t
be ensured by the state parties.

Article 19 of the Convention on the right to child provides right to
special protection from all forms of abuse, neglect etc.

Article 19(1) says ‘States Parties shall take all appropriate legisla-
tive, administrative, social and educational measures to protect the
child from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse
neglect or negligent treatment. maltreatment or exploitation. includ
ing sexual abuse while in the care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) o
any other person who has the care of the child.

Article 36 ol the convention also provides Right to protectior
all other form of exploitation. It says 'the State parties shall p
the child against all other forms of exploitation prejudicial to am
aspects of the child's welfare.

Article 37(a) provides that 'no child shall be subjected to torture or
other cruel inhumane or degrading treatment or punishment...

Belal's case is only of those few, which are noticed and get a media
coverage. But the question is what step actually did the authority
take against Lthose wrong doers? Where the CRC repeatedly says that
the children should be protected from any sort of abuse, the mem
bers of the law-enforcing agency get away even after abusing a child
in such a sadistic manner. If we delve the matter we will hardly find
any fault on Belal's part. Even If he is one of those who called out ‘goo
to Ratan muchli that cannot be so much of an offence to be punished
in such a barbaric manner.
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Violence against Christians Continues

etween | January and 30 July 2000, more than 57 attacks on

Christians were reported in India -bringing the situation to a

now three-year trend of systematic violence against this minor-
ity population. On24 February 1999. Home Minister L K Advani admit-
ted in the Upper House of Parliament that in 1998 alone there were 116
attacks against the Christian community. The recent attacks have
basically taken three forms: (1) attacks on priests and nuns: (2) attacks
on evangelists and disruption of prayer meetings; and (3) pressure on
churches, hospitals and other charitable Institutions. Attacks have
generally taken place in areas where Christians are in a small minority,
though even this is beginning to change as a church In the Cathollc
stronghold of Goa was recently hit as part of a coordinated, nation-
wide bombing attack on 8 June 2000.

Most of these attacks have been perpetrated by individuals con-
nected to the Sangh Parivar, which is comprised of rightwing Hindu
fundamentalist organizations including elements from the ruling
Bharatlya Janata Party (BJP), Vishwa Hindu Parishad (World Hindu
Councll), Rashtriya Swavamsevak Sangh (RSS). Bajrang Dal and
Hindu Jagran Manch. To date, almost no one has been convicted for
participating in these attacks, not even Mr. Dara Singh, the man alleg-
edly responsible for one of the most widely publieized attacks -- the
gruesome murder of Graham Staines and his young sons Philip and
Timothy on 22 January 1999 in Orissa.

It was not untll he was en route to meet the Pope that Prime Minister
A. B. Vajpayee went on record about the problem. Even then. he stated
only that this was a law and order problem and therefore for the States,
not the Central Government, to address. Despite the unprecedented
level of violence and a stream of anti-Christian hate speech flowing
from Sangh Parivar members, the Prime Minister told the Italian news-
paper La Stampa that “there Is no ethnic war being waged between
Hindus and Christlans” and that attacks on Christlans are merely
Isolated acts and not an organised campalgn”. According to Mr.
Vajpayee, the only campaign that these nets are part of, Is a campalgn
tomalign the BJP led Government .

The attacks have almost always been accompanied by massive
amounts of anti-Christian hate literature. Pamphlets often include
bogus bible quotations distributed by the VHP, such as: "Jesus said to
them, those enemies of mine who did not want me to be king over them,
bring them over here and kill them in front of me - Luke Ch 19", Some
pamphlets also provide instructions on how to harass Christians. The
new RSS chief, KS Sudarshan, has warned of a holy war on the scale of
the wars of Hindu mythology after which the purported opposition to
Hindutva will be no more.

It Is important to understand the history of Sangh Parivar members
in hate campaigns. RSS cadres were active In instigating violence
during Indla’s partition in 1947. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the
RSS and VHP, for political purposes, actively cultivated hatred against
the Muslim population through their campalgn to demolish the Babri
Masjid mosque in Ayodyha and to replace it with a temple dedicated to
the Hindu Lord Ram. On 6 December 1992, the Babri mosque was
destroyed, leading to massive communal violence across the country.
The VHP, RSS and Bajrang Dal were temporarily banned. :

According to officlal statistics released In March 1993, a total of
9,968 people (3,808 of Lthe RSS, 3,769 of the VHP., 1.210 of Bajrang Dal,
985 of Jamale-Islami Hind and 196 of the [slamic Sevak Sangh) were
arrested under the ban, though none of the key leaders responsible for
demolition of the Babri Mosque and subsequent communal riots were
among those arrested. One person who was charge-sheeted for demoll-
tion of the Babri Mosque is the present Union Home Minister.

The Sangh Parivar has subsequently turned against India’s small
Christian community, and much of its anti-Christian discourse |s
strikingly similar to the rhetoric previously used against Muslims.
Antl-Muslim propaganda, which perhaps peaked In the early 1990s,
was largely based on spurfous demographic evidence that the Muslim
population was growing faster than the Hindu population, and there-
fore people holding “foreign” bellefs, 1.e., Islam, would soon hold a
majority. These days, the Sangh Parlvar speaks of a Christian commu-

FiiLy Lhat grows oul ol contral due 1o milsslonary oroselviization. Also

charges used to be made that Muslim anti-national activities were
being funded by foreign petro-dollars. Today, Christian missionaries
are accused of using funds from abroad to finance armed insurgency
groups in the Northeast.

Christianity Is not new to India. It has been practiced in the subcon
tUnent since St Thomas salled here in 52 A.D. The recent attacks are,
therelore, not a response to any recent contact with Christianity. While
Hindu fundamentalists have generically labelled all missionaries as
foreigners, Christians In Indla are overwhelmingly Indian, not foreign.
In fact, as a general rule, foreign missionaries are not allowed to work
In India as they are denled work visas. Also, Il they are taking place,
conversions to Christianity have not changed the demographic compo
sition of India. For the entire twentleth century, the number of Chris-
tlans has hovered around 2.5 per cent of the national population. In
[act, the percentage of Christians in India has fallen from 2.6 to 2.4 to
2.3 In the last three censuses, As another measure of comparison:
between 1981 and 1991, the Christian population rose from 16.1
million to 19.6 million, while in that same period the Hindu population
rose from 549.7 million to 687.6 million.

Three States, Orissa, Madhya Pradesh and Arunachal Pradesh
passed thelr own Freedom of Religion Acts In 1967, 1968 and 1978
respectively. On three previous occasions, the Union Government had
unsuccessfully tried to pass similar legislation. These so-called "Free-
dom of Religion” Acts are, in actuality, legislative mechanisms for
inhibiting Individuals® freedom of religion and thought -- under the
gulse of protecting against conversion (e.g., to Christianity) by foree,
fraud or Inducement. Recent proposals also Include the Gujrat Free-
dom of Religion Bill (Bill No. 21 of 1999) and Uttar Pradesh's Freedom
of Religion Bill, 2000. As proposed, these bills can be easily manipu-
lated by Hindu fundamentalists and thus become a way of “legally”
harassing rellglous minorities by making false accusations, As pres-
ently concelved, the proposed Bill would vielate Article 25 of the Indian
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practice and propagate religion’).

The National Democratic Alliance Government's general dismissal
of the attacks on Christians as a law and order problem for State gov
ernments toaddress Is at odds with the Government's attitude towards
other threats to public order. It also ignores the fact that the attacks,
and the Government's fallure to address them, involve violations of the
Constitution. The attacks also obviously constitute oflences under the
Indian Penal Code.

In 1998 and 1999, the National Commission for Minorities (NCM)
was vocal about the attacks on Christian minorities and conducted
several inquiries. Since the end of the term of the previous Chairper-
son, the NCM has generally maintained a studied silence and failed to
earn the confidence of Christian groups. The NCM has called for a
meeting between Chiristian leaders and the VHP leaders, but it falled to
transpire because the Christian organisations criticised the involve-
ment of the VHP as though it represents the Hindu population. Also to
the dismay of Christian community leaders, an NCM report in April
2000 concluded that a series of attacks on Christian schools and
churches in Agra, Mathura, Kosi Kalan and Rewari were simply the
actsof petty criminals or accldents.

The National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) notified State
Governments o submit reports about attacks on Christians within two
weeks, but the NHRC's subsequent actions were exceptionally weak.
The NHRC has only advised the Hindu fundamentalist organisations to
denounce the hate-campaign. The unwillingness of the NHRC (and the
NCM) to hold those perpetrating and instigating this violence account-
able and to demand responsible action by the Government Is a mis-
take. The unfolding crisis requires strong and independent action by
these institutions. The atrocities against Christians pose a real and
accelerating challenge for India’'s secular democracy. The situation is
certain to deteriorate even further If responsible action by officials in
DOs ILIoNs of fu (Lhority s not lorthcoming
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