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Education minister’s comments

against bigotry are commendable
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politician making comments

that criticise misogyny and
bigotry. In fact, in many cases, we
see politicians taking the road to
the appeasement of groups they
consider either politically expedient
or too difficult to control. Which
makes the comments of Education
Minister Dipu Moni all the more
refreshing.

Reacting, no doubt, to the
recent demonstration by a group of
university students holding placards
with such crass messages as asking

IT is not always that we see a

should be talking about robotics
and artificial intelligence - not about
the length and breadth of (women’s)
attires. She also referred to the
“teep” controversy and mentioned
the communal trends that were a
threat to democracy.

The fact that she brought up
such prickly issues and critiqued
them with logic is quite rare in our
present times, when politicians
are cither too busy trying to outdo
cach other in obsequious flattery
of their leader, or making the most
bizarre galfes in public. She tried to

Sadly, though not surprisingly, when the
video of her comments was first posted on
social media, many unsavoury responses
appeared underneath the post. The level of
hatred, contempt, and prejudice in those
comments would leave one reeling. Is this
how many people think? That her comments
were somehow anti-religion and promoting
debauchery “imported” from the West?

women not to wear “short clothes”
that served to seduce men and turn
women into products, she quipped
that at a time when the world was
advancing so fast, we as a society

point out how culture dominates a
region, “Am I a Bangalee first or am
Ia Muslim first? [ am both.” Muslims
in Bangladesh have “holud” (a
Bangalee pre-wedding programme)

for their children, she mentioned,
while those in the Middle Fast have
ululation (uluddhani) at weddings,
which is also a part of the religious
ceremonies of other faiths performed
in Bangladesh. She criticised bigoted
views that frowned upon issues like
children learning how to sing or
recite poetry. It was an unusual and
rather welcome stance from a person
holding such a powerful position.
One also appreciates the risks
she took by challenging the overt
misogyny that seems to be accepted
by society when it is done in the
name of religion or opposition to
Western cultural appropriation.
The underlying message of her
statements is that Bangladesh has to
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Intelligence.
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move forward through technological
advancement, not fall backwards into
the darkness of bigoted lampooning.

Sadly, though not surprisingly,
when the video of her comments
was first posted on social media,

many unsavoury responses
appeared underneath the post.
The level of hatred, contempt,

and prejudice in those comments
would leave one reeling. Is this
how many people think? That her
comments were somechow anti-
religion and promoting debauchery
“imported” from the West? I read
comment after comment and just
could not believe the intensity of
the trolling. Aside from a few very
appreciative comments, the majority

e When the world is advancing, society is
advancing; we will now talk about
robotics, we will talk about Artificial

Now is not the time to talk about the length
of women's dresses.
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were in the same attacking, hostile,
sanctimonious tone.

So what is the impact of such
trolling on society in general? It
would be naive of us to think that
all this misogyny has turned up
just because of social media. Social
media definitely provides a “safe”
and free platform to individuals who
can vent their hatred as explicitly
as they want, against anyone. They
don’t generally have to face any
repercussions for their attacking
behaviour. But social media, as its
name implies, is a reflection of the
thoughts and mindsets of society in
general. The hateful comments that
we see under videos, posts or articles
by women does give an idea of how a

large number of individuals, mostly
men, view women and use religion
as an excuse (o vilify them. Thus,
an article criticising child marriage
would get a comment that it is
promoting promiscuousness among
teenagers by opposing the practice!

And this vitriol against women
is not confined to the walls of
cyberspace. We have seen how
vicious and terrifying it can be post
the Narsingdi incident, when a young
woman was physically assaulted in a
public space by a mob led by an older
woman. It displayed the audacity of
extremists who seemed to believe
that their criminal actions were
justified. A comment by a judge
questioning the woman’s choice of
clothing did not help.

The tacit condoning of violent
acts against women/girls in order
to “teach them a lesson” for not
complying with certain dress codes
or behaviour dictated by the self
proclaimed defenders of religion and
culture has resulted in an increase in
these incidents.

Unfortunately, most of our
political  parties -~  including
the ruling party - have shown

uncharacteristic tolerance when it
comes to religious groups adhering
to ideologies that are quite contrary
to the inclusive nature of our
constitution and the progressive
values of our liberation struggle.
Again, this serves as encouragement
for these groups that seem fixated
on women — what they should wear,
where they can go, etc.

The education minister’s
comments, therefore, are not just
bold, but also much needed in an
environment where sexism and
bigotry are such formidable threats
to women’s security and agency.

The devastating shades of intimacy after assault
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Trigger warning: This
article may be upsetting
Jor survivors of sexual
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night, the same thought barges

in unannounced and unwanted.
It crawls under my sheets, makes
its way into my toes and writhes
into the pit of my stomach, quickly
and cancerously spreading to all
my extremities, turning them cold
and blue. It dyes my heart and head
with shades that are replete with
horror, panic, and shame. The
thought presents itself with such
authority and obstinance that I have
no choice but to comply. And so I
drag the weight of my thoughts to
the washroom, and put myself in the
shower.

Hot will not suflice — the water
needs to be scalding. It needs to be
red, scorching, and boiling with
anger, enough to burn his sins away,
enough to leave no trace of it on my
skin. Sins that I've been carrying in
my thoughts, my throat, my prayers,
my nights, and my relationships for

Ineed to take a shower. Every

Every time someone
touches me, it sets
my spine aflame; I
fail to register who
I’'m with and the
safe space ’'min. It
leaves me seething
and exasperated,
because it seems
like the more time
has gone by, the
more I have lost. 'm
frustrated at the
nagging thought of
being left behind,
and am constantly
looking for answers
as to why 22 years
have not been
enough to address
what happened and
move on. What am I
doing wrong?
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22 years. Sins that have only become
more stubborn with the passage of
time. The water needs to burn me so
thatIknow that, just like me, it is also
on fire. A fire that can set ablaze and
turn into ash the filth and dishonour
that demand to be washed away
from my back, arms, and legs. It has
seeped into the fluids in my spine,
broken into the ligaments that hold
me together, and poisoned the blood
that keeps me alive.

My skin is raw, with splotches of
scarlet travelling from my thighs to
my ears. My feet give away and my
hair can’t handle the heat or my
trauma - it falls out in lumps. I turn
the tap off for now, knowing that,
albeit only a fugitive ease, I'll be back
under this shower tomorrow, the
next night, and the night after to
wash his touch off of me.

I'm tracing my steps back to how
I ended up here tonight, again. I
know the answer: It was sex. Physical
intimacy that was consensual,
respectful, safe, one of the purest
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forms of love between my partner and
myself, but nonetheless sex. It was
the trigger because my introduction
to physical intimacy was at seven
years old, and because it was assaul,
an act of violence, the most infernal
form of evil. And it will continue
to provoke me in debilitating ways,
because this violence has pillaged my
authority over my body, my strength,
and spirit.

Over the years, my relationship
with my body has been a contentious
and shame-ridden one. I've always
felt the need to hide my curves and
cover my skin, and before I had even
hit puberty, I took on the onus to
fend off unwelcome stares by making
sure there was quite literally nothing
to see. I stopped wearing skirts after
these incidents, because skirts had
been easiest for him to access, and
where’s the guarantee it will not be
the same for others? That’s the first
marker of when I lost autonomy over
the most important thing that was
physically mine: My body.
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The foundation of my relationship
with my body was laid on volatility,
dishonour, mistrust, and a need to
constantly and destructively hide
myself. And until now, that has
robbed me the pure joy and freedom
that comes with intimacy. Not only
the physical kind between partners,
but the ones that are platonic, built
on years of trust and friendship.
The type of closeness that hides
in the nooks of life, over strands of
hair tucked behind your ears, over
sleepovers and endless cups of cha,
over whispers under the stars where
you bare your heart, over the smallest
and most beautiful gestures that
make life extraordinary, spectacular
and worth living.

There is an ocean of difference
between the sexual abuselendured as
a child and the physical relationship
I have with my partner today - they
live on the opposite ends of the
orbit. If the first induced the ruin
of my childhood and sense of self,
then the other is what protects me;

i's my redemption and connection
to the person I love the most. But
the body has a language of its own.
Its memory is powerful, unforgiving
and constantly in remembrance
of the injustice that was carved on
it. How difficult must it be then, to
treasure an act of intimacy whose
shades are woundingly similar to the
ultimate crime committed against it.

On my worst days, any type of
physical intimacy ends in hellish
claustrophobia; I'm buried under
layers of shame, wrapped in an
endless cycle of revulsion at my body,
and I can’t escape. I'm submerged in
a primal need to peel off my skin, as
if physically discarding the layers he
touched is the only thing that will
give me solace and set me free. Every
time someone touches me, it sets my
spine aflame; I fail to register who
I'm with and the safe space I'm in. It
leaves me seething and exasperated,
because it seems like the more time
has gone by, the more I have lost. 'm
frustrated at the nagging thought of
being left behind, and am constantly
looking for answers as to why 22 years
have not been enough to address
what happened and move on. What
am I doing wrong? And what should
I be doing so as not to be stuck in an
endless cycle of regression?

The answers fail me.I've attempted
to implement every solution, each
time with renewed vigour, and each
time it ended in more heartbreak
and frustration. I'm in quicksand.
I've been with my partner for 15
years, and we’ve been married for
seven of them. Fifteen years is halfl

away from this decision my entire
marriage. The responsibility of
another life is the biggest, most
daunting and exciting one anyone
can take, but to top it off with a
parent who is incessantly plagued
by a fear of sexual abuse? That type
of inherent, primal dread destroys
not only the parent, but also the
child. How can I protect a child
if my unbelievably precautionary
and incomparably vigilant mother
couldn’t protect me, and her mother
couldn’t protect her? The cycle
is generational, systemic, endless
and rigged. There’s no running, no
escape. Another shred of intimacy
taken away.

How do you reconcile the guilt
and shame? How do you demarcate
between right and wrong? How do
you let go? How do you erase muscle
memory from your body? How do
you unlearn and relearn? How do
you teach your body to love itself and
others who love it? How do you make
yourself whole again? And how do
you give that whole self to someone
else? How do you prevent the past
from terrorising your present and
future? How do you end the grief
that is always waiting for you? How
do you recover? How do you escape
the trauma, forgive yourself and
move forward? How do you let love
in?

As of now, all the shades of
intimacy are dark, pitch black. They
are coloured with tones of dread,
shame and an endless palette of
horror. They are devoid of earthy
scents, the cool breeze of winter

Hot will not suffice - the water needs to

be scalding. It needs to be red, scorching,
and boiling with anger, enough to burn
his sins away, enough to leave no trace of
it on my skin. Sins that I’ve been carrying
in my thoughts, my throat, my prayers, my
nights, and my relationships for 22 years.
Sins that have only become more stubborn
with the passage of time. The water needs
to burn me so that I know that, just like

my life; half a lifetime of love, respect,
kindness and trust has not been able
to overpower the diabolical violence
against me and my childhood. It has
and continues to cost me so much of
my relationship that should be pure
and protected.

The decision to have children
is also an act of intimacy. I've run

me, it is also on fire.

mornings, the safety of home, a
flicker of hope. The shades are
broken. But the broken cracks are
where the light comes in. And it is
for the promise of this light, however
faint, and for the hope that this is
not the end, that there will be better
days and brighter shades, that we
move forward.



