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The Paradoxes

with a population of 865 million (growing at 2.1% p.a) India is the second most populous
country in the world and ranks sixth in land area. Its kaleidoscope of peoples, languages,
religions, castes, etc, make it easily one of the most complex societies anywhere. Yet,
since Independence in 1947 India has, unlike many other developing countries, evolved a
sound democratic tradition through holding of regular and, by and large, free elections.
The political space that exists for dissent in India is unique in the developing world and
even puts it a cut above some of the so- called developed countries — particularly of
Southeast and East Asia.

India is the ninth most industrialised country in the world with technical and scientific
power to place its own satellites in orbit. The purchasing power of middle class Indians,
some 200 million of them, would be the envy of any developing country. Indeed, it is these
two factors that underlie the widely held view that India has the potential to turn itself into
an economic tiger in the not too distant future.

Paradoxically, however, India is also one of the poorest nations with a per capita GNP of
$360. It ranks 134 out of 173 countries on the United Nations Development Progamme’s
Human Development Index. More than a third of the world’s absolute poor (i.e. over 300
million) live here. About 73 million children do not attend school, a similar number under
fives are malnourished and 220 million have no access to clean water, according to the
UNDP (Human Development Report, 1993). India’s human rights record has also come in
for severe criticism.

Female literacy of 39.4% (1991 census) is among the lowest in the developing world. Yet
in 1990, the Indian government spent a mere 2.5% of its budget on education (most of it
for higher education); 1.6% on health. In contrast, neighbouring Nepal spent 10.9% and
4.8% respectively. Social spending may fall further in the wake of an economic recession,
which has seen GDP growth fall from 5.6% in 1990-91 to 1.5% in 1991-92, and a crushing
foreign debt of over $70 billion — the third highest after Brazil and Mexico.




CHILD LABOUR  POSITION PAPERSS - 3

3036 3636 36 3 3 4036 I 3 3 3 3t 3 3k I K HIEIE I I3 FEIE I3 33 I I3 I FIE I I I IR R

/ - = o =

/ .
Over 17 million children are working as child labours, in hazardous
and dangerous activities 3

—Over 90% are Indian Child Labours in the states of Andhre-Pradesh,

Madhya Pradesh,Makarashtra,U.P. Kamataka State,B{har Tamil Nadu,
Gujarat, Rajasthan,Orissa and West Bengal

I

Government lvyiants to eliminate child labour Wx the year 2000 &nd
has allotted Rs.34.40 crores, for the year 1995-96

—Phe—National-AutorTty Tor Elimination of Child Labour has prepared
objectives to be undertaken 3-

Enforcement of law for protection of_
children.,Withdrawing children from work and sending them te school
vocational trainings,with stipend end mid day meals, Ecnomic
sustenance for parents of children taken out of work,by providing
job and increase {incomes, Preventing fresh entry of children .
into occupations through education g

f
|

Child Labour (Prohibition & Regulation) Act 1986 from working with-
Ra{lways,Carpet,Cement,Construction,
Cloth,Dying,Weaving,Match Industry,
Fireworks,Beedi,Printing and Electronicss

Child Lebour is a deep rooted socio-economic problem,India Legisl-
ation and policy are in line with the 1979 resolution of-the ILO 3
NGOs could supplement government efforts to eliminate child labour:
Under the Human Resource Ministry Non Formal Education has been
{ntroduced for Child Labours in the age group of 6 to 14 years 3

{
1
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According to the 1981 census there are 11 lakh ch{ld labours in '
Karnataka and these children work for 10-12 hours a day.1978 census;

sh‘ows that there were 2 crores chfld labour in India. )

Tt 158 estimated that in DELHI alone there are over 4 lakh children
who are ehgaged as Child Labours,more than 1,50,000 of whom ar‘e
Street Children and these children from street are mostly deviant
ways and this hamper their overall growth.

— 1 Fridta—80% of tTe people 1ive in slum areas and 0% in cities g ]
India's slum population is expected to touch 62 millions by 2000
A.D. of vhich 32 million will be 14ving 1n cities ¢

e g mmemmr A, o O

CATECORY OF WORKING CHILDR'N, engaged in working within & for the
—tam{ly.Going out to work with parents.Employed in different enter- 1}
prises.Engaged in self-employments

o
The Government target set forth in the program™of action 4s to

provide education, including literacy,; to about 40 million 1lliter-
ates by 1990 and another 60 millton illiterates in the age group

of 15 = 35 by 1995 : J



12, According to an offical estimate regarding enrollment
of children,there are 770 lakhs children 4n the age group-

6 - 11 and 220 lakhs children {h the age group 11 - 15 while
1353 lakh are working children.The remaining children of age
group 6 = 11 are efther out of school or street children in
the age group 6 - 14 are working places are difficult s

PROBLEMS OF WORKTNG CHILDRENS =

Development problems,
Nutritional and health problems,
Exploftation. '
Access to education.

14, India has the largest number of world's working children
1991 census,INDIA:

Govt Sources 3= 1981 - 18,6 million ch{4ld workers 3
1983 = 17.36 million child workers

NQ Sources $=- 44 millfon ¢
Statewise t- 1981 census -

Andhra Pradesh 1754 :M® 1372 s MUMBAI 1263 s U,P. 1246
KARNATAKA 966 3 Bthar 898 : Tamil Nadu 921 : Rajasthan €04 3
and Kerala has the lowest record in chtld lsbour ¢

15. The 111 effects of Child Labour :-The child loses the child-
hood,at a tender age and lack of family ties has 2 negative
i{mpact on their emotional states

16, VARIOUS LEGISLATIONS RELATED TO CHILDREN IN INDIA :-

Pledging of labour Act,1993 3
Employment of children Act, 1938
Minimum Wages Act, 1948

Factories Act, 1948,

Plantation Labour Act,1958,

Mines Act, 1952,

Merchant shipping, Act, 1958,
Motor Transport Workers Act, 1961,
Apprentices Act, 1961,

Atomic Energy Act, 1962,

Beedt Workers Aet 1966,

Shops & Establyghment Act, 1986,
Prchibition of Child Labour Act,1986,
Convention on Rights of Child 1992,

17. India has about 23 milljon able bodied mem and women,who-do
not have jJobs,at the same time there are from 17 to 44 mill-
ion child workers slaving at jobs vhich adukt should be doing.
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CACL-K reports thet the {ssue clapours for attention as about
56,76 million working children $3 the country are worki ng as
cheap labours 3

Yo Natijonal Hurwan Hig ts Commission sfates that high incidence m’
of 1B among child labours {8 found so far @

Constitution which urder Article 24 prohibits any child below
the age of 14 from employment $

Constitution concerning unviersal primary education under Article
45 yremains largely unfulf{lieds

30 lakh girls die each year out of one-fourth of the 12 millfon
girls born in Tndis every yvear,d2 rot gee thair 15th bitthday
UNTCEF reports overy sixth cemale child death occurs due to gender
discrim!naticn ¢

Dr.Malathi Das Secretary,Dept of Women & Child Development says
92% of the country total Yowowr force is child labour ¢ And 80%

of working children uare directly engaged in agrictural and alljed
areas,the study was done by 5 N(Os in 5 divisions,Bangalore.B elgaul
Gulburga,Mysore,Banaglere 1%ty by DECDS 3

- OB T B et Sma

CACL-K reports = ratfonal calttion of nearly 1,000 NQ©s atleast
74.8 mfllion children in India are out of school and working 3
And for instant the vast majority of adult workers in India - 290
milltcn or 92 % of the coiintry total labour force ia employed in
snformal sectors 3

Ch1ld Lebours 1n Banaglore hotels are usually nmigrents from Managal
Meragalors end cther rurla places,CiC reports that in Banaglore-80
far there ere 3,052 hotels and about 6000 chill lsbours are working
Labour Dept wags able to datect only 15 that is 342 child labours
CITU estimates that there are 20 workers on an avemge {n each
establishment thus the total mumner could be over 60,000.0f these
13,000 to 14,000 are children,since 50% of hotels in Karnataka

are in Banaglore 4t could be assuned that there are 27,000 child
labours 4n hotel in the entire state.17,400 children work in hotels
1n Bangalore, the shop Act states of 1961 not to employ under age
of 12 years any children,but these children work from 4,30 AM to
11 PM..

90% of work force in S1lk Units of Magad? consist of child labours
acording to CACL-K activist Ms.Saroja reports that there are
8,000 ch+ld lsbours euployed ty 21lk units in the ag @ group of 6
- 16 years '

Nat! nal Literaxy lisston reports, 1994-95 girls accounted for


year.de

- 4 - -
42.8% of those enroled in primary-schools,38,9% of those in
middla schnol,34,43% of these 1 higher recondary echcol ard
34% of those 4n higher educational irnctitutions

Slum Populaticn 4n tndie up by 67% (rose to 46,621 milifon in
1991 fyom 27.92 millZon 1n 1987 showing 67% 1ncreese in & decuate,

Over 16 lakh people l4ve In-slum 4n state residing in 1,871 slum
in Karnataka stzte, survey concucted by KSCB




A GLIMPSE OF CHILDREN WORKING IN VARIOUS INDUSTRIES

Nature of work Places No. of child
labourers
1 Match and fire works Sivakashi 80000
2 Stone quarries Kerala
Markapur (AP)
Mandsaur (MP) 20000
3 Mines Meghalaya 28000
4 Fishing Kerala 20000
5 Handloom Trivandrum 10000
6 Hosiery Tirupur 4000
7 Lock industry Aligarh 10000
8 Carpet weaving J&K
Uttar Pradesh 150000
9 Glass Ferozepur 50000
10 Pottery Khurja 5000
17 Gem Polishing Jaipur 13000

NB:

The above list excludes the agriculture sector which has significant number of “invisible

child labourers”.

SOURCE: Dingwaney CACL, 1993
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hild labour is one of the

gravest problems India,

together with other

south Asian countries,
confronts at prescnt. By plan-
ning commission estimates
theré would be close to 20 mil-
lion child workers by the year
2000.

Independent studies, though,
have concluded that this figure
is inaccurate. The Operation

esearch Group of Baroda
placed the figure at about 44
million.

The 1981 census indicated
that more than half of India’s
159 million children between
ages 6 and 14 were not in
school. This suggested they
could well be involved in some
kind of child labour, especially
in rural India.

Child labour is employed
less in government setups than
in private enterprises.
Employment of children is very
high in the Sivakasi match fac-
tory, the glass industry in
Firozabad, the brassware indus-
try in Moradabad, the carpet
industry in Mirzapur, the lock
making industry in Aligarh and
the slate making industry in
Mandasaur.

Needless to say, these chil-
dren work long hours with little
-y in miserable conditions.

.th the consolidation of land-
holdings and mechanised farm-
ing in the agricultural sector,
hired adults work on other peo-
ple’s strips. They are nearly
always accompanied by their
children.

The national human rights
commission in its annual report
has stated it is not the lack of
legislations that is responsible
for the persistence of this prac-
tice. Legislations already exist
for the prohibition and regula-
tion of child labour.

Apart from the provisions
under the various labour laws
like the Factory Act, 1948, the
Mines Act, 1952 and the Bidi
and Cigar workers (Conditions
of Employment) Act, 1976,
child labour is also prohibited
in scheduled occupations and
processes under the Child
Labour (Prohibition and
Regulation) Act, 1986.

The Constitution provides an
impressive set of rights for chil-
dren. Article 24 prohibits
employment of children below
thes ngees of 14 vy in nny facto.
vy, mine ot other hazardoas
activities.

Article 39 directs that chil-
dren and young people should
be protected against moral and
material abandonment.

Article 45 provides that the
state shall endeavour to provide
free and compulsory education
for all children ull the age of 14,

‘\Thc failure of the state to pro-

LEGRA !
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vide free compulsory education
for all children within the time
mentioned in the Constitution
has compelled the Supreme
Court to declare the right to
education as a “fundamental
right to life” under Article 21.
Article 32 of the United
Nations convention vis a vis the
rights of the child was ratified
by India in December 1992. It
provides that “the state parties
recognise the right of the child
to be protected from economic
exploitation and from perform-
ing any work that is likely to
interfere with the child’s educa-
tion and to be harmful to the
child’s health or physical, men-

‘tal, spiritual and social develop-

ment”.

A strong political and soci-
etal will to enforce these legal
and constitutional provisions
has been missing.

In June, 1995, an NHRC
investigating team paid a sur-
prise visit to Firozabad, where
there is a large concentration of

‘1 6 FEB \44iu

Eenie, meenie, minor more .-

the nature of work a child can
do. Further, the survey also
points out that Kerala has over
the years developed a healthy
culture of educating the young.
It is this rather than the
enforcement of Jaws which have
kept children out of the labour
market. ‘There is a lesson in this
for the rest of India.

Large families comprise
another factor. The size is a
direct corollary of poverty and
illiteracy. Parents in such fami-
lies are often compelled to send
at least onc or more of their
children to work since they can-
not afford to educate all of
them. In such a setup, the girl
child is victimised: her brother
is sent to school while she is
burdened with domestic chores.

Contrary to popular notions,
poverty is the consequence
rather than the cause of child
labour. Children lacking both in
skills and education grow up as
as substandard workers. They,
in turn, have large families and

Not mere legislation but a sustained political
and societal will would help eliminate child
labour in India, writes Sankar Sen

child labour in the region’s
glass industry.

It appeared the district
labour enforcement officer and
the assistant director of facto-
ries, Kanpur, had already car-
ried out inspections of the vari-
ous glass producing units.

Though as many as 178 cases
were initiated for prosecution,
and 54 of them were under way,
only one case ended in convic-
tion. The reasons for acquittal
in most of the cases were the
lack of proof of the children’s
ages and the non-availability of
factory records of names and
other particulars of the minors.

In India, there is no one
clearcut legal definition of the
child. The census of India
speaks of persons below the age
of 14 as children.

According to the Juvenile
Justice Act, 1986, a juvenile is a
boy under 16 years and a girl
below 18 years of age. Under
the Child Labour Act (Provision
and Regulation) Act, 1986, a
child is one who has completed
14 years.

Perhaps, one of the main
reasons for the prevalence of
child Libour in India is the fact
et prlonuay edacnthon oot
compulsory. Children out of
school’ perform odd duties for
long hours and often under sub-
human conditions. Also, the
parents of these children are
too poor to send them to school.

A study in Kerala has
revealed that school attendance
protects the children from haz-
ardous labour and sets limits on

put their children through the
same miserable paces.

Child labour is particularly
common in south Asian nations
as it is believed to be inexpen-
sive and profitable. A child
labourer works the same hours
as his adult counterpart and is
paid far less than the latter.

Also, a child is easier to
manipulate. A majority of the
carpet weaving workshop own-
ers in Pakistan admitted that
availability of cheap child
labour is the determining factor
behind selecting a region to
start the business.

The NIRC has taken some
significant steps for the elimina-
tion of child labour in haz-
ardous industries. In December
1994, a high level team from the
commission visited Firozabad in
Uttar Pradesh. It estimated that
out of more than 250,000 work-
ers in organised and informal
sectors in the glass industry
about 25 per cent comprised
children.

They were made to work in a
polluted environment, without
proper food and health care. In
a meeting with the chief secre-
tary of U, the team advised
the state povernmment (o forimn
late o scheme tor the elimina.
tion of child labour in glass and
carpet weaving industries. The
talk has apparently led to
results.

The UP government has pre-
pared an integrated programme
for eliminating child labour in
the glass industry. The project
aims to rehabilitate some

_passed on from generation to

‘,_ al.

50,000 children within six years
at an estimated outlay of Rs 61
million. The Union ministry of
lubour has already sanctioned
one million rupees to get the
project off the ground. The
state government is setting up
schools with Central support for
the purpose of educating the
children weaned away from the
glass industry. The programme
also aims at initiating an aware-
ness campaign.

The results of a survey of
child labour in the sarec indus-
try of Varanasi were depress-
ing. Thousands of children from
the Ansari — weaving commu-
nity — families work in the
saree industry from the age of
six.

The children put in nearly 10
hours a day in unhealthy condi-
tions. The wages are abysmally
low. Sometimes the parents of
these children take a loan on
the latter’s salary. Thus, the
child cannot leave till the loan
is paid off. This mindset is

generation.

With India’s ratification of
the UN convention on the rights
of the child 1989, there is
renewed concern in governmen-
tal circles regarding this issue.
In the 1994 Republic Day
speech, the prime minister
announced a phased pro-
gramme for eliminating child
labour.

As a result, a body called the
national authority for the elimi-
nation of child labour has been
constituted, which proposes to
rid India of the abuse by 2000.
A sum of Rs 8.5 billion has been
earmarked for its implementa-
tion. But the exact number of
child labourers in India is yet to
be determined, as various sur-
veys present different figures.

Now there is international
pressure, notably from business
collaborators, to eliminate child
labour from hazardous indus-
tries. In 1993, the Indian-
German export promotion pro-
ject established the “Rugmark”
foundation, which would certify
carpets made without the help
of child labour.

Hence, such a certificate is
only granted to those manufac-
turers who agree not to employ
children below the age of 14 in
their factories. Though such
steps are laudable, their effica-
cy will continue to remain in
duestlon anless nn alternative
progrionme Is worked out for
the child labourers.

Eliminating this social
malaise also demands strong
political and societal will. State
initiatives have to be comple-
mented by those of voluntary
and non-governmental organisa-
tions. But what will help most is
a sustained peoples’ movement,.
—_—
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CCORDING to Article 1 of

the U.N. Convention, a child
means “every human being be-
low the age of 18 years unless
under the law majority is al-
lowed earlier”. Crawling and
trotting on the pavements, rail-
way and bus station precincts,
under the flyovers, parks and
other open places of the city are
hundreds ol thousands of a com-
munity called the street child-
ren.

Their  parentage unknown,
and with no future for them in
’s\};hl_ they grow on their own.

ost of them are forced to line
up near places of worship, near
water fronts and other crowded

laces seeking alms. Their earn-
ings would not be theirs nor do
they care.

Right from birth, the children
grow with little or no care and
affection even from mothers till
the time they are able to walk.
Even from the day of birth, the
mother uses the child as a tool to
arouse public sympathy for her
profession — begging.

CRIME

When the children are able to
walk, they are forced to engage
in some kind of pmfession%iﬁe
rag-picking, begginﬁ. cleaning
cars and other small-time jobs.
Some of the lobs are hazardous
too. Eventually many of them
get mixed up with illegal activi-
ties like stealing, cheating,
blackmarketin ang even drug
trafficking. That is for male
children. Females in most cases
eventually turn to prostitution.
In shont, this is the main produc-
tion centre of criminals and the
birthplace of crime.

The problem of street children
is of such magnitude that it
would seem impossible to er-
adicate or even reduce it. This
has become a national problem
as street children are in plent
all over the country. But it
appears that Calcutta is one of
the cities with the highest num-
ber of street children. It is
estimated that two million street
- children roam around happily in

the streets of this city gut the
- authenticity of this figure is

queslionahra. To take a census of
street children Is an Impossible
task.

There are 57 Non-Governmen-

tal Organizations (NGOs) regis- -

tered with the Social Wellare
Dupartment of the State Govern-
mont and mony other unrogis-
terod organizotiona are engaged
in the welfure of street children.
The work of at least some of the
organizations is commendable
but the fruits of their labour is
unrecognized, because it just is
like taking a few drops out of the
ocean. But there is one point on
which all these organizations
unanimously agree: this menace
cannot be eradicated unless
some rigorous measures and
laws are adopted by the Govern-
- ment and enforced sincerely.
The main hurdle is that the
street children would like to
remain where they belong to —
the streets. They do not like the
disciplined living style, least of
all, the “boring education”.
Secondly, in many cases, street
children are controlled and con-
tracted by anti-socials and row-
dy elements for aiding and
agemng their illegal activities.
At the same time the earnings

N

' STREET CHILDREN

"g'\» Rigorous Laws Needed

By N. S. MAN!

of street children go into the
yockets of these-anti-socials. For
{mgging, the s mpalhy enerat-
ing factor is the street children
with their innocent looks. The
anti-socials have a great role in
converting female street child-
ren into prostitutes. Their stran-

lehotd can be broken only by
the Government but whether the
Government would like to crack
down on them remains a ques-
tion mark. The nexus hetween
politiclans and antl-soclals s
well known.

The recent economic reforms
tend to generate high expecta-
tions nn(ra secure future }()r all.
India has always displayed its
potential to achieve what it sets
out to do, despite the inter-
ference of politicians.

The convention on the rights
of the child adopted by the

TIE Planning Commission
estimates that there would
be around 25 million child
workers by the year 2000. Street
children, who have no fixed
dwellings and whose percentage
is o{len unknown, constitute the
bulk of this labour force. A
solution lies in the adoption of
harsh legislative measures to
make primary education com-
ulsory and hiring of child
abours punishable, says the
author, a freelance writer.

General Assembly of the United
Nations on November 20, 1989
has been signed by 159 coun-
tries. With India’s ratification of
this convention in November
1992, more than 90 per cent of
the world's children became
protected by this most widely
ratified Human Rights conven-
tion ever in the history of the
world. The convention recog-
nizes the exceptional vulner-
ability of children and declare
that children are entitled to
special care and assistance.

PRIORITY

It is guided by the principle
that the highest priority should
be given to the essential needs of
children. They should get a fair
and equitable deal in society. It
emphasizes the .importance of
the family and the need to create

--- an-envirofiment conducive to

the healthy growth of children.
It advocatos concorted  public
action by all Individuals and
agoncios — Governmental and
non-Governmental, national and
international — to promote the
rights of the child. The child
should be able to live securely
and realize the full potential of
life.

However, back at home, the
scene is not so encouraging.
According te Article 23 of the
Indian Constitution no child
below the age of 14 years should
be employed in any factory or.
mine or engaged in any haz-
ardous employment. Recently,
there was a report about an
explosion in a cracker manufac-
turing factory killing about 35
children working inside the
factory. Such news Is common
end frequent.

Economic  exploitation  of
children in India is extensive
and is always on the increase.
According to the 1981 census,

13 17 million children below the
age of 14 are :-,ngarud in labour.
17.36 million children in the age
roup of 5 to 15 were engaged in
F\amrd(ms labour as per the
findings of National Sample
Survey conducted in 1983.

According to a survey con-
ducted by Operations Research
Group (ORG).in 1983 there were
44 million child labourers. But
all these three agencies unanim- |
ously state that over 80 per cent '
of these children are engnged In
hazardous labour. Some child-
ren are “bonded” and are sold to
prostitutes. The Planning Com-
mission estimates that there
would be around 25 milllion
child workers by the year 2000.
Indeed. a majestic entry into the
21st century!

The prevalence of such high
levels of child labour is attribut-
able to the fact that primary
education is not compulsory in
India. Children invariably are
made to perform some kind ot
work either at home or outside
at wages that are exploitative
and done in clearly harmful con-
ditions.

COUNSELLING

Most of these working child-
ren belong to extremer poor
families and the parents of such
children are themselves devoid
of any education. Here counsel-
ling is necessary to the parents
too. In some cases the parents
live on the earnings of their
children and they care little
about what the children do to
g}et the money. These children
therefore are the ones who need
education most of all to break
out of the poverty and debt
trap.

Legislative measures have to
be adopted to make primary
education compulsory and hir-
ing of children tor labour should
be made punishable. Creating
social awareness of this problem
should be considered an impor-
tant element of public action to
ensure the eradication of child
labour.

According to Article 12 of the
UN. Convention, the State
“shall ensure that no child is
arbitrarily detained or subjected
to torture. cruel, inhuman or
degrading treatment or punish-
ment, capital punishment or life
imprisonment. Accused child- .
ren have the right to be pre-
sumod “hnocent until provoen
gullty In o prompt and falr trlal,
to lognl or other assistance, to be
detained separately from adults,
to maintain contact with family
and to receive a sentence based

on rehabilitation rather than |

punishment”.

Street  children
engage in some kind of labourt
even at a tender age. Most ol
them are forced into hard labout
and their wages snatched away
by those who live on the earn-
ings of the children.

The message of family plan-
ning has not reached the pave-
ment dwellers or at least has not
made any impact on them, pos-
sibly because our family plan-
ning is confined only to radio
and television, the two things
inaccessible to the pavement
people. The men on the pave-
ments have only one recreation
— sex. The result is an inCrease
in the
children.

s

naturally |

number of slr%



DOMESTIC WORKER - CASE STUDY

Selvy is a 12 year old airl who has been working since the age of 8. Each morning, she wakes up at 6
am 1o help her mother prepare food for her father and five siblings. By 7:30 am, she Ieaves with her
mother 1o go to a nursery where she sweeps, cleans, and takes care of children. After leaving the
nursery, she continues working, cleaning another house. At 1 pm, she reaches home, where she must
care for her younger sisters for the rest of the day.

Each month, Selvy earns Rs. 280, which she uses to buy necessities for the household consisting of 7
members. Her father is an alcoholic who often demands that she give the money to him, but she
staunchly refuses because she knows the family depends on her. She gives all the money to her
mother.

Selvy finds the domestic employment difficutt and monotonous. She states that she suffers from
constant back pain, leg ache, and cough due to the arduous labour. She complains that her mother
forces her to work even when she feels very ill. Selvy is interested in studying, but she says she has
neither time nor support from her parents. She studied until the 3rd standard but left beacause her
mother forced her to work.
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COURTESY: CLAUDE SAUVAGEOT

Nobody’s Child

In the realm of child welfare or even basic concern for
children, India’s record is one of callousness and neglect.

I olitical accountability is the
first step towards a
healthy democracy. 1t is
cxpected of the largest
democracy in the world to
have a framework in which
accountability lowards its
citizens is given top priorily.

tlon, Naw Dolhi
FEBRUARY 1996

Unfortunately, this is not the casc and
the adverse fallout of this affect all
scctions of socicly, especially children.

Upala Devi is programme officer with
Asian Notwork of Women in Communica-

Though  the  Indian
Constitution is commendable in
the sense that all scctions of
socicty find a mention —
political action, which is a
natural corollary of the laws
which are enacted, is lacking.
India is a country of almost a
billion people, out of which 144 million
arc children (under 18 ycars of age). it is
therefore inevitable that this large section
of socicly would be affected by the
implementation of political will and
accormtability (aswellas, the lack ofith)

Lven hetore the LN Convention on the
HUMANSCAPE

il

—
—aa
[ == —4
—
—)
—_
[ s—

Upala Devi

2|96

Rights of the Child (CRC) was ratificd by
the government in December 1992,
rights of the child found a mention in
parts 1l and 1V of the Indian
Constitution. Since 1950 and specially
after the National Policy for Children in
1974, thesc rights have been enlarged (on
paper) through judicial review. India has
also cndorscd the 27 survival and
development goals for the year 2000 laid
down by the World Summit for children.

The ratification of the CRC was a
welcome political action. The convention
draws atlention to the civil, political,
socio-cconomic and cultural rights of
cevery child. Thesc are: 1) the right to
survival; 2) the right to protection; 3)
the right to development; and, 4) the
right to participation. However, over
three years have clapsed and the
government has yet to review all the
laws and make then compatible (o the
UN convention. Although there appears
to be nodiscrimination between an adult
and a child in respect of civil rights and
frccdom, in actuality, children can
enforce their rights only through adults
and arc dependent on them for access to
justice. As Judith Evans from the
Consultative Group on Early Childhood
Carc and Development points out, “The
convention and other documents can
only articulate desirable outcomes. They
do not guarantee what will happen in
the life of an individual child. It is
necessary lo develop policies and
programmes al the regional, national
and local levels to turn the wording of
the convention into reality.”

Though India has an impressive legal
architecture, it has a weak infrastructure
and a poor “ability-to-deliver” record,
especially incerlain key arcas. Morcover,
burcaucrats and politicians forpet that
cvery billwhich s passed by Panliament
and every policy that is formulated
dircctly affects children. Neglecting of the
articlc on compulsory primary cducation
for every child is a case in point. Lack of
resources is often cited as the reason but
that is disputable.

Thus, the rights of thousands of
children in India arc constantly violated
(which, I will term as human rights
violations), in total contradiction to the
provisions of the UN convention. All
children are not treated cqually, and
millions face asyminctric opportunitics
for survival and development. Torture,
ill-trcatment in jails, and harassment of
children is commonplace. Children who
arc rescued by child traffickers languish
in juvenile homes and arc almost
forpotten by the outside world duc to
red-tapism and indilference by the
authorttics  The nexus behween police
and chald teat b ke contimnes Lo powy

15
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checked. Much less

extent of deprivation
and discrimination
faced by strect children
and children belonging
lo scheduled castes and

is known about the  1dia calls its 144 million children its “resource potential”.
Of this, 60 million live in acute poverty; one-eighth die before
their fifth birthday; and one out of ten are either born

or become disabled.

in order to end
discrimination
among children of
different religions.
Scveral gaps in
personal laws exisl.
These include lhc

tribes.

The condition of children and their
rights in India vis-a-vis political
accountability especially of the State can
be gauged from the following Articles.
These Articles are rights which should
be available toall children as distinct
from the needs of children. It should,
however, be borne in mind that rights
do not often get enforced because the
person/institution on whom the
correlative duty rests is not necessarily
of the State. It can be the parent or those
who have the care and custody of the
child. In such cases, tools of the law
which enforce rights need to be
strengthened. Affirmative action by the

- State is required.

Article 2 :
discrimination

Though the Constitution guarantees
equality of treatment to all citizens,

Equality and Non-

including children, discrimination in -

opportunities and social status persists.
This is primarily due to social stigma and
oppression. For instance, both
landlessness and low caste reinforce each
otherand children born in both sections
are more likely not to go to school than
others. They are also more likely to suffer
in times of caste-based violence. Above
all, they are the least likely to have access
to their rights.

Article 3 : Interest of the Child

The CRC and the Constitution both
recognise that in cases involving children,

the best interest of the child is universal

and must be the primary objective of the
, State and the judiciary. However, inIndia,
*thereisa pr fJudlcc against the girl-child.
Centuries of oppression and male-biased

tradition show that the girl-child is

always discriminated against. This fact
is exemplified in instances of mass
burials of babies in Rajasthan, all of
whom were girls.
" Article 7 : Guarantee a name and
nationality to all children

Under Indian law, there is no serious
disability suffered by Indian children.
However, any disability caused by
custom or practice which affects girl-
children, orphans -and other

.underprivileged lot needs ‘to be

discouraged.

Article 8 : The Right to Identit

As the country Is mjoving towards n
casteless, sociely, the convention if

interpreted to include a‘caste identity, is.

inconsistent with the constitutional

valucs.

Articles 12 and 13 :
Freedom of Expression

Freedom of expression is guaranteed
to all citizens under Article 19 (1). But
age-old traditions have abridged this
right especially for the girl-child. It is also
meaningless for those deprived of their
right to education. The enjoyment of the
right to freedom of expression assumes
the right to cducation. Society and
especially adults within families need to
be accountable to guarantee a child this

Right to

$P-““_q“”m

Fi‘ lndm has the dubious distinction i
the world’s third largest -
Fp durulahon of “malnourished 1
dren; It has nearly:75 million §
“malnourished children below the i
'Sagc of 5i lndxa’s ‘record on gender:
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right within the parameters set out in
the Article.

Article 14 : Freedom of Thought,
Conscience and Religion.

The rights of all citizens, particularly
those of minorities are guarantecd in Part
11l of the Constitution. Article 25 has
gone a step further than the CRC Article
as it provides all citizens with the right
to propagate thcir religious belicfs. But,
many personal laws arc not in the best
interests of - the child. The Law
Commiasion should review these vis a
vis the rights of the child and recommend
a uniform code. The group also felt that
a uniform adoption law was nccessary

length
maintenance (Muslim law); custod
availablc to the mother (Hindu law) any
caste-rclated identity (Hindu law).

Article 16 : Right to Privacy

With the media explosion in India,
many conscious citizens are making
documentaries on true and real-life
incidents of child exploitation. The faces
and names of the victims should be
blanked out. The rule that any reportage
of juveniles or rape victims should
protect the name or address of the victims
should be applied to law journals also.
Photographs of victims should not be
published. The privacy of any child
produced in court should be protected.
The right to adequate housing was also
seen to be implied in every child’s right
to privacy. This right is especially
applicable to children living in urban
slums who often have to share a one-
room hutment with siblings and parents.
Custodial homes run by the State are

normally overcrowded. For girl children,

the issue of right to privacy is crucial.

Article 17 :.Access to information
and materials

This article is linked to the right to
education which is now a fundamental
right. 1t is of particular significance to
all discriminated children, especially girl-
children and children suffering from
mental, physical or cconomic disabilitics.
Itis a part of the State’s commitment to
provide equality of opportunity to all
citizens under Article 25. Compulsory
primary education for all children is the

basis of all civil rights. However, even ~

adult citizens arc denicd access to
information under many guises, such as
the Official Secrets Act, the Atomic
Energy Act and the Nuclear Energy Act.
The intervention of the courts is nceded
if one wants information. Thus to
protect the rights of children, a right to
information act is required.

Article 34 : Child Trafficking and
Sexual Abuse

Sexual abuse and trafficking of
children in India is on the rise.
Prostitution is rife. Dr Promilla Kapur’s
book “Girl Child and Family Violence”

‘states that out of 200,000 prostitutes in

Bombay brothels 20,000 to 40,000 arc
cstimated to be underage. Girls are also
Initlated Into prostitution under the guise
of customs like the “Devadasi” system
which is mostly prevalent in Karnataka
and Maharashtra. Equally shocking are
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separatists. There are
instances where
homeless children are
abducted, murdered and
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=] their organs sold for
. huge sums of money.
55.'; India is believed to
;’ have the largest number
S of strect children in the
3 world. Most of them
F (10.74 to 100 million)
Ej are employed for a
| pittance in hazardous
B factories at great
3 physical risk. In most

cases, employers prefer
child labour as they
have to pay low wages
to them.
Conclusion

India calls its 144
million children its
“resource potential”.
Out of this, 60 million
children live in acute
poverty; one-eighth
die before reaching
their fifth birthday;
one out of ten are
either born or become
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~—; disabled; and, lastly,
4 95 of them go blind
3 every day.

= Any policy which

ignores the needs and
interests of children is
neglecting a substantial
number of citizens and
by doing so it is unlikely
to be effective anyway.
It is also rare that
children are consulted
or in any way involved
in the formulation of
policies which affccts
them.

It is indced ironical
that India should
approach the 21st
century with so much
potential to save lives,

COURTESY: CLAUDE SAUVAGEOT

R A T

Nothing to look forward to.

cases of young girls, not cven in their
teens, who are sold off to rich and old
men. ronically, even the custodians of
law arc involved in such shameful acts

Article 37, 39 and 40: Which
protect every child from torture,
exploitation and abuse:

The attempts of the government to
protect the human rights of children
under these Articles have been abysmal.
arliament passed the Children’s Law in
1960 for Union ‘Territorics Lo saleguard
young prisoncrs against abuse and
exploitation. But, most stales have not

enacted it and nearly 40 per cent of the

FEBRUARY 1996

463 districts in India are without the
Children’s Law. What prevails there is the
Reformatory School's Act passed in
1887 the Tuvenile Justice Act of 1986
is not considered adequate to guard
children’s rights. Thus, torture and ill
treatment of children in police custody
is commonplace. The conditions of
juveniles in state-run reformatorics,
especially in West Bengal and Delhi, are
deplorable. In the strile-torn areas of
Jmmu and Kashmir, Assam, Punjab,
Nagaland and Andhra Pradesh, there is
a continuous patlern of “disappearances”
at the hands of the armed forces and the

"~ HUMANSCAPE

while demonstrating
that very little will to do so. The best
interests of the child are universal

They include the right to survival, to
healthy development and to protection
from abuse. But, what value do they
have in a country which turns its back
on hunger, exploitation, torture and
rape? The moot point is: “will it
change, and il so, when? Children’s
lives cannot be put on hold while the
government mulls over its obligations
towards them. Public commitments
have been written and ratified. Hence
the need for positive action becomes
imperative.0
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United News of India
NEW DELHI

he girl child is very often an "invisible"
worker, is the family drudge and mis-
ses out on schooling, according to a study.

Girl workers mostly remain invisible
because they are involved in family-based
production and do not work in factories or
farms outside homes, according to the
study undertaken by the National Council
of Educational Research and Training
(NCERT).

In several states, girls are involved in
substantial numbers in  hazardous
industries like beedi-making, gem-
polishing,bangle-making, garments, cotto-
nand groundnut pod shelling, hand
embroidery and graincleaning.

Exploitation of the female child is
directly a result of exploitation of women.
Large sections of the girl population are
involved in full-time economic activities
and comprise half the number of main wor-

kers in rural areas.

The study termed as "ineffective" the
legislation on child labour as its implemen-
tationlacked seriousness in approach.
Socio-economic  realities  surrounding
child workers, especially girls, in rural
areas needed to be better documented
and understood, it said.

In this context, the study said that
under-reporting was widespread in the
case of rural girl child workers whose
contribution went unnoticed. Most girls in
rural areas were engaged in sibling care,

cooking, cleaning, fetching water, fodder -

and fuel, and animal care besides
assisting the family in sowing, transplan-
ting, weeding, harvesting and carrying
goods. Girls share 20 per cent of the agri-
cultural work undertaken by women
while both women and girls account for
more than 50 per cent of the total house-
holdenergy, the study said.

According to the 1981 census, there
were 23.59 million working children in

India. The child labour participation rate
in rural areas was 6.3 per cent and in
urban areas, 2.5 per cent.

A total of 8.35 per cent of the girls under
the age of 14 were main workers, 9.35 per
cent were marginal workers. About eight
per cent of the male child workers and
seven per cent of female child workers
under the age of 14 were engaged in
household and non-household industries,
according to available statistics.

In urban areas, a higher percentage of
boys was engaged in non-household
industries. Nearly half the female child
workers in urban areas were engagedin
household industries.

A disturbing trend noted in the study
was the increase in female child labour
during the period, 1971-81, and a decrease
for boy workers.

The percentage increase of female wor-
kers under the age of 14 years during this
period was 33.23 per cent. The correspon-
ding percentage for males in this age

- NCERT study highlights plight of girl child

group decreased by 3.51 per cent.

Poverty  pushes  children into
employment when they should be in
school. In poor households, the burden of
poverty and male unemployment has
shifted onto women and girls who often
worked to keep sons and brothers in
school.

In the absence of primary and middle
schools in the village and poor roads and
transport, rural girls are either shut out of
the educational system totally or drop out
soon after joining, the study said.

It is pointed out that unless rural house-
holds are brought above the poverty line
it would be unrealistic to think of univer-
sal retention of girls in school.

Besides, the economic value of children
as income earners leads to higher fertility
rates and a larger family size in rural areas.

If working girls are to be drawn to
schools, they should be assured of an edu- .
cation which would help them in the futu-
re both as individual and as wage earners.
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Gender di crlmlna ion agains

BOMBAY, March 8. — Every
vear about 15 million girls are
horn in India. Five million of
them do not survive to see their
15th hirthdav. A third of these
deaths take place in the first year
ol their life, according to a recent
surveyv conducted by UNICEF,
reports TINL -

Fvery sixth female child death
is due to gender discrimination,
the survey said.

Gender-based inequities per-

meate almost every aspect of the
growing girl's social and cultural
environment. For an average girl
in India, the privations ol pov-
erty are significantly apggravated
by value systems, norms and
mores. which define, and nol
infrequently, disparage the role
ol women,

Journalistic  accounts  and
some research studies show that
fomale infanticide and female
focticide appear 1o be having a
growing nepative influence on
the sexo ratio  statistics in a
number of  communities  and
peographical areas. Il the pre-
and  post-hirth - deselection of
females is not controlled in time,

(90

significant demographic imba-
lances will result. the survey
warns.

Girls are at a greater risk of
dving during infancy in the
States of Bihar, Gujarat, Har-
yana, Himachal Pradesh, Jammu
and Kashmir, Karnataka, Mad-
hva Pradesh, Punjab, Rajasthan,
Tamil Nadu and Uttar Pradesh.

Overall mortality rates have
declined raising the life expec-
tancy for both male and females.
At birth, female life expectancy

is 57.4 years. However, major
gain in life expectancy has
accruied  lo the older age
groups.

A girl born in U.P. can expect
to live for 54 years — 20 years
less than her peer in Kerala,
whose life expectancy is 74
years. Thirteen per cent of
female deaths before the age of
24 vears are due to complica-
tions of pregnancy and ciild
birth.

The large number of deaths in
early childhood account for the
inequal sex ratio. Malnutrition is
a significant underlying factor in
many of these deaths. There is

12195

abundant research evidence to
indicate that gender biases in the
allocation of food and health are
widely prevalent, the survey
said.

According to anthropological
studies,  girl  infants  are
breast-fed less frequently and for
shorter durations, than the boys,
a situation that may be exacer-
bated among the poor for social
and economic reasons.

A study in Tamil Nadu found
that male children are breast-fed
for five months longer than
female children on the average,
and children in landed families
are breast-fed almost ten months
more thanemale children. An-
other study in Kerala, even
where there is no gender bias in
the duration of breast-feeding. it
is commonly believed that baby
girls need less breast milk than
baby boys.

Discrimination against female
children in the quality of food
given has also been shown in
cultures as diverse as those of
Tamil Nadu and Punjab. Male
children receive larger quanti-
ties of cereals, fats, milk and

sugar than females.

The f"ndlngs of a 12-year-long
weight-for-age survéillance
study of children under five, by

the Institute of Health
Management, Pachod. in
Maharashtra, showed that dis-

parity in nutritional status is
highest in the age group of one
to three. The Pachod study
showed that the percentage of
severely malnourished female
children is consistently two to
three times higher than that for
boys. It was observed that a
higher percentage of girls suffer
from severe malnutrition in
every age interval.

Information on differentials
between males and females by
age. supplied by several small
household  dietary intake
studies. show that nutritional
“equity” is lower in north India
and imroves towards the
south.

While in Rajasthan all child-
ren under-12 and adult women
are deprived of their fair nutri-
tional “shares”, relative to adult
males, as well as to the applic-
able recommended daily allow-

t female infants

ances, the gender differntials
disappear among adults in
Andhra Pradesh and Tamil
Nadu. However, even in these
areas, pre-school girls tend to be
worse off than boys, and some
gender  differentials  occur
seasonally.

Female literacy varies from
8% in Barmer district of Ra-
jasthan to 94% in Kottayam
district of Kerala.

High female literacy States
(above 50%) such as Kerala,
Goa, Pondicherry and Laksha-
dweep, have by and large uni-
versaned primary enrolment
among girls.

In States with medium female
literacy rates (40-50%) enrol-
ment is satisfactory at the pri-
mary level. But there is a steep
fall in upper primary level. :

In U.P., Rajasthan, M.P. and
bihar, accounting for 40% of the
country's population, the female
literacy rate is only 20-40%.

The survey concludes that it is
essential to encourage participa-
tion of girls at all levels of
human development activity to
enhance their self-conﬁdence/
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Jirangachha (South 24-Parganas),
Sept. 18: Palani Ghosh’s four
daughters, aged between
one and four, come home at twi-
light with their cows and fall
asleep: they do not know
that their mother has been
arrested for murdering their one-
day-old sister.

Nor do they understand
why their father has run away
from home.

Palani gave birth to her sev-
enth daughter on Friday and
within hours throttled her to
death. The little body was
thrown into a nearby pond.

The next day villagers found
the body floating and returned it
to the Ghosh family. Palani’s
husband, Santosh, then buried
the baby.

Villagers, however, suspected
foul play and reported the mat-
ter to the Bhangore police sta-
tion. Palani and her eldest
daughter, Suchitra, 16, were
arrested, while Santosh managed
to escape.

The two accused were today
produced at the Alipore sub-divi-
sional magistrate’s court and
remanded to jail custody till
September 29.

Today, Palani’s four daugh-
ters, Gayatri, six, Deepali, four,
Sita, two, and Gayatri, one, have

Four of Palani’s daughters, aged between one and four, are left to fend for Lhemselves A Telegraph

picture by Kishor Roy Chowdhury

w

no one to look after them. No
one to give them food and no one
to reassure them as night falls.
They take their four cows and
two calves to the fields and

return in the evening. They cry
themselves to sleep.

“The girls are young and need
nourishment. I give them muri
and rice often and on, but I can-

not afford two square meals a
day. I have a family too,” says
Lalita Ghosh, who stays next
door.”

Villagers said the four little

girls do not miss thelr parents
during the day but as darkness
descends, fear and lonliness
come knocking.

“I can hear their whimpers
and cries intermittently. I check
on them every two hours through
the night. As a mother, how can I
turn a deaf ear,” Lalita said.

The villagers of Jirangachha
said they have been chipping in
to look after the four girls, but do
not know how long they will be
able to part with food. “We, after
all, are also poor,” they said.

According to them, Santosh
and Palani are extremely poor.

They have no land to call
their own. Only four cows, which
are not very productive, to fall
back on.

Santosh does not work
because he is suffering from
tuberculosis. He has one son
from an earlier marriage, who
works in a sweet shop at
Bishnupur.

Villagers said the couple
has six daughters. The four left
behind in the village, Suchitra,
who has been arrested,
and another, Sumitra, 10.
Sumitra works as a maid in
an adjoining village.

With six daughters, Palani
and Santosh longed for a son,
who they thought would alleviate
their abject poverty.

“Palani would tell me that’

_Deprived’ of a son, Kills 7th daughter

she was finding it very difficult
to make both ends meet, but
if she had a son, all their troubles
would be over,” Lalita said.
Villagers pointed out that

Palani was also under a lot of
mental pressure because
Suchitra recently had an
aborton.

“The girl had an affair, but
her lover refused to marry her.
There was no alternative and
hence Suchitra had to abort. But,
in villages, there is always a
stigma attached to an abortion
and Palani had not come to terms
with it,”” Mujib Sheikh said.

Villagers said Palani had con-
fessed to kiiling her one-day-old
daughter. Though they did not
condone the act, they sympa-
thised with Palani.

“She had six daughters to
bring up. six daughters to marry
off. Life was a drudgery. They
had pinned all their hopes on
a son. 1 guess the sight of another
daughter made Palani lose
her mental balance. She must
have killed the baby on the spur
of the moment,” Mujib added.

Villagers said this was the
first case of female infanucide in
Jirangachha.

And while they understood
Palani's plight, they were over-
come with pity when they looked
at her four helpless daughters
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World congress addresses spiralling child sex abuse

Jon Henley in Stockholm

T HE numbers are estimates, but
if they even approach the truth
they are horrifying. No part of the
world, from the backstreets of Latin
America to the ritziest European
capital, can claim to be immunec.

There are 70,000 child prostitutes
in  Zambia, 200,000 in Thailand,
40,000 in Venezuela, 25,000 in the
Dominican Republic and 500,000 in
India. In America, between 100,000
and 300,000 children are sexually
exploited through prostitution and
pornography every year.

In eastern Europe the situation is
acute: even Estonia, with a popula-
tion a quarter the size of London's,
employs 1,500 minors, some as
young as 10, in its sex industry.

Delegates from 122 countries
gathered in Stockholm last week for
the first World Congress on the
Commercial Sexual Exploitation of
Children. The research they
brought with them revealed the
staggering scale of child sex abuse.

“The commercial sexual exploita-
tion of children has become a
global, multi-billion-dollar industry,”
Carol Bellamy, executive director of

Unicef, said in her opening specch
to the conference.

Experts say many factors lie be-
hind the recent global rise of child
sex abuse. In some socicties, the
drive towards Western-style con-
sumerism has combined, disas-
trously, with traditional belicfs tha
young children, particularly girls,
are property to be traded — families
simply sell their children for some-
thing they want more.

Fear of Aids increasingly leads
men to seek ever younger prosti-
tutes, in the mistaken belief that
they are safer. And modern techno-
logy has made it easier for paedo-
philes to produce and exchangc
child pornography, and far more dif-
ficult for police to stop them.

The five-day congress, sponsored
by the Swedish government in co-
operation with Unicef and non-
governmental groups, sought to
increase co-operation and harmonise
legislation. o

Australia has led the way in extra-
territorial legislation which allows
its nationals to be prosecuted at
home for sex crimes against chil-
dren committed abroad. By con-
trast, Sweden is almost alone among

European countries in failing to
pass legislation outlawing the pos-
session of child pornography.

During the past three years about
160 men, mainly from America, Ger-
many, Australia, Britain, Sweden
and Switzerland, have been arrested
in Asia for sex offences against chil-
dren. Sex tourism is no longer pro-
moted as explicitly as it was in the
1970s and 1980s, but men sceeking
sex with children still go in their
thousands to Asia, Latin Amecrica
and, more recently, castern LEurope.

Campaigners say the travel indus-
try must accept its share of respon-
sibility. Some companies have taken
steps to educate tourists. Indone-
sia’s Garuda Airlines distributes a
code of ethics for tourists on flights
from Australia and New Zealand.
‘The German charter airline Condor
shows passengers travelling to Sri
Lanka a film which includes a seg-
ment on the wretched lives of the
“beach boys” who are often the tar-
get of foreign paedophiles.

A few national travel agents’ asso-
ciations are co-operating in cam-
paigns: Swedish Save the Children
helped tour operators to produce a
warning postcard which is now

inserted in all airline tickets to Asia,

But there is a limit to what they
achieve in the West. Campaigners
agree that pressure from Western
lour operators on hotels and tourist
providers is probably the only way
to stop the flow of child sex tourists

Many cite a contract that the
human rights group Terre  des
Hommes signed with 12 1our opera-
tors in Germany, obliging them to
cancel contracts with foreign hotels
which allow child prostitution on
their premises.

“That kind of thing works, but we
need far more of i, said Lilia
Arvelo de Fiol, a social worker in
Venezuela. “You can't talk to local
hotel owners about ethics, they
don't have any.”
® Taking the lead in a nationwide
push to enact tougher sex-crime
laws in America, California is set to
pass a measure requiring “chemical
castration” of repeat child molesters.

The measure mandates that any

child-sex offender convicted twice

be perodically injected, after r
lease from prison, with a drug that
inhibits sex drive — unless /the
offender voluntarily submi to
surgical castration.
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SEXUAL EXPLOITATION AND THE GIRL CHILD

UPALA DEVI

4-year old Anuradha was sleeping in her jhuggi when
she was picked up by two men. They took her to their
house in Daya Basti in Delhi, where they sat down for
drinking. After a drink or two, they forced liquor down
the child's throat and began thrashing her with an iron
rod. When the girl fell unconscious, they pounced on
her. She died during the gang-rape. It was a case which
should have sent shock-waves through every echelon
ofacivilised society. It did not. For the police, itwas just
another crime --- a minor one for that which gets
adjourned every day and subsequently forgotten. And,
for an equally indifferent public, it was a news which

evoked momentary horror and sympathy and nothing
else.

The UN Declaration on the Rights of the Child, which
was ratified by Indiain 1992, emphasises thatthe child,
by reason of his/her physical and mental immaturity
needs special safeguards and care, including appropri-
ate legal protection before as well as after birth. Article
34 of the same Convention states that “State Parties”
should undertake to protect the child from all forms of
sexual exploitation and sexual abuse”. International
policy and media attention is also focussing renewed
attention on the sexual harassment of children, espe-
cially the girl child. However, sexual abuse and traffick-
ing ofthe girl childin India is frequent andontheriseand
as recent newspaper articles, magazines and films
have served to lift the curtain on the underworld of
sexual exploitation of young children, particularly the
girl child, we are faced with one of the most poignant
and vexing problems in the country today.

A study conducted by the Tata Institute of Social
Sciences (Bombay) in 1985, with a majority of respon-
dents being between 20 and 24 years of age belonging
to middle economic strata in Bombay, found that one
outof every three girls and one out of every 10 boys had
been sexually abused in childhood. According to the
“Crime in India (1991)", a publication of the National
Crime Records Bureau, cases of sexual acts against
children below 10 years of age showed an alarming
increase of more than 178% in 1991, with the year
recording 1,099 cases as compared to 394 in 1990.
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Reports show that there is shocking increase in rape
and abuse on children. Ironically, even the custodians
of law and family are involved in such hormrendous acts.

Rape: ABangladeshiminor girlhas accused two police-
men from two North-East Delhi of gangraping her along
with two other persons thrice in the second week of
June 1993. Neither of the two policemen have been
identified.

Six policemen from Pondicherry had gang-raped a 17
year-old girlwho wentto the local police stationto lodge
a complaint, she was illegally kept in detention by the
Tripuati police, Tamil Nadu.

A 14-year-old tribal girl was gang-raped by forest-
guards in Sonebhadra district of Uttar Pradesh in early
April 1992.

In Keshavpuram, Delhi, in a local urban school, the
teacher Kamruddin, was arrested by the police for
raping 16 minor girls, all in the age group of 5-14 years
who came to him for studying. Most of the parents
preferred to keep quiet, fearing the social stigma which
will be attached to their daughters nameif the story was
out.

A 16-year-old girlhad alleged that she was abducted by
an Assistant Police Inspector, Ashok Sitaram Gaikwad,
in Bombay, and was sexually molested while in his
private custody.

District Superintendent of Police, Oommen Koshi had
suspended two policemen attached to the Kondotty
Police Station, Malapuram, for their alleged involve-
mentinthe sexual harassment of a school girl, whowas
later rescued from a hotel in Bombay.

The cases mentioned above are just a few of hundred
related to sexual harassment and abuse of the girl-child
in India. A Report issued by the National Commission
For Women states that the reported incidence of rape
cases in the country had increased from 9,752in 1989
to 10,068 in 1990. Of the total cases of rape during
1990. the girls below the age of 10 were victims in 394
cases. The number of victims in the age group 10to 16
was 2.105 In Delhi, the cases had increased from 152
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/n 1989 to 177 in 1990.

Prostitution: Rape is not the only form of sexual abuse
of the girl child in India. Prostitution is rife. A Thialand-
based organisation “End Child Prostitution In Asian
Tourism” states that there are about 300,000 child
prostitutes in India alone.

More recently, “The Asian Age” dated 24 MArch 1995,
quotedthe total number of child prostitutes in Indiaatan
estimated 400,000. In GB Road, Delhi's prime red-light
area, as many as 50 young girls line the grimy roads
every evening. Nearly all of them hail from Bangladesh
and Nepal and have been coerced into prostitution,
some brought to Delhi by conmen, lured into fake
marriages, raped and forced into submission. All of
them have become mothers at a very young age and
are in the flesh trade so that they can feed their little
ones. Since cash is a prime concern, any price will do.
Studies compiled in a new book, “Girl Child and Family
Violence” by Dr. Promilla Kapur, states that out of
200,000 prostitutes residing in Bombay's brothels alone,
between 20,000 to 40,000 are estimated to be under-
age girls. Of the total number of prostitutes, about 20
percent are minors and are found to be initiated into the
trade at the tender age of 12 to 13 years.

However much we would like to believe, poverty is not
the root cause of prostitution in India. It is coupled with
the existing socio-religious status of women, the coma-
tose attitude of the general public and the prevailing
caste structure. Moreover, the majority of young girls
are forced into this practice bv unscrupulous people,
poor parents and guardians and other social pressures.

A fundamental reason why the trafficking of the girl-
child as a marketable commodity is gaining momentum
is due to the increasing demand for younger girls by
customers in brothels. The fear of AIDS is turning men
to younger prostitutes who they feel would not be
exposed to the virus, as yet. Another myth that has
served to increase the demand for young girls is that
men with venereal disease can be cured by having sex
with a virgin.

The constant migration of men seeking employmentin
big cities like Delhi and Bombay has propelled the trade
to greater heights. 80 percent of child prostitutes are
found in five major metros -- Bombay, Delhi, Calcutta,
Madras and Bangalore.

The laws which seek to end prostitution and protect
children are so ineffective, that they might as well be
non-existent. The Immoral Traffic Prevention Act, 1986,
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prescribes stringent action against those who procure,
induce or take a child to prostitution. These laws are
effective only on paper. Inreality, whenever a brothel is
raided, it is the prostitutes who land up in jail, while the
real culprits -- the clients and brothel owners -- go scot-
free.

The Juvenile Justice Act, 1986, has elaborate provi-
sions for the care, treatment, education, development
and rehabilitation of children rescued from those “pro-
curing, inducing or taking persons for the sake of
prostitution”. The Act also states that these children
ought to be placed with a fit person or institution, failing
which they could be brought back into the juvenile
homes. However, rescue and rehabilitation of child
prostitutes in our country is negligible due to the apa-
thetic attitude of the police.

Pimps and racketeers pose as parents, claim the
rescued girl and before they know it, they find them-
selves back in their hell-holes. The girl lives practically
in a state of slavery in the flesh trade, until they are
successfully rehabilitated. Not all of them are as lucky
though. For the majority, the ordeal goes on and the fall-
out usually includes the contaction of Sexually Trans-
mitted Diseases or the AIDS virus. The only contact
with the outside world they have is through the brothel-
owner. This grim reality of the extreme vulnerability of
the girl-child calls for greater attention and effective
response from the State and the society.

Social Customs and Traditiors. In India, girls are also
initiated into the flesh trade through age-old customs
and traditions. In the Indian State of Karnataka, for
instance, a.unique ritual prevails by the name of
“Devadasi Pratha”in whichinnocent girls from poor and
illiterate families, mostly illegitimate by birth, are com-
pelledto lead alife of sexual slavery and drudgery. Agirl
is dedicated to the Goddess Yellamma. She is disrobed
of her honour by the priest and initiated into the oldest
profession of the world. The nextday, she is giventothe
highest bidder, who would pay anything between
Rs.4,000 to Rs.10,000 to keep her for as many months
or years as he wants. She is finally sold in the market
from where she might end up in one of the many red-
lightareas. Althoughthe Karnataka Governmentslapped
a ban on the Devadasi system a number of years ago,
the evil practice continues on the sly in parts of north
Karnataka. On an average, 5,000 women are initiated
annually as Devdasis in eight districts of Maharashtra
and Karnataka. OF these, 88 percent are dedicated
before they are ten years old. According to a study
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conductedinthe late 80's, the custom accounts for 50%
of prostitutes in southern Maharashtra, 15% in Bombay
and 10% in Delhi and other cities.

The Devdasi Prohibition Act, 1982, is an Act merely
adorning the law books. According to this Act, the
abettors areliableto be fined Rs.5,000 and undergo five
years imprisonment. But, the damning part is that ever
since 1984, when the law was first enacted, not a single
case has been booked by the Karnataka police who
keep a regular vigil on the Yellamma Hill during the
period of dedication!

As we approach the 21st century, nothing can look
more degrading or demeaning than “price tags for
young girls”. Can society sit back and debate whether
prostitution needs to be legalised or not while the girl
child gets bartered and sold for sexual exploitation?

Sale of the Girl Child" Equally shocking are cases of
young girls, not even in their teens, who are sold off to
rich and old men from the Middle-East. The most
volatile of these cases was thatof 11-year-old Ameena,
who was sold off to a 60-year-old man from Arabia,
“Sheikh” Yahya-al-Sagish. The way the Juvenile Jus-
tice Board has deatt with the problem shows that it is
incapable of handling children’s problems sensitively.
Though she has already spent several months in a
children’s home, the Board ordered that she be sent to
another remand home in Hyderabad, that too, for three
years. Evena criminal court would not send anaccused
to three years' custody ordinarily. And look, the Board
supposed to give juvenile justice is sending her into
custody for three years for a crime committed by others.
However, if this case had gone unnoticed, the case of
14-year-old Ruksana, married to a 44-year-old Abu
Dhabian, Mushaida Hamid in Bombay and of the sale
and forced marriage of 16-year-old Kaniz Begum of
Hyderabad to an Arab National, would not have sur-
faced at all. Itis estimated that about 8,000 child brides
during the last one decade have been sold off in such
marriages.

An Overview. Legal experts and social activists believe
that the only way to stop this increasing malaise is a
strong and deterrent law. The law, at present, does not
protectthe interestofthe victim. The law begins to falter
in the beginning itself. The police starts investigation
only after an FIR is registered and if there is no
information, there is no question of any investigation.
This gives ample arbitrary powers to the police. And,

what they can do and not do is proved beyond doubt in
the cases stated above.

The accounts above bear testimony to the fact that the
largest democracy in the world presents a sorry picture
in so far as the rights of the girl-child are concerned.
There seems to be little political or social will to stamp
out the horrific abuse of the girl child. One reason could
be that child-prostitution has become a multi-million
rupee industry, and there are many people who make
a lot of money -- the procuring agent, the pimp, the
brothel owner, the landlord and the police. As a result
something truly av.ful is happening: by design, by wilful
premeditation, by conduct unbecoming in a civilized
society, we are actually choosing children as targets. It
would seem -- as the evidence suggests -- that there is
an aggravated moral disintegration underway, that we
are assaulting children more than ever before.

The best interests of child are universal. They include
the right to survival, to healthy development and to
protection from abuse. These rights are agreed upon
internationally. But, what value do they have in a
country which turns its back to hunger and want, to
torture, rape, and the exploitation of children?

The huge question mark is: Will it change, and if so,
when? Children’s lives cannot be put on edge with the
adult society staying away from its obligations towards
them. Public commitments have been written and en-
dorsed. The call of the time is to act now.
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Jamshedpur, March 22: A 14-year-old girl, Baby Kumbhar,
who was tortured and scarred for life by her employers
two-and-a half years ago, is trying to come to terms with
her “disfigured body” after the National Human Rights
Commission (NHRC) took cognizance of her case last
month.

Baby was employed as a maid by Rajendra Prasad,
senior personnel officer of Indian Petrochemical
Company Limited, and his wife, Krishnalata, who took
the Harijan girl from Adityapur in West Singbhhum to
their home at Nagothane in Maharashtra in January
1991.

“At first it was okay. But when she (Krishnalata)
became pregnant, the man would make indecent
advances,” Baby said, recollecting the nightmare that fol-
lowed. For days on end, she was raped continuously by
Prasad but she kept silent as he always threatened her
with dire consequences. However, unable to bear the
shame and thinking that the sexual abuse would stop,
Baby narrated everything to Prasad’s wife.

She was wrong. Prasad’s wife refused to believe the
girl. She stopped giving her meals and even her salary of
Rs 150 per month. The sexual assaults continued and
whenever she complained, she would be beaten up and
kicked.

Soon the torture took on horrific proportions.
Krishnalata would rip and slash Baby’s skin with
Prasad’s shaving blade, inflicting deep cuts each time.
“Instead of any ointment, the couple forcibly applied a
mixture of red chilli powder and salt on my injuries.

They would beat me if I shrieked in pain,” Baby, who
finds it difficult to relate her experience, said with her

y comes to aid of tortured

Baby Kumhar: Scarred for life

head hung in shame but trying hard not to cry.

According to Baby’s aunt, Lata, “One day, when Baby
reported to Krishnalata that Prasad had raped her bri-
tally, the woman slashed her vagina with a sharp blade.
On another occasion, she niibbed hot iron over Baby’s pri-
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vate parts.” Lata also described how Prasad and his wife
“forced open Baby’s mouth, ripped her lips and ran the
sharp edge of a blade over her tongue.” The inhuman
condition in which Baby lived was noticed by Prasad’s
mother during one of her visits to Nagothane and she
brought her back to Adityapur.

Although the matter was reported to the Adityapur
police, Baby’s complaint was not registered. “The police
had been influenced because Krishnalata’s brother was.
the officer-in-charge of Bistupur police station in
Jamshedpur,” Lata claimed. :

The Adityapur police finally lodged a complaint after
the matter was reported to the West Singhbhum superin-
tendent of police. The case was transferred to Nagothane
police station in Raigadh district. But by that time,
grasad and his wife had managed to obtain anticipatory

ail.

Worse still, Baby has not received even half the
amount of Rs 5,000 promised to her by Mr Malkhan
Singh, an MLA from Ichhagarh in West Singhbhum.
“She got only Rs 1,000 but that was exhausted on her
medical bills,” Lata said, casting doubts over the “so-
called” interest shown by women’s organisations and
politicians.

On February 22 this year, Mr Shivaji Singh, a superin-
tendent of police from NHRC, visited Baby’s one-room
thatched house at Majhitolla bustee in Adityapur and
encouraged her into joining the school next door.

Now 14 years old, Baby has begun showing marks of
adolescence. She applies nail polish, wears bangles and
even sports payval on her ankles, But all this would not
have been possible without the support and encourage-
ment from her maternal uncle, Suresh Barik, and aunt,
Lata.
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WomEN_ _ AND PANCHAYATS
A LOOI{ ACROSS THE COUNTRY

=4

I passionately desire the utmost freedom for our women... women must have votes and an
equal legal status. But the problem does not end there. It only commiences at the point where
women begin to affect the political deliberations of the nation.

= Mahatma Gandhi

Political empowerment of the rural poor is an aim whicl could possibly be realised through
the 1/3rd reservations of seats for women and 1/3 for schieduled castes and scheduled tribes
in the Panchayati Raj Institutions. Poor peoples concerns specific to their role could bring
fortlt demands that are caste oriented, patriarchial and liave the character of a vested interest.
In spite of these drawbacks, we have to forge alead in promoting democratic Junctioning.

ticle 40 of the Indian Constitution provides for

“the establishment of panchayats in the country,
Since it is part of the Directive Principles of State
Policy, it was not legally enforceable so far. The 73rd
Amendment to the constitution, in 1992, makes the
establishment  of panchayati raj institutions (PRI)
compulsory ahd legal. It is a step towards political
decentralisation, and alternatively, to strenghthen
people’s decision-making powers. Elections once in
five years, one-third representation of women, reser-
vation of seats for scheduled castes and scheduled
tribes is mandatory. The village panchayats, as out-
lined in the eleventh schedule of the constitution, will
prepare “area plans for economic development and
social justice’. PRI activities have been broadly classi-
fied into 8 calegories, viz., dcvolopmcnt of the
cconomy, agriculture, land, education, social, cultural,
health and infrastructural facilitios. The PRI is sup-
posed 1o be accountable (o the local people on a day-

to-day basis. Development activities have been per-
ceived in a holistic manner, at least on paper. (See
South Link on Panchayati Raj.)

The provision of 33 per cent reservations for
women invokes mixed reactions. Most feminists fear
that reservations per se will weaken the women'’s
movement. Without tackling social issues first such as
property rights, women’s position in religion, advo-
cacy for uniform laws, elimination of dowry, and
economic independence, piece-meal efforts such as
reservations will only disempower women in the
run. There is an immediate need to weed out
attitudinal, social and structural obstacles to women'
political participation. Apart from %z vir e Y ks
into cognizance the might of the State and its power
to disarm women as demonstrated in the recent
incidents of physical abuse at Muzaffarnagar and
Mussoorie. How do we come to a consensus on the
means (o achieve political power?
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PROFILE OF WOMEN PANCHAYAT LEADERS

“There are outstanding representatives of women who are assertive and have leadership qualities: Some
- examples are as follows ' ks Sl e v B
In Karnataka -

. Two of the women mandal pradhans in Madapura Mandal Panchayat (Krishnarajpet Taluk,
~ Mandya District) and Kolkonda Mandal Panchayat (Sadam Taluk, Gulbarga District) had
~ contested and won in general constituencies against male candidates. They also served
S - full five-year term as pradhans. ' ' O e
_In"Maharashtra: Women panchayat in Metikheda, Kalamb tehsil of Yevatmal is an instance of success. Maya
| e " Wenkhede, the village sarpanch who met with resistance initially has suspended 2 gram
. scuaks on charges of corruption; has mobilised social schemes like addition of rooms to
. the villégg ‘s_chool,‘{_created a revolving fund for the benefit of women, and has half-built .
an auditorium for village social functiohs. Ti faal ol R
In Vitner village of Chopada tehsil, Jalgaon district, women have been given: prop
; : rights by its' all-women panchayat. W b e B e
“In Maharashtra: Sarpanch Ushabai of Nimgaon Boghi village in Ahmednagar district is also an elected zilla -
4. s parishad member. Her political role has enabled her to identify and implement zilla-
parishad schemes for gram panchayats, and take on effective resource mobilisation scheme
for village purposes as well. She advocates male representation in Bal Kalyan Samitees
“‘and Samaj Kalyan Samitees, and alternatively, female membership in construction of road |
repairs committees— thus breaking the stereotyped notions of the roles of women and men
in society. Her efforts have been fruitful as can be seen in the provision of water tanks
- to Harijans, smokeless chullahs, a room for the balwadi, a community T.V., a pucca road,
and the continuing struggle against alcoholism.
Women's panchayats exist in Ralegan Siddi in Parner tehsil of Ahmednagar district, and
Salod of Amravati district: R
In Bankura district,; the initiator of the process of women's effective participation in gram
panchayats, it was observed that women rarely attended meetings, and seemed to be
unaware of the extent of their involvement in PRIs. The nominated female members had
. little or no interest in the welfare of the people since they were not accountable to any
electorate. Most elected women were unaware of their roles and functions in the panchayat
“samiti since there was no process to familiarise the elected women members with the
panchayat institutions.
_In Karnataka : : Chandakawadi Mandal Panchayat, women ex-representatives did not even know the
" sviae b political party which they “represented” when they contested the elections. One had to
- consult mandal records to find out the political party to which they “belonged”. They freely
" admitted that during their tenure as representatives, they hardly had anything to do in
the mandal except to put their thumb impression at each mandal meeting.

~

‘In :Maﬁaré“sﬁfra

In Maharashtra;

In West Bengal:

. It is feared that with mandals coming under the administrators, virtually all the wome
~and the scheduled caste ex-mandal members have no role left, and even their participation
in the gram sabhas is becoming non-existent.

In Karnataka

given that elections to the PRIs were among the

first elections where women in large numbers
had a chance to participate and involve themselves in
public life, in the beginning it is natural that they would
not have come up to the expectations of the people.
What is significant is that a large section of the illiterate
or poorly educated got elected, most of them for the
first time. As a tradition builds up through regular
clections, their experience will result in betier perfor-
mance in the days to come. Indeed, this is the first step,
and an important step at that, as no distance can be
covered without the first step.
Women's participation in PRIs has to be dealt with

at two levels — one, at the level of representation, and
second is the actual effectiveness of such representa-
tion. Since the first has been tackled, to a great extent,
by the central government, the second is the task of the
state government, the bureaucracy, the efforts of the
voluntary sectors, the village PRIs and the local people,
the interaction of all these bodies that can make
cffective the functioning of 'Rls.

The strategies involved in empowering women
involve political education, political training and the
effective role of social action groups in rendering
support services and education. Identification of
Specific problems related to women is a must. For
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astance, onidertifying gram panchayats on the basis
of population as opposed to one village, elected
women officials will find it difficult in going to another
village. Further, a balance 5f the division of labour
(between houschold chores and panchayat responsi-
bilities) has to be worked out by the villagers
themselves.

The agenda for action for rural women’s political
empowerment has indeed seen a breakthrough in the

form of the 73rd Amendment. However, women have -

to be careful about the trends of liberalisation in the
economy which is bound to conflict with the principles
of panchayati raj which emphasise the strengthening of
small-scale and cottage industries. The entry of multi-
national companies may hamper the production of
local products, and, therefore, rural women’s liveli-
hoods.

Political parties have used the PRIs for narrow
political gains apart from granting some benefits to the
local people. Through the PRIs, the parties have
~trenghthened their grassroots’ political base. The
-PI(M) in West Bengal, and the Shetkhari Sangathana
in Maharashtra are cases in instance. Effectively, in
case of liberalisation, the PRIs could be used to
promote the interests of the larger companies as well.

The role of political parties in making PRls
effective cannot be ignored. In Maharashtra, the
Shetkari Sangathana members, and the CPI(M) in West
Bengal, have supported PRI. Workshops on the role of
voluntary groups and reservations for women have
been organised at State levels in Gujarat (Sakhina
Sanidhyama in 1993) and in Rajasthan (Patel 1994).
Notwithstanding the role of political parties, and
voluntary organisations, one has to bear in mind that
the political will of women and men alone can make
any legislation effective.

There is a need to train and educate the female
elected representatives in management and skill-
development before one can count on the successes of
the 33% reservations for women. As Susheela Kaushik
(1993: 13) puts it, “... by getting this one gate opened,
the women'’s movement can (and must) flood the rural
side with the potentialities and political contributions
of women”.

W Assistance for this article was provided by Chitra of GPC.
)
NIPH Hyderabad is conducting training with the help
of a large number of NGOs for making people,
particularly women aware of the panchayat elections. |

for every 5 members (approximately 20%).

Maharashtra : 30% reservation for women.
chairperson of local bodies is reserved for women.

members.

population.

Bihar : Elections are overdue.

152% of panchayat members are women.

STATE OF THE PANCHAYATS AND RESERVATION OF WOMEN

Andhra Pradesh : Reservation for women is minimum of two and maximum of 4 seats (25% of the Gram
Panchayat). Elections are overdue at the time of going to press.
Uttar Pradesh : This has been fixed as per the total number of members, i.e. one seat is reserved for women

Kamataka : There is 25% reservation for women at Zilla and Mandal Panchayat level.
Kerala: In the four district councils, seats 30% have been reserved for women.

Madhya Pradesh : 20% in Gram Sabhas, 1% of the sarpanchs in the Janpada (block-level) panchayat, and 10%
in the Zilla Parishad have been reserved for women.

Orissa: 30% of the total number of seats are reserved for women. In addition, a post of additional vice
«amil Nadu : Although the details are not known; its three tier system allows the co-option of many women

Uttar Pradesh : There has been no reservation for women in the past elections, though co-option of one woman
is provided for in case of a vacancy. At the Ziila Parishad level, women are coopted in proportion to their

Punjab : Direct elections are held for only 40% of the seats at the block and district levels. This means that
the provision of having 1/3rd women members does not apply to a majority of the Panchayat bodies. Only

West Bengal : Women given 39.3% reservation -- above the statutory minimum. One of the states at the lead
in giving power to women at the local level. 28,000 women have already been elected.

Tripura : Not only have large numbers of women been elected at the Panchayats, but a very large percentage
of these are tribal women. This must surely be the best example for other states to emulate.

Source: Susheela Kaushik, Organising Women for Panchayati Raj, Health For The Millions, volume 1, n. 4, 1993, pp- 12-15 and other reports
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doubts over quota

P\JM
_—_ ByA Staff Reporter
W' MUMBALL February 10.

hile supporting reservations

for women in the political
arena, women's rights activists
questioned whether it would lead to
their participation in decision-mak-
ing or change their societal status in
the seminar “Women, empower-
ment and political participation."

The seminar, which started yes-
terday, was organised by SNDT
university's research centre for wo-
men’s studies (RCWS) and Max
Mueller Bhavan,

The delegates discussed whether
30 per cent seats in panchayats
would be filled up by women who
served merely as figureheads while
power was wiclded by men. They
wondered  whether  candidates
would adequately represent the in-
terests of women. The German de-
legates shared their experiences on
the quota system for women in poli-
tical parties in their country.

Scholar Neera Desai cautioned
that the entry of women in the poli-
tical arena may diffuse the women'’s
movement. She said, “The onus s
now on the women's movement to
ensure that the 30 per cent women
who are elected to panchayats
should be able to represent the in-
terests of women."

The director of the centre for wo-
men’s studies in Punjab university
Pam Rajput agreed that women's
groups would have to play an inter-

ventionist role. She added that in
India, there was an inverted struc-
ture where more women held pow-
er at the Centre and state level than
at the local level.

In their paper, researchers Usha
Thakkar and Rohini Gavankar
said they had come across several
cases where women panchayat
membersserved as mere spokesper-
sons of men. “We came across a
case where the woman's husband
attended the panchayat meetings
and made the decisions on her be-
half,” they said.

Ecologist and activist Vandana
Shiva, while supporting the pan-
chayat reservation, said it had be-
come futilein the current era of glo-
balisation, which rendered local
bodies powerless.

In her keynote address yesterday,
she said developments like the new
economic policy and the signing of
GATT had severely affected the
country’s  sovereignty.  “‘Pan-
chayats must be seen in the context
of dismemberment of policy struc-
tures. Although you can have repre-
sentation, public bodies will con-
trol nothing,” she stated. She ad-
ded, “All representative structures
have lost power. It has moved out-
ward and upward."

Director of the economic and so.-
cial research institute of the Hans-
Bockler foundation Heide Pfarr
was among the strong supporters of
reservation for women in political
life. /,/
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Women of India

New laws for higher status

,'\ v

-
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O revive the panchayati raj institutions, the

73rd and 74thamendments of the Constitu-

tion were passed some time ago. Corre-

sponding Icgislations werc also cnacted.
They arc extremely potent instruments of empowcr-
ment. These cnactments, inter alia, provide for 33 per
cent rescrvation of scats for women in the local.
municipal and district bodics. All womcen including
thosc who have had little opportunity to perform the
obligations of rcpresenting their fellow beings arc
required to come out and contest.

Muslims. tribals and dalits nced to he encouraged
totake suchinitiatives. Nonc of theirtraditions need
hold them back. For example, if a Muslim woman
wanlts to wear a burka, she may do so but must not
hesitate to apply her mind to the given issucs, sit
in the panchayat or in any other clected body. There
is no impcdiment in Islam for men and women to
participate in the decision-making process of ascc-
ular State.

According to 73rd and 74thamendments. thereis
no bar for women to cohtest the gencral scats as
well. For example, taking advantage of the provi-
sions, at the grassroot level in Karnataka, the repre-
sentation of clected women is even more than 50 per
cent in the local bodics. If implemented with the
spirit with which these enactments were carricd
through the lcgislative process, the new arrangce-
ment would facilitate the participation of a large
number of women citizens of India in the decision-
making process. Given the needed impetus by vari-
ous States, the democratic forces gencrated by this
particular process of change would revolutionise
our socicty. Inthe larger interest of the country. this
may be a way of ushering in a more sincere, honest,
result-oriented, corruption-frec and environment-
fricndly polity.

For growth and development, political stability is
important at buth policy and implcmentation levels.
We have achieved considerable growth but a lot
more needs to be done. Maybe the women of India
could. if united, help in providing the impetus for
political stability. The 73rd and 74th amendments
would cventually decentralise the political system.
Women arc 49.7 per cent of the total population of
our country and can form a determined and solid
constituency of their own, reflecting a strong politi-
cal will. The contribution of Indian women to the
cconomy, visible or invisible. has been a major fac-
tor in its upward trend, especially after Indepen-
dence. However this factis notreflectedinthe enjoy-
ment of their cconomic rights.

The indifference, responsible for the lack of
appreciation of the contribution of women by a
large scction of socicty, is a primary source ol vio-
lence and abusc against them. This attitude also
undermines our image and cconomic potential.
NGOs do try and make some noises but do not
always follow the issucs to the end. However, they
arc not taken scriously as they are considered to be
in the business of being self-appointed spokesper-

By Sona Khan

sons without relating to the women on whose behalf
they claimto speak.

The owncrship and land rights of wonien of India
arc not cven (.5 per centin spite of the fact that they
cnjoy the theorctical rights of cquality under the
Constitution. Mot lorccs, motivated by an agenda
of their own, arc planning to use women for their
ends in the coming general clection without really
having a definite plan for their uphiftment. Chris-
tians, dalits and tribals arc being organised. Some-
how India’s Muslim socicty is still in the process of
cxploring the ways of making a concerted effort to
scek its sharc of patticipation.

Muslims in India arc the sccond larpest in the
Muslim population of the world. The rich (undevel-
oped otherwise) and poor Muslim countrics follow
their traditional Muslim lawsin cuchaway that their

The participation of
alarge number of women
in the local bodies would
revolutionise our society
and perhaps usherin a
more sincere, honest,
result-oriented,
corruption-free and
pro-cnvironment polity

women do not get empowered though, mare often
than not. for reasonsotlier than reiigious TheQuran
gives women more rights than the socicty is willing
to implement and recognise. Maybe India can take
the Icad and show the way to empowcer the women
in Muslim socictics by beginning with our own.
Islamic jurisprudence provides for cquity and
cquality for women. Some Muslim countries like
Tunisia and Turkey have already relicd on suchan
approach.

In September last vear. at the fourth world con-
ference onwomenat Beiping., Indiaratificdthe Con
vention on Elunination of All Forms of Discrimina-
tion Against Women without any rescrvations.
Larlier like many countries, India had cause tor
reservations, in view of the traditions and customs
prevailing in our socicty. In the areas ol marnage,
divorce.alimony ete the minontiesarce onsiderning
suitable anmendments, which are i order with the
religious nights guaranteed under the Constituiton,
Appropriate amendments inoour property laws

wonld make the exercise complete. The declaration
made at Beijing needs to be implemented within the
provisions of our Constitution.

The Government necds to considet passing appro-
priatelegislaton applicabletoall Indiansinwhich (1)
All family asscis and other propertics, like land and
cultivation ripghts. tenancy rights, cte. acquired aflter
martiage would be deemed to be jointly owned by
both wite and husband: (2) Every parent would deem
1o has ¢ made a will in which he or she has willed fam-
ily assets equally to their beneficiaries, unless a con-
trary destie has been expressed in writing, giving
valid reasons for doing so (Tunisia, aMuslim country
has such a law to give daughters an cqual sharc).

These laws wonld help the socicty to eventually
strike » halance for the enjoyment of the cconomic
rvht and appreciation of the rele of women in the
tanly. The need to have acode of the nature as being
demiznded by the opposttion partics and others would
tecome redundant in view of these changes They are
demanding thc unitorm civil code without realising
that some of the fundamental rights relating to the
freedom ol religron would be intringed.

These laws would ensure harmony and strengthen-
ing of the institution of the famly. ‘Thus out cultural
diversity would emerge as a source of great stiength.
Economic rights are a surer way of empowering and
changinz the atitudes of society towards needed
reforms, cutting across gender-based prejudices.
Some years ago. the Akali Dal wanted Sikhs to come
out of the definition of being a Hindu (they burnt the
copies of the Constitution outside Parhiament) to
assert their mmority status. One of the main reasons
was to have different personal laws to deprive their
daughters of a share in the parental lands. Haryana
Alco tiied to find ways of amending the Hindu Suc-
cession Act with stmilar motives.

Therelore, the proposed amendments in the exist-
g laws would tend togmify the people.especially the
women, by ensuring the application of the provisions
of equality in real terms. They would also empower
both wonien and children, reducing violence against
women and the differences in varions levels of well-
being of our socicty. Caste factors would be neu-
tralised at leastin this arca

The possibilitics of interpreting the Shariat Appli-
cation Act of 1937 against the interest of the Muslim
women would be ehiminated under the new dispen-
sation. The Actwirs passed by British Parliament and
is still valid in India whereas Muslim countries like
Pakistan and Bangladesh have made appropriate
hangesinit. The new laws would reduce pressure on
the courts since most matters relating to family law
would receive the dhirection and guidance of Parlia-
ment. Perhaps even the political partics would finally
have the opportunity to show their sincerity for the
welfare of women and minorities. The new system
hould cnable India to assume leadership on the
issucs of women and family Law, which is much
needed by many new nations ke Afghanistan and
the Central Asiancrepublics P i
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HE United Front Government's deci-
_ sion to reserve 33 per cent of B

Parliament and State AssemBligs. -
30 per cent government jobs for wofheh °
reflects the culmination of a general tend to
casually push issues concerning women into
the so-called '‘feminine domain™. This
“*feminine’’ sphere is supposed to look into
matters as heinous as rape and as innocuous
as an academic interest in **women studies’".

Thus if a woman is burnt for dowry
women groups alone are expected to shoul-
der the sole responsibility of making noise.
Again, women parliamentarians, even when
elected from constituencies where women
onstitute a minority, are expected to sin-
gle-handedly represent the “‘interests of
women'". It is the extension of the same
peculiar logic which often finds women
members of university selection commit-
tees being expected to **handle’’ women
candidates particularly if the applicants are
interested in **gender studies™".

_The clubbing together of women exclu-
sively with the social and political issues
which concern them reflects the patriarchal
power play which marginalises women by
encouraging their ghettoisation. This forced
herding together of women edges them out
from the social and political mainstream
making it the exclusive preserve of men. The
proposed Bill for gender reservation is all set
10 sanctify this disturbing process.

The socially and economically backward
women fall within the purview of the Mandal
Commission Report and gender-based reser-
vation should not be confused with this social
justice programme and the latter taken as a
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rationale for implementing the demand for
gender reservation. The proposed Bill defines
women independent of the social, cconomic
and political strata or groups to which they
belong. It also seeks to isolate their interests
from those of their larger social and econom-
ic class. This is disturbing. Once women arc
socially and politically isolated as an uareal-
istically neat monolithic group the ongoing
process of social justice based on social and
economic backwardness will be weakened.
The proposal to provide reservation for
women on the basis of their gender identity is
based on completely ahistorical and simplistic
assumption about their identity. The votaries
of reservation appear to ignore the multifac-

SEEMA ALAVI

eted gender identity of women which is in
constant interface with their class, caste and
community identity, and is informed by their
social and cultural context. So being a woman
is a different experience for each woman.
Levelling the heterogeneity and freezing the
flux that women as a social group find them-
sclves in is problematic.

Social and economic backwardness
seems to be the only referent which may gen-
erate similar experiences in women who are at
the receiving end of the developmental inig-
uities. Itis only on the basis of backwardness
that some women can be identified as consti-
tuting a monolithic socia group. This crite-
rion can provide an acceptable rationale for

Reservation is not her salvation

reservation for women. But the Mandal
i adequately 1akes .21, qf, such
¢h. ‘Unfortunately the (q;go'nisls of
the demand for reservation %or wpmen are
projecting the problematic inherent in their
case as a mere tactical problem.
Reservation for women is nothing more
than a political sop. The policy will only
ensure that the educationally, economically
and socially better off women corner the
benefits of reservation. Such a policy will
arouse hostility against women from all sec-
tions of society and create more fissures in
social life. The valuelessness of the policy is
particularly glaring in view of the fact that
the general policy of reservation is already
running inio trouble with increasing privau-
sation and the shrinking of the public sector.
The increasing getreat of the state from the

economic sphere in itself will soon makea |

mockery of the reservation policy.

This is not to deny that the state and soci-
ety need to take seriously the pathetic statis-
tics of women parliamentarians, academics
and burcaucrats, and the near absence of
women in the higher echelons of decision-
making in both the private and public sector.
This gender imbalance needs 10 be corrected.
What may tip the balance in the favour of
women is the policy of affirmative action at
entry points 10 jobs, Parliament and educa-
tional institutions. This is the only way in
which the outright gender discrimination
which many women experience at selection
boards can be effectively checked.
e ——
The author is an assistant professor of history at
Jawaharlal Nehru University
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Quéta for women: Pﬁtting the ¢

Indian politics and it is once again parad-

ing on the national scene carrying, this
time, the banner of 33 per cent reservation for
women in Parliament and in State legislatures.
Like every good idea which fails to bring the
full bounty of its benefits when effected with
less-than-total sincerity, this otherwise laud-
able piece of affirmative action, 100, is rendered
weak because of it being polluted with
populism.

Every political party has pledged its support
to this proposed legislation, a bill for which is
likely to be tabled in Parliament. All the ma-
Jor political parties also had this pledge in their
manifestoes for the Lok Sabha election. In it-
self, the idea of greatly increasing women's rep-
resentation in our elective bodies through a leg-
islative initiative of “positive discrimination” is

Populjsm has for long been the bane of

| only to be welcomed. The initiative demon-

strates a national consensus for making
women substantial, if not equal, partners in the
legislative sphere of Indian democracy. To that
extent, it highlights the gender dimension of
our commitment to republicanism.

The question, however, is: Are we going about
this affirmative action in the right spirit and
in the right manner? Has there been sufficient
national debate on the issue? Has the ground
been prepared to make the policy yield the de-
sired result—that is, to enable the female half
of our population to have an effective, against
nominal or national, participation in the affairs
of our elective and governing bodies? Or, is the
hurriedly proposed quota po icy yet another at-
tempt by political parties to attract women vot-
ers in parliamentary and assembly elections?

The answers to these questions should be ob-
vious. There has been no serious and thorough

debate either within the polit-

ical parties at all levels or in so-
clety as a whole. Truer still is

2'1]8'%

the fact that necessary steps
have not been taken to signif-
icantly increase women's par-
ticipation in social and political
activities, as also in the running
of local self-government bodies.
Without this preparatory
process, it is either naive or
disingenuous to claim that the
women candidates who will
contest the elections in the re-
served constituencies will have

A3l
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Critic and"
commentator

the requisite knowledge and

practical experience of this vi-
tal sphere of our democracy. Clearly, the cart
is being put before the horse. None of our po-
litical parties has set in motion this prepara-
tory process, going by the simple index of the
proportion of women members in their com-
mittees of office bearers at various levels.
Therefore, what is likely to happen—and this
apprehension has been voiced by many women
activists themselves—is that the wives or
daughters or other close female relatives of es-
tablished political leaders will be put up as can-
didates in the reserved constituencies.

The right approach

This may be better than nothing—for, at least
some of these, “dummy” MPs or MLAs could,
over a period of time, emerge as women politi-
cians in their own right—but it does not sub-
stantially serve the goal of political empower-
ment of women.

It now looks certain that the proposed pol-

icy will be legislated soon. Hence, instead of
debating what preparatory exercise ought to
have preceded this step, it is necessary to se-
riously discuss the set of measures that need
to be put in place parallely both to better im-
plement the new policy and, on a broader plane,
to empower women in all walks of life.

First, there is a need for an attitudinal change
to realise the imperative of creating equal op-
portunities for men and women both for self-
growth and for contributing to the harmonious
growth of society. On the one hand, our national
culture has always stood for %ender equality,
and believed male and female—purush and
prakruti—to be equal interdependent, and mu-
tually empowerini principles of creation. Yet,
in reality, the prakruti half of our society has
been su.gjected to all manner of apathy, injus-
tice, and exploitation which has resulted in all-
round vikruti (distortion) in our national life.

Second, for empowerment in elective bodies
to succeed, women's empowerment within par-

— U . A e e = e

LLON




1tting the cart before the horse

ties must significantly increase by
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consciously elevating promising
activists to leadership positions.
Such activists, however, are not
created from nowhere. They
have to emerge out of the polit-
ical process itself. This in turn

Critic and’
commentator

calls for greatly increasin
women's participation in aﬁ
types of political and social ac-
tvity. It is only when a society has

a large pool of socially active
women that it gets to have a
somewhat smaller pool of polit-
ically active women. Out of this
pool is created a still smaller set

icy will be legislated soon. Hence, instead of
debating what preparatory exercise ought to
have preceded this step, it is necessary to se-
riously discuss the set of measures that need
to be put in place parallely both to better im-
plement the new policy and, on a broader plane,
to empower women in all walks of life.

First, there is a need for an attitudinal change
to realise the imperative of creating equal op-
portunities for men and women both for self-
growth and for contributing to the harmonious
growth of society. On the one hand, our national
culture has always stood for gender equality.
and believed male and femaﬁe—purush and
prakruti—to be equal interdependent, and mu-
tually empowering principles of creation. Yet,
in realzg. the prairuti half of our society has
been subjected to all manner of apathy, injus-
tice, and exploitation which has resulted in all-
round vikruti (distortion) in our national life.

Second, for empowerment in elective bodies
to succeed, women's empowerment within par-

of women political leaders who
can make for competent MPs or MLAs. It is this
bottom-up, rather than the top-cown, approach
to empowerment which can truly release the
immense regenerative power of Indian wom-
énhood.

Pro-women tokenism

Disconcertingly, the present base of social-
ly active women in our society is quite small.
The biggest challenge before all the political
parties and women's organisations, therefore,
is how to expand and deepen this base. This
calls for supportive action at the family, work-
place and organisational levels. It has been the
universal experience of women activists, or
those who wish to participate in socio-politi-
cal or even cultural activities outside the four
walls of the traditional Indian household, that
they face discouragement and even active re-
sistance from male members of their family.
Ironically, this anti-woman attitude is often

prevalent even in the families of well-estab-
lished political leaders. Political parties and
women’s organisations must, therefore, devise
programmes to get at least one woman in each
family involved in some kind of social activity
or the other, even if this is of the elementary
kind.

Last, supportive action must be vastly in-
creased within political parties themselves. It

simply will not do, as is now the case, for our |

parties to resort to pro-women tokenism by
forming a Mahila Morcha and giving its lead-
ers only a marginal role, recognition, and rep-
resentation in the organisation’s decision-
making bodies. These party-affiliated women's
organisations are normally activated at the time
of elections or for mobilising crowds at a vis-
iting leader’s rally. Few parties, however, make
conscious and systematic effort to enlist the par-
ticipation of women of all castes and sections
of society in regular campaigns which atidress
both women's and general socio-political issues.

To change this sorry state of affairs is pri-
marily the responsibility of the male members
of our political parties. They must treat their
female colleagues with respect and accept them
as their equal partners. They must encourage
the latter to fully and freely participate in in-
ner-party debates, express their independent
views (even if they are critical ones) and take
up responsible assignments. Parties should al-
so consciously groom capable and popular
women leaders in their ranks, treating this to
be one of their primary organisational tasks.
The call for such supportive action may sound
condescending to some in our women's or-
fanisaﬂons. but its importance cannot be over-
ooked at the present level of our socio-polit-
ical development,

1




hen on July 8, the
United Front
Government
promised in its
common mini-
mum programme 33 per cent
reservations for women in
Parliament and State Assemblies,
the announcement was met with
widespread jubilation—markedly
so in women’s groups and
amongst political leaders who had
been lobbying hard to push
through this legislation for the
last several years.

But sceptics hung their head.
Do we want 33 Phoolans in
Parliament, they mused. Would
such constitutionally vested pow-
ers (since only a constitutional
amendment can allow this legis-
lation to pass through) really re-
duce gender based discrimina-
tion? Would the entry of women
into formal power structures re-
ally imply their “empowerment”’,
they asked. And above all, are
not clected women just decora-
tive props for men, they snig-
gered

Feminists and radicals, espe-
cially those who have been in the
vanguard of the movement
favouring reservations, may dis-
miss these questions as just an-
other ploy to keep women out of
sharing power.

Yet at the same time, it would
not be too wise to limit the issue
to whether or not women in India
should be given reserved quotas
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need 33 Phoolans in the Parliament. Poanam Goel speaks to a cross-set
United Front Government's decision of 33 per cent reservations

‘The
resistance to
muscle power
and mafia will
1 don't trust come from
the politicians women
v > atall : themselves’
-Usha Albuquerque | v -Sushma Swaraj

Mohini Giri, Chairperson of the
National Commission for Women
also believes that this is the only
way women will get tickets to
run for the elections.

However, even a cursory
glance at the 1996 general elec-
tions and the women who con-
tested makes it amply clear thay
the issue is not so simple.
Ironically, all articulate and ‘po-
litically aggressive * women like
Margaret Alva, Mrinal Gore,
Promila Dandavate and Renuka
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of seats in the legislatures. The
question is no longer whether, but
how? Which is why, it is pertinent
1o ask whether reservations is the
best way of ‘achieving equality
and redressal for age-old dis-
crimination?

“Yes, it is,” asserts the fire-
brand ex-MP of the JD, Promila
Dandavatc. I have been fighting
for this cause for decades now.
It is a well-known fact that men
do not want to share power with
women. The critena in giving a
ticket 1s always. will she win,
does she have the funds, will she
assert herself. Do all men who
fight elections win? And how

many of them make it on their
own withaaw s ondfather? When

Chowdhury were not given tick-
ets. Many women were pushed
into the constituencies reserved
for SC/ST candidates . So there
was a Meira Kumar fighting from
Karol Bagh, Sabita Das from
Karibganj, Assam, Sclja Kumari
from Sirsa and many other similar
cases. Worse still, many women
candidates---merely proxies of
the men who rallied behind
them— werc cither the wives, the
daughters or widows of politi-
cians. Evidently, it was cither by
the virtue of being ‘in the family’
or the star quality—Phoolan
Devi's past history and the hype
genecrated by the film Bandit
Queen being a point in case—
that oot the women candidates

are so many women who have
come here on their merit. Rules
are not understood by exceptions
alone. In any case, Phoolan came
without reservations, didn't she?
There may be few cases like
these in the beginning but with
increased participation, the resis-
tance to manipulation, muscle
power apd mafia will come from
women themselves. As far as
dummy candidates are concerned,
tell me, are there not several
‘mauni babas’ in the house who
have probably never opened their
mouths ever?” fumes Bjp
spokesperson Sushma Sawaraj,
who made it to the Parliament
through door to door campaigning
and grassroot affiliations.
Evidently, the women who
have been successful in politics
think alike. Congress MP Girija
Vyas put forth a similar view that
every movement for social reform
has its teething problems but she
foresees the need for a time frame
till this “reverse preference”
should be given otherwise “it will
lead to a negation of equality lat-
er’.
The point these leaders are try-
ing to make is that even if you
have a few dummy candidates,
once they become conscious of
the power vested in their
hands,"“they use it for greater
good because women know what
it is 10 be powerless,” Veena
Nayyar , President of
Women's Political Watch,
a Dclhi based advocacy
group lobbying for
moré women in pub-
lic life is reported
to have said.
“More women in
State Assemblies
and Parliament
mcans more rc-
sources for schools, pri-
marv health care. upgra-

es have actually done things to
concretely help women.

“Why women, there are wrong
men too in politics whose sole
aim is to make property or mon-
ey. But our democracy is matur-
ing and | hope with this kind of a
move, there is a collective voice
which can fight for women’s is-
sues. | sificerely believe that giv-
en a chance, women do help in
the overall development of the
society,” says Rajesh Pilot while
denying that chances of proxy
candidates will increase with
reservations.

In fact, the pro-reservations lob-
by enthuses that this will greatly
reduce the criminalisation of pol-
itics, or at least throw up people
who will oppose it. Many poten-
tial women aspirants have
complained that lack
of money, muscle
power and the
mafia have
prevented party-
men from
giving
them
the
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‘Men do not
want to share
power with
women’

‘'omila Dandavate

tickets. In such a scenario, where
‘winnability’ of the woman can-
didate is the criteria used by po-
litical parties and ‘manouevrabil-
ity" is considered her asset, will
there be enough women to fill up

i these seats?

: “That is why it is imperative
to impose mandatory provisions
on political parties to effect mean-

+ ingful change since reform with-
in political parties is so painfully
slow,” says Brinda Karat of All
India Democratic Women's

+ Association, “However, reserva-
tions should not only be quantity-

- based but quality-based too. It

" should be impressed upon the par-

- ties through electoral reforms that
some kind of standard is adhered

to in giving tickets. In
the last elections, both
the major parties, the

to criminal
elements
amongst
women,
and men,
which
made a

real

Congress an
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Forces of
social
revolution
have set in
which cannot
be reversed'

-Margaret Alva

mockery of democracy.”

Showing the same kind of
scepticism, Usha Albuquerque,
well-known newcaster, says,
“Why should there be any kind of
quota. Why can’t merit and edu-
cation be the criteria in politics
t0o? It is a dangerous trend that
people are voting for criminal el-
ements and feel empowered by
them. Reservations may appear
good on the surface because
women have faced the brunt of
injustice for years together, but
will it be effective? I don’t know,
I don’t trust the politicians at all.”

For Khushwant Singh, noted
columnist, minimum qualifica-
tions should not be limited to ed-
ucation but also those who pay
taxes, both for the vote seeker
and the vote giver. That is the
‘right’ candidate for him.

If the induction of Y.K. Alagh

/has proved that academician and

intellectuals are being taken seri-
ously by Mr Deve Gowda.
Sushila Kaushik, HoD Political
Science in DU has a valid point
too when she says,"If there is no
criteria for men, why are we be-
ing extra cautious when it comes
to selecting women? | say there
are énough qualified women who
can be taken in just as Mr Alagh
was. Even with reservation, if
there is not enough political will,
these seats may well remain va-
cant!"”
Though the issue of reserva-
tions has received support from
all parties (as no party would
like to wash its hands off
50 per cent of the elec-
torate), the question
whether there would be
enough women who
would be willing to face the gar-
gantuan problems in contesting
elections becames imnartant

€xpect women to emerge inde-
pendent of their shackles.
However, forces of social revolu-
tion have been set in motion
which can’t be reversed. We have
done it at the Panchayat level, we
shall do it at the national and state
levels t0o.”

However, experience has
shown that it is only a core of
women, including Mrs Alva her-
self, who are vocal and active on
the floor of the House. Moreover,
barring a general condemnation
of violence against women, very
few women MPs have gone be-
yond their party positions.

As Brinda Karat reflects, “The
politics of a woman in Parliament
should reflect the politics of the
mass of women in the country.
They are not a homogeneous
group in which their identity and
character can be determined by
gender alone. Poor men and
women may find more things in
common than a poor woman and
arich woman.”

Perhaps, the best solution then,
is to let the parties choose half
their candidates from women.
This will automatically ensure a
higher representation for them
even if some of them lose the
elections. And since it will be a
woman to woman fight, “the
chances of muscle power and
character assassination will also
be lesser,” according to Promila
Dandavate.

However, those people who
like Mr. V.P Singh are wary of
the political parties, may find so-
lace by the example of backward
castes. The number of OBC can-
didates rose from less than 10 per
cent in 1951 1o over 60 per cent in
1989 without a Mandal to ensure
the same. Since simple competi-
tion ensured that, there is no rea-
son why this should not happen in
the case of women 100.

There is no doubt that top down
reforms like reservations are nec-
essary but at the same time, it is
imperative to address oneself to
issues like criminalisation of pol-
itics and the economic factor
which prevents women from en-
tering politics. Without some
well-meant electoral reforms, the
ground realities will still work
against greater participation of
women in the decision making
process. The answer lies in tack-
ling the root causes of women's
dependence, that is, the question
of her economic rights along with
the cultural and social factors
which make it difficult for women
to break the social veil. Moreover,
instead of crying themselves
hoarse about the benefits of reser-
vations, women bodies could do
better in forming caucuses and

vested interest groups which
conld lahha fae o
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of seats in the legislatures. The
question is no longer whether, but
how? Which is why, it is pertinent
lo ask whether reservations is the
best way of achieving equality
and redressal for age-old dis-
crimination?

“Yes, it is,” asserts the fire-
brand ex-MP of the JD, Promila
Dandavate. I have been fighting
for this cause for decades now.
Itis a well-known fact that men
do not want to share power with
women. The criteria in giving a
ticket is always, will she win,
does she have the funds, will she
assert herself. Do all men who
fight elections win? And how
many of them make it on their
own without a godfather? When
the 73rd Amendment gave reser-
vation for women at the local ley-
el. there were more than ten lakh
women who were elected as
Panchayal members all over the
country. Why can't that formula
be replicated at the national level
o7
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Chowdhury were not given tick-
ets. Many women were pushed
into the constituencies reserved
for SC/ST candidates . So there
was a Meira Kumar fighting from
Karol Bagh, Sabita Das from
Karibganj, Assam, Selja Kumari
from Sirsa and many other similar
cases. Worse still, many women
candidates—merely proxies of
the men who rallied behind
them— were either the wives, the
daughters or widows of politi-
cians. Evidently, it was either by
the virtue of being *in the family’
or the star quality—Phoolan
Devi’s past history and the hype
generated by the film Bandit
Queen being a point in case—
that got the women candidates
their tickets. Assuming the trend
is a manifestation of the degener-
ation in our democracy, the dan-
gers of having proxy candidates
thrice over becomes very appar-
ent.

“Why do you single out a
Phoolan or a Kanti Singh? There

Vyas put torth a similar view that
every movement for social reform
has its teething problems but she
foresees the need for a time frame
till this “reverse preference”
should be given otherwise “it will
lead 10 a negation of equality lat-
er”.

The point these leaders are try-
ing to make is that even if you
have a few dummy candidates,
once they become conscious of
the power vested in their
hands,"they use it for greater
good because women know what
it is to be powerless,” Veena
Nayyar , President of
Women'’s Political Watch,
a Delhi based advocacy
group lobbying for
moré women in pub-
lic life is reported
to have said.
“More women in
State Assemblies
and Parliament
means more re-
sources for schools, pri-
mary health care, upgra-
dation of  skills.
Dwindling numbers
mean dwindling con-
cern for women,”
she says while point-
ing out that in
many cases

women sarpanch-

ol money, muscle
power and the
mafia have
prevented party-
men from
giving
them
the
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) has proved that academician and
intellectuals are being taken seri-
ously by Mr Deve Gowda,
Sushila Kaushik, HoD Political
Science in DU has a valid point
100 when she says,"If there is no
criteria for men, why are we be-
ing extra cautious when it comes
to selecting women? I say there
are énough qualified women who
can be taken in just as Mr Alagh
was. Even with reservation, if
there is not enough political will,
these seats may well remain va-

cant!”
Though the issue of reserva-
tions has received support from
all parties (as no party would

Congress an@ Tf the inductjon of Y.K. Alagh

like to wash its hands off

\ S0 per cent of the elec-

. torate). the question
) whether there would be

enough women who

would be willing to face the gar-

gantuan problems in contesting
elections becomes important.

Here, the emphasis on training

and special recruitment dri-

ves becomes necessary as

Margaret Alva, one of

the most vociferous

champions of the cause

e points out. " It is not easy

S
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= to change the existing

structures of thousands of
years overnight and

son why this should not happen in
the case of women too.

There is no doubt that top down
reforms like reservations are nec-
essary but at the same time, it is
imperative to address oneself to
issues like criminalisation of pol-
itics and the economic factor
which prevents women from en-
tering politics. Without some
well-meant electoral reforms, the
ground realities will still work
against greater participation of
women in the decision making
process. The answer lies in tack-
ling the root causes of women's
dependence, that is, the question
of her economic rights along with
the cultural and social factors
which make it difficult for women
1o break the social veil. Moreover,
instead of crying themselves
hoarse about the benefits of reser-
vations, women bodies could do
better in forming caucuses and
vested interest groups which
could lobby for women's issues.

Unless this is done, the legisla-
tions claiming to impart justice
can only be seen as platitudes
mouthed by wily politicians. And
as for the common woman, her
sense of empowerment will only
be limited to a boisterous Salman
Khan swinging from the chande-
liers singing Kudiyon ka hai za- .
maana!
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