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ONE MORE WOMEN’S DAY?
Walter Fernandes

Many functions will be organised on March 8 to mark the International Women’s Day. There will be eulogies about women. The Central and State Governments will blurt out the list of their achievements on their behalf. They will then be forgotten for another year. That may be a strong enough reason to review the last one year and see where women stand in India and the Northeast.

At the national level, the top news for over a decade has been the debate on women’s reservations in the Central Parliament and the State Assemblies. It was included in the Common Minimum Programme of the UPA government two years ago. Much noise was made about the good will of every coalition partner to ensure that women got a share of political power. It looks as though after making some positive and politically correct noises, even the Left that alone seems to be committed to this issue, has shelved it. The Budget session is on but one does not hear anyone speaking about it. Elections are to be held in four States and a Union Territory but no party has promised to field at least 33% women candidates – not even Tamil Nadu that has a woman as chief minister. “Electable” candidates seem to be the only criterion and most of them will be men.
The scene does not change much when one goes beyond the political leaders to the judiciary. Two recent Supreme Court judgements are cause for concern. The first concerns a Dalit woman who had a child from an upper caste man. The Court decided that the child gets its caste from the father as such the child was not eligible for reservations. Another judgement declared that if a tribal woman marries a non-tribal, the child is denied tribal status but if a tribal man marries a non-tribal his children retain their tribal status. Thus, the woman does not have an identity of her own. She gets it from the man. 
These judgements have serious implications for women in general and for Dalit and tribal women in particular. Rape of Dalit women by dominant caste men is not uncommon. Most such women are too poor to have the strength required to fight the injustice done to them. The judgement denies even the child the possibility of beginning a new life by using the reservations. It is equally true of tribals. Metropolitan cities are filled with tribal women working as domestic helps. Delhi alone is estimated to have more than 40,000 of them from Jharkhand, Orissa, Chattisgarh and Assam. They suffer many forms of injustice, sexual assault being one of them. Pregnancy is not uncommon but their children will not have tribal status because the father is usually their middle class non-tribal employer. 

In the Northeast, there was the Salakati incident of 23rd December 2005. Security men paid to protect people committed sexual assault on university students in the train. Many expressed their anger but the reaction against it was subdued. One would have expected women’s organisations to lead a sustained campaign on this issue because it is only one of many such incidents in recent years, the death of Manorama Devi being the best known among the rest. It became the last straw and the people rose against it. There certainly was reaction against this incident but much of it was limited to the Boro area. The State ordered financial compensation as though the trauma of being treated as a sex object could be quantified in financial terms. But one is yet to see signs of serious action being taken against the perpetrators of this heinous crime. Despite all the noise, one is still waiting for the report on the two year old Manipur incident. 
However, the scenario is not only negative. There has been some positive action. For example, the Central Government ordered that an only girl child be given free education in private schools. It will not take our society very far and most schools will ignore the order. It will probably be somewhat like the law banning pre-natal sex determination that has resulted in sex specific abortions. It is observed more in its breach.  Because of it the 0-6 sex ratio is below 800 in the prosperous States of Haryana, Punjab and some districts of Gujarat, Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu i.e. there are fewer than 800 girls for 1,000 boys in this age group. However, the order on girl children shows a beginning of realisation in the official circles that some positive discrimination is required against the present discrimination against the girl child.
On Valentine’s Day this year one saw very few comical scenes of young men in blue jeans shouting against girls and women in western dress, probably because after the split in the Shiv Sena one side decided that women did not need moral policing. It did not deter the State Government of Maharashtra from turning itself into a moral police by banning dance bars. The fault, in its thinking, was with women who were helping men to relax, not with men who went in search of them. Moral police remained active in the Aligarh Muslim University where boys harassed a student in jeans. But the remaining students reacted against it and women joined forces against such illegal orders. 
There have been a few more positive steps, for example the punishment meted out to the men who raped and killed the eight year Barnali at a bus stand in Guwahati. I am against death penalty but in this case I am only referring to the fact of the court punishing rapists and murderers, without necessarily supporting the death penalty meted out to them.
Briefly, will March 8 this year be one more day of functions? Or will it be an opportunity for each community to examine the role of women in its culture? Rape is the commonest crime committed against them but the attitudes that lead to it and the daily discrimination against women are basic to it. Hardly any tribe of the region allows them to be members of the village council or inherit land and most of them defend it in the name of their customary law. Will women and men turn March 8 into one more ritual or into a day to look inwards and take some small steps towards gender equality? 
The author is Director, North Eastern Social Research Centre, Guwahati.
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