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~fuuH,DIVA I 
We are happy to present our first issue of Volume 4 focused on Reproductive Rights. 

Hope you have a good timewith it. The response to Volume 3 has been very encouraging. 
We need your support for Volume 4. We have planned the remainder of Volume 4 as 
follows: 

Special ls.sue Sept. 1993 
Proceedings of the Conference on Sex1tal Vwlence 
Dateline for contributions and advertisements is July 30/93 
Is.sue 2 Aug./Oct. 1993 
P1tblishing and Ari by Women of Colour : Our Creative Expressions 
in the Herstories of the Women's Movement 
Dateline for contributions and advertisements is June 30/93 
Is.sue 3 Nov./Jan. 1994 Sex, Sexuality and Desire 
Crossing the Boundaries, Identities, Repressions, Fighting Back To 
gether 
Dateline for contributions and advertisement is Sept. 30/93 
Is.sue 4 Feb./ April 1994 Dynamics of Colonization: Realities Today 
Internalized Colonization, Tracing 01tr Histories New Ways of Relating, 
Sharing our Stntggles 
Dateline for con tri bu tions and advertisements is Dec. 30 /93 

Subscribe for Volume 4 as soon as possible. Subscription rates have also changed. 
Please refer to the attached rate card . 

-----~------------------------
Advertising 1 Vol. Subscription ( 4 Issues) WIUTE TO: diva 427 Bloor St. w., 

Toronto, Ontario, Canada, 
oFul\ Page 
oHalf Page 
oQuarter Page 

$150 
$75 
$50 

Prices reflect camera
ready artwork: production 
work costs extra 

R 0 Individual $25 M5S 1X7, Tel: (416) 921-7004 
A o Institutional $45 
T ou.s. add $3 
E o Inter. add $20 

o Single $6+ 1.50(handling) 
C oBack Issues $5+ 1.50(handling) 

fl 
R 
D 

Sliding scale available 

Name: ----------

Address: ---------
City _________ _ 

Tel: -----------
Postal Code: _______ _ 
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• On Behalf of Diva 
Toronto 

Towards a Race and Class 
Conscious Reproductive 
Rights Movement 

Sha,mini Pe,ies and /\nn Phillips fo' the 91,1cst editMia\ collective 

Feminists of colourwo1-king and o rganizing around reproductive 1ights and new reproductive 
technologies from a progressive, socialist politic are only beginning to grasp the enormous 
complexities tJ1at surround this issue. This is largely due to two factors : first, the rapid increase 
in the use of reproductive technologies has made it difficult to analyze tJ1e benefits and tJ1e 
problems with each of the technologies as well as their differential impact on women of colour. 
Second, until recently, and with a few exceptions, the reproductive rights movement in Canada 
and the U.S. are being dominated bywhite, middle-class feminists who operate on tJ1e assumption 
that their expertise and framework is applicable and relevant to 'all ' women. 

While to a large extent, tJ1is assumption may be true, the scope of the movement has not 
included an understanding of tJ1e baJTiers confrontingwomen based on race, ethnicity, sexuality, 
culture, class and sectoral power. This has resulted in a segmentation tJiat has barred equal access 
to various services and methods as well as to equal participation witJ1in tJ1e movement. 

The reproductive rights movement in essence, has never addressed the particular concerns 
of women of colour. It has d e nied the historica l nature of racism and its effects on women's 
reproductive freedom and rights. Many women of colour tJ1 e reby feel tJiatan autonomous space 
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is needed to build our own theory, political positions and to develop strategies around the 
collective choices available to us as women who want to transform the movement. Therefore, a 
movement within the movement has become essential. 

The active participation of women of colour as agents of our own transformation has taken many 
years, two decades to be precise. Political organizing by a large segment of the reproductive rights 
movement with t11e exclusion of our perspectives as women of colour has only resulted in many 
setbacks. It has only e nsured 1·ights for a privileged few. It only established t11at feminist political 
strategies are often not very different from tJ1at of our male counterparts. 

Wit11in the last two decades of our organizing, women of colour have made major gains around 
our reproductive 1;ghts: 

This includes confronting sterilization abuse of Aboriginal, Chicana, Puerto Rican, Black 
women, women ofSoutJ1 Asian 01igin, Chinese women and Immigrant women who conclnue to 
be disproportionately sterilized. Toge t11erwit11 orl1er 'racialized' women, we have called attention 
to such abuse, through organizing and calling for studies t11at substantiate our positions. In the 
U.S. for example, a study conducted by tJ1e 'Committee to End Sterilization' revealed thatforty
three percentoftJ1ewomen sterilized through federallysubsidized progr.amswere Black and that 
twenty percent of all Black, maJTied women have been permanently sterilized. Such revelations 
have forced the reproductive rights movements to take a critical look at sterilization as a means of 
birt11 control and how it impacts on women of colour in different ways as well .as the way in which 
sterilization is used to control so-called 'undesired' populations globally. 

This includes the recentstruggles of women of Sou t11 Asian origin in Vancouverwho organized 
against Dr. John Stephens and prevented him from opening a gender selection (read male 
selection) clinic t11ere . These women also stopped his advertisments from appearing in Sout11 
Asian newspapers in Vancouver. Women ofSouth Asian origin in Toronto have organized against 
the mainstream media that chooses to furth e r marginalize Sout11 Asian communities by exempli
fying and overgeneralizing the prefe rence for male children in our communities. At the same 
time, women are taking active steps to speak 011 tand educate the conservative e lements of our own 
communities on this issue. 

This also includes the su·uggles to establish an abortion clinic t11at particularly addresses t11e 
needsoflnunigrantwomen, women ofcolourand Black women by Women 'sHealth in Women'sHands 
here in Toronto. This will be the first such clinic in Canada. 
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This includes the struggles to promote reproductive healtJ1 in tJ1e context of basic healili and 
well-being of individuals and tJ1eir communities collectively. 

And, tJ1is includes exposing tJ1e exploitative nature of surrogate moilierhood and exposing 
new reproductive technologies and tJ1eir adverse and differential impact on women of colour. 

It is, has been and will continue to be important for women of colour to have our own spaces 
to consider reproductive rights and reproductive choices from tJ1e specificity of our own 
expe1iences. There are many of us who feel tJ1at a tJ10rough understanding of tJ1e issues 
surrounding reproductive rights and the implications of new reproductive technologies cannot 
be reached witJ1ou tan understanding of the experiences of tJ1e most marginalized women. We, 
as women of colour, as well as analyzing our own positions, are also actively involved in networking 
and building coalitions in tJ1e area of reproductive rights and new reproductive technologies, 
locally and globally as we struggle to address tJ1e issue of a woman's right to self-control over our 
reproductive capacities from a global perspective. 

We have only mentioned a few of tJ1e reproductive rights struggles tJ1at women of colour are 
participating in actively. TI1ere are many more, especially from the SoutJ1, and we haven't tJ1e space 
to cover it all but enough has been said to begin a discussion on tJ1e possibilities for coalition 
building and political mobility, especially across people of colour communities. 

In an attempt to encourage dialogue and debate on tJ1e issue of reproductive rights and new 
reproductive technologies, DIV A organized tJ1ree forums wiili women of colour. The first such 
forum was a very successful event out of which tJ1is particular issue's guest editorial collective was 
formed. Subsequently, in tJ1e following two forums tJ1ere were working groups whose debates and 
discussions led to many of the articles published in tJ1is issue. 

During the course of dialogue it became apparent to tJ1e guest collective tJ1atashared collective 
political position on tJ1is issue at present does exist because of tJ1e various complex aspects of iliis 
debate. Thus, what we hope to achieve in this issue on tJ1e topic is to open up more dialogue. 

This is probably tJ1e first time in Canada tltat reproductive rights and technologies are being 
dealtwitJ1 by feminists of colourwith a wide representation of tJ1e perspectives of women ofSoutJ1 
Asian origin. What we have included in tJ1is issue is a collection of articles iliat speak to a range 
of women's experiences in tJ1e debates surrounding Our Reproductive Rights. 
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• Testimonies 
Toronto 

TESTIMONY 1 
• • • • • • • • • 

by/\ woman who exetcised het teptodiActive ti9hts 

All I ever wanted was to grow up, get married and have children. You see, I was taught this 
from a very early age. I played witJ1 baby dolls and heard fai1y tales of princesses meeting their 
p1inces and living happily ever after. 

Growing up in a ve1y strict West Indian family, I was also taught that I had to be a virgin when 
I got maITied 01· else no handsome prince would want me. My dear husband, however, would 
not be required to be a virgin himself. In fact, it was preferred if he wasn't. 

This double standard just ate away at me. Why did I have to save myself for some creep who 
would be fucking around all of his life? Oh, I heard all the lame excuses like, "It's better for the 
man to be expe1ienced so he can satisfy you.", or "What good would it be if both of you didn't 
know whatto do?'', and my personal favomite "Men are men; they can 'tcontrol theirsexual urges. 
It's up to us women to be the strong ones." Bullshit. If all tJ1ese men are having sex, then, who 
are they having sex with? Women, in most cases! Well, who are these women if we areal I supposed 
to be virgins? Prostitutes and loose white women. More bullshit. Little did I know t11en (or have 
the ability to admit), that it was their helpless young daughters, sisters and cousins t11at they were 
sexually abusing in 01-der to get their "expe1ience". 

I didn't want to be one oftJwse women who waited until marriage to have sex, wit11 nothing to 
compare t11eir experience to. They were going to end up resenting t11e man t11eywere with for 
having tJ1e power and freedom to do anything HE wanted. I also wanted no part of arranged 
maniages. How could parents willingly hand over tJ1eirinnocentdaughter to a complete stranger, 
I felt, to be raped? It was outrageous. 

I knewtJ1atkind oflifewasdefinitelynotforme. I wanted to knoweverytJ1ingtJ1erewas to know 
about sex, and tJ1e best way to find out was through first hand experience. I made tJ1e decision 
to lose my virginity once and for all, at tJ1e age of eighteen . 

I was quite naive about pregnancy and birth control, having lived such a sheltered life. (I had 
forgotten how many times I tJ1oughtl was pregnant starting when I was eight years old and being 
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sexually abused.) I had intercourse for montl1s witl10ut using any contraceptive. When I finally 
did start, I used spennicidal foam, on its own, witl10uta condom. Now, when I look back, I count 
my blessings for not getting p1·egnant during tl10se montl1s I went unprotected. 

Shortly after, I moved to Toronto and started going to "The House" which is a division of 
Planned Parentl10od. I felt very comfortable tllere because tlley are a birili control centre (and 
doctors' office), specifically for teenagers who didn'twant to go to tlleir family doctors and run 
tlle risk of tl1eirparentsfinding out. The staff were greatand tlle atmosphere was open and honest 
and tl1ere was no judgement. 

I learned a great deal about birth control and sex and I decided to go on ilie pill. I remember 
tllinking how awful it must have been for women before tl1e pill was invented. I had images of 
unwed, pregnant women beingshunned and looked down upon. I also tl10ughtaboutilie horror 
stories I heard about "coat hange1·" abort.ions and tl1e women tl1at died because of tllem. I felt 
sorry fo1· tl1e Catholic women who didn 'thave tlle 1ight to take birtl1 control because tlleir religion 
was against it. Then I tl10ught, what am I talking about? I'm not even supposed to be having sex, 
according to my Indian culture! 

I started smoking and eve1ytime I would go in for a check-up I would hear, what I perceived to 
be a lecture, about tl1e risks involved in taking tlle pill and smoking at tlle same time. I never gave 
it much thought and brushed it off as, "they're only doing tlleir job." 

After four years, it finally sank in and I decided that I simply couldn't give up smoking, so I 
quit taking tlle pill. I had also heard tl1at taking tl1e pill for too long could affect your fertility, and 
I wanted to have kids at some point! So this also influenced my decision to stop. At iliat time, 
aids was not a big issue and tl1e use of condoms was not very popularwitl1 ilie men I had sexwiili. 
I told myself that I wasn 'tgoing to get pregnant; tlrnt it only happens to otl1erwomen. I had been 
lucky so far and I didn't need to use conu-aceptives. 

Just before my twenty-fourtl1 birtl1day, my luck ran out. I became pregnant. I knew I was 
pregnant because my whole body felt different. I couldn't touch alcohol or cigarettes; tlley would 
make me sick. I suffered from nausea all the time and found it very difficult to travel to work on 
tlle subway and to stay awake all day. I took naps on botl1 my breaks and my lunch hour. I also 
became ulu-a-sensitive and cried at the drop ofa hataboutanytl1ing. Every baby I looked at, I saw 
as my own and despite the discomfort, I became quite content as I settled into my future role as 
a motl1er. 

Then reality hit me like a Mac truck. I went to tl1e doctor and found out I was furtl1er along 
tllanl tl10ught. I was notpregnantformy present boyfriend, but for anyone of two men I was seeing 
before tl1at. I wavered in and out of reality as my"matemal" instincts kicked in. I decided to keep 
tlle baby anyway because this was MY baby and I wanted it. 

I confided in my sister who seemed to me, at the time, to be a crazy woman. She talked about 
my financial instability, the ove1whelming responsibility ofbeinga single parent, a life of poverty 
on social assistance and ot11er hoITible things. My reaction was, "So what?". All I wanted was to 
have my baby. Couldn't she understand that? At one point I felt like my sister and my friends 
were all out to get me and kill my baby. I had visions of tllem dragging me to get an abortion. My 
perceptions and rationale were way out of balance. 

But, one day I did wake up from my fantasy. I faced t11e reality of not knowing who tlle fatl1er 

10 June/ August 1993 Diva 



was and admitting that I didn't have the stability or finances to raise a child by myself. Also, I had 
been drinking alcohol and smoking cigarettes and marijuana when I became pregnant, and this 
made me fear that the baby could be deformed. All my dreams were shattered. 

The hardest part of it all, was the guilt I felt. I felt guilty for getting pregnant in the first place. 
!felt guilty for not knowing who tJ1e fatJ1erwas. I felt guilty for not having any money. I felt guilty 
about my substance abuse. I felt guilty because I had to put an end to tJ1e life that was growing 
inside of me. I couldn'tignore it; I could feel its presence all tJ1e time. I cried constantly fordays 
and days and asked tJ1is spi1it for forgiveness. Now everytime I saw a baby, I felt as if someone were 
tearing my heart out. 

I had done a lot of reading about abortion. I had even done an oral presentation about it in 
high school. I knew all tJ1e arguments for and against itand I always believed in Choice. I was seven 
weeks pregnant so I knew it wasn"t fully fonned yet, but none oftJ1is helped to make me feel any 
better. So to ease the pain, I had frequentconversations witJ1 my baby's spirit. I said that I couldn't 
be tJ1e motJ1er tJrnt I had hoped and dreamed to be. That I didn'twant to risk it beingdeformed 
or growing to hate me when I couldn't pay che bills 01· buy food. And when itasked forits fatJ1er, 
what would I say? 

My wonderful girlfriend and roommate at the time, went to the hospital witJ1 me and made me 
laugh and laugh and laugh to take my mind off what was aboutto happen. I was terrified; marching 
down to the operating rooms in a line with six otherwomen, in our hospital gowns. Ifeltdegraded 
and part of an assembly, or rather, de-ssembly line. We were put on beds, one beside tJ1e otJ1er, 
and given general anaesd1etic. 

When I woke up, I felt a big sense of relief. I knew I had done the right tJ1ing and I began to 
feel physically nonnal again . I was happy and energetic and even did some paintingtJ1atafternoon. 
By nightfall, I began to .feel a lot of cramping and pain. I knew I had probably overdone it by 
painting all afternoon. I had been bleeding continuously tJ1roughout tJ1e day, but when I went 
to the bathroom after the cramping started, a huge clot of blood came out and fell into the toilet. 
I was hoITified! All I could tJ1ink of was tJ1at it was my baby. This sent me off on another episode 
of crying and feeling like an evil person for what I had done. I felt like I was being punished. I 
vowed never to go tJ1rough tJ1is again, I would just have to kill myself instead. 

When tJ1e due date for my baby came along, I mourned for its loss. This mourning never 
stopped. I always canied with me the guilt and shame of having an abortion. Every so often I would 
still sit and have a good c1y about what could have been. I would try to imagine what my baby 
would have looked like. I tJ10ught about how diITerent my life would have been ifl had kept it, 
and I would picture myself with a baby and imagine the tJ1ings we would be doing togetJ1er. In 
otJ1er words, I kept tortm·ing myself. 

So you can just imagine how I felt when two and a half years later, I had anotJ1er positive 
pregnancy test. I was mortified. I was nauseous. I was an absolute mess. I couldn't go through 
witJ1 anotJ1er abo1·tion; emotionally, it would kill me. I had promised myself that I would never 
have anotJ1er one - one was enough! Why was this happening to me AGAIN? I didn'tdeserve tJ1is 
pain. 

I had an ulu<isound and I saw the 7mm bouncing heartbeat in my uterus. I knew a 
congratulations was NOT in order. I was still in the same predicament I had been with my first 
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.. 
pregnancy. I was 1·eliving my worst nighunare. I felt all my previous symptoms of pregnancy: 
nausea, sleepiness and mega cramps. I felt emotionally unstable and this manifested into not 
knowing who I was, what I liked or what I wanted. Once again I felt maternal and protective towards 
the multiplying cells inside of me. But, with the much needed help of a sensitive and understand
ing woman friend, I faced up to reality very quickly this time. I knew I had to have an abortion 
and I just wanted to hibernate untjJ I did. 

I was very, VERY depressed. The constant tugging in my tummy wasn't helping. I wished I 
could have relished every second of that sweet feeling, but instead I had to ignore it because it 
was going to be gone, without au-ace, in a very short time. Another baby that could have been. 

Because this was tl1e second time I was pregnant, under virtually tl1e identical circumstances, 
I reflected on, "What lesson was I uyingso hard to learn?" Ididn'twantto be alone and pregnant. 
I wanted to have someone to share it with, someone to help me and to participate. I wanted a 
husband and a house witl1 a white (or red) picket fence, two cars and a swimming pool BF.FORE 
I had tl1e kids. So why was I so eager to settle for so much less tl1an what I wanted? I didn'twant 
a life of poverty and disgrace for myself or my children. I wanted tl1e best of everytl1ing for my kids. 
And ifl couldn't provide it all, tl1en ljustwouldn'thave any children. No child of mine was going 
to have want fo1· anytl1ing; not the love of a fatl1er or material possessions. 

Finally I admitted to myself that I wasn't ready to have a child. I was just beginning to get to 
knowwho I really was, through healing myself of my childhood traumas. I had only recently begun 
to actually e1tjoy my independence rather tl1an feel tl1e burden ofit. And from there I wanted to 
first, build a solid relatjonship with a man, and tJ1en have children. I started believing that maybe 
it was possible to have tl1e happy, loving, prosperous family tliat I always dreamed of. 

My tl1inking started to change. I realized tJ1at having an abortion was really choosing to take 
control of my life, my destiny. I began to see itas taking back my power. I twas hard at first to accept 
tliat it was my poweL You see, growing up with an alcoholic fatl1er tliat was physically abusive 
towa1·ds my motl1e1·and sister, and mentally and emotionally abusive toward us all, taught me tl1at 
women had no 1ights. I saw how my power had been trnpped inside me for so long and couldn't 
get out because of myself-destructive life style. I still struggled with my guilt, but I consoled myself 
by knowing that with time and more healing, I could offer so much more to a child. Everytime I 
tJwught of something nasty about myself, I would keep on thinking that, YES, I made tl1e right 
choice for me. 

My abortion was perfonned at tJ1e Morgantaler clinic. The Bay Centre for Birtl1 Control 
recommended tl1e clinics over the hospitals because tl1e clinics could offerappointmentssooner 
tl1an tl1e hospitals could and tJ1e clinics were more personal. I learned tl1at tl1e clinics used only 
local anaestetic for tJ1e procedure and tl1at I would be awake for it. The hospitals gave general 
anaeste tic which was far more tJ1an what was needed for a less tlian ten minute operation. 

I was ve1y happy tJ1at I opted for the clinic. The women there were sensitive, understanding 
and made me feel comfortable and safe. It was quite a difference from my cold, hospital 
experience. When I left tl1e clinic they gave me some literature to take home. Among tl1is was a 
letter asking for a donation to the Morgan taler Defence Fund. The money was needed in order 
to fight legal battles in court, to keep clinics open in otl1erparts of Canada so tlwse women could 
also have access to safe, legal abortjons (and still keep their dignity in tl1e process.) Well, I didn't 
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have to Lhink twice about making thatdonation. I took for granted how easy it was for me to make 
an appointment, go to a clinic and have a safe, legal abortion, covered by OHIP. I felt that all 
women, everywhere in the world, should have that 1ight. 

I got pregnant forthe THIRD time in Fe brua1y of this year, when I was RAPED. Yes, I was raped. 
I'm still u-ying to get over the shock ofit. I am living proof, however, tJrntout of every negative 
comes a positive because being raped was a catalyst for me to come out of denial and admit that 
I am a suivivor of incest. 

Pregnantagain. This time I had absolute ly no qualmsaboutgettingan abortion. I just thanked 
God tJ1atl live in a counuywhere I can get h elp, getan abortion and get better. I was raped by my 
cousin's boyf1iend, in Trinidad, while I was on vacation. I just wanted to run back home where I 
knew where to go to ask for h elp. This has been my tJ1ird abortion and my tJ1ird time looking in 
bookstores for even just ONE book, that assists in tJ1e emotional recovery of women after an 
abortion. All I could find were numerous books on tJ1e politics and legal history of abortion. Not 
one book to help the women like me who were suffering emotional pain and trauma from having 
an abortion. But, for the first time, I have seen a support group advertised for women, but the cost 
is $300 because it is nm by two women with private practices. I know I cannot afford tJ1is and I'm 
sure I'm not tJ1e only one who can't. It is too bad that tJ1is se1vice is not provided free of charge 
like other support groups. 

I'm no longer pregnant but I still feel ve1y nauseous and it's because of reading an article in 
tJ1e current issue of"Ms." ca lled, "Bosnia: Will the World Remember? Can tJ1e Women Forget?" 
The article is about the mass rapes of women and young girls as part of mili tary tactics, in a war, 
in tJiat part of tJ1e world. These women a nd girls a re becoming pregnant and being kept in 
detention camps, or RAPE camps until it is too late for tJ1 e m to legally have an abortion. Some 
of tJ1ese women are be ing forced to have tJ1 ese babies because adoptions can and are being 
arranged. My heart bleeds for these women and again I am reminded of how lucky I am. 

I thank all the women tJ1a t came before me and paved the way so tJ1at I and all otller women in 
Toronto can have safe, legal, "free" abortions. Thank you si5ters for fighting for our collective 
rights. I know it must not have been easy. Thank you for tJ1inking of us, today, way back then. I 
am grateful for tJ1 e support, love and encouragement I have received from tJ1ewomen I know and 
love. (Maybe one day I will have the courage to show tJ1i5 testimony to my Motlier.) I pray for all 
my sisters on tJ1is planet to have tJ1e 1ights we do have here in Toronto and tJ1en some. 
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• Testimonies 

Toronto 

Testimonv 2 . . . . . . . ' . . . 

Dilemmas Around Abortion 

A Personal View 

I still remember. I twas when we were living in Pakistan. One of my mother's colleagues phoned 
her at home in panic. It was 10 at nightand my mother had to leave immediately. My older sister 
and I we1·e not told why my morher had to go to an tll"gentmeetingatand her office at night. Later 
on we found out that one of mother's nursing students had delivered a baby in her room at the 
residence and 1hen she had tried to kill the "illegitimate" baby by cutting its throat with a razor 
blade. No one even knew that she was pregnant. 

Although I was in my early teens at that time, I could sense, even understand, the desperation 
tl1atled the woman to dowhatshedid . Especially given tl1e contextofthesocietytl1atwewere living 
in . 

I emigrated to Canada almost thirteen years ago and five years later I attended my first rally for 
International Women's Day. Angela Davis spoke and I feltthatmyeyes had been opened to_another 
view. I was seeing tl1ings differe ntly for the fast time. 

Later tlrnt year, I attended a Pro-Choice rally where Dr. Henry Morgen taler spoke. Both were 
tl1e only times I felt excited and alive since coming to Canada. Or maybe I was now exposed to things 
outside my family and its over protectiveness of me and outside the Muslim communities tl1at I 
used as my safety n et. I was in bo1h for good reason; I didn't feel I was welcome outside tl1e two. 
As I look back, I realize that my consciousness was awakening. The young woman who heard the 
story of tJ1 e desperate new mother understood some1hing. Now sh e was lean1ing why. 

In 1989, I started working at on e of lh e aborlion clinics in Toronto and in my tluee years I had 
a chance to meet, under unique circumstan ces, wilh lots of women. Lots of women, in general, 
but a lso many women origina lly from Pakistan, from India and from Islamic backgrounds. Some 
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of the women were very clear about their reasons for choosing an abortion but otJ1ers were facing 
a dilenma or, rat11er, layers of dilemma about being at t11e clinic. 

"P', for instance, was sexually assaulted in her apartment building. She wasn ' t going to charge 
the man because she didn't want to go through t11e alie nating legal process and didn't want 
anyone in the community to know that it happened to hei-. She knew very well that it could be 
seen as her fault and that she might not get any marriage proposals because of her "loss" of 
virginity. Mixed with t11is clear-headed thinking were feelings of guilt and shame that would take 
a longtime to go. H er case was one ofhundreds of stories that I heard, stories from every country, 
region, race, religion, and class. 

Sout11 Asian women felt ashamed and em harassed to talk to a stranger about their sex lives, 
especially when not in t11 e con text of maniage. They also felt n e1vous and scared t11at I, being 
a South Asian woman, might tell others in the community. On the other hand and at the same 
time, they felt reli eved that they co uld talk to someon e in their own language ! 

Most oft11e Muslim women I had a cha nce to talk to, fe lt guilty because tJ1 ey tJ10ught tJ1eywere 
committing a sin by going aga inst their religious teachings. Some of tJ1e same wome n disclosed 
that they were psych ologica lly, physica lly and sexually abused by tJ1 e ir husbands. These same 
men in some cases might have even accompanied tJ1em to tJ1e clinic and would sit in tJ1e reception 
area waiting to take the m home. Or I would he-a r about t11e ir boyfriends, who deserted tJ1em as soon 
as t11ey found out that they were pregnant. 

Most women did not have anyone they could talk to who would understand some of the 
complexities of the ir e motio ns and th e situatio n they were in and be tJ1eir support. In most cases 
they were economically d e pendent on men in the ir lives and also afraid of being cut off from tJ1e 
community. 

The religious question was not one that ca rried a lot of we ight with me. I felt tJiat a woman's 
1ight to choose was a principle greater than the ideas coming from a book w1itte n 1350 years ago. 
It is ironic that my readings in feminism and anti-racism has brought me to n ew teachings about 
Islam. Nawal El Sadaawi, in Tn l' I lidrln1 Face of Eve points out that: 

Some religious authorities i11 Islam co11sider that abortion is not prohibited by religion within 
the first 120 days of preg11a11cy as mentioned in the writing of the Hanaji School, quoted by L. 
Kamal !b11ell 'Hama11. The religious authorities who consider that abortion can be perfonned 
before the end of the fourth 111011th based their reasoning on the contention that the embryo up 
to that time does not enfold a h11111an life. The prophet is said to have made it clear that El Rouh 
(life) does not awaken within the e111b1yo before the I 20th day. 

I was honored to be part of providing a vita l se1vice to women, but everyday I was reminded of 
how little real choice most women had. The layers of dilemma showed up in economic depend
ency, lack of affordable child care, racia l inequalities, harassment, constant threat of assault or 
violence, regional disparity oflaws and access, and pathe tically inadequate prosecution of rape 
and sexual violence offenses. 

The image of the young nursing student still haunts me. 
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SPEAKING OUT 
For 

SExuAl & REpRoducTivE HEAhH 

By /\nahitaSiaNowl"ojee 

As a South Asian woman, born and raised in Kenya and now living in the United States, I have always 
been aware of the spoken and unspoken rules and definitions that are imposed upon my sexuality. These 
rules are often mitigated by sexism, racism, class ism and heterosexism, and while often contradictory, have 
the single common goal of con trolling women's sexuality. 

The control of women's sexuality has a direct impact on our sexual and reproductive health . If we are 
unable to control our own sexuality, we are unable to understand and e1tjoy our bodies, control what 
happens to tl1em, and protect ourselves from the consequences of u nwanted and unprotected sex. Sexual 
awareness and control tl1erefore becomes a pre rcquisi te to ensurewomen 's reproductive healtl1 and rights. 

Ironically, many reproductive health policies and programs fai l to address sexuality and the gender 
relations tl1at dictate the sexual encounters between men and women. The programs tl1at do address 
sexuality often have West em biases and do not incorporate a Soutl1 Asian perspective. Soutl1Asian women 
living in an increasingly diverse and growing diaspora find tl1emselves witl1 little information, support or 
power to take control of thei r sexuality and reproductive health 

South Asian Women's Sexuality: Silence and Stereotypes 
As theSoutJ1Asian diaspora grows in size and divers ity, it is clear tJ1atasSouthAsian women we will have 

to struggle witl1 our own communities; tl1e larger communities we exist in; and the interactions between 
tlle two, in order to break tl1e silences, destroy tl1e stereotypes, and control our own sexuality and health. 
Inourcommunities, we have tograpple witl1 silence and control, and beyond, we havetostrugglewithracism 
and stereotypes in personal relationships, social services and otl1er institutions tl1at we encounter. 

The Silence 
Soutl1 Asian cultures do not encourage conversations about sexual ity. We are not encouraged to talk 

to each otl1er, to ou r families or to our par1J1crs about sex. The female body is often considered unclean 
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and girls and women arc considered immodest if we try to explore and understand our bodies. Another 
dimension of the silence is ;rn a5sumption of heterosexuality. "Because most teenagers are assumed to be 
heterosexual, it is common to feel tJ1at your sexuality just 'happened' without any sense of active 
participation in sexual choice and behavior1 ."The silence and lack of information we have about our 
bodies and our sexual development only serve to increase tJ1e control U1at otJ1ers have over us. 

WitJ1in SoutJ1 Asian immigrant communities, control is an important aspect oflife as we hold on to 
tenuous and often tJ1reatened identities. Community insecurity and racism feed into thecontroloffemale 
sexuality. The uproar of some members of the British Gluarati community, in response to Mira Nair's film 
"Mississippi Masala," in which a Ugandan Asian woman fal ls in love witJ1 an African American man, is 
testimony to tJ1is2 . Growing up in an immigrantcommunity in Kenya, my reproductive tJ1us sexual loyalty 
to tJ1e community was assumed. At the same time, I was not expected or encouraged to explore or 
understand tJ1e development of my sexuality. To do so would have rendered me a U1reat to community 
"integrity". 

AnotJ1eraspect oftJ1e control is how South Asian women are often told U1at sex is sometJ1ing tJ1atmen 
have to do, sometJ1i11g we must suffer tJ1rough in order to bear children. ll1e implication is U1at men 
cannot control tJ1emselves and we have no say about what happens to our bodies. ll1e result is tJ1at men 
do not have to control tJ1emselves, but can control women and our sexuality, which is sometimes viewed 
as a tJ1reatening force. 

Broader Stereo types 
In addition to the parameters defined within our communities, SoutJ1 Asian women also have to face 

the stereotypes of th e broader communities we now live in . As a woman of color in tJ1e United States, I 
have found myselfperceivecl as both sexual and exotic (and tJ1erefore, wi ld ly sexual). The history of Asian 
immigration in the United States ha.~ an impact on the ways in which all Asians a.re perceived. For example, 
in tJ1e 1800s, Chinese immigrants lo the United States found their sexual interactions botJ1 witJ1in and beyond 
tJ1eircommunity tightl)' Controlled through immigration and segregation laws. Chinese women were not 
allowed to migrate to the United States, and Chinese men in tJ1e States were not al lowed to have sexual 
relations with American women3 · One of the results of this history is a stereotype of Asian sexuality that stil l 
persists. 

At tJ1e same time, A~ian women have been perceived and used as sexual objects by the American military 
com p l ex since tJ1e Korean War. This global sex ind ustry is based on 'difference,' and ilierefore unrestricted 
sexual activity flourishes.All tahoosaregone and in the process, so has all humanity. American servicemen 
have worn tee shirts that describe Asian women as "Little Brown Fucking Machines." The American media 
supports stereotypes of Asian women who are 'exotically beautiful' and submissive; ready and wi ll ing. 
American pornography misuses imagcsoftJ1c KamaSutraand Devadasi, furtJ1erdistortingtJ1ewaysin which 
SoutJ1 Asian sexuality is viewed. 

These are just some oft.he imposed definitions of sexuality tJ1at South Asian women have to challenge 
from within and beyond our communities in order to take control of our sexuality and health. 

Health Consequences of Controlling Women's Sexuality 
1l1ese instruments of control over South A5ian wornen 'ssexuality have agreat impacton the ways in which 

we perceive and experience our sexual and reproductive heal tJ1. Especially since tl1e real ity is, thatinspite 
of all tJ1e controls, many of us are sex uall y active. As an Indian woman from Barbados stated emphatically 
at a recent women's health conference, "No one is talking about it, but everybody is doing it."4 
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Furthennore, because of the lack of control over men 's sexual behavior, we are increasingly at risk of 
unwanted or unprotected sex. Thus, ratJ1er tJian curbing uncontrolled sexuality, these instruments of 
control tend to make sexuality n egative and dangerous for SoutJ1 Asian women, by preventing a flow of 
infonnation and power. 

By assuming tJiat Sou t11 Asian women are asex ual and tJ1at tJ1e consequences of our sexual activity are 
controlled, our OWll communiti es and the broader communities we exist in fail to provide us with the 
infonnation, tools and services we need to protect ourselves from the consequences of unwanted and 
unprotected sex. What follows is a discussion ofjust some of tJ1e healtJ1 consequences arising from ilie ways 
sexuality and gender relations are managed in our communities. 

Reproductive Health 
Asa resultofilie imposed silence and controls on sexuality, SouiliAsian communities rely on fear and 

shame to discourage girls and women from engaging in sexual behavior iliatis not controlled. A positive 
vision of sexuality that includes sexual pleasure for us is rarely presented, because there is a fear of women 
experiencing their sexuality outsideof tJ1e controlled reproductive realm . 

A positive view of sexuality has been found to bean importantfactorin helping people takecontrolover 
theirown sexualityand health. A Canadian study fouud that teenage girls and boys who had negative feelings 
about sexuality were less likely to practise pregnancy or STD/ HIV prevention than tJ1eir peers who had 
positive feelings about sexuali ty .5 It is logical that if you feel good about what you are doing and are an 
active participant in what happens to your body, tJ1en you are more likely and betterabletoprotectyourself 
and your paruier from negative consequences. It is not surprising then that even if we are sexually active, 
we may not always be sexually healtJ1y. 

In addition to not being encouraged to eqjoy our sexuality, as South Asian women, we are not 
encouraged to understand and explore our bodies. Consequently, we do not always understand what is 
happening to them. Women's bodies are constantly changing and going tJ1rough cycles, and need on going 
monitoring. Many South Asian women are able to distinguish normal vaginal discharge from infection or 
can self-examine tJ1eir breasts. At tJ1e same time, many of us do not go for basic gyenaeccological care and 
screening. 

South Asian women arc often valued by the number of children we have, especially boy children. It's 
difficult formanyof us to exercise reproductive choice, in termsofnumbersof children, spacing between 
children,ordecidingwhen childbearing is completed. Manyofthesedecisionsare made by husbands and 
families, and are often dependent on the sex of the children we bear. The practice of sex-selected abortion 
and female infanticide is practiced in South Asia as in otherpartsoftJ1eworld, and also exists in tJ1ediaspora, 
where some hospitals now refuse to reveal the sex of tJ1e fetus to tJ1e parents. 

TI1e assumption tJiat worn en 's sexuality is only rel a led to reproduction logically translates into a lack 
ofinfonnation about sexually transmitted diseases (STDs). Young unmarried women are not encouraged 
to talk abou t STDs, because they are evidence of premarital sexual activity. An Indian female doctor in 
Kenya stated that married Asian women have no where to turn if tJ1eir husbands infect them with Sills 
contracted from extra-marital relationships. Often, husbands will get cured confidentially bya male doctor, 
and not inform their wives that tJ1eycontracted an infection. 6 WitJ10ut regular screening and information 
on STDs, women are often unawareofSTDs un ti! it is too late. Most Sills are asymptomatic in women and 
are not detected until the infection worsens and causes debilitating pain. The result is often infertility 
and even deatJi. Stigmatization prevents what could be life-saving conversations about Sills. Once women 
find tJ1emselves infected, tJ1ere are often few services or support systems tJiat tJ1ey can access. The denial 
ofSoutJ1 Asian communities around the issue of AIDS is only exacerbating the isolation that women with 
STDsfeel. 7 
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Male Behavior and Violence 
Ironically, while South Asian girls and women are not expected to control our own sexuality, we are 

expected to control male sexual behavior. We become normatively responsible for the interactions between 
ourselves and boys and men. This is well illustrated by boys in a focus group discussion in Bombay, who 
identified "good" girls as those who ignored boys when t11ey whistled at them, and "bad" girls as those 
who "tun1ed and smiled."8 However, because of the imbalance in power between the genders, we are not 
able to control male behavior. Thus, male behavior is an increasingly hazardous health risk for women all 
overtheworld. ll1is is especially true in tennsof infection , because theonlytool women really have to protect 
themselves from STDs, including HIV, is one t!1at men control- the male condom. 

A study on tl1e sexual behavior of urban, educated, Indian men showed that witl1in the silent context 
of sexuality, men were using their powerto tl1e full by en gaging in high risk sexual behaviors.9 Outofover 
1000 respondents to a survey in the study, 36.6% of tl1e men (both married and unmarried) reported a 
homosexual relationship. Out of these, only a fifth reported having used a condom. Similarly, between 15-
20% oftl1e men responding to t11e survey reported having anal sex witl1 a woman, including their wives. While 
about50% of the men identified condoms as tl1eirchosen contraceptive method, it is not clear how often 
they used condoms during anal sex wi tl1 women, or whether tJ1ey viewed condoms as a form of protection 
against infection. It is notewortJ1y that tJ1e incidence of STDsamong unmarried respondents was far lower 
tJ1an tliatof tJ1eirmarried counterparts, at 5.6% compared to9%.111esemale behaviors inevitably become 
reflected in tJ1e healtJ1 of women who are unable to protect themselves or are not in tJ1e position to insist 
tJiat men use condoms and protect them. 

AnotJ1eraspect of male behavior tJ1at places women's reproductive health and choice at risk isgender
based (often sexual) violence. Violence against women, in tl1e form of rape, sexual abuse and physical assault 
affectsourability to protect ourselves from unwanted pregnancy and infection, including AIDS. Even when 
violence is not actually used, the specter of violence against women can create an atrnosphereoffearand 
acquiescence to male decision-making\\~tJ1 regard to sexual and reproductive behavior. Family planning 
service providers "note that these interpersonal barriers to women's reproductive autonomy can be as 
significant as governmen t policies, if not more so. "10 

A recent government survey in India found that an Indian woman is molested every 26 minutes, raped 
every 54 minutes, and abducted every 43 minutes. Everyone hour and 42 minutes, anewlymarried woman 
is bu med to deatl1 because she did not give enough dowry to her husband. 11 This logically occurs in a culture 
witJ1 a film industrytJiatglorifies rape and violence against women.12 ll1ecultureofviolence and fear exists 
in tJ1ediaspora, as reflected bytJ1e largenumberofSoutJ1Asian women'sadvocacy groupsinNortJ1America 
and Europe tJiat addresses tJ1e issue of violence against women. 13 In addition to having a direct effect on 
tJ1e physical and emotional heal th of women, this intimidation prevents us from taking control over our 
sexuality and health. 

Anot11er form of patriarchal violence manifests itself in tJ1e fonn of genital mutilation, which is practiced 
in a fewSoutJ1 Asian communities. For example, the Daudi Bohra community, an IsmailiShia sect, which 
exists primarily in India, Pakistan and East Africa practices 'sunna' or female circumcision, in which the 
tip of tJ1e clitoris is removed . In a group discussion of50 Dau di Bohra women in Bombay, tJ1e main reasons 
for 'sunna' included: was the parents ' obligation to do it; it isa traditional community custom; and to control 
a girl's sexuality. Female genital mutilation is rapidly gaining more attention worldwide asa public health 
and human rights issue. Women's healtJ1 advocates, human rights organizations and others are calling 
attention to tJ1e i1tjusticeof sexual control, the violence and tJ1ehealt11 consequences, botJ1 immediate and 
ongoing, off em ale genital mutilation. 

ll1e denial of sexuality outside of controlled reproduction, translates logically into a denial of 
homosexuality in South Asian communities. The growing voices ofSoutJ1 Asian lesbians and gays have 
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challenged t11e need to maintain the heterosexual status quo, family structures and current sexual privileges 
and behavior patterns in our communities.15 However, we still have to grapple wiili ilie gay and lesbian 
bashing tlrntgoeson in ourcommunities, t11e forced marriages which so often end in suicide, and the denial 
that prevents gays and lesbians from receiving t11e kind of recognition, seJ><ices and support iliey need to 
ensure t11eir reproductive and sexual heal t11 . 

Conclusion 
While t11is article does not attempt to be comphrehensive, it has tried to illustrate ilie relationship 

between sexuality, reproductive health and choice. There are both health consequences and possibilities 
related to sexuality, and for too long, Sout11 Asian women have suffered t11e healili consequences. Silences 
and stereotypes, a negativeviewoffemalesexuality, and t11e lackofresourcesand support iliataccompany 
our sexual development have prevented women from protecting ourselves against ilie real healili dangers 
associated wit11 our sexualities. 

It is time t11at we explore t11e possibilities and th e pleasures. We are being deprived of a powerful and 
empowering aspect of our lives, and t11e possibility t11at "the erotic offers a well of replenishing and 
provocative force to the woman who does not fear its revelation ."16 The controls iliat our various 
communities insist upon are testimony to t11e power of our sexuality, once it is in our control. We have to 
make it our own, and ultimately engage our communities in our liberation 

Identifying and challenging the extemai controls on our sexuality is an important step towards 
controlling and e1~oying our sexuality. In so doing, we are in a better position to ensure our reproductive 
and sexual healtli. As Sout11 Asian women all over t11e world , our task is huge. We face t11e sexism, racism, 
and homophobia in ourcommunities, and in a broader world tlrnt harbors its own violence and prejudice 
against us. 

We need to shatter t11e silence and stereotypes, create t11e support and seJ><ices we need, and share our 
experiences. We need to speak out and celebrate our sexuality! 
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I Article 
Toronto 

A Woman of Colour's Perspective 

on the Human Genome Project: 

Control by Another Name Smells No Sweeter. 
by /\nn Phillips 

The Human Genome Project represents yet 
another in a long line of scientific endeavm-1 rs 
and technological fixes from which the per
spectives and concen1s of women of colour have 
been excluded. The Human Genome Project, 
particularly when associated with genetic engi
neering and reproductive technology, has the 
potential for sanctioning more refined meth
ods of discrimination against and greater con
trol over our lives, the lives of our children and 
of our communities. We, as women of colour, 
have been excluded from the practise ofWest
em Science and have not been involved in any 
meaniful way, or at any significant level, in the 
detem1ination of the priorities or the direction 
of scientific research. However, science and 
tJ1e scientific model have become the domi
nant paradigm of the 20th centu1yand remain 
hegemonic as we head into the 2lstcentmy, we 
must therefore ensure that we are no longer 
shutout of the debate. 

Our voices must be raised loudly and clearly 
articulating our concen1s about the ways in 
which the directions and priorities chosen by 
tJ1e dominantly white male scientific establish-
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ment have impacted, are impacting and will 
impact upon our lives. This article is my fledg
ling attempt to articulate my critique as a black 
woman, and ex-molecular geneticist, of the 
Human Genome Project and the genetic and 
reproductive technologies to which itis/ can be 
allied, from the perspective of race and class, 
and how they affect our reproductive rights and 
options and human rightsas women of colour. 

"7hatexactlyisthe1Iurnan 
Genome Project? 

It is, in tl1e words of the National Centre for 
Human Genome Research (1990) 

"an international research initiative to 
produce detailed biological maps of each 
of the 24 different human chromosomes, and 
if improved technology pennits, to detennine 
the order oft he 3 billion nucleotide subunits 
that make up the human gemone .... Scientists 
refer to all the DNA--the hereditary 
1110/ecule--in the cells of an organism as its 
genome. 

23 



In ot11er words, it is a very expensive scien
tific undertaking, an estimated fifteen year 
project costing in t11e range oftlu-ee billion US 
dollar, to analyze and characterize the heredi
tary 'blueprint' of the human race. There are 
two levels of infonnation which t11e Human 
Genome Project proposes to detennine: t11e 
first is a se1ies of evenly spaced markers or 
signposts along t11e length of the 24 chromo
somes into which our genome is packaged, tlie 
second is t11e order or sequence of the 3 billion 
units t11at make up t11e genome. 

According to tlie National Centre for Hu
man Genome Research 

"(t)he informatio11 that will be obtained 
from the Human Gemone Project .. will 
increase many/old our understanding of 
the genetic aspects of human health and 
disease. That understanding will eventually 
provide insights into the preve11tion and 
treatment of many human diseases - not on~v 
the 3,000 known inherited disorders, but 
also those that result from interactions 
among genes, environments, and 
behaviour. " 

These words seem benign and innocuous at 
worst and potentially a great bonus to mankind 
at best, so why do they scare mea5a black woman 
and ex-molecular geneticist? 

These words to me are t11e facade upon 
which the Human Genome Project ha5 been 
built and is being sold to us - as benevolent 
scientists doing a service fora II mankind, in fact 
providing us with reproductive choices and 
options as 'prevention of genetic diseases' is 
often presented. But is this really true? Are 
scienti5ts really participating in this billion dollar 
high-tech project in order to provide us with 
reproductive choices? 

The Human Genome Project has become 
t11e "Holy Grail of modem genetics" accord
ing to Suzuki and KnudL5on ( 1988) .1 t claims to 
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provide a better understanding of human ge
netics especially regarding genetic disease and 
greater knowledge about human evolution. It 
will also provide improved technical skills, more 
sophisticated technology (and the economic 
benefitsforsome t11atgoesalongwith this) and 
more importantly, scientific prestige (i.e. poten

tial Nobel prizes). 

IVF, Genetics & Eugenics 

There are ve1y interesting parallels between 
Human Genome Research and In Vitro Fertili
zation research. As Patricia Spallone (1989) 
notes many !VF researchers state t11at t11eir 
research will allow a better understanding of 
human embryology and human development 
(at the expense of women's bodies and our 
reproductive 1·ights). The scientific prestige, 
improved technical skills, more sophisticated 
technology and tlie accompanying economic 
benefits which are also a part of the package are 
only a coincidental byproduct. Like much sci-
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entific research, bodi human genome and IVF 
research are about power, money and who has 
the right to knowledge and to define what is 
knowledge. These are goals and priorities 
which we as feminists of colour must expose 
and question. 

Even taking dwse innocuous words at face 
value still instills a certain level of doubt in my 
mind because my beliefin the neutrality of the 
genet.ics community is clouded by my knowl
edge of its histo1y. Genetics has the same 
ances1rnl roots as eugenics which does not have 
a positive history in relations to people of col
our. Eugenics is defined in die dictiona1yas 1.he 
science of improving the physical and mental 
qualities of human beings through the control 
of the factors influencing heredity. It has also 
been described as the science of selective breed
ing. Although diere is widespread knowledge 
of the 'abuses' I extremes of eugenics con
nected with the racial pu1ification programmes 
in Nazi Gennany, the eugenics measures com
monplace in Canada, the U.S., England and 
Europe at die same time and continuing in 
some cases into die l 950's and l 960's, are less 
well known. 

Eugenics, which is based theoretically on 
fundamentally discriminato1y p1inciples and 
in practise fundamentally racist principles, also 
incorporates the idea that some women should 
(and are morally obliged to) be mothers and 
others should not. Again, dividing categoriz
ing and pitting women against one another 
introducing the age old good woman/ bad 
.woman dichotomy in die fonn of good mother/ 
bad mother. The good mothers are generally 
uppermiddle class, white, by definition hetero
sexual, able bodied and in stable preferably 
manied relationships (after all who gets to 
define what die 'superior' physical and mental 
characteristics are but the white male sden tific 
establishment, who histo1y has shown, defines 
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perfection in d1eir image and likeness). By 
contrast, woman who are black., poor, disable, 
lesbian or single are considered unsuitable 
mod1ers. It is our right to reproduce, as women 
of colour and poorwomen, thatare taken away 
while at d1e same rime 'able gened' white women 
have d1eir rights to not reproduce restricted or 
as in Nazi Germany, eliminated. Eugenics se
verely limits our reproductive choices and op
tions as women be we women of colour or not. 

The ties between modem genetics and eu
genics are still strong as d1e history of genetic 
screening for people carrying the gene for 
sickle cell anaemia points out. Sickle cell anae
mia and haemophilia are bod1 hereditary blood 
disorders wid1 very similar severity for d1e af
fected individuals ranging from mild to se
verelydebilitating. However, sickle cell anaemia 
occurs most frequently in the black and Medi
ten<rnean population while haemophilia oc
curs in die B1itish Royal family, and in peoples 
ofEuropean descent, bu ta ta similar frequency 
as sickle cell in blacks. 

The history ofscreeningfor carriers of sickle 
cell disease in d1e US is d1e history of racism. 
Once it became possible to do testing for cani
ers of sickle cell anaemia in the early l 970's, 
being a sickle cell carrier, rad1er d1an providing 
the peoplewidi reproductive choices (whether 
or not to have children, or whether to have 
prenatal so-eening of all pregnancies which is 
d1e reason geneticists give for identifying carri
ers) Being a carrier became sufficient reason 
for insurance companies to disqualify individu
als (both males and females) from holding 
policies. This was done as a matter of routine 
practise. Some states made screening compul
sory and employers and heald1 insurance also 
used d1e results as grounds for discriminating 
against potential candidates. The same dis
crimination was never seen for haemophilia 
carriers (Birke et al, 1988). Haemophilia, be-
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cause it is a sex-linked disease is ca1Tied exclu
sively by women, but mainly by white women. 
Even today, while much money is poured into 
research for haemophilia, funding for sickle 
cell anaemia research, screening and treat
ment is minimal 

Question of "Mis-Using" Genetic 
Information 

Of course, many geneticists will claim that 
tJ1ey are in no way responsible for the ways in 
which genetic infonnation is misused. In fact, 
tJ1is excuse is still being used while discrimina
tion based on genetic constitution continues. 
In the United States there are reports tJ1at 
women have been threatened with the cancel
lation of tJ1eir medical insurance policies if 
they do not 'tenninate' pregnancies diagnosed 
to be affected witJ1 a genetic disease, and insur
ance companies which refuse to insure in fan ts 
diagnosed to cany a genetic disease which will 
only affect the child in adulthood. Is this pro
viding women, much less women of colour, with 
1·eprod11ctive choices? 

The Human Genome Project is likely to 
provide material for increasing rather than 
decreasing genetic discrimination. The latest 
trend has been to detennine genes that confer 
'susceptibility' to diseases such as heart dis
ease, hype1i:ension and cancer, which have both 
a genetic and an environmental component. 
This permits, even sanctions, the 'blaming of 
tJ1e victim' by putting the responsibility on tJ1e 
individual to be aware of the diseases tJ1ey are 
susceptible to and avoid the envirnnments which 
may be conducive to the devdopmen t of those 
diseases. 

How soon will it be before susceptibility to 
drugabuse, alcoholism, suicide, the things that 
young people in our communities are at risk 
for, become 'gene6cized' and can be screened 
for and eliminated before birth. This becomes 
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yetanotJ1er means to bypass tJie need to address 
tJ1e social and environmental causes of high 
levels of drug abuse in poor black communities, 
suicide in native communities and alcoholism 
in many communities of colour. 

At tJ1e same time, ratJier tJ1an change tJie 
working environments to make tJiem safer for 
all individuals, companies can continue to 
operate witJ1 unsafe conditions but screen out 
the individuals with 'unsuitable' genetic 
makeups. As all individuals carry genes for 
susceptibility to sometJ1ing, some questions 
need to be asked about who will decide which 
susceptibilities will be screened for. Will rich 
white men with a susceptibility for 'megaloma
nia' be barred from taking positions as CE Os of 
multinational co-operations, or will poor black 
women be forced out oftJ1eirjobs in chemical 
companies tJiat are unwilling to implement 
workplace healtJ1 and safety policies, because 
tJ1ey cany a gene for susceptibility to breast 
cancer? 

Who defines what is ill-health and 
what is normal? 

While it has been argued tJ1at tJ1ere is a 
genetic basis for poverty and tJ1is has been tJ1e 
grounds on which population control pro
grammes have been implemented upon women 
of colour, tJ1ere have been no criticisms or even 
discussion of the possible genetic tendencies 
towards excessive accumulation ofwealtJ1. If 
wealth accumulation was defined as a genetic 
disease, genetic screening programmes, or even 
population control policies aimed towards such 
'wealth accumulators' would go a long way to
wards ensu1i11g redistribution ofwealtJ1. 

The Human Genome Project, no less tJ1an 
the example of 'wealtJ1 accumulators', tends 
towards the geneticization, biologization, 
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scienriza tion oflife. The notion ofa biologically 
detennined race and biologically d e tennin ed 
gender roles have been highly criticized. How
ever, the credence and impo rtan ce given to the 
I luman Genome Project k:11ds support for the 
'biology is destiny' arguments which have been 
used as the foundation of discrimina tion aga inst 
women and people of colour. 

The technologies deve lo ped as a result of 
the Human Genome Project will make all fonns 
of genetic scree ning "easier, fast e r and 
cheaper". This will make it easier , faster and 
cheaper to provide the information about th e 
sex of an unbon1 child that many commercial 
laboratories are ti)'ing to marke t to Sou th Asian 
comm1111itieson th e pretextthatitis 'cult111~1lly 
acceptable' for them to selectively a bort female 
fetuses. It will push the screening imperative 
even furth e r, more a nd more h ea lth ca re re
sources will be spent on screening a larger a nd 
larger number of people for more and more 
diseases/ disorders, while funds for providing 
basic hea lth care such as safe and effec tive 
contraceptives and for screening for preve nt-
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able diseases such as chlamydia will not be 
conside red a priorit)' and will decrease. 

About Scientific Reproductionism 
According to d1 e 'logic of technology' what 

can be done will be done- d1e more genetic 
disorde rs that can be screenedford1emore d1at 
will be sc reen ed for. Doctors will be considered 
iITesponsible if they do not offer women the 
repertoire of all possible screenable diseases. 
So while basic h ea ld1 care will dete1iorate for 
many women due to d ecreasing funding, d1ose 
women who have access to genetic screening 
will be fa ced with ever increasing choices about 
which wanted pregnancies to tenninate. 

The Human Genome Project is fundamen
tallyaboutscientific reductionism, about divid
ing us, as human be ings, up into ever smaller 
bits, finally into the sequences of our genomes, 
and assuming that from d1atsequence it would 
be possible to understand us. This type of scien
tific reductionism is fundamentally against the 
principles of interconnection and wholeness 
which have been so much a partofourcommu-
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nities and our lives for generations. We are not 
the sum of the collection of genes we cany. Our 
genes do not ultimately determine who we are 
and what our capabilities are in the absence of 
social and environmental factors. We need to 
be very Ct"itical of the Human Genome Prnject 
as it reduces us as human b<.:ings to the sum of 
the sequence of our DNA and it pretends that 
an understanding of that sequence will lead to 
an understanding of ourselves as human be
ings. This is a ve1y e1Toneous path upon which 
to travel, and can only lead to and support the 
ideology of control which perm<.:atcs this whit<.: 
male-dominated, patriarchal, capitalistsociety 
in which we live. 

Underlying the notion of 
deten11i11i11g tJ1e sequence 
of the human genome and 
tJ1is leading to an in creased 
ability to ' u11cl<.:rsta11d ' the 
human biology/ genetics 
and identify and prevent or 
co1Tect genetic disease, is 
the notion of power through 
contsol. Deeply embedded 
in tJ1e ideology of the Hu
man Genome Project is the 
beatification of tJ1e notion 
of domination, the ideal of 
contTol ofn.ature and oflife. 
The Human G<.:nome Project pr<.:tends to pre
dictthe unpredictable,seek'S through our genes 
to dctennine who we arc or will he. It lays tJ1e 
responsibility for eve1ythi11g on our individual 
genetic constitution, not 011 social conditions. 

Whereas it is pa1tJy possible to go in the othe1· 
direction, by who we are to dctem1ine our genes, 
it is not and never will be possible to determine 
who we are or what we will he by analyzing the 
sequence of bases th;1t make up our genetic 
code. This would be to negate the importance, 
tJ1e impacrofthe interaction he tween the basic 
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elements witJ1in tJ1at sequence and as well the 
interaction between and connection to tJ1e in
te111al cellular environment and tJ1e external 
social and physical environments. These are all 
elements tJ1at no amount of DNA sequencing 
can determine. 

Vast sums of money are being poured into 
the Human Genome Project which could be 
better spent dealing with social and environ
mental problems, providing education, food 
and housing for marginalized peoples. While 
the Human Genome Project is in tJ1eory an 
'international' co-operative effort, the benefits 
of this effort will really only be felt in tJ1e North 
where money is available to afford tJ1ese tech-

nologies. The Human 
Genome Project b1ings an 
added dimension to tJ1e qual
ity control we have seen in 
tJ1e name of population con
trol for tJ1e poor women of 
colour of the SoutJ1 and tJ1e 
infertility 'treatment' in tJ1e 
fonn of new reproductive 
technologies for tJ1e more 
affluent, mainly white 
women of the North. The 
combination of IVF and 
'genome' screening of em-
b1yos fertilized in vitro, in tJ1e 

post-Human Genome Project world, will make 
the task of eugenicists infinitely simpler. 

If funds were being allocated at tJ1e global 
level based 011 tJ1e proportions of deatJ1s tJrnt 
could be prevented, tJ1e funds being spent on 
the Human Genome Project should be spent 
on identifying tJ1e signposts for and exposing 
th e blueprints of tJ1e military industJial com
plex which has been responsible for more deatJ1s 
any, probably all, genetic diseases. 

The i11Ct"easi11g tendency to medicalize, 
biologize and geneticize problems, many of 
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which have significant social and environ men
tal factors, is resulting in a n ino·easing misdi
rection of global resources tow.uds factors which 
will ultimately limit our reproductive choices 
and not expand them. We must be eve1·vigile11t 
and shout ve1y loudly lest the scientific indus
llial complex, piloted by the white pau-iarchal 
capitalist ideology, ambush us as we sleep. All 
peoples of colour still suffer the after effects of 
the 500 years of contact with the patriarchal 
European cullllre. However as a black women, 
because of our involvement in the ins ti tu ti on of 
slavery, I have a very clear unde rstanding of the 
effect of colonialism on our reproductive rights. 
Let us not become slaves once more, t11is time 
in a Brave New v\lorld, in the name of scientific 
and genetic reduction ism as the la test forms of 
colonialism and industr ia lizatio n . 
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• Article 
Toronto 

Raising Some Concerns 

About the Business of Contraception 

by DhoolckCI SC1ehC1di 

The goal of a business co1poralio11 is to make a profit, .. the only goal of a business corporation 
is to make a profit, .. more ful~y,the only goal of a business corporation is to make the maximum 
possible profit ... Completely, the only go(ll of a business co1poration is to make the 111aximum 
possible profit over a long period (emphasis in original Cook 1966:93). 

Profit maximization is the o nly goa l of pharmaceutical companies. Increasi..ng profits through 
the exploration of n ew markets dcspile heald1 complications, is the goal of tl1ose in the business 
of contraceptjves. In order Lo achieve this, drug companies often dump on Third world ma rkets. 
Dumping is the process of unloading products onto tl1e Third world, "tl1e practice involves 
exporting goods which have e ither been ( 1) banned or (2) not approved for sale in tl1e United 
States" (Simon and Ei tzen El82 : 136). 

Em111ples of the blatant disregard/or wo111e11 's health by multinationals who dump are: the sale 
of expired oral contraceptives; !he sale of the Dalko11 Shield and other IUDs. "After the Dalkon 
Shield intrauterine device killed at least J 7 women in the United States, the manufacturer 
withdrew it from the domestic market. it was sold overseas after the American recall and is 
still in common use in some countries. " (.C:,'i111 on and Eitzen J 982: 156). 

The sale ofDepo-Provera a nd Norigcst, i1tj ecta ble contrnceptjves that are not approved for use 
in the USA 

"Depo-Provera, an injectable contraceptive banned f or such use in the United States because 
it caused malignant tumours in beagles and 111onkeys, is sold by the Upjohn Co. in 70 other 
countries, where it is widely used in U.S. sponsored population control programs." (Simon and 
Eitzen 1982:156). 
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The negligence of women's health by the contraceptive industry moves corporate dumping 
beyond tJ1e business realm and into international polices and politics. 

In tJ1is frame, tJ1e goal of profit maximization is not tJ1e only issue involved in corporate 
dumping. The dynamic is intertwined witJ1 a pletJ10ra of issues evoking tJ1e global 'fight' to 
maintain control over women's bodies. 

There isan extreme e mphasis placed on birtJ1 control by many governments and assistance/ 
developmental agencies. From a peripheral (Peripheral in tJ1e Wallersteinian sense, see 
Wallerstein, 1974.) government perspective, control of population size is essential to economic 
development. The assumed logic is that the periphe1y cannot change its relative status if birth 
rates continue to increase. Thus the belief that economic development will result if fertility is 
controlled. Fertility is unsuprisingly controlled tJ1rough women. Hence, any efforts to decrease 
population size (even tJ1e most hannful) are assumed to be conducive to national development 
goals. Resulting health problems for women are veiled in tJ1e name of family planning and 
economic development. Thus, resu·icting access to safer contraception on tJ1e basis ofhealtJ1 
effects on women becomes counter-productive to national su-ategyand development. Women's 
healtJ1, becomes secondary to the reproductive issue. 

Assistance agencies also emphasize the need of population conu·ol in many of tJ1eir programs. 
The disu·ibulion of contrnceptives by international population agencies is widespread. It is found, 
for example in: International Planned Parenthood Federation; Population Council; Population 
Se1vices International; lJ nited Nations Fund for Population; Ford and Rockefeller Foundations; 
United States Agency of lntcrnational Development(lJSAID); and aid programs of otJ1er 
countries such as the Swedish International Development AutJ10rity (SIDA) (Marieskind 
1980:268). 

lnfonning this assistance policy rhetoric, is tJ1e assumption tJ1at con trolling birtJ1 rates through 
any contrnceptive means will create 'development'. "[A]nticonception propaganda," tJ1is is a 
translation of the phrase "un propagandc anticoncept:ionelle" (from Courde Cassation, Chambre 
Criminelle,Crim. Dec. 10, 1925. D.P. 1926.1 .97.France.) in tJ1e name of population control is the 
'raison d 'eu·e' of international developmentagencies. The policies oftJ1e AID agencies is to open 
ma1·kets for the corporntions. 

There have bee11 incide11ts where corporate d11111ping was aided by govern111ent policy [of the 
industrialized world] .... the population office of the Agency forlnternational Development 
(AID[ USA}) purchased/or distribution i11 the Third World hundreds of. .. cartons of unsterilized 
Dalko11 Shields. The birth co11trol device, which causes uterine infections, blood poisoning, 
spontaneous abortio11 in preg11a11t wo111en a11d pe1foratio11 of the uterus was sold to AID at 48% 
discount because of its u11sterile co11ditio11 (Elu·enriech 1979:28). 

It is clear that developmental agencies, counter to their stated objectives, perpetuate tJ1e 
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exploitation of Third World, directly hanning the healtl1 of women. Surely tl1is is no news. What 
is most interesting, however, is the role tha tcorporntions play in tl1is economic and political drama. 

The assumed economic benefits ofa decreased birth rate have enticed tl1e Third World market 
to continue the exploitation of women through contraceptives. The primacy of controlling birms 
is founded in capita list development hisl01y. In tl1e West, for example, decreasing birm rates 
accompanied the i-ise in tl1e gross national product of many counu·ies. However, tl1e fact tl1at 
perhaps birthrates histol"ically fell during industrialization because of (and not as a condition to) 
an increased standard of living, is somehow seconda1y. Decreased birtl1 rate is interpreted as a 
cause, not as an indication of development. As a cause, it becomes a goal in itself. As a goal, tl1e 
hamuul effects for women are tied to national development. 

Hannful contraceptives are allowed for anotl1er reason also: 
In developing countries, where marernal mortality may exceed 1,000 deaths per 100,000 live 
births, the hazard to life for young women may be hundreds of times greater from unwanted 
pregnancy than from use of oral conrraceptives - (Ravenholt, Piotrow, and Spiedel 1970:945). 

The health risks involved in oral contraceptive consumption are not denied, but constructed 
as less fatal than "the number of deaths and health hazards resulting from unwanted pregnancy" 
(Stepan and Kellogg 1974: 20). This attitude results ina balancing of the "cons" where the respect 
fora woman's life and health are ignored. In other instances, tl1e h ealtl1 risks are seen asa minor 
side effect as compared to the benefits of" the pill". This philosophy is not resuicted to tl1e Third 
World 

It would be irrational to emphasize rare, serious complications and possible, but largely 
unproven, dangers to which only a few [women} might be exposed, and to neglect the enormous 
and socio-economic benefit which oral contraceptives have confined upon millions of people 
(Canadian Food and Drug Directorate- 1970: I) . 

To whom is this socio-economic benefit refe1Ting? Which people? The men? The corporate 
companies? The shareholders? 

The above quotation shows that the side effectsa1·e a marginal consideration in the first world. 
This attitude is exported to tl1 e Third World. The benefits are exported with deleterious effects 
conurnmicated through foreign language packaging. Many counu·ies do not even require medical 
check-ups nor prescriptions to obtain "tl1e pill". (See, for example, Marieskind 1980; Stepan and 
Kellogg 1974; Yanosh.ik and N01isigan J 98<J). It is precisely the persistent denial of tl1e harm ofbirm 
control devices and the emphasis on its supposed necessity to 'development' tl1at has led to tl1e 
acceptance of many fonns of birth conu·ol despite their often known deleterious healtll effects, 
to be dumped on the Third World women. 

Phannaceut.ical companies realize that tl1is generated need for conu-aception exists in tl1e 
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Third World a nd are ready to supply tl1ese countries (eitl1er directly or indirectly through 
agencies) with contraception. As this demand for contraception exists, so too does d1epotentiality 
to increase profit. 

Manufacturers of oral contraceptives have ... turned to the Third World as their growth 
market.Most Third World countries continue to provide little or no infonnation on possible side 
effects . . . . Clearly, the goals of population control supersede the health concerns of Third World 
women (Yanoshik and Norisigan 1989:76). 
The multinationals also deal directly witJ1 international assistance agencies in order to gain 

global control. The side effects of contraceptive devices are often unknown or down played by 
corporations and Third World governments. 

In Latin American countries . .. [oral contraceptives marketed by Searle, Johnson and Johnson, 
Warner-Lambert and American Home Products} are openly recommended for contraception and 
also for the control of premenstrual tension, menstrual pain, problems of menopause ... 
[Moreove1j the risk of thromboe111bolic changes [blood clot risk} is ignored (Subcommittee on 
Monopoly 1976: 15363-4). 
Product knowledge a nd awareness that is essential to proper adminisu-ation of conuaceptives, 

is withheld and profits are furthered by the application of birth control upon women for various 
purposes. 

The compounded health problems of Third World women are tl1e direct result of corporate 
dumping. The marketplace is created by both tJ1e 'advancement efforts' ofThird World govern
ments and inten1ational 'developmental' agencies. The development agencies create a conua
ception market into which assistance/ development monies are concenu-ated. The lucrative gains 
that are generated by through a criminal neglect of women's bodies by botJ1 Third World 
goven1ments and developmental agencies arc indeed vc1y promising for big business. 

Dhooleka Sarhadi is a graduate student in Social Anthropology at York University. She studies 
issues affecting South Asian fouth in Toronto. Now that her courses are over, she is looking 
forward to more involvement with Diva. 
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• Poet 

Toronto 

~E!VOCIOE 

egos swollen with illusions 
peacocks under delusions 
they stride the world 
and particular nations 

false gods by self appoinhnent 
misogynistic men with murderous intent 
motivated by ignorance, they force judgement 
on mothers with fetus pregnant 

a male child should they detect 
survival is the unanimous verdict. 
should nature decide it's a female fetus 
a gender misfortune, such is her status 

alas! without heavenly intervention 
mother is bombarded with intimidation 
developing girl is condemned to extinction 
the final action, a shredding by suction 
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by Sheila Ramdass 

impaired vision looking at future 
humans tinker with mother nature 
misguided persons alias female killers 
collude with nurturers turned destroyers. 

blind subservience to chauvinistic husbands 
they accept verdict of the fathers 
then brainwashed women, manipulated mothers 
abort their innocent daughters 

but justice will manifest in the future 
as genocide • of race and culture. 
the tragic destruction of little daughters 
will create scarcity of culture perpetuators 

males will be restricted in breeding 
with shortage of females for matings 
heritage compromise will take place 
the other the victim will be race. 
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• Article 
New York, U.S.A. 

Your Body is a Battleground: 

Women's Health Care Reform 

for the 90's 

While the last yea r was fill ed with politjcia ns' 
promises to change the Ame1ican politjca l la nd
scape, for American women seeking safe, l eg~1l 

reproductjve h ealth care, the govenrn1ent.and 
the justice systems were co mmiu:ed to u1n1ing 
back tJ1e clock. 1992 looked uncannily like 
1952. On the twe ntie tJ1 anniversa1y of Roe V. 
Wade, stating tha t abo rtjo n was a private matte r 
between a woma n a nd h e1· docto1·and g11a ran
teed women lega l access to abort.ion, th e Su
preme Court balked a t upho lding Roe as a 
federally e nforceable precedent a nd ruled 
instead tJ1at individua l states co uld set their 
own guidelines for access to abortion. 

WitJ10ut crimina lizing a bo rtio n , the Su
preme Court gave individual sta tes the legal 
authority to make it as difficult as possible for 
women and minors (a ltho ugh these two catego
ries are o fte n conflated by some municipa li
ties) to seek re prod uctjve h ealth ca re. The 
strnc tures placed on women range from obliga
tory pare ntal consen tfor minors, the husband's 
consent for maJTied wome n , and / or a manda
to1y 24 hour wa itjng pe riod aft.er co unselling. 

These restrictive guide lin es have been es
pec ially d evast;iting fo r low-in co me women liv-
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ing in rural areas who often must travel great 
dista n ces to seek re productjve health care. Far 
more damaging to inne r-city women was Title 
X, the "gag-rule" passed by President Bush, 
which a llowed only medica l doctors to discuss 
abo rtjon witJ1 wome n . The bulk of women's 
h ealth ca re providers, registe red nurses, mid
wives, and tra ined counsellors, were unde r tJ1is 
order, prohibited from discussing a bortion in 
fed era lly fund ed clinics. 

WitJ1in days of his inauguration , however, 
President Clinton, signed six amendments 
which n ot only overturned the "gag-rule", but 
also fr ee d f e tal tis su e research and 
decriminalized tJ1 e imponation of RU 486 by 
individua ls. Pro-ch oice activists certainly can 
feel h ea rte n ed tJ1at tJ1 ey have an ally in tJ1e 
White House, but tJ1e war around tJ1e issue of 
reproductive healtJ1 ca re is far from won. While 
our e ne rgies should continue to be direc ted 
towards gaining legisla tive support for a wom
an's right to reproductive self-de termination, 
as ac tivists and h ealth care workers, it is crucia l 
for us to consider tJ1e struggles for adequate 
and a ffordable h ealth care as part of o tl1er 
su·uggles being consu·ucted simultaneously 
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around the issues of race, class, gende r, and 
sexuality. 

When he a ppeared on the "Lan)' King Show" 
prior to the 1992 election, Dan Qualyle was 
asked what his response would be to his tee n
age daughte r if she were pregn ant. Surpris
ingly, for both Quayle's supporte rs a nd 
opponents, h e stated t11athe wo uld support h er 
chioce. While it is amusing to think of Quayle 
as a pro-chioce advocate, his os te nsibly conu-a
dicto1)' a nswer re presets, rnther, tJ1 e Reagan/ 
Bush administTation 's inequita ble und e rstand
ing of who, which class and which race, should 
have access to n ecessat)' hea lth care. Finan
cially unencumbered in seeking re productive 
h ealth care fro m a private physicia n , Q uayle's 
daughter, in such a hypotJ1e tica lscenario, wou ld 
indeed have a choice. 

T h e policies of the Bush / Reaga n admin
istration, 1 however, were intended to impact 
ptima1ily low-u1come, women of co lo111-, who do 
not have the option of going to a p1iva te physi
cian for medical se1vices, but must rely on fed
era lly subsidized clinics and hospitals . 

Women' Health Care Then and Now 
Ifwe are to address effective ly the h ealth ca re 

needs ofwolllen we mustask forlllore 1·esearch 
and greater access to reproductive h ea Ith ca re, 
a long with the demand that health ca re be 
administe red o n an equita ble level, with atten
tion to tJ1 e class, race, and gender biases which 
have constituted the gynecologist-patient re la
tionship for over a cen tmy 

As an e llle rgent discipline in th e the late 
1800s, gynecology was the contested te1nin 
between "scie n ce's new and u11 easy lllen," he r 
physicians, and the "iITegu lars," who had his
torically se1ved wo me n 's needs, mostly folk
practitioners a nd midwives, bu talso charlatans 
and quacks. 2 The newly fanned American 
Medical Associa tion with the help of th e Ro-
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man Catlwlic Church and many Protestant 
clergy, conducted a successful lobbying cam
paign to make abortion illegal for t11e first 
time u1 the United States. This move not only 
worked to boost the ir low professional status 
a nd public reputation but also to stop ilie 
declining birth-rate among middle-class 
women in t11e late 1800s. 

They desperately needed some 
reassurance that their claims to be men 
of science were legitimate. Some sought 
through the develop ment of virtuoso 
surg ical skills to raise the status of 
gyneco logy as a surgical specialty. 
Others turned lo politics . .. to set public 
opinion, sway votes in state legislatures, 
determine legislative policies and 
ultimately, to be invested by law with the 
power to control their patients' life-and
death decisions. 3 

Around this time, the pioneer of 
gynecological surgery, M.Sims, bought black 
female slaves to be guinea pigs for his surgi
cal ambitions. T heir "endurance, passivity, 
and utter h e lplessness"made t11 em better 
subjects than white women "who were more 
in a position to express their will in t11e 
r e lations hip with S ims." 4 Alth ough 
a nesthesia had been invented in t11e 1840s, 
Sims was unaware of it and continued his 
experime nts witlwut such aids. When h e 
expanded his backyard h ospital into t11e 
Women 's Hospital in New York, he gained 
access to large r supply of surgical material 
and the means to augmen t his national re
nown : poor, destitute, Irish immigrant 
women . 5 Once his techniques had been 
perfected he "could convincingly offer care 
to the wives of the wealtJ1y who were Sims' 
original backers for t11e hospital. "6 

More recently, from t11e post-war era until 
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today, conse1va tive white , male po liticians have 
used the hyste1ia-producing image of the hype r
reproductive black wo ma n and welfa re a buse, 
as tJ1 e cause of most socia l and econ o mic ills. 
1l1e infamous Moynihan Re po rt.in 1978 bla med 
black, single m o tJ1 e rs, n o t gove nrn1ent po li
cies, for tJ1 e d evasta tio n and econo mic d e priva
tion of the inn e r cities . And in 1992, as 
reproductive h ealth becallle o ne of the d eci
sive issues for vote rs in the preside ntia l elec
tion, New J e rsey Re publicans atte mpted to 
introduce a bill in the Sta te sena te which wo uld 
mandate wome n on public assistance with three 
child re n to rece ive N o1pla11t, th e five-yea r bi11h 
control impla nt. 

While the racis t and classis t. p1~ 1 c tices o f Sims 
and his fe llow lllen of scie nce may see m 1·el
ega ted to the a nna ls ofhisto ry , womc n 's h c;dth 
care tod ay is pe nnea tcd with the residu es o f 
tJ1 e ir legacy. Low-incollle, prima rily mino ri ty 
women a re the ta1·ge tcd recipie nts ofNoi-pLrn t 
despite controve rsies abo u tits safety a nd effec
tive ness. Bo th fed era lly-funded a nd priva te fo r
profit clinics tend to e nco urage wom e n to opt 
eitJ1er fo r tJ1 e impla llt o r tuba l ligation to re
duce unwanted p regnancies, with consid e r
ably less attention given to the use of co nd o ms 
with aspe nnicide. Effec tive, e m erge ncy con tra
ce pi-ion (e .g. "th e lllOming a fte r pi ll" ), h ow
ever, is less a ccessible fo r low-in co mc wo llle n, as 
fed era lly-funded cl inics a rc p ro hibit ed fro lll 
dispe nsing it, a nd p1·iva te gynecologi sts cha rge 
upwards of $ 120.00, the cost of an o ffi ce visit. 

Care Giving and the Health Care 
Industry: 

Muhwlly Exclusive? 
Ifourinte1ve n tionsare to be m eaningful , we 

must recognize the contes ted histo1y o f wo m
en 's reprodu ctive h ealth ca re a nd the fa c t. that: 
tJwse wh o wo rk in wo m e n's h ealth care arc not, 
de fa cto , pro-ch o ice or feminists . 
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Forwomen see king re productive healtJ1 care 
tJ1is means tJ1a teve n o nce tJ1ey have made it past 
the throng of rosary-clutching, Hail-Mary recit
ing a nti-choice d em o nsu-a tors at the clinic en
tra n ce, tJ1 ey do not necessarily enter a "safe 
space" whe re tJ1 e ir bodies are treated witJ1 
integrity or tJ1 e ir d ecisions witJ1 respe ct. In
deed, tJ1 e pressures tJ1ey e n counter once in
side are part of a social continuum which says 
thatnotonlyare wome n to be blamed for having 
an unwanted pregnancy, but also for being 
sexua l be ings at all. As a counsellor atan abor
tion clinic in New York, I have h eard nurses 
re mark tha t "noisy" pa tie nts in tJ1e re covery 
roo m a re to ld "Yo u we re n'tscreaminglike tJ1at 
wh e n yo u we re be ing fu cked." (Wha t about 
sexual a buse, rnp e and ince st?) Or an 
a nes thesio logist chastising a wo man who had to 
unde rgo a pa inful p rocedure unde r only local 
a n esthesia, "Maybe in tJ1e future you will be 
m ore responsible." T h ese types of responses 
are commo nplace attitudes in wome n 's h ealtJ1 
ca re faciliti es, at all levels of autJ1ori ty. 

H ealth ca re in tJ1 e United States is a multi
billio n d o lla r indust:J)', gove rned by tJ1e same 
principles of profits a nd losses as otJ1e r corpo
rate busin esses. Unlike o the r indusuies, how
ever, h ealth care as a p ro fession has provided 
histo rica lly dise nfranchised segme nts of tJ1e 
population the oppo rtunity to ean1 a competi
ti ve salary and e mba rk o n a career. Women, 
mino riti es, a nd immigrants a re tJius pe rform
ing the bulk of care-giving tasks in sub-profes
sio na l positions as nursingassistants, orde rlies, 
a nd housekeepe rs in hospitals, clinics, and 
nursing homes. 

It is the accessibility of work in healtJ1 care 
that ma kes it an attractive career choice, not 
necessarily the prospect of being a care-giver. 
Much of the basic healtJ1 care women receive in 
bo th private and fed erally-funded clinics is 
provided by such "sub-professionals" who have 
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very little status within m edicine's hiera rchy 
and are ove1worked and usua lly unsupported 
by tl1eir admin istrative authorities. 

T h e task before h ealth-ca re refo nners must 
include an assessm e nt of the position of "sub
professionals" in tJi e care-giving continuum 
and tJi e d emands placed o n them by a large ly 
white, maleadminismuive body. In otherwo rds, 
while tJieyare asked to d o a ll of th e dirty work, 
subprofessionals receive few of th e rewa rds, 
which results in an e mbitte red and exhausted 
core of h ealth ca re providers. 

While ma n y within h ea lth care may balk at 
the suggestion, we must ask that high er stand
ards of tsaining be established for "su b-profes
sionals'', especially nurses and nurs ing a ides 
whose diverse duties require the m to cope with 
a higher volume of cases than doctors. T his 
includes not on ly monito1·ingth e prerequisites 
which a llow one to begin training in the fldd, 
bu talso providing sustained support to those in 
the profession through paid sabbaticals, rota
tions between low and high intensity units, 
inter-unit discussion groups, incentives fo r 
upgrade u·aining, and negotiators to meet with 
adminisU<Hion on behalf of care-givers. The 
allevia tion of struct11ral inequalities between 
"sub-professionals", admin is trative bodies, and 
medical doctors ca n impact positively on the 
quality of care being given in clinics a nd hospi
ta ls. 

For medical doctors, the reasons fo r working 
in gynecology range from n o t n eeding to cope 
as often with tlie specter of death and impend
ing m o r ta lity to th e financia l possibi lities of 
generous compensation th ey rece ive through 
insurance companies, governm ent agen cies, 
and tJi e sh eer number of patients they treat. For 
tliese reasons, d espite its lack of pres tige within 
tlie medical co mmuni ty, gynecology c01llin 11 es 
to attract specia lists looking fo r a "soft spot" in 
medicine. Ironically, although we have been 
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battling for greater a nd more equitable access 
to abortion, in many instances, abortion serves 
as asu bstitu te for tl1e poor primary gynecological 
care many inne r-citywomen receive. For exam
ple, docto1-s will often present tl1eir patients 
with instructions to take tl1e pill, but no expla
nation about h ow it works; and often t11eyfail to 
i11fonn women t11a tcommon dmgs like pe nicil
lin and no n-prescription an tihistamines coun
ter-ac t t11e pill's contraceptive effects. Contrary 
to common pe rceptions, therefore, many 
wo me n are faced witJ1 unwa nted pregnancies 
due to conu<tceptive failure or incorrect use of 
tJieir me thod of con U<tception. 

Practicing Safer Sex in Hostile 
Conditions 

Within the women's healtl1 care industry, 
tJiere is a great deal of ambivalence and often 
anger, at women who have unwanted pregnan
cies. This a m biva len ce even appears in tl1e 
counselling sessions where one is required 
simultaneously to reassure t11 e patient t11atabor
tion is safe and that sh e has tJie right to make 
decisions about h er own reproductive healm, 
as well as tJie advice tlrntshe should investigate 
effective means of birtJ1 control to avoid un
wanted pregnancies. 

In tJic con text of social, familial, economic, 
and pe1-sonal pressures placed on inner-city 
women dai ly, having a n abortion is often tJ1 e 
least d ifficu lt decision to make, and far easie r 
than insisting on using a condom. We must 
re me mbe r that in a n environment where her 
governme nt:, h e r teach el"S, h e r church, her fam
ily, and he r pe1-sonal re lations te ll h e r tJ1atshe 
is a failure, an inner city woman might end up 
p111-suing sex as an easily accessible recrea
tio na l experience. While I do not want to sug
gest tJiat one's sexua l identity or sexuality are 
somehow removed from tl1 e inequities and 
co nstructions of society, many women may view 
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the d eployment of theirsexuality as sonH:thing 
over which they have a rela tive amount of con
trol. They can choose to have sex a nd som e
times, or none of tJie time, with the use of 
protection.1l1is type ofbehaviour is potentially 
destructive in te rms of sexually transmitted 
diseases and HIV infec tion. 

What we must grapple witJi as p ro-c h oice 
advoca tes and counse llo rs is, women's sexual 
subjectivi ties and the pressures which force us 
to choose be tween safer sex and unprotec ted 
sex. To suggest dial.a woman m11stjustsay uoto 
unpro tec ted sex is a re fusa l to admitthe ex ten t 
to which we arc implicated in a cult111<1l a nd 
social syste m which va lorizes male sexuality and 
rare ly accepts female sexua lity except in s11 b
missive and subo rdina ted te rms. 

The paradigm which shapes mu ch o f the 
counselli ng d o n e in clinics, suggests that 
wome n, to paraphrase a favorite phrase o f the 
Reagan / Bush administratio n, must.just say uo 
to sex if they are at 1·isk of a n unwa nted preg
nan cy. Ifa woman becomes pregna nt because 
she has wilfully e ngaged in unprotec ted inte r
course, the counse lling system positions her as 
a passive subj ect who is unable to articulate h e r 
d esires, i.e . tJi e d es ire to avoid unwanted 
pregnancy.Such an assumption refuses to ac
knowledge tha t wome n are a nd will continue to 
be sexual agents, a lbe it in a social system which 
refuses to acknowledge the m as such. In o th er 
words, a woman may compromise he r sexuality 
as a means to an end, o r d e ploy it as an e ncl in 
itse lf, the possible results being pregnan cy and / 
or tJi e U<rnsmissio n of I-ITV / STDs. Inne r-cit y 
women who must negotiate a path through th e 
va rious obs tacles of pove rty, crime, inadequa te 
educatio nal resources, a nd a lack ofjoh o ppor
tunities, often find the mse lves in such a "com
promised" position when it co m es to th e ir own 
sexual and reproductive health . But, rathe r 
tJian viewing themselves as passive sexua l sub-
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j ects who a re being acted upon, many women 
express that seeking a tennination of an un
wanted pregnancy is one way of taking control 
of a situation. 

As wome n's h ealtJi care p1·oviders we can no 
longer maintain tha t "re peat offenders" are 
operating under a false consciousness which 
preve nts tJi em from seeing tJ1 e extent to which 
tJiey have inte 111a lized oppressive structures. 
Women's se lf-images are part oftJ1e problem 
we must address, but such a nalysis by itself 
cannotdfcctivelyspeak to the women we coun
se l who ba ttle the e m otional, economic, and 
socia l pressures of the inn er city. Our approach 
as counse llors and h ealth ca1·e providers must 
integrate an understanding of the psychic and 
physica l n eeds tJirough programs to d evelop 
women's se lf-esteem and to increase sex edu
ca tion awareness. 

Strategies and Interventions 
Perhaps at the h eart of any attempt to im

prove the quality and effectivity of women's 
h ealth ca re is tJ1e need to reform the industry 
itselfas it often presents wome n with contradic
to ry and d estructive m essages. Women who 
sh ow n o "remorse" for having an unwanted 
pregnancy are perce ived of as bad and are 
treated witJi hostility.1l1is is whe re the industry 
is at odds witJ1 itse lf about the ir mandate to 
provide accurate and effective counselling 
about: co ntraception. Mostdoctors have a vested 
inte rest in e ncouraging "repea t offenders" 
who seek services at profit-making abortion 
clinics. A5 we ask for the equitable distribution 
of h ealth ca re infonnation and services, tJ1en , 
we must. continue to insist tha t tJ1e women's 
h ea lth ca re industry and gynecologists remain 
accountable to tJ1 e ir patie nts about tJie quality 
of ca1·e th ey are providing. 

If in te1ve 11 tions and educational programs 
about contraceptio n and safer-sex are to be 
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successful, then we must reassess our cu1Tent 
clin ic-based approaches which are u-ansmil
ting infonnation in re la live isolation. One way 
to break down the hierarchy of knowledge and 
power would be to adopt more commu11ity
based, ouu·each programs. Projects underway 
in the Indian sub-continent, rural Africa, Latin 
America, and the Middle East have attempted 
to deal with similar limitations of access lo 
services and infonnation that inner-city Ameri
can women face. These projects have adopted 
a holistic approach lO women's needs rather 
than focusing only on women's reproductive 
role. They gain comm1mity support by linking 
familyplannir1gwi th other prog1<1m-; for women 
such as materna l a nd child health care, skills 
and li teracy tr a ining, microenterprise, and 
e nviro nme n ta l improve me n t. While these 
p roj ects a re p red o minan tly wo me n-ma naged 
and wo me n-orien ted , men have been e nlisted 
to broad e n the impact of th e p rogn m by dis
cussing birth contro l a nd safe r sex with o ther 
me n ; fema le fi e ld wo rke rs counsel wo me n in 
their h o mes or a t their j o b sites and p rovid e 
the m with spennicid es a nd ora l conu~1 ce ptives 

while ma le fi e ld wo rke rs dispe nse cond oms 
and provide clinical info nna tio n a nd suppo rt. 7 

With such a n integra ted a pproac h to sexua l 
a nd reprodu ctive educa tion , Ame rican p ro
grams will have a be tte r cha n ce o f tra nsmiuing 
effective sex-positive and safe r-sex messages, 
which in tJ1e lon g-run will redu ce the 11 umber 
of unwanted pregn an cies faced by inne r-city 
wo1ne n. 

Gitanjali Afaharaj works as a co1111sellor 
in a New York City IV0 111e11 's Ilea/th 
Clinic .. 
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7fJ~o1e~ 
by Sh~>'•nini Pc>'ics 

New Reprodu ctive Techno logies (NRT's) grea tly impact on women o f colour living in the West 
and in our own co untries because of the increasing p ractices of gender selection , population 
control a nd forced steri liza tion . Yet, women of co lo ur a re be ing silenced on these issues in the 
mainstream women's move m en t in the \.Yest. The histo rical reasons for this are important to raise. 
In genera l tenns, we, wom e n of co lour, simply do n ot fit into the agenda of the Reproductive Rights 
or the NRT m ovem e nt. Our conce n1s a nd interests in m ost cases, have been different and 
sometimes in con fli ct, with th e dominant int e res ts in these m ovem e nts . 

Let m e give yo u two examples. v\lomen in the T hird v\lo rld a re not free to raise the demand to 
asse rt their reproductive rights beca use this is usua lly taken to mean the importation of western 
technologies and 'm oden1 ' v\leste rn contracep tives, tJ1 e control of which is not in the hands of 
women, but multinationa l pha nnaceuri ca l co rpora tio ns. I t is clear that these corporations exploit 
T hird World countries. Additionally, po p11latio n co ntrol agen cies foll ow policies that go against 
the stru ggle of ach ieving econ omic se lf-sufficie n cy fo r wome n in o ur count1ies. 

The second example is the explo ita tio n ofThird Wo rld wom e n in experime n tal clinical uia ls 
of conu-aceptives like No1J1lrm t, Dl'j10-Prov1miand Nl't-eu. For exa mple, tJ1 e re is n o leg-al battle in India 
ove r the ava ila bility o f RU48G. The reason for this is n ot that th e Indian governme nt is attuned to 
a feministage nda, 1-a the r, l ndian women , along with o th er wo m e n throughout tJ1 e Third world , 
se1ve as gu in ea pigs fo r ma ny \Vestem drugs tested by multina tio na l drng compa nies. Thus these 
new inve ntions are m e t with suspicio n by women in the Third world . 

I do n ot wish to dwell o n th e age ndas of fe minist g·roups h e re , instead I wish to take tJ1is 
opportunity to suggest a reas of co mmon con cen1 , wh e re v\lesten1 fe minists can incorporate our 
strnggles . T o d o this, I wish to co ncentra te o n the following a reas. 

The first part of this article will make links: be twee n th e eugenics movement of the la te 
nine teen th and ea rly t:wen tie th centuries; tJ1 e reemergen ce of tJ1 ese ideas in recent work in tJ1e 
socia l scien ces; and the ways in which these ideas have been put into practise by the cattle industry, 
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by Dr.John Slevens, a California doclor who offers gender selection by ultrasound technology as 
early as seven weeks, byDrEtjenne Bau lieu th efrenchscientistthatinvented RU486 a nd Dr. Amjad 
Alvi the most recent controversy in Canada -where h e has open ed a sperm separation clinic in 
Toronto. 

Keeping these exalllples in view, I would like lo explore some of the implications ofNRTs for 
women of colo ur in tJ1 e West by Illaking historical conn ec tions between science a nd technology 
and tJ1 e cun-e ntsocia l and politica l envi ronme n Ls sun-ounding NRTs. I would tJ1 en examine tJ1e 
issue of gender-selection. 

First, multinatjonal inte res ts which a re mo tiva ted by profits in NRTs and tJ1e eugenics 
movement. 

The Canadian federa l ministe r of fish e ries, the Hon.John Crosbie, was kind enough to bring 
toge tJ1 e r my two themes when he co lllmenled on th e recent constitutional d ebates complaining 
tJ1atnext ' co lou reds' and 'c ripples' would be d emanding a 1·ightto speak in tJ1e goven1ingprocess. 
The sa me 'coloureds' and 'cripples' arc brought toge ther in the discussion of e ugenics. 

The study of huma n genetjcs which tries to develop Ille thods to improve tJ1e inherited 
characteristjcs of a 1<1ce, is a nineteen th ce nt111y inve ntion Illade quite possible by 21st century 
NRTs. The key words h e re are o f co urse, race and inhel"iled characte ristics. In ma ny important 
ways the root of the An tj-Racis t and Disa Lili ty Rights IllOvem en ts are in resistance to tJ1e ideology 
of euge nics. The father of euge nics, the Englishman Sir Francis Calton, was tJ10roughly immersed 
in 19th cent111y theori es ofrace, so isa modem practitioner of the pseudo-science, our own Philip 
Rushto n . 

Such a complex sul~ectas eugenics can no t be discussed h ere in its complexity but we do need 
to link it with points directly con cerning NRTs. First, it is n o coin ciden ce that Calton, writing from 
England at the h e ight ofBritjsh I Illpe ria l power, was mo tjvated by the finn belief tJiat his race was 
tJ1e highes t po int of civiliza tjon. Supporled by a la rge infrastru ctu1·e of economic and politica l 
powe r, Calton propagaLed n o t only the e ncourageme nt of 'supe1io r' u-aits but also attempted 
aggressively to elilllinate 'inferior' o nes. In any case, the eugenics moveme nt e njoyed great 
popularity through out Europe and North America in the late nine teenth and early twentietJ1 
centm·ies. The conseque n ces of such th eories as they were pul into action in Nazi Germany, is a 
night mare that strn ha unts us. 

The second p o in l is the reemergence of the legi 6ma ti o n of e ugenics in con tempora1y human 
sciences. In Canada today, Philip Rushton, a psychology professor at the University ofWestem 
Ontario, is pennitted to argue that there is a sca le of natural superio1ity according to racial 
charac te ristics. And, guess what the good doctor has fo und : that Blacks are ' naturnlly' inclined 
to sexual actjvity, m ore so that whites a nd Asians; thatAsians are Siila rt.er and so on . By giving such 
stereotypes scientific lcgi tjmacy, Rushton has received and co ntinues to receive funding from 
right wing think tanks in the U.S. and despite public protests, he continues to h old his job in a 
state-funded university in Canada. His Ill Ost recentwork,justthis past summer, has been to study 
the size of the human brain. I nstcad of 1<1ci;d difference, this time his elllphasis was on gender and 
guess what!? Women's brains are sn1allcr than men's and this may account for tJ1e 'naturnl' 
supe1io1·ity of men in math and sciences. 

One could go on, but it is important to note that Rushton and his followers never extend tJ1eir 
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analysis to the point of socia l engineering based upon tJ1 eir racist and sexist stereotypes. Dr. Bob 
Church , a medical bio-chemist from tJ1e University ofCalga1)' comes chillingly close to doing so. 
Church'sscience is of course funded by the cattle indusuy. Eugenics have been practised h eavily 
in Canada in the field oflivestock breeding. The consequences oftJ1is tamperingwith tJ1e genetic 
code and tJ1e elimina tion of a certain species have not been contemplated . It is precisely tJ1e 
technology practised in the barn ya rd tJ1at is being practised on women today through NRT's. 

If we link tJ1e three points: the 19th ce ntmy theories of racial superiority and tJ1e construction 
of a superior race; the reeme rge n ce o f these ste reotypes as legitimate scie nce in contemporary 
social sciences; and th e d evelopment ofre prod 11 c tive technology in the bani yard , we can become 
more aware of some o f th e dangers fa cing us in tJ1 e brave n ew world ofNRTs controlled by tJ1e 
multinatio na l co1·po rations. The combina tio n of tJ1 e euge nics ideology of pe rfectibility is only 
fu elled by the ideo logies of profit by the multina tio nals . I wo uld go a littJe furtJ1 er and connect 
tJ1e concerns of a nti-racist: and disa bility 1ights advocates rega rding NRTs. 

Sterilizatio n , an o ld re produ ctive techn ology, was firs t marke ted by multi-national pharmaceu
tical compa nies in the 1960's as a New Rep rodu ctive T echnology. A n ew found 'freedom' for 
women . New found h ere m eans n ewly d eve loped me thods to control undesired popula tion 
growth, to limit, for instan ce, th e passing on o f disabilities from one ge ne ration to a110tJ1 er. AsAnn 
Finger has a rgu ed , forced ste1iliza ti o n of soni'e wo men is a commo n practice until recentJy. I wou ld 
argue that it continu es today, o nly th e fo cus of pressure forcing wome n into steriliza tion have 
changed . 

Groups of wo me n who are m osta fTec tl'.d by tJ1 ese pressures, is infonnative in locating tJ1e social, 
ideological and institutio nal pressures d e te rmining the use o f ste rilization . Women over a certain 
age who are co nside red to have passed th e ir child-Learing years are expec ted to have hystere c
tomies. Wo me n with disa bilities are coerced into ste riliza tion, poor women a re led to believe iliat 
ste riliza tion i5 the bes t me thod of birth contro l. Na tive women on and off rese1ves, are pressured 
to use ste rilizatio n as a me thod of birth co ntrol. Ste rilization is used exte nsive ly in post colonial 
countries to contro l the gTowth o f 'undesired ' po pula tions. Immigrant wome n in tJ1e West witJ1 
language banie rs , und e rgo steriliza tion without knowledge of what tJ1 ey are consenting to. 
Wome n witJ1 HIV and AIDS are told by physicians that ste rilizatio n is tJ1 e ir pre fe rTed option (yet 
the percenta ge of transmission to 1111born frt uses is only 30%) . Most recen tJy in the U .S., under
privileged women with HIV a nd ATOS, wh o might not have access to proper medical care, are be ing 
ofTered expe rime nta l drugs. Wome n might view this as the ir o nly means o fsu1viva l, and so tJ1ey 
agree to become ste1·ilized , giving up th e ir right to sue if tJ1i11gs go wrong and tJ1at is how 
phannaceutical companies avoid law suits. 

Clearly th ere is a pa tte rn here, a patte rn involving the use o f the old re productive technologies 
tJ1atshou ld i11fom1 any discussion of New Re productive T echnologies. I am convinced tJrntas 
women of colour ourcurrcnt positions o n vario us NRTs must be critically based in many historical, 
social and economic contexts of re produ ctive rights. Until ve1y recently, NRTs we re targeted at 
tllree groups: wome n with disabiliti es , wome n of post-colonial cou11t1ies, and cattJe . The response 
of two of tJ1ese groups is infonna tive and inspiring. The stn1ggles to treatNRTs critically have been 
led in Canada and tJ1e United Stat.cs liy the Disabled Communities, by such groupsa5DAWN, who, 
justifiably, see NRTs as an assau lt o n th e ir existence . 
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Indian feminists have made some inroads to stop tJ1e use of tJ1is technology for the purposes 
of pe1-petuating our cultu ral biasesaga instfemales. The Fornm Against tJ1e Oppression ofWomen 
has made headway in abolishing tJ1is practice in some states ofl ndia: in Maharashtra, gender 
selection for the pm·poses of aborting females is illegal. Despite these effo rts, it is clea1-that gender 
selec tio n is becoming more evident in Indian society. It is also clear t11at t11e Indian women's 
move me nt, as women 's movements aro und t11e globe, has a way to go. The practice of gender 
selection is evid e n ce tJ1at tJ1 e struggle against tJ1 e oppression of women needs to take on new 
challenges to emancipa te wome n. 

About tJiree years ago a Californian physician , D1-.John Stephens, forced the South Asian 
communities to look a tan unpleasa nt reality existing a mong us. Steph e nsadve1-tised t11e services 
of h is clinic across the borde r in 13laine, Washington in several South Asian n ewspapers in the 
Vancouve r a rea, including Thr Linh. The particular se1vice h e was adve rtising was not available 
in Canada, and whe n Stephens attempted to expand to Canada, South Asian women in British 
Columbia o rganized resistance and fo rced the gove 111me nt to prevent him from crossing the 
borde r. In September I 99 1, Stephens targeted the Toro m o South Asian community as a pote ntial 
site for his lucrative practice. Again, Sou th Asian wome n o rga nized and resisted his being allowed 
to offer tJ1is particular 'se1vice' in O ntario. 

The 'se1vices' Stephens offe rs women, include prenatal uluasound scans that ide ntify the 
ge nde r of the fe tus as ea rly as seve n weeks of preg11ancy. Although he claims t11at his service is 
related to the ide ntification and n ot the elimination offe male fetuses, evidence shows ot11erwise. 
In Janua1y 199 1, the CBC J o urna l televised inte1views witJ1 Canadian SoutJ1 Asian women who 
admitted thatth ey had been to his cl inic specifica lly to ide ntify the genderof t11e irfetus, abo1-ting 
it if it turned out to be fe ma le. Many d e ny this is happe ning, saying it is a tJ1ing of t11e past; many 
see it as a harmless d esire to wa nt male childre n . As for Dr. Stephens, he asks innocently: who am 
I to cha nge 48,000 h ouseho lds ofrecen tly immigra tee! Eas tf ncl ians who have brought the ir culture 
from India to Canada in one fa ll swoop (quoted fro m the Globe and Mail, 3 Dec. 1990) 

The practice of gender selec t.i o n , o r more specifically, the preference for ma le children, forces 
the South Asian communities to confront the historical und e1valuing of women in our societies. 
Itdemands an unlearning of age-old practices fi1rthe rwoven into tJ1e racism ofd1is Euro-American 
culture. In India, as in most patriarcha l socie ties, tJ1 e prac ti ce of gender selection using amnio
syntJ1esis is used, as the ul trasou nd process of Dr. Steph ens, where tJ1 e ide ntifica tion of gender 
enables patriarchy to e liminate fe male fe tuses. 

According to th e Women's Studies and Deve lopment Centre at die University of Delhi, d1is 
practice is in Bombay a nd Delhi. Because or the expense, th e se1vice is ma inly available to the 
middle class a nd upper class . l lowevcr, the pressure on a ll women to produce ma le children is 
so great, repo rts a Bombay wo111e 11 's cc n 1rc, 11 ia t often poo r women use tJ1 e ir life savings to ensure 
tJ1ey do n ot deliver female b;iliies. T he private clinics that offe r the service are reporting 
considerable case loads of clien1s seeking 1he se1vice. 

111 tJ1e context of medical science, the se1vices offered by Stephens and tJ1e Bombay clinics are 
part of the expanding technology i11volvingwome11 's bodies. Particularly the effects NRT research 
and development has had 011 women of our communities, botJ1 in Canada and abroad. For 
example, the abortion pill RU-'186, d eve loped for a Fren ch phannaceutical company by Dr. 
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Etienne Baulie ue, is CUITently being publicized as an 
agentofwomen's liberation . Ye t, ifwe examine the high 
cost of properly ad ministerin g tli e drug, itis clearthatRU-
486 wi ll not be avai lable to poor people in the West, nor to 
those women in the T hird World who served as guinea 
p igs for the development of the drug.The context of 
femin ist debates in Canada, tJ1e profits of multinational 
co rporations and tJ1 e inte rests of Western medical com
munit-ies are complex, and mayseemfari·emovedfrom the 
co ncenis of tJ1e South Asian communities in Canada. 
Despite the earlier controversies, South Asian newspa
pers in Toronto cany Stephen's advertisements for h is 
clinic in \'\'ashi11gto11 st;.itc. The latest (3 1July, 1992) issue 
o f I /a111dr11d H'Pl'ldy has a bilingual advertisement for Koala 
Labs: Feta l Health Ch eck and Feta l Sex Detennination by 
Sonogram (Ultraso1111d). 

This se1vice is 110t about fe ta l health checks, it is about 
re inforci11ga11d pe1-petuating conu·o l over women's fertil
ity in 0111" communities. This advertisement is also a re

minde r that in m ost cultures including our own, there still re ma ins a strong preference for male 
children . 

It is a ma lte r of inte nse deba te among fe minists as to th e e ffec ts that NRTs have on women: d o 
th ey h e lp women who co uld not o th erwise co nce ive childre n ? Do tJ1 ey h e lp us to exercise choice 
and co ntro l ove r a n important aspect of o ur lives? Or do they redu ce tJ1 e women to child bearing 
machines? 

I have mixed feelings 011 various issues concerning NRTs, buttwo tJ1ings are certain, and should 
be kept in mind whenever this issue is discussed : The peo ple be n e fiti ng most from NRTs at 
present are tJ1 e multinationa l pham1acc utica l co rpora tio ns and the m edica l professionals who 
stand to also make u·em endo11s profits. The sinister histo1y of eugenics must also not be forgotte n . 
And fin ally we must cha lle nge those pse udo-scientists that claim to be expanding the notions of 
'choice' for women while rea ping th e be ne fit of profits at th e cost of our Liodies and our 1ights. 

Artwork: Arun Thathy Sabanathan 
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Freedoni 
by Sil pi Cit-1pla 

I u•tmt to be f rce 
My soul is bleeding 

My mind isseethingwith pa in. 
I gave up my freedom Why! 

To gain status 
asa 'couple'. 

To protect my kith and kin from getting attacked 
by my stigma of living alone. 

I have taken care of everybody's needs 
They are fed, they are clothed. 

They have everything. What do I have! 
Years of mental deprivation, loneliness, 

intellectual stagnation, and loss of identity. 
I excelled in music and dance once 

My river of creativity has stopped flowing now 
My mind has stopped thinking and my body does not feel anything anymore. 

Who made me like this! 
THE CAGE OF rvtARRIAGE 

I want to be out of this cage and bethat person 
who I always saw in the mirror but got further and 

further away within the ca ge. 
What is this life aRer alll 

An oppression free surrounding, a place to 
breathe in. 

I am still working 
to achieve that equilibrium. 
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• Making Herstory 
Colombo, Sri Lanka 

Srinila Abeysekara 
Jntc~vicw by B u>nuthy R o.vi o.nd Leclo. Acho.~yo. 

Sunila Abcysckara is one of the remarkable 
women fighting for women's rights in South 
Asia, Sri Lanka. DIVA did a tape-recorded 
interview with Sunila when she was visiting 
Toronto for a Conference in November 1992. 
The interview appears with minor changes 

that are necessary when a taped conversation 
is transcribed for publishing. 

Sunila, wouU/ you tell us about your work in 
Sri Lanka? 

S: My prima1y focus in th e last tJirce years 
ha<> been 0 11 human rights . T1yi11g to see in what 
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ways we can use tJ1 e huma n righ ts mechanisms 
available to obtain justice for the disappea red . 
Th e re port o n the U.N. working group on dis
a ppearances, presen ted at the Human Rights 
Commission Meeting in Februa1y 1992, acknowl
edges that tJ1e nu mbe r of disappearances in 
th e South of S1i Lanka from 1987 to 1990, is 
close to 40,000. This is a n ala rming figure for a 
co u11 tJywi th a to ta l population of 60 million . l11is 
is n ot counting tJ1 e disappearan ces from the 
North a nd the East ofS1i Lanka which is whe re 
disappearan ces firs t began. In 1992 the largest 
number of disappearan ces we re from the East-
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e n1 p rovince while th e numbe rs fro m the South 
had actually gon e d own . 

How do you link disappearances with different 
human rights violations? 

S: Disappearan ces ind eed a re a pa rticula r 
categoryofh uman rights violatio n beca use what 
happens is tJ1a tpeople litera llydisappea r; tJ1 ere 
are a bductions by p eople trave lling in veh icles 
tJ1 a t have n o license plates or a ny iden tiftca tion 
wha tsoever. T h ey intimidale members ofa fa m
ily, take someon e away, a nd tha t's usua lly th e 
last time a pe rson is eve r seen .Wh en fami ly 
m em bers go to th e police sta tio n or tl1e closest 
anny camp to repor t the d isa ppearance, th ey 
face a b la nk d e nia l.. .. " No we d o n ' t know, we 
had n o tJ1ing to do witJ1 it ... o r n obody by such a 
name was ta ke n byanyofo ur people ... " I think 
it's o n e of the most insid ious crimes beca use 
mostfamilyme mbers, pa11icularlywome n, never 
give up wa iting a nd hoping. T h ere is a diffe r
e n ce wh e n yo u actua lly see a d ead bod y. One 
can th e n accept tha t it's ove r a nd l1y to d ea l with 
th e loss. Bu t with disappearan ces, even fo ur o r 
five years la te r, tl1e re is still h ope.We meet many 
wom en wh o are h op ing fo r th eir ma le fa mily 
members to re tun1. In most. cases, we kn owve1y 
well tJ1at these me n have been killed a nd will 
n ever re tu rn . Bu t h owdoyo u loo k a woman in 
the face a nd te ll he r tha t.?? Also, because I 
did n ' t see the d ead body, I o nly know 1J1is 
because of pu Lti ng toge th er o thc r in fo nna tio n. 
It's 1-ea lly ve1y d ifficul t to uy a nd te ll wo men , 
'just fo rget a bout it, h e 's n ever go ing to come 
back ... " It's rea lly a te1Tible thing. T hat's the 
reason why fo r so ma ny years, my invo lveme n t 
in wo rking witJ1 wome n has been more like 
bridging, o r linking human rights witl1 what's 
happe ning to wo me n a t the rece iving e nd of 
these viola tio ns. Othe1wise, huma n rights wo rk 
in Sri Lanka is mo re lega listic, whe1-e yo u d eal 
with a panicula r "case" a nd n ot with a pe rson . 
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Right n ow in S1i Lan ka it's impossible to d eal 
witJ1 a "case" because tJ1 e cases a re really te ns 
of tl10usands of women wh o are li terally desti
tute. T h ey have lost tJ 1eir bread-ean1ers, some 
of them have left tl1eir h omes, they a re having 
a lot of d ifficulties livingalo ne. Thereare home
less women who are fo rced to go and live wiili an 
older bro l11 e r, a sister, oran in-law.1l1ese women 
get harassed , a bused and humilia ted by a lmost 
eve1ybody in tl1e family circle .Women who a re 
widows come and te ll us "wh en I ste pped out 
of my h ouse tl1is morning, a p erson walking on 
the road loo ked at me, looked aside and th en 
spa t." I mea n what d oes tl1is do to you as a 
perso n, wh en someon e sees you and spits? In 
South Asia it means yo u are worse ilian spit to 
me ... a nd wome n have to face tl1is everyday of 
th e ir lives. So women a re crush ed as persons, 
continuously be ing d e-h umanized. T h ere are 
eco no mic problems, legal p roblems in tryin g 
to ge t j ustice, docume nts on access to entitle
ments a nd so for tJ 1, and of course tl1ere are the 
cul tu ra l a nd socia l p roble m s to do wi tl1 
widowh ood and all tl1e stigmas ... and also to d o 
with tl1 e assumptio n tl1at if you are a widow, 
yo u ' re just ready fora n o tl1e rma n, a rid so many 
of th e women ofte n complain to us, tl1at men 
so li cit th e m, a nd refuse to take NO fo r a n 
a nswe r, and so Lh ere are severa l caseswhere 
wo me n have been raped by me n wh o pre tend 
Lo be fr ie nd th em a nd h elp tl1 e m to ge t tl1e ir 
pa pers in order a nd so fo rth . T his is tl1e most 
in ta ngible thing Lha t S1i Lanka as a country is 
una ble to d eal with: this whole thing of psycho
logica l a nd e mo tio nal u-auma that wome n and 
child ren are going tl1rough. In Sri Lanka we 
have only on e qualified child psychia uist fo r 
Lh e wh ole island . And even in the area of coun
selling, a ll we 've eve r had are marriage counsel
lo rs wh o a re t1y ing to pa tch up fa milies thatare 
fa lling a pa rt. T h e wh ole a rea of counselling 
vi ctims of wa r or toruire is a very special thing 
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and we don 'thave any exp e rtise in it. In the last 
two years we've been trying to link with a group 
called the Child Resource Centre in tJ1 e Phil
ippines. We're uying toseewhatare the ways in 
which we can help mothe rs and childre n come 
out of this u-:rnma. I've spent a large amount of 
my time in the pastfewyears to just be there for 
women. Su pponing tJ1 e m through the rea liza
tion tJ1at it's a lrigh tto fee l lonely, tJ1a tit's a lright 
to want to get involved in a nother relationship, 
tJ1atyou are not a ' bad ' woman if you are inter
ested in a n o tJ1 e r ma n 
and a lot of tJ1ings like 
this. This is the prima ry 
kind of service t1 ia t we've 
bee n doing.We we re 
totally unequipped fo r 
tJ1is kind of work. It's a 
specialized kind of wor·k 
and ye t l 've n eve r bee n 
11<1ined as a co unse llor 
and ata ce rta in point, I 
began to fee l so tired. 
Many of us don't have 
tJ1e skills or u-aining to 
distance ourselves, so its ve ry draining. Then 
tJ1ere was a woman who actually told me the re 
was something ca lled a listening skill, a nd if 
one wants to work as a counse llo r yo u n eed to 
develop this skill so that yo u ca n at some point 
distance yourself from a ll th e pa in a nd anger 
tJiat's co ming. O the rwise yo u just get sucked 
into it, it's very short-t.enn ancl what we really 
need i5 long-te rm, ongoingconselling. Beca use 
it's ac tually n ot pa rt of our work, so we're uying 
LO ge t another group of wome n ca ll eel tJ1 e Fam
ily Re habilitation Cen tre, which i~working mo re 
wit11 tortu re vic tims, tosetupasepar~ 1t e unitto 
d eal witJ1 wome n and chi ldren. Th ey ca n th e n 
11-ain counsellors a nd there wi ll be a place 
where we can re fe r women. 
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How has the state used the eth11ic problem to 
forward its ow11 interests a11d age11da? 

S: In 1989-90 tJ1e state wanted to project an 
image of a "heroic motJ1er." Ata time when ilie 
state wanted to recn.1itmore men into tJ1e arn1y, 
and tJ1e same approach goes for t11e L TIE 
(Liberntion Tamil Tigers ofEalam), where tJ1ey 
have this "VeerntJ1ai" (Brnve motJ1er) image. 
Eve n t11 e film 'Suicide Image' and tJ1e charac
ter ofM iller's motJ1er, and h ow she was talking, 
how proud she was tJ1at h er son died. On botJ1 

sides of tJ1e battJe
fron t, the "brave 
motJ1e r" who will
in gly and happily 
sends off he r son to 
die for tJ1e "mother
land", is a key im
age. It is pushing 
women to be brave 
and to allow tJ1eir 
sons to go in ilie 
name oftJ1e "motJ1-
e rland" and tJ1is is 
tJ1e 11-ue realization 

ofyour"motherhood."Giving your son for tJ1e 
soi l. 

Tell us about your work with the Mothers Fro11t. 
S: T he re a rc two organizations workingwitJ1 

the disappeared, one is the MotJ1ers Frontand 
one is ca lled Organization of tJ1e Families oftJ1e 
Disa ppeared . Th e Mother's Front was initiated 
by membe rs o f Parl ia ment of the Sri Lanka 
Freed o m Party. The main opposition pa rty. 
The Organization of the Families of tJ1e Disap
rwarcd was initiated bya group ca lld tJ1e NSSP 
(Nava Sama Samaj Party), which is one of the 
more r-adica l le ft political parties .The women's 
grou r s that have tried to work with tJ1e families 
of tJ1e disa ppeared are in a constant dilemna 
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because of th e po litica l linkages. Because the 
poli tical pa rtjes use the wome n , wo me n fro m 
th e fa milies of the disappeared , fo r purposes 
of m obiliza tion , because it 's ve ry effective. 
Wome n come wh e n th ey a re asked , th ey come 
in thousa nds, they rea lly come with a lot of 
committ:me nt and conviction , theyare no tafra id 
to confron t the po li ce, o r· to sho ut. a ntj-goven1-
ment slogans. They a re really out the re in th e 
forefront. Wh en wome n come lo pa rticipa te in 
such a mobiliza tion, theyare ve ry higl1lycharged , 
and itseasyformale po liticians lo make a speech , 
even two or three sente nces, a nd start wome n 
off crying. T h e n yo u have this mass o f two to 
three thousand wome n a ll wee ping a nd wa iling 
at tJ1 e sa me tjme . I tcarri es a big impac t a nd this 
is wh a tth e in te m a tjona l med ia picks up-weep
ing m otJ1e rs. Ma ny of th e wo nu.: n in clud ing 
myse lf, have a rea l proble m with th is . Because 
on tJ1e o n e ha nd, the politicia ns make the 
wome n cry, b u t a t tJ1 e e nd of the mo bi lizatjon , 
tJ1e wome n go back home, each to th eir own 
problems and n eeds and of course n o ne of tJ1 c 
poli tjca l partjes have fo cused on uying to d o 
a nytJ1ing for the women . Eve njustto h elp the m 
manage their day-to-day lives be tte r. So the 
wo me n go from mobiliza tjo n, to mobiliza tjon 
a nd inbet\veen th ey are totally sucked in to their 
pe rso nal lives o r cr·ises with ou t any support. 
On ly re cently have we been able to see wl1<..: tJ1 e r 
we ca n sta rt some kind of economic programs 
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for women. Growin g h erbs for the market for 
exam p le , wh ere women are a t least ge tting 
toge th e r, not feeling alone and sha ring tJ1e ir 
experi e n ces. T his group of wome n has been 
mee ting for abou t a year. So from tJ1is experi
e nce we are uyingto get otJ1ergroupsofwome n 
toge tJ1 er to work toward imrproving our lives 
toge tJ1er.In t11ese cases, wome n are learning 
accoun ts a nd o tJ1er skills so tJ1ey can manage 
tJ1 e ir own resources. In August, a busload of 
wome n and childre n came from tJ1e villages to 
Colombo. Th is was tJ1 e first time women left 
their villages since tJ1e ir men disappeared. 
Most of the childre n had n eve r seen tJ1e sea 
be fo re a nd tJ1 ey we nt to tJ1 e zoo and tJ1e plan
e ta rium. They had a tre mendo us time. For the 
wome n a lso, it was t11e first time tJ1ey realized 
they could also d o things. Individual women 
with t\vo or tlffee kids would never think of 
ge ujng o n a bus a nd coming to Colombo. But as 
a group, t11 ey rea lly did it. T oge ther as a group 
of wome n with similar expe rie nces is t11e only 
thing tJ1a t can bdng us out of tJ1is mess. As 
wo rke rs we can only support wo men tJ1rough 
this p rocess . Nowomen 's group can bail women 
o u t in th e long-tenn. We can only try a nd indi
ca te a path towards a sense oftJ1e n eed to stay 
toge ther a nd a sense ofworkin goutsome way to 
su rv ive. Here , I 'm li te ra lly talking abou t tens of 
th ousa nds of women . 
Tell us about Shilpini, the women 's media 
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collective. 
S: Shilpini is a skills-training centre. At the 

moment, what we have as an ongoing program, 
is a letter-set printing program. We teach women 
hand composing, which is probably th e oldest 
of p1inting techniqu es. It's a useful skill to 
lea rn . A woman can startoff asan apprentice at 
Rs. 65adayand you can go up to Rs. 125, which 
in Sri Lankan standards isa living wage for eight 
hours of work. We're now into our sixth batch . 
Shilpini also has a good re putation with a ll the 
piin ting presses in Colombo and they even say 
"the women are ve1y ca re ful in tl1 e ir wo rk, 
they' re ve1y neat, they don't t..1ke smoking 
breaks, and tea breaks, or all the wrong reasons 
(laughter), or typical reasons for hiringwomen . 
But, whatitdoes mean is that women trained a t 
Shilpini have a good chance of getting a job at 
a press. Each time we finish a training progra m 
we have requests from various printing presse;s. 
Shilpini would not be in skills training unless 
we we re sure that wome n can be employed 
because it's a ve1y specific skill. Before starting 
training, we te ll women "this is really shit wo rk 
and yo u be tte r be ve1y sure that you want to do 
it before you get training." We say things like" if 
you want to do your fingernails, forget it, be
cause you'll get a ll the lead in your na ils, its a 
muckyjob, it'sstandingfora good part of the day 
which is ve1y hard work, it's well-paid, ht~t its 
hard work."And, in a lot of printing presses it 's 
in an e ntirely male enviro11nH.: nt. 

So how many women go through this 
program? 

S: A ve1y sma ll numbe r. We ta ke in four 
wome n over a six month period. So it's two 
batches in a year. Because we have a small pla ce, 
and we n eed a lot ofletters and typecases, and 
so fortl1, we ca n on ly h ave four wome n . The 
reason whywe began this prog1-am is beca use iii 
1987 / 88 when things we re politica lly ve1y dif-
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fi cult in Colombo, we had such tremendous 
proble ms gettinganytl1ingprinted. No press in 
Colombo would undertake to print a leaflet that 
was supportive of the human rights situation 
but was criticizing tJ1e government for its lrn
man rights violations and tJ1ings like tJ1at. Be
cause at tliat time, botJ1 tJ1e state and tJ1e JVP 
Uanatl1a VirutJ1i Pe rumana) were intimidating 
people, and so nobody wanted to do anytJ1ing. 
And at tl1at time, we decided tJ1at we want to 
have some way in which we can p1inta leaflet, if 
we want, and so tl1at's what we have now. We 
d ecid ed we would have everytJ1ing from tJ1e 
le tte rs to tl1 e press where it's piinted and iliat's 
rea lly importantfo1-us. We also have a small off
set machine, so we also train women to prepare 
pages for tJ1e off-set machine. A lot of work for 
women's groups, like pamphle ts and leaflets 
and even bigjournalsare produced with tJ1e off
set. We also tellwomen'sgroups tJ1atiftheywant 
some printing done, they should also send a 
couple of women a long, so tJ1ose women can 
lean1 t11e process. So tJ1a t tJ1e n ext time around, 
those women can come and do it. I mean ilie off
set machine is like a glorified photocopier. It's 
rea lly a ve1y simple technology.We also do silk
screen poster t1-aining. Those are usually five or 
six days with te n to fiftee n women . And tJ10sewe 
usually do for groups. Groups request we do 
worksh ops for women a nd we've done it for 
mixed groups as well. Especially community 
dcvelopme11tgroups ofbotJ1 women a nd men. 
We 've also done them for the women in tJ1e 
camps. It 's a lot of fun because in a group of 
fifteen , maybe on e 01· two will have a sense of 
design or colour but the otherwomen just come 
in and muck around. They have such a good 
time and lea rn not to be afraid to use colours, or 
to t1ysomethingout, or to draw even if you can't 
draw propedy, yo u write , even if you tJ1ink your 
ha ndwriting is ugly. I mean people have so 
ma ny hang-ups, yo u know, but we say "no, no, 
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n o, d o it", it d oesn ' t matte1-, it's no t fo r exhibi
tio n, you just have fun! A co u pie of times wome n 
e nded up d o ingeve1y tJ1ing in sight, their skins, 
blouses a nd towe ls! We d o a lot of pos ters for 
human 1·ights days or for othe r huma n rights 
groups. Over tJ1e las t yea rs we've d o ne a se ri es 
of anti-wa1· p oste rs. These a re stree t poste rs, 
where we do about5 to 6 hundred and go ou t 
a nd put the m o n 1J1e stree t. So we d o n 'tjust d o 
indoor pos te ring. 

What about Suriya? 
S: Suriya is a group ca lled 'Su.-iya Wome n 's 

Developme n t Centre ' tha t foc uses spec ifica lly 
on wo rking with displaced women . It i5 a lso 
composed of displaced wo me n from the Eas t
en1 provinces. At th e m oment th ey work in six 
camps in Colombo and they d o mostly "we lfare 
work." You know, medica l clinics with a fo cus 
on women a nd childre n, literacy programs fo r 
Muslim wo me n , sewin g classes, typing. T h e 
tJ1ing is, if a nyo n e told us five yea rs ago tha t as 
feminis ts we wo uld be running sewing classes, 
or typing classes, o r milk-feeding p rogra ms, we 
ofcourse wo ukl have la ugh ed a nd said 'n ow<iy' . 
But when we ask wo me n "is the re a nything yo u 
wo uld like to d o or lea rn ?," a lmost a ll of the m 
say, we want to lea rn to sew ... So wha t to do? I 
mean 1·eally, we fe minists, we have our fe minist 
perceptio ns ... (la ughter) But fo r the wo me n , 
tJ1eyareve1y practical, and say a tleas twe sew our 
kids clothes, o r our own sa ree blouse. I mea n 
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(la ughter) we had such a difficult time ge tting 
mon ey to buy two sewing machines from CIDA 
(Ca n a di a n In te 1·n atio nal De ve lo pment 
Agen cy), a nd we had such a time persuading 
tJ1 em tJ1at tJ1is was a wortJ1while thing to do 
because, tJ1 ey gave us tJ1e feminist argument! 
Yo u know, yo u 're fixing women into ste reotypi
cal roles (la ughter) . It was so funny to h ear a 
funder te lling us tJ1 is!! (la ughter) I m ean as if 
we didn't know tJiat alread y! (laughte r) 

Are you doing any work around women's 
rights? 

S: O kay we asked wom en wha t tJ1 ey want to 
lea rn a nd they sa id sewing a nd typing and our 
firs t reactio n was, n o way. Then , tJ1 e thing was, 
we reallywa nted to ge t women out of the camps 
for at least two h ours a day. Yo u see, people 
living in tJ1 e cam ps are d oubly controlled . Sew
ing and typing p rovides us a legitimate way to 
ge t wo men out of tJ1e camps. Afte rall , sewing 
a nd typing is n o t seen as tJirea tening.We have 
even been a ble to mix women from diffe rent 
camps toge ther so tJ1 ey ge tto mee t one anotJ1er 
a nd ma ke links. Othe rwise, women a re only 
witJ1in th eir own camp communi ty. Of course 
wh en women get toge the rtJ1ey talk and so ithas 
been a process of sewing a nd talking or typing 
a nd ta lking, and thi5 year since Ma rch, we have 
started a kind of aware ness-raising program 
wh ere we speak a bout what it m eans to be 
wo men, the kind ofproble mswe go tJ1rough in 
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the camp and why.There 's a lot of sexual ha1-ass
ment and wife beating. T he personal/family 
proble ms are tre mendo us while the living con
ditions aggravate the situa tio n . It's so diffi cult 
working in the ca m ps be ca use peo ple are stuck 
there. No matterwha t yo u d o, yo u have to wo rk 
witJ1i11 tJ1 e frnmewo rk o f tha t camp. And so if 
there is a man in the ca mp harnssing wo me n, 
and if yo u confront it, wha t ha ppe ns? It's n o t 
like be ing ha rassed 011 the stree t by a ma n yo u 
don't know. No, tJ1is ma n is the re, a mong tJ1 e 
1,999 otJ1e r peo ple who know him, a nd so if yo u 
confront him, yo u have to push it to the po int 
where h e actua lly leaves the ca mp, hut yo u can ' t 
ask him to leave tJ1 ecamp, because the re is no 
other legitima te place fo r him to go, so then yo u 
don ' t co nfronthim. And tha t's the awful thing, 
tha t we can ' t ta lk a bo u t th ese kinds o f issues 
simply because if you rnise it, you have to con
fron t it a nd th ere rea lly is no way to con ro n t 
it.Alcoholism is a lso a big p ro ble m in the 
camps. The wo me n rea lly h~we a ha rd time. 

The facilities for women in the camps are alw 
quite bad. 

S: Yes, five toile ts for a tho usa nd people. 
And people a lso tJ1in k they have to live in th e 
cam ps fo r the rest o f the ir lives and it sure makes 
yo u mad ... Th cy don 't have a way o ut a nd th ey 
figh t with 0 11 ea11o th er.Wh<.: 11 yo u wa lk into th <.: 
camps yo u a utoma tica lly thin k, if! lived her<.: fo r 
even six weeks I'd go o u t of my h ead . \Vhile 
people have been living th <.:re n ow fo r two yea rs. 
Th e ca mps a re a lways in o pe n places, temples 
or community ha lls, so its ope n space with six or 
seve n hund red people sha ring that o pe n space, 
no privacy, n o pa rtitio ns, n o n o thing. An d each 
fam ily gets a space that's twelve hysix max imum , 
like a p rison ce ll.People ma rk out their space 
with ca rd boa rd boxes o r little bricks, people 
stake out th e ir own te rri to1y a nd wh en yo u s t<.:p 
ove r tJ1e tJir<.:sh o kl, it's so lovely beca 11se, t.11 <.:y 
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immed iate ly fish out a littJe bit of cardboard, 
put two glasses 011 it, ge ta bo ttle offizzywaterand 
so meh ow, try to preserve the feeling tJ1at th is is 
h o me . So me se nse of yourse lf a nd your place, 
forge tting tJ1e e ntire sea o fhumanity thatis out 
tJ1 ere.To have the possibili tyofdoingthisafter 
two years of sub-hu man living conditions, and 
sti ll be ing able to tJ1ink we have a visitor and we 
have to give tJ1 e m so me tJ1ing to drink, and you 
have to have a t1-ay. l t's tJ1 e wome n who do that. 
Eve n in an im possible situa tion , they create a 
space of the ir own . The re's such courage in 
wo men which ma kes the m survive . I mea n wha t 
a re we? It's a mazing. TI1is is tJ1 e tJ1ingwhich also 
ma kes it possible fo r me to keep on wo rking. 
Wh en yo u see each on e of tJ1esewome n, tJ1 e re 's 
n o way, I think to myself, tJ1at I would have 
s111vived . And some how d1ey just keep on go
ing, ma naging wid1 the ba re minimum. 

How is Sur~11a dealing with the issue of 
violence against women? 

S: Th ey have been, again ou t of necessity, n o t 
th at woma n a buse h ad been pa rt of d1e p ro
g1-a m . Wh e n wome n come d1ey come with e i
ther a histo1y of vio le nce in tJ1e ir lives, or d1ere 
a r<.: wome n wh o have been raped butdon 'twant 
to ta lkabo u t it, beca use of th e pol itics of it. Ma ny 
wo men are beaten wives. O n e th ing we have 
ve1y mu ch tr iu l to do is to make a link, a nd try 
to get the wo me n to see tJ1 e connections be
twee n being beaten , as a n individual woma n , 
a nd the vio le nce that's going o n ou t there in 
society. An y su·uggle aga inst vio lence against 
women a lso has to be a poli tical struggle. It.can 't 
be iso la ted asj ustwife assau lt.o r some tJ1ing like 
that. In the S1i Lankan cin 1 mstan ce it is possible 
to ma ke th e connectio ns because d1 ey are so 
obvio us. Bu t in a society like tJ1is (Canada) tJ1e 
conn ec tio ns d o n 't seem so o bvio us and it's 
m ore diffi cul t fo r peo ple to make tJ1 e links. 
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You spoke at the CRIA W conference about 
how difficult it is for women to organize and 
about the international capital entering the 
country. 

S: Since 1970, the Sri Lankan government 
has followed a policy of economic libera lization 
which basically means linking 011 to the world 
market and becoming ve1y dependent 011 pri
vate foreign capital investme nt. Then as part of 
the dea l to attract foreign investors in, the 
oven1ment makes certain concessions and so 
they offer tax free holidays, inte rest free loans, 
infrasu·ucture plus a work force that wi ll not be 
governed by the nonnallabourregulations.On 
top of a ll that the goven1ment has something 
called the Essential Services Act, and once 
something becomes an Essential Se1vice, there 
is no agitation, no strike, nothing is permitted. 
So even for the sectors where there is 110 foreigi1 
capital involved, the Essential Services Act is 
always there.In 1980 there was a general su·ike 
and the goven1111entcrushed it in a ve1yautho1i
tarian manner. This was a major blow to trade 
unions and the u-ade union movement in Sri 
Lanka. Then by tl1e time the u-ade unions were 
able to start getting organized again, the politi
cal violence of the late 1980s beg-an and becam e 
one of the reaso ns why the tra d e union m ove
m e nt in Sri Lanka has been weakened so. Since 
the l 930s,Sri Lanka has always had a ve1ystnmg 
u-ade union move m e nt, so this is the first time 
in our histo1y that th e unions have been so 
weak.In the last two years, because of the de
mands made by stn1ct11ral atij ustment po licies 
of the IMF, there has heena big push to privatize 
things that are in the state sector. And 1 think it's 
the same in Pakistan and India n ow, so trans
port, telecommunications, e lectricity a lot of 
areas, are being what the goven1111e11t ca lls 
"Peoplelized" not privatized. It's ve1y i1ne1-cst
ing to see how the goven1111ent is propagating 
the exact opposite of what's really going 011. 
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This again has weakened the trade union move
m e nt. Some unions which face extinction are 
getting pushed to make deals with the govem
men t for their own sunrival and are becoming 
11-aitors to what t11ey originally stood for. Work
e rs in t11is case are just stuck out on a limb 
because t11e leadership is in a very shaky posi
tion. Some leaders are making deals wit11 the 
government, others are completely 
marginalized. Wit11in tl1e Free Trade Zone, 90 
percent of t11e workforce is women. It's a very 
panic11larst1-ata of women who are from villages 
and are young, educated and are doing t11eir 
ve1y first pa idjob. So t11at'sa whole lot of things, 
because when you sayyoungand educated from 
a village, they are not usually from t11e families 
atthe bottom of tl1evillage community but they 
a1·e lower-middleclass. They've gone up to 
gi-ade ten in school. If you are very, very poor, 
yo u do not reach 1 Ot11 grade. Therefore, they 
come to this work wit11 some aspirations of 
upward social mobility. Tiley want to earn money 
and spend a lot to dress. You know shoes, um
brellas, hand-bags, it's like afrxation. One of the 
reasons they work is t11eywant to dress well and 
they have a certain idea ofwhatitmeans to dress 
well. Because it's their first job and t11ey are 
coming from villages, t11ey have no idea about 
th e ir 1ights as worke1-s and they have no idea 
about organizing. So in fact they are very ready 
vi ctims.It's ve1y difficult to even make t11em 
begin to see what exploitation or oppression is 
about and so forth. Many of t11em are also 
having a gTeat time, because for tl1e fo-st time, 
they are 011 t of their villages, free, economically 
i11depe11de11t, nobody is telling t11em where 
a re you going, who are you seeing and so fort11. 
They have som e independence .... (laughter) 
It's a ve1y st1<111ge situation. Because we can 
tell them to fight for tJ1eir rights but again it's 
to do with a very particular stJ-ata, young, edu
ca tee!, from villages, fo-stjob. These fourfacto1-s 
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mean tJrnt for at least two years they are not 
listening to us! They are having a good 
time.These women live in abominable living 
conditions, tJ1ere are inume1<1ble instances of 
sexual harassme nt, heavy wo rk load due to the 
quotas imposed, 2000 collars, or 2000 pocke ts, 
and many women work 10 to 12 hoursadaywi1h 
no paid ove1·time. There i5 also a rapid turnover, 
as women get bun1ed out and tired .There are 
two or tJiree women's groups tiyin g to ge t 
women togetJ1erto speakoutaboutrapeandso 
fo1·tJ1 The trade unions have also complete ly 
neglected the problems faced by women in free 
trnde zones. Because of the la rge tun10ve1· in 

women worke rs the unions fed it is n o t. worth 
tJ1 e ir time . T1<1d e unio ns also d o n ' t have a CI 11 e 
about how to d ea l with this partirnlar group of 
youngwome n . If women ge t pregnant they n111 

tJ1e risk oflosing thei1j ob. And they are told this 
before joining the workforce.Wha t has hap
pe ned in S1i Lanka, which we feel more in
te nse ly tJ1an in say India or Pakistan, is that out 
of all tJ1e countries in South Asia , Sri Lanka isa 
counuy wh ere women have had compara tive 
freedom and mobility. This is particularly so in 
contrnst to Nonhen1 India a nd the si tuation in 
Pakistan. This is my personal impression. I 
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think that tJ1 e whole experience oftJ1ousands 
of women getting e mployment in the factories 
or free tJ<ide zones a nd tJ10usands of women 
going abroad to tJ1e Middle East for employ
ment a nd tens of tJ10usands of women being 
widowed or left a lone because of political vio
lence, tJ1 ere is a social phenomena iliat pro
foundly ch a ll enges a lot of traditional 
assumptionsaboutwomen.Sowhile d1 e women 
may have a very hard ti.me, as individual women, 
tJ1e co ll ective expe1-ie n ce h as made it possible 
for a lot of o tJ1er women to cha llenge assump
tio ns a bout what is possible fora woman to do. 
l mean n ow it's possible fo1-a young rural, lower 

class woman to come to Colombo, live 
o utside her trnditional environment and 
work. T en years ago tJ1is was a very rare 
occuITe nce. Now, it is increasingly com
mo n . Now it is possible fora woman who 
does not know h ow to read and wiite to 
come to Colombo, geta passportand go off 
to Aman, Abu-Dab hi, Lebanon or Kuwait. 
And women are doing tJ1ese tJ1ings.Each 
time I tJ<ive l, I am amazed at wome n, who 
witJ10utspeakinga word ofEnglish, wid1-
out knowing wha t it m eans to travel 
a hroad ,justge t on a plane and go. I mean 
I would tJ1ink twice. This courage and 
a bsolute will to survive and keep tJ1eir kids 

fed is amazing. Many go and have bad experi
e n ces hut that's n o t sto pping o the r women 
fro m go ing, because witJ1 each bad story tJ1ere 
is a lso a good sto1y. But, whe n tJ1 ey go, I d1ink 
taking tha t step, creates a change and it also 
changes a whole lot of assumptions about 
women. Women can get a passport and travel, 
they can Oy, can have tJ1eir own bank accounts, 
tJ1 e ir own money, tJ1en perceiving tJ1e future: I 
have my own mo ney, I want to build a house, I 
want it t.o be like this, l want my kids to go to 
sch ool, l want them to go to school tJ1isway, and 
it is at this point that theystarthavingfights wiili 
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their husbands. Because part of challenging 
assumptions is t11atyo u rea lly start challe nging 
a ma n 's right to ma ke d ecisions, especia lly if 
you're ma king more money than h e is. In that 
sense, in Sri Lanka if yo u really obse rve what's 
going on, and think over the last ten years, some 
things have changed forever. Rural women, 
urban women from the slums, the situation has 
changed. And we can n ever go backwards, we 
can only go fonvanl from h ere: thatwomen have 
aright to work, women have a right to have the ir 
own money, women have a 1·igh t to decide what 
happens to that money.Inspite of a lot of di
vorces, a lo tof unhappinessand a lot of personal 
u-agedies or crises, in each on e of these situa
tions, in the long-tenn, in tenns of what it means 
in society and h ow society perceives women, 
women have mad e a way for other women to 
move fonv-<1rd. And eve n with the mothe1sof th e 
disappeared, through their co u rage, its been 
t11e first time in Sri Lanka that such la rge num
bers of women h ave b ee n p o liti ca ll y 
mobilized ... And rea lly poor, rnral women, who 
never look a so-called offi cia l in the face a nd 
talked to him before, are n ow sh outing and 
screaming a nd cha lle nging, "te ll us where our 
sons are,just te ll us, a nd we a re not go ing to go 
until yo u give us an answer. .. " And this sigh t, 
the visual impact of women fighting back rea lly 
changes h ow society sees wo me n 

Is there a forceful women's movement in Sri 
Lanka? 

S: No. There are a lot of women 's groups 
working, for example there are three or four 
groups that work wit11 women in the free trade 
zone, a nd in th e urban industrial areas around 
Colombo. There are several groups of wo men 
that are more region based atdifferent provin
cial town leve ls . There are t>vo or three groups 
working with women in the plan ta ti on sector. 
And t11en t11 e re are groups in Colombo.In the 
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early 1980s t11 ere was a fonnation called the 
Women's Action Committee tJ1at consisted of 
tJ1 e more politicized and feminist•oriented 
women with a critique of patriarchy and capital
ism a nd tJ10se kinds oftJ1i.ngs. 1987wasa period 
of political confusion . That year, I tJ1ink a lot of 
groupsgot so divided on what was "our" posi
tio n aro und tJ1 e Tamil struggle? Did yo u sup
port t11 e Indo-Lanka peace accord? Did you 
support Provincial Councils? Didn't you? Did 
you support tJ1e EPRLF (Ealam People'sRevo
lu tiona1y Liberation Front) or tJ1 e L TTE (Lib
eration Tamil Tige rs of Ealam)? All kinds of 
divisions. Even tJ1 e political parties were in 
such a state of confusion .The political confu
sio n coupled with this huge wave ofrepression 
a nd political violen ce pushed tJ1 e WAC in 1990, 
t.o become the Mo the rsand Daughters ofLanka. 
A ve1y broad fonnation. It's not a dynamic or
ganization. Some groups are mo re activist, some 
more feminist. During 1990 and 1991 all wom
e n 's groups came toge ther for March 8 and 
Decembe r IO, Human Rights Day. In between, 
a ll the groups are going about tJ1e ir own work. 
And I think we have to go tJ1rough this. Because 
of t11 e political po la1·ization between the differ
ent groups there's a lot of hostility and suspi
cio n. All kinds of things going on and it will take 
a couple years until this sorts itself out. 

June/ August 1993 Diva 



• Article 
Toronto 

irl~~·· {"/ ·,,. rtrJ : ,'.· '~ 
. ' , • 

c; REl1tll/;1/~ FOR llllLF TllE cfttt/ 
Issues and Conflicts Regarding the Question ol 

Choi·ce in India 
by Lecia .Acharya 

[The following is based on no/C's taken during a workshop called 'Hea /1h Perspectives in the 
Women's Aiovement' al the JV Na tionul Conf!!rence of Women's Movements in India, held in 
Calicut, Kera/a in Dece111baof 1990. The conference was al/ended by more than 2000 women from 
across India , with a large represe111ationfro111 working elms 111ral women. The workshop brought 
out issues i111porwn1 to the 111 ovl!111ent for reproductive rights.) 
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The work5h op began by outlining some oftJi e con cerns wo me n have witJ1 regards to health 
issues a nd h ow th ey impac t on wo men : 

• H ea lt11 is mo re tJia n bod y illn ess 
• Health canno t be iso lated fro m wome n 's status in society 
• Wha t is the re la tjon between h ea lth activists a nd th e state pa rticula rly re lated to 

tJ1 e unava ila bili ty of h ea ltJ1 se1vices? 
• H ow to n e twork - between h ea lth groups a nd between women 's gro ups d oing 

n o n-h ealth work Wh at is our con cep t ofh ea ltJ1 especia lly in re la tion to wo me n? 
• Can h ealth issues a lo ne be used as a pivot for social cha nge? 
• Can tJi e wom en's m ovem en t come up wit.Ji a n a lten1a tive h ealtJ1 syste m? 
• Wh a t is tJi e a ltenrn tjve to extenia l funding? H ow to become self-re liant? 
• Is "con trol over o ne's body" a cru cia l fe mini5t issue o r on ly a peripheral i5sue? 
• Can me n be excluded fro m tJi e struggle for women 's liberation ? 
• Wha t i5 our philoso phy o f life a nd where does h ea ltJ1 fit in to tJ1at? 
• Wh a t will be o u r stTa tegies for cha nge? 
• Wha t are the spec ific issu es re la ted to disabled wome n ? 
• Wha t sh ou ld be men 's responsibility toward fam ily p lanning? 
• H ow to d ea l with occupa tjona l h ealth haza rds (gen era l) a nd tJwse specific to 

women ? 
Prese n tatfons a nd Discussio ns we re specifi ca lly focused o n : 
T h e campa ign aga inst sex-<letennina tjo n tests, supre me court case aga inst tJi e iltj ectable 

con traceptjve Net-te n , a nd a ho n jon a nd th e issue of ch oice. 

Th e re had been a campaig11 o f bo th me n a nd wome n aga inst sex d etennina tiontesting and 
p ropaganda . Ac tivis ts we re co ncern ed to make su re this ca m paign did n o t become a n anti
abo rtion ca mpa ign . Crea ting awa re ness with a view to comple tely ba n such tests was the main focus. 

Sex prese lec tjo n for genetic a lm orma litjcs is strn intact in the gove rnment h ospitals, but 
private ly based scx-detemiina tjo n tes ts have been ba nned , a t leas t in tJ1 e sta te of Ma ha rashtra. 
T h ere we re fea rs tJ1at this ba n wo uld n ot be full y implemen ted, fo rcing tJi e tests to go unde r
ground, be n e fi ujng a lread y expensive p1·iva te p rac ti ce in the h idd e n ma rke t. 

An o the r conOictwas in the d e ma nd for sta te co n tro l over the ban to ensure its implemen ta tion . 
Wha t.is the role of the sta te then ? Situa tion o f the lawa t present: sta te hasapprop1ia ted itsautho1ity 
tJ1ro ugh a civil cod e to punish a nyo n e for using these tests. T he q uestion a rises: sh ould wo men 
be p u nished fo r fulfilling expecta tions tJ iata ma le-d ominated soceity is demanding oftJi e m? If 
a woma n is aware tha t giving birth toa ma le ch ild issometjmes the o nlywayfor saving h ermaniage , 
why wo uld she n o t use the means offe red to he r to d o so? It becomes a ques tjon of re-victimizing 
tJ1e victim for broade r socie tal proble ms. If no t tha t, wha t else d o we d o? Do we c1iminalize family 
m e mbe rs, in-laws, husband o r die doc to rs d oingd1ese tests? T h ere are va1i ous gove n1me n t bodies 
involved fro m loca l vigi la n ce co mmittees, sla te vig ilan ce committees, to tJi e state 's a utlwritative 
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body. Some kind of legislation to centralize this effort 
remains necessary. Since the conference, a law had been 
instilllted which proclaims a one-year sentence for offend-
ers of this ban. This may be implemenled in India witJ1 tJ1e 
year of the brirl child 

(/) Sex Determination and Sex Pre-Sel.ection Test 
Campaign 

Sex Pre-Selection tests are clearly perceived by tJ1e 
women's movement ao;; only one part of women's oppres
sion that is rooted in societal attitudes. Technology seems 
to further perpetuate and extend disclimination against 
wo111e11. The campaig11 against the testis inevitably linked 
to st;1te control if the ban on these tests is to be enforced. 
This further complicates and restricts broader societal 
change. \'\1omen 's gi·011ps, in this case, are often depend
t.:nt upon the statt.:. The state in tu111 has power and 
authority without any meaningful inclusion or represen
tation from the womcn 's movement. 

The campaig11, after grappling with such issues, is 
confronting the state and women arc asking for more 
conrrol over technologies that can discriminate against 
them . Su n·Iy stopping such tests are cssen tial for women 
yt.:t individual social realities may necessitate a woman's 
need for a boy child just to guarantee her own survival. 

Contradictorily, thi-; campaign restricts the rights and choi cs of women. On the one hand a-woman 
nuL<;t havC' the righttoclecidcwhct.lwrshewantsa child or not, as well as the 1ightto choose to abort. 
But no one has the right to choose the gender of the fetus and to then abort, if it happens to be 
female.This is the major conflict that women are faced witJ1 in tJ1is campaign. And tJ1en tJ1e 
question arises: should this campaign be fo1· the benefiLofindivid ualwomen at tJ1is time, or should 
it be geared towards a long-tenn goal of change at a broade1·, societal level? 

(2) Choice in relation to the Net-ten Campaign: Court Case Fi/et/Against Injectable Contraceptives 
Net-ten io;; a long acting i•!iecta hie con t1~1ceptive with known dangerous side effects. In the name 

of more choices for women, Net-ten has lwen pushed into family planning progranL<; in India for 
the ostensible purpose orliinh sparing. So11w ofrhc hc-alrh ha7 .. ards ofNet-ten include, menstnial 
disturbances, nausea and long-term risks of permanent st.1.:1·ility. 

Most wonwn, not havin~ tlw right to information, have used iland risked their health and well
being. F11rthC'1111orl', l11clia 's national family planning policy is "targctorientecl,"witJ1 population 
control as ils ai111, ro111pll'tc·ly owrlooking till' hazards to women's health. 
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There has been a move to fight fora stay order on all u-ials of Net-ten in India. Meanwhile, Ule 
trials themselves and the contraceptives used are presented as a woman's "ptivate, secret choice 
wit110ut involving he1· husband's voice." Can we assume that this perception allows a woma~ 
conu·ol over her fertility? The experience of women questions it. The secrecy and the situation 
of non-<li<>cussion over tlie whole area of con trnception leaves women open to abuse. Second, what 
are the costs of infertility where it is culturally inacceptablc? 

The effects upon tl1e lives of individual women need serious consideration. A stop on all trials 
has been demanded, but how can women be compensated for tlieirvictimized situation? Choice 
means having several options, deciding upon the pros and cons and t11en taking an informed 
decision. But do all women have this choice given the va1iab:e situations they are in? Further 
dilemmas, and given the lack of any viable a11cmpt to provide infonnation, what is t11e least 
acceptable level of risk for women in this context? There are dsksassociated, failures too, not11ing 
is fullproof, so how can we thereby specify our demands, and how can we link up and represent 
voices of women who are suffering from such contraceptives? 

(3) Abortion um/ tire Conflicts Of Clwice 
In India there has been no histo1y of campaigning around abortion. Indian women have t11e 

right to medically tenninate preg11a11Cil"S. \i\Thy have medically tenninated pregnancies become 
legal? And why have hannful and dangerous abortions been eradicated for safer conditions? 
Traditional abortions were mcclicaliscd and have thncforc come unclerallopathy. This is one of 
t11e classic ways in which the gov<"mmc·nt is exccrcising co111rol over population. The mbric of 
"family welfare" is the name for it. \\'hat choices cloes a woman have under tl1e circumstances? 

There arc thr<"c ar~1ments:-11rro11rnli11g a woman's right to abortion: 
I. If women have: thC' right to choose, men will become irresponsible. Men have historically 

remained irresponsible toward~ WOllll'll and l hildrl'n. V\'oml'll remain unable to foster a sense 
of responsibility in men . So docs this arg11mcnt victimiLe women or help women? 

2. If abortion is available to women it shall only be used as a method of family planning. Here, 
tl1e fetus' right to live is given as a major rC'ason against a woman's right to abort. This position 
renders women 'seconda1y' to an un-horn fews and so, is considered by many as an anti-woman 
position. 

3. The right to abortion might lead lo women's promiscuity. Thi<> position confuses, moralizes 
and equates a woman's right to abortion and her right to have control over her sexuality. Being 
pro-abortion is also considered as being anti-sex-deten11i11ation and anti-sex-pre-selection. 

Although this appears to b<"a ha.~ir con1rndic1ion, it is not. Aborting a female fetus is a selective 
abortion. Indian women arc against selective abortion while tl1e right to abortion must.stay wit11 
women Regarding contraceptive and rcprucl11c1ive technologies, particularly regarding women 
with little economic privilege, the Indian women's movement is consideringwhet11erwomen's 
choices have increased or decn~ascd. If taken in isolation from each other, tl1ese technologies 
could, and arc posing dang('rS to woml·n 's h('alth and societal well-being. 
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ti Short Story 

Toronto, Canada 
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Shaban a 
I know/ love you, and I should be with you ill/ the time. I consider you perfect, 
and I know I c;u1 do ;uiythlng with you, I Wilnt to do evetythlng with you. But 
you th/11k that I ilm just ii p;issi11g re/C1t/011shlp, you don't even see me as part 
of your future. -These are the exact words of my lover 

I do see you In my future, but I ilfwilys SilY no relationship will ilfwilys be filled 
with happy times, I il!ways thl11k refiltfonshlps end, sooner or filter, like the 
seilSons of nature. But/ Jove you. You milke me feel Cilre!Tee and happy. -My 
own e; .• :s spoken to my Jover. 

Looking back at tJ1e conversation we had ... this is the time two people in love are gradually 
blinding each other. He blinded me, and I blinded myself. He told himself he loved me, he fooled 
himself. And I always thought I loved him, but I was a fool too. 

Time passes by, I don't want to repeat or even mention the word love again, we had won1 it out. 
We had abused it. 

Oh well, you lcam from the results of your, let 'ssaymiajuclgments ... That's where this particular 
st01y begins. I may have amused yo11 with the first few paragraphs, but I tend to get serious soon. 

0 0 0 

I wasn't taking that 'do it yoursdfkit tcsl', I went to my physician and ordered her to give me 
instrnctions, I wasn't going to do this hy myself, and so secretly. 

She told me I am pregnant. - No immediate shock sprung inside me, but it sure was a surprise 
-but no shock. 

Well so much for those protective latex condoms! 'NotJ1ing's gettin' through this sucker!' My 
homegirl was tellin' me. Yeah, Bullshit! I giggled. I really felt like laughing. I hadn't noticed 
but that shocking feeling suddenly stabbed me, all over me. 

Holy shit- my parents! She told me I am pregnant. This is something my parents will definetly 
notice. This sure won't be easy to hide-I mean month by month, it'll be vio;ible enough, for me to 
get enough beats from my parents! I don't like this. Panic raced inside me. 

My now cold, tense face and stiff body turned to my physician. 
'Thanks for yo111· help.' 
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'No problem, Good luck' 
'Goodbye' I spoke witJ1 no expression, no feeling. I couldn't help it, somehow t11e capacity of 

feeling wasn't allowed to me anymore. 
I walked from Middlefield on towards my hou5e. It wasn 'twalkingdistance, but I walked, wit110ut 

even deciding whet11er to take t11e TIC or not. 
I am seventeen - almost. But I am not like most seventeen year old's, I am maturer-I'll grant 

myself t11at- for my confidence. 
But t11is is not fair. Seventeen is young. I don't feel like having a baby right now! 
Hot tears rolling down my cheeks now, while I'm walking down t11e crowded pat11. 
It's alrightShabana, I told myself, you can c1y, it's allowed as long as you don'tallow crying to 

interfere witJ1 ordecreaseyourstrength. C1ya lot if you feel to, think ofitasasensation, t11ese tears 
will d1y, t11ey won't control you, because you'll stm be strong. Think of crying as a luxury. 

My parents-whatabout my beautiful parents. What will they t11ink, what did t11ey expect-not 
t11is. I don't want to face tJ1em. It's like I'll have to set up a presentation for t11em. Impress t11em 
by expressing how mature I would be about this. I would have to respond to all of t11eir concerns 
and keep proving whatever I say over and over again. 

Just don't make t11em one of your problems, take them a5strength ift11eywill allow you. That's 
all I could tell myself. 

My mind was stuck to those thoughts, and the picture of my A.ma and Abu had been engraved 
in my mind by now. I thoughtofhow I could getstrength from them, but! couldn't, itseemed too 
much for my mind to think about right now. 

Well, no homegirl could help me now. I needed higher guidance, strengt11, calm. 
I was finally across the street from my house on Coxwell Ave., bu twas not ready to go in yet. I sat 

down on the bench in the park clown the street. The weatJ1er is nice, I t110ught to myself. I saw 
t11e white mass of snow all around me, and vaguely heard a few birds chirping. I guess when you 
first t11ink of winter, you get depressed. It is like a monster that limits your life. You can't go out 
too much, it's so cold, and it get's dark too soon, it's just so gloomy. But when you sit and take a 
moment to look at the snow, it issensa tionally beau tiful-Bahy's are beautiful too ... t11ey are kind. 

I felt weird a5 some type ofa pleasant feeling filled my body and mind. It really was weird, but 
t11is happy feeling took over my thoughts, just like that feeling of shock did. 

Baby's are beautiful. They are possessive of you, and you can be possessive of your baby too and 
love t11em to the extreme, and you wouldn't get hurt. They give you love, specially when your all 
by yourself. I told myself all this to calm me. 

I would soon have a big tu mm)', I saw myself wearing one of those big shalwar kurtas, wit11 the 
gorgeous karahi, like my Ama has. I would getall kinds of dilTerent coloured kurtas, and buttons 
wit11 miITOl"S on them. I was finding things to feel happy about. I was accepting t11is baby-my own 
baby, it will give me strength by it's love - I hope so ... 

Thisfeelingofsomewhatjoyfeltlike it would last. So, I got up offthe bench, walked to my house. 
No one was home now, they would probably be home in no less then an hour. 

I took off my jacket and the phone rang. It is Kurts, my boyfriend. 
''Yo, Shabana what's up?" 
"Hi I<.urts. How're you feelin '?" 
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I drifted off into anotJ1er tJ1ought in my mind, tJ1at started to cause panic in my head. Kurts
wow, he has sometJ1ing to do witJ1 tJ1is baby too! He's what people will say the father of my baby! 
Wow- tJ1at's light, but I need strengtJ1, I can'trisk my time to see if he can give me strength, if not 
even commitment! I mean it's like tJ1at is too much to ask! But I know he can'tdo it, he doesn't 
have tJ1at much strength, and I don't wanna risk anytJ1ing to see if he has strength to offer me, 
specially when I know it'll take a lot of energy to ask him if he has support, useful support for me. 
I need all tJ1e su·engtJ1 I can get. 

"Shabana, SOil)' I didn 'tcall for 
so long but I - " 

"Kurts, I go·t to talk to you. Day 
after tomoITow meet me ~outside 
my house in tJ1e evening, and don't 
cancel or we won 'tevertalk again." 
I hung up. 

That was pretty cold Shabana, I 
said to myself. 

0 0 0 
My parent'> got home. Oh, it is 

hard to tell tJ1cm something so 
personal. Idon'tknowhowtostart 
If only I won't have to look at their 
faces when I start witJ1 "I'm preg
nant", I haven 'tgot tJ1atmuch gut5! 
But tJ1issentence has been bounc
ingwitJ1 excitement all over inside 
me. Itisdyingtogctout l 'meven 
afraid to open my mouth, itmight 
justjump out and aITive to the ears 
of my Ama and Abu. 

I tJ1ink I've lost my appetite! 
"I don'tfeel like eatingAma." 

"Jana, you sure?" "Ijustgota funny 
feeling in my stomach." "Well 
tliat's o.k. Call Abu, and tell him 
it's time to eat" I went upstairs and 
brought him down with me. Goel, I can't look at my fatJ1er, he always looks like he knows exactly 
what I am thinking, or if I am lying, or hiding something. 

Calm down Shabana, rememberyourparents are probably the only people who extremely care 
about you, and can give you tJ1e most support. In tJ1e end tJ1ey will make sure you survive. 

Yeah in tJ1e end ... No man, it's too hard. 
0 0 0 
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I've been waitingforKurts, it's beenjustafew minutes now. "Shabana, What's up!""I'mCool." 
"So what've you been up to." "Thinkin' about somet11ing we'd been up to." 

Kurts and me walked on to the path from my house up to Danfort11. 
"Look, straight out. I'm pregnant. I'm not ex pectin' not11in' from you, so don't feel like you 

have to do me any favours." That's great I just put him down. ljustsimply told him I t110ughthe 
wouldn 'tgive any support or show any concern, that I don't even t11ink he would ever be any help. 

"Oh shit." Kurts slowly replied. 
"I don't know what kind offeelings you have about t11is, but I really wanna knowwhet11eryou 

have the strength to play a role in this situation. I wanna know what kind ofa role your going to 
play." 

"Have you told your parents?" 
"Not yet. I needed to know your reaction to begin with." 
"Man, Iain 't ready for this." 
"You're not ready for-" 
"But, I know I should be a part of this, and I don ' t wanna be a problem." 
Hm, t11e guy's got brnins! More sense then I expected, atJeast he thinks he may become a 

problem for me, I mean I really think he could give me stress instead ofstrengt1t. 
"I'll help you in which ever way you need." 
That's 1ight, I will help you, which ever way you need. \r\1hat?! He doesn't know what needs I 

have? I shoulcln'texpectanyt11ing from him, he'sgoing to weaken me! He doesn'tknownot11in' 
man! But it isn't light to put him clown, it's too sad he doesn't know. 

"Do you know how you're going to help?" 
"I'll give you my love, and support." 
How? I almostscreamecl out. Forget it, it isn't.worth askin'him how. Hecan'tconceive ilieidea 

of him helping, he just doesn't know how. 
"Well t1tat's kind of you . I'll catch you later. We can t.-.lk about t11is anot11er time if you want." 

I replied in my nice and polite style, which I use just when I know I am aboutto explodewit11 anger. 
"Ahight, later." 
One down, parents to go. I thought to myselfamusingly. While I was walking back home, a car 

went by and I heard music from inside the car. It was Bob Marley. Positive Vibration - t11e word 
positive - Bob Marley uses it a lot. I think being positive leads you to being peaceful. But what is 
peace? The atmosphere ofcourse- the view, scene1y ... sanctuary! But that's like askin' for heaven 
while you're on eart1t. Sowhatcloes peace really mean? Joy.joyous thoughts and feelings .. . Which 
is achieved by positivity, positive thinking .. .I 'll ncver make it through wit11 t11is baby for too Jong 
unless I'm happy with myself, if I'm depressed my ha by is sure to be depressed too, I have to keep 
my baby happy. So ... happy is positive and positive is the lane to peace. Peace benveen my parents 
and me, my baby and me, and eve1ything else. It docs sound like a good plan. 

I felt like I could talk to my parents now. But not quite now ... tom01Tow, when I'm rested and 
feeling fresh. 

When I got home and everybody was in the basement watching some program on T.V., so I went 
upstairs and put on some music. I put on Tracey Chapman. Man, t11is woman is too much, 
everyt11ing she sings about is so heavy and realistic. 'AJI that you have is your soul' and 'Be careful 
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of my heart,' I Jove those lines in her songs. She says you got to leave some love foryom~elf, at least 
enough to survive through whatever comes your way. Yeah, like this baby! As I laugh inside, I 
question why I've been thinking about this baby like it was some event I definitely wouldn't be 
looking forward to. I shouldn't think like that, this baby's done nothing, itisn'tto blame. Mistakes 
and miajudgments come into play on my partancl on Kurts' part. We didn't know such a thing as 
responsibility! Plainly ... it was carelessness. So why is it all dumped on me. Why? When a man 
is to blamejustas much as the woman. Ifanybody uies to tell me else way, I'll know it is pure bullshit, 
I swear I 'II kick their ass till tl1ey understand it clearly. 

I'mgett.in' really upset now, not a lotofanger had taken me overyet, but it finally has. Oh well, 
I guess anger was going to come in to the picture sooner or later. 

0 0 0 

Oh, I can't believe it has only hel·n 20 clays since I found out I am pregnant, yet I can't believe 
I still haven't told my parents! But I want to, it. is really burdening me, tltat tl1ere is sometJ1ingso 
important that I have not yet discussed with them. I have prnctically lost my appetite, I have big 
black bags under my tired cyl·s,just because I cannot. kc.>ep a secret. Not one like tJ1is. 

My motltersuclclenlywalkccl past me tositat the desk and work on tl1e computer, while I stared 
at her from across l11e room. 'Ama', I said, Ama, I said. A.ma, I whispered, I mumbled. Oh but my 
voice really did not come out.. Blood raced fumingly in my body. Inside I ciied as loud as I could 
"Arna, oh,Ama, whycan'tyou feel that I am auhe edge of confusion now? Can'tyoufeel tJ1atlam 
about to fall oil? Whydon'tyousave me?Whyisitso hard? Why? I am becomingso naive and week, 
I wish that you would just comfon me." 

Alas, my voice came chun1ing out! "Ama!" 
''.Je,Jano?" I am close to her now, and I sit beside her, almost shivering. 
"Aina, I need to talk to you , it is something tliat I cannot keep inside. Can we talk?" 
"Sure, baba," 
"Afte1· I finish talking, and before you wantto say something, please thinkaboutbeingsensible, 

sensitjve and keep in mind that your support is essential. It isn'tajoke. You know that I have had 
a relat.ionshipfor6 months now, with Kuns. You allowed me to go out with him-oranyone-because 
you trust my judgement, and you trust me to he sensible. Therefore whatever I do, I will be 
responsible for it, and excuses will not help. I will suffer my own consequences. I knowwhatl have 
done, I know what I have to do. I am pregnant. I am going to take more responsibility fortJ1is tJ1en 
even my paru1er-hut I wouldn't mind some support ... " I looked straight at her face, she seemed 
as if she wasn't looking at me, but through me, straight through the present and into tJ1e future! 
After abollt 5 minutes of silently slurping the tea she had by her side, she spoke, "What do you 
tJ1ink of abortion?" 

Wow!! I dicln'teven think of abortion! Abortion .. Oh, what a 1·elief. God did send someone 
to tl1e rescue. \i\That a relief, I c;111 live my own life as freely as I want. Notl1ing will get in my way if 
I have an abort.ion, and I deserve it.. This wasn't. planned, I don't even know ifl would be able to 
get tJ1rough this or not. You have to have a baby when you arc ready and have time for it You have 
to be capable of seriously bringing up the baby well. I'm not old enough. Arid it's a joke tJ1at I 
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thought I would actually be able to get through 1his! 
"I didn't think of abortion ... " I was completely stunned and didn't even hear myself speak. 

"Wellwhatdid you t11inkabout? Aboutraisinglhe baby, while your so young, at t11eagewhen this 
much pressure, su·ess can break you? Because you can't have anyone else do this foryoul Itis not 
fair for you. It would feel like I'd been buried alive ifl saw you lose the ambition you have, the 
freshness, and talent, the energy. I am afraid of seeing you wit11eraway, and looseyouryout11, t11is 
is t11e time you can afford freedom - believe it or not. It is too much for you to carry, I don't want 
you to fall over. .. 

I heard silence. I felt silence. 
I t11oughtabout my baby the whole week. I skipped about all my classes doing it. Finally, I went 

over to Kurts' and let him comment on what I had to say. 
"What do you think ofabortion?" I asked innocently, although I knew he would make me feel 

anyt11ing but 1hat. 
"\Vhat? Your going to have an abortion? That's killing a baby!!" 
"Yeah? Well tell me this Kuns! V.'hat are you going Lo do for me, and my baby? How are you 

going to take responsibility? Are you even going to take any responsibility?!" I blurted ll1esewords 
out t11ro11gh all my goals and inspi1~11ions, all my loves oflife with a feeling of distastefulness. 

"I don 'tknuw! I mean, I'm notsure, I don 'tknowwhatto do. How could I help you? I got plans 
to go to-" 

"So what the fuck gave you the right to tell me l 'd be mmclering a baby? Tell Me?! Yourjust 
an ignornntbastanl-you can 'the prt·gnant form("! You won 'thave to cany1he kind of stress I would! 
Tell me?! How can you accuse me of murdering? \Vhydon'LI count?WHYDON'TI COUNT??? 
Don't you think a baby would lake away a lot from me too? You have 110 fuckin' idea how much I 
need to give up here." I want to scream so loud so that I would break the surface of the earth, and 
shatter every single soul's dreams. 

"I-" 
"So clon'tgive me any bullshit, no b111ilt." I cut. him oIT, and stemlywalkecl away. I'm done wit11 

Kurts, no hope for him - no hope for me and him. 

0 0 0 

I'm in labour ... feel'> o.k., it's goin' smoother then I ever imagined, it's-Holy Shit!!! SCREAM, 
SCREAM SHABANA! Scream for your life!! I thought I was supposed to get some dmgs for t11is 
pain! Who the fuck does ll1is doctor think he is?! Not giving me any drugs! I want something to 
kill t11is pain - Holy shit! Ama says it's like eating fresh strawbe1Ties and green chillies. Why t11e 
hell can'tljustcat 1hes1rawbe1Ties, Goel dammit, we have to cat the green chillies too!! BREA THE 
IN AND OUT. Strawbe1Ties and chillies. St1~nvbe1Ties and chillies, that's what your feeling 
Shabana, stay cool. No! I want a pain killer-Now! V.'here i'> my mother?? I wantsomeone, someone 
who cares for me, someone who will care for me forever, and I want them now. I need someone 
now! I don't taste any strawhe1Ties anymore, they're all chillies feel burning inside me now!! I 
wanna knowwhatthe fuck is the joy oflahour, I wanna knowwh<1t's the joy of natural birt11! These 
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are tJ1e 90's, and I want my pain killers!!! 
My face all flushed, red, as tJ1eyput the baby in my lap.Just tJ1e sightoftJ1is baby is breathtaking. 

Feet like rose petals, eyes like sunlight, hands seeking love. I held my breatJ1 - tears once again 
entered onto my face, they didn 'task for pennission or anytJ1ing, they just barged in .. . I still held 
my breatJ1 and as I was forced to brca the in again, I began to cry loudly. My tears were so hot I felt 
like tJ1ey bum t my face. All my fear and streng1h came out in waves of cries, all now rushing out 
of my moutJ1, saying ... I can relax - it's worth it. 

Now I have got somebody who will care for me, forever. 

BY MARIAM KHAN DURRANI WITH PLEASURE. 

names, titles, 
categories, groups ... 

In the battle over definitions and who does the defining. 
Rungh magazine presents a forum and an alternative. 

Rungh challenges those definitions. 

Rungh is a South Asian quarterly of culture.comment 
and criticism. It reaches a range of "communities" 
defined by class.race, gender, sexual identity, 
geography, ability and age. 

Rungh means colour. Get itl 

Subcribe to Rungh. An annual subcription is 
$20 for individuals & $27 for institutions (GST included). 

For US and international, add $5 for postage and handling. 

For information, contact the Rungh Cultural Society 
Box 66011, Station F, Vancouver, BC Canada 
VSN SL4 Telephone 604 876.2086 
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• Poetry 
Montreal, Canam 

STlUNGS OF LIPE 
(Based on the custom of tying a black thread with silver bells around a male infant's waist) 

b~ Nilambfi Sin9h 

"Black thread with silver bells 
tied around the baby boy's waist 
marks changes in his size!" 
his parents said, glowing 
in pride, watching his growth, while 
untying and retying the thread. 
"Hegrowswell!" theythought 
in singular devotion 
to the male psyche. 
Silver bells could be heard each time 
he kicked his so~, bare feet 
and turned to grasp another toy, 
one of many, and yet all too few 
for his doting parents. 
For him the joy of learning 
new skills everyday. 
The world an open window 
waiting for him to reach out 
and make his. 

His little sister, 
too soon grown old, 
clasps his toys 
only to return them to him. 
His that once were hers. 
Shewatchesthesheerjoyemanating from him 
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and tries to wrest some of it for herself. 
'You shall get to tie the thread 
of a sister's affection· the* Rakhi ·on him. 
He'll protect you and give you gifts every year, 
even after you're married!" everyone said at once, 
aware ofherdiscomfiture. 
She wondered how that would be possible 
from one who barely knew 
how to feed himself, and who could not 
change his clqthes, nor have a bath, 
nor do his hair, as she could. 
"Oh, he'll grow!" they cried t~gcthcr, 
and clapped their hands. 

"Wait and see! He'll be bigger and 
stronger than you'll ever be!" 

'That's meant to give me pleasure,· 
she thought, and could not explain 
why tears gathered behind her eyes 
and refused to fall. 
"I would not like my brother 
to become stronger than I am,· 
She said out loud, almost scared 
of what that might mean for her. 

"My little daughter,· her father said, 
placing her beside him on his chair, 
"Such is the great big, wide world. 
But remember, be good, pray well, 
maintain the honour of your family ... 
Then, in your next Ii f e, perhaps, 
you'll be born to us again, 
a little boy ... 
very much like him!" 

•Rak/ii is a piece of thread tied by sisters 011 their brothers' wrists. It symbolizes a sister's affection, and calls 
upon the brother to provide lifelo11gprotectio11. 
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• Print Resources 
Toronto, Canada 

Aurat Durbar 

Aural D11rhar is a reg11/urfea111re r~f /)il'a lo serl'e as a 11e111 ·orki11g resource 
among So111h Asia1111·omen. Any i1?/fm11ationfor this slot will he received with 

eagerness and wormth. 

Can Family Planning-
Solve Population Problem? 
Malini Karkal 

This short booklet from India hisrorically traces 'population control policies' that 
began with European coloni1.crs to prcscnc-day policic" of chi.: l l.S.A. It also illustrates 
how many 'po..;c-colonial' gon:rnmcnr-; arc com·inccd of the 'o,·er-population thesis.' 
In the proc i.;..;-;, chi.: lmoklct idi.:ncifii.:-; how 'anci- natali..,c' and ' pro-natalist' policies in 
various Third\ \ 'orld councric~ ari.: clo-;clv cii.:d wi ch chi.: fi nanci;1I i meres ts of i nternacional 
capitalism :rnd its thcorii.:s of i.:conomic growth and di.:,·dopmenc. The booklet tries to 

show how a ri.:d11c cion in frrcilicy a-; propa,L';:ltl'.d hy 'family planning programs' is not 
accompanied by imprm i.:1111.:nc... in the o\·cr;1ll hc:1lch and well-being of women and 
children, especially in thl'. Third World. According co chis booklet, a closer look at 
population policic-; will show th;H thl'.y art.: :rnci-women. Co,·ernment sponsored 
'family planning program..,' aimL:d ac 'pup11LHion control' without enhancing self
dcterminacion and wcll-hi.:ing of women tL:nd co l>i.: opprcs-;i\'t.:, cxploirncive and self
defcati ng. J\ use f1 ii rcsomct.: for tlrn-;c 11 n:1 wart.: of the h iscory bch ind 'population 
control.' 

Scree l ln·ach P11blicacion, !\larch 1989 
For copii.:s contact 4, Dhaki.: Colony, Bomh;1~-, -WO OSX. 
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Women's Global Network 
for Reproductive Rights Newsletter 
The Women's Global Network for Reproductive Rights is an 
autonomous network of groups and individuals in every 
continent who are working forand support reproductive rights 
for women. According to the Network, reproductive rights 
means women's right co decide whether, when and how to 
have children, regardless of nationality, class, ethnicity, race, 
age, religion, disability, sexuality or marital status, in the 
social, economic and political conditions that make such 
decisions possible. Women do not have reproductive rights 
rights.Women do not have reproductive rights anywhere in 
the world, although the conditions in which we are denied 
chose rights may differ. With a small office in Amsterdam, the 
Network welcomes contact and links with everyone who 

supports reproductive rights for women. They produce a newsletter four times a year containing a 
lotofinformation on campaigns, activities, research and reports from all over the world that can keep 
everyone informed of major developments in reproductive health issues internationally. The 
Network has also put out a call for participation in the 1994 Internacional Conference on Population 
and Development. For more information and their newslerrer they can be contacted at NZ 
Voorburgwal 32, 1012 RZ Amsterdam, The Netherlands. 

.....__ 

f;?~l~~§~§;;:'_ 

• 1 ... 1..-ri ..... _ . 

----·· --··-. ·-·-
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RU 486: THE "ABORTION PILL" 

This pamphlet is published byChildbirth by Choice Trust 
in Toronto and contains quite a bit of information about 
what is being considered as a "breakthrough in birth control 
technology." RU 486 can be administered to a woman as 
soon as she knows that she is pregnant and wants to have an 
abortion. By contrast, a woman must wait until the 6th-8th 
week before she is able to have a surgical abortion. RU 486 
is being used by over 100,000 women in Europe alone . 
DIV A is wondering which "women" in Europe are using 
RU 486? Pressure from the anti-choice movement has 
succeeded in keeping RU 486outofthe U.S. It is not as yet 
available in Canada and this pamphlet includes an address 
to send letters to encourage the pharmaceutical company 
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Hoechst-Roussel Canada to allow Canadian trials of RU 486 as a significant alternative 
to surgical abortion. Again, DIV A wonders which "women" will they perform Canadian 
trials upon and whether there will be any accountability to these women in the process. 

International Women's Health Coalition 
This coalition is a private North American organization working in 
alliance with women's health advocates, women's organizations; 
health professionals and government officials in Southern countries, 
and Northern institutions. Together, they promote women's 
reproductive health. 

Calgary Status of Women Action Committee 
Women, Health and Healing 
As pare of the ongoing quest for good health and well-being, the Calgary Status of 
Women Action Committee has been hosting a series of gatherings for women since 
January 1993 till April 1993 to talk about issues of women and health. They want to 
increase women's knowledge and awareness of the effects of ableism, ageism, 
classism, heterosexism, racism, and sexism on our health and well-being. The 
committee is working towards a radically new kind of system, one that respects the 
integrity and self-healing capacity of the body, one that acknowledges women's right 
to make our own choices, one that see health as a complex fabric of social, economic, 
political and environmental influences rather than a purely "medical" condern. They 
aim at nothing less than a health system transformed from an instrument of human 
oppression into a vehicle for human liberation!! Topics of discussion in this series are 
Women's Health: Ideas and Images - A Day of Films and Videos. 
The Politics of Women's Health 
Reproductive Rights and Freedoms 
Health In Our Hands 

This information is going out a bit late, but you can contact the Committee at 
403-262-1873. 
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ClutUeuges and Dilemmas 
A rrllique ol Porwlallon Control 

- .. ::....--::=-.:-..::.-::=::=-.. , __ ..... 

Sistren 
Women, Sexuality and Health 
Sistren magazine covers a variety 
of issues of concern to Caribbean 
women and this one touches on 
women's health issues and 
reproductive rights. Copies of 
Sistren magazine are available 
through Sistren Theatre Collective, 
20 Kensington Cres., Kingston 5, 
Jamaica. 
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Women Creating Reproductive 
Freedom 
Challenges and Dilemmas: 
A Critique of Population Control 
Published by Women's Health Interaction in Ottawa, 
rhis booklet contains findings from a workshop on 
women's heal rh. Ir also carries some information about 
women and reproductive rights from around the world. 
Ir even ends with an agenda for action! 
Women's Healrh Interaction can be contacted at 58 
Arrhur Srreer, Ottawa, Ontario, Kl R 7B9. 
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Son1ething Like a War 
By Deepa Dhanraj, this film examines 
the history, implementation and failures 
of India's Family Planning Program, 
which was launched in 1952, with 
western population control experts. 

Canadian Can1pus Safety Conference I 993: The Power of Action 
The first of its kind in North America, this conference will be held from October 
7th to 10th, 1993 and is hosted by McGill University Sexual Assault Centre. It will 
be a four day service oriented conference in which various student organizations 
from across Canada wi II faci 1 itate discussion on cam pus safety issues. These include 
such issues as: racism, sexual assault and sexual harassment, drug and alocohol use, 
safer sex, homophobia, and patrol and walk home services. For more information 
and a conference registration package please contact Anurima Bannerji, Publicity 
Coordinator at 514-844-6728 or on 1 h urdays between 12:30 and 1 :30 at 514-398-
2700. 
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samiYoni 
A Journal for Lesbians of South Asian 

Descent 
DIVA wafmly congratulates Neesha Dosanj in 
producing the first ~ver lesbian of South Asian 
origin publication in Canada. Sami Yoni was 
launched during Oesh Pradesh in Toronto with 
the support of diverse lesbians of colour in 
attendance. The first issue contains a lot of poetry, 
a few other creative works and beautiful artwork 
on the cover. \Ve can't wait for the second issue of 
Sarni Yoni .... 

Out Of The Woodwork 
Newsletter of Lesbian Youth Peer Support, a political, social and spiritual support 
group for multiracial lesbian and bisexual women under the age of 26. 
DIVAcongratulates LYPSon producing its premiereissueofOutofthe Woodwork. 
This newsletter is to inform LYPS members and supporters of current and past 
events as well as to entertain and educate. The newsletter is a forum for young 
women to express themselves in less conventional methods. This premiere issue 
contains poetry, cartoons, photographs, artwork, plus community information. Way 
to go women!!! 
For copies contact Lesbian Youth Peer Support, c/o 519 Church Street, Toronto, 
Ontario, M4Y 2C9 
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Women Against Fundainentalism 
Journal No.4 
DIVA just received the latest copy of WAF's 
Journal. It carries a whole lot of articles about 
women's struggles against the rise of 
fundamentalism in all religions. This issue in 
particular covers information about Kiranjit 
Ahluwalia's recent victory in Britain anti the 
campaign led by Southall Black Sisters to free 
Kiranjit. There is also a speech by Kiranjit which 
tells of her personal experiences throughout the 
campaign to free her. For copies of Women Against 
Fundamentalism's Journal please contact: 
BM Box 2706, London, WC 1 3XX, E11gland. 
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• Our Movements 
Taranto 

We, the boaal of directors and st;1fT of the South Asia11 V.'omen 's Centre, Toronto, wish to 
express our anger and condemnation over the publication of the advertisement in the January 
8, 1993 issue for fetal sex detennination se1vices by Koala L•bs of Sanjose, California. 

The Centre takes the posit.ion l11al the provision of such se1vices can be viewed as no less than 
annhilation of the female gender. 

The advertisingoftl1esese1vices in a publication wil11 a wide audience ofpersonsof South Asian 
origin, is quite simply l11e exploitation of gender prejudices which are unforetunately still held 
in the South Ac;ian community. We find · il reprehensible that leaders of l11e South Asian 
community, unwilling lo allow morality, ethics and human dignity to stand in l11e face of the 
"almighty advertising buck", would allow such an advertisement to appear in its paper. 

Will it only bea malleroftime before we arc being provided with infonnation via your newspaper 
of abortion se1vices for those not satisfied with the sex of an unborn child? 

Ninnala Nathan, Sharmini Fernando, Glac~vs Hoole, Suhodliini Nehru, Valerie Adatia, Sartaj Kaur, 
Mickey Bhatia, Kikee Malik, Lo11ella Alathias, S1111ita Alb11q11erq11e, Vali Ramalingam, Jasmeel Gill, 
Vilipu Gandi, Slie111i11 A1erali, Saida Clio11Jum, Kaneez A1ian, Sa1111dravathy S. and N11za1 Alam 

Sout11 Asian Women's Centre 
1022 Bloor St. W. 
Toronto, Canada 
M61-I IM2 
(416) 537-2276 
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our Movements 
~wing note was prepared by Saheli 

(Jritiqriing tlie Proposed Bill on Pre-natal Diag
~stic Tests~ Techniqries and Proced11res 

6, V. /JlnJary Heabh As5ociaJion of India, Peop/.e's U11ion for DemocraJic Rights, Joull Women's 
fSalle 

0 
Action India, Medico Friends Circl.e, and Dr. lmrana Quadeerj 

p,.ogramme• 

. l ti"on amona the members of Parliament regardmg the proposed bill on pre-natal diagnostic tests, [For c1rcu a ,, 
t1ichniques, procedures} 

~t of the Problem 

I. In 1974, amniocentesis was being clinically tested in India as a technique for detecting genetic abnormalities, 
for example, birth defects in Government-run hospitals. TI1e survey outcome of 11,000 couples who had 
volunteered for this test at All India Medical Institute, Delhi, revealed that the basic motivation for this enthusiastic 
response had been the possibility of getting to know the sex of the child during pregnancy. Following protest by 
women's groups, these techniques were banned by the Janata government in 1978 for sex determination in 

government-run hospitals. 

2. In 1979 tests such as amniocentesis became available through private clinics/hospitals for sex determination. 
By 1980 these clinics began to blatantly advertise these techniques for specific use of sex determi1,1ation. It is roughly 
estimated that between 1978 and 1982, 78,000 female foetuses were aborted after sex determination in our country 
(Times of India, June 1982). 

!I.The data collected by the government of Maharashtra in 198&87 showed that from less than ten clinics in 
1982 in Bombay city, the number of clinics had gone up to 248 in 1986. TI1ese 248 centres where amniotic fluid 
(fluid from the birth sac) is collected, were linked to sixteen genetic laboratories where the amniotic fluid was tested 
to determine the sex of the foetus. 

These sixteen laboratories were known to receive samples of amniotic fluid from clinics located in towns as far 
away as 500 km from Bombay. 

According to an estimate made by a group of doctors, between 30,000 to 50,000 female foetuses were aborted 
in a year. 

4. A study done by Dr. Sattjeev Kulkarni in Bombay at the initiative of the Maharashtra government in 1986 
revealed that 84% of the gynaecologists interveiwed were performing amniocentesis for sex determination. These 
doctors performed, on an average, 270 sex determination tests per month. While most of them had been using 
amniocentesis for sex determination since the last five years, some had been performing these tests for the last 
ten to twelve years. 

5. According to a report prepared by Garbh Parikshan Vi rod hi Manch, 2400 tests were conducted in Baroda City 
alone in 1987. A well known genetic laboratory in Baroda had tested 20,000 samples of amniotic fluid in the last 
ten years. 
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6. A Delhi University rcseardicr found that more than 13,000 tests were prrformcd in only one year in scve 
of the several sex determination clinics in Dt>lhi. 

7. Clinics for sex determination arc not rrstric1ccl :o 11rb:>n area.~. Pl&ccs like B~nor district in lJ .P., Dhuli;:, Satar. 
and Sanghi rlistricts in Mahara..~htra, or Saurasl11r& in G1uarat which do not have potable water and electric:,y, hav, 
flouri; hine c!i1•ic~ for doi!1g amniocentesis 

8. Rur;:J health centr<-s in G1uarat and Mahar.-~htra, where facilities do not exis• to examine spu,111n for 
tuberculosi! or to maintain the cold chain for oral polio vaccine, arc ~enJing samples of ,imniotic fluid in ice packs 
though courier services to laboratcdcs in Rajkot, Bh,ivnag-dr, Anand, Alunedab.id, Baroda, and Bombay for sex 
determination. 

9. In the ten to twelve years since .. nwiocentesis wa..~ commercially introduced in India, scx-<letermination tests 
have spread to the small towr:s of Pu1tiab, Haryana, Himachal Pradesh, Delhi, U.P., Bihar, Rajasthan, Gujarat, 
Maharashtra, and Goa. Sex determination clinics are also reported to exist in llyd,erabad (A.P.), Mangalore and 
Bangalore (Karnataka}, Madras (Tamilnaclu), Ctlrnua (West Bengal), M.P. and Oris.~. 

JO. Dr. Pai, President, Health Promotion Society who runs the P<'arl Cemrc at Dadar, Bombay, claims "In our 
country amnioccntcsi~ is essentially done, I can s.•y up to 90%, purely for sex dctcnnination of the foetus." "I have 
yet to come acros.~ a person who has come here for rhe rest purely for clct<'ction of genetic clisea..~es." (TI1e Lawyers, 
March 1986, p.5) 

I I. In the study conducted by Garbh Parikshan Virodhi Manch in G1tiarat, om of thirty doctors interviewed, 
only three were against sex determination tests. 111e rest said they did not favour the test at a personal level but 
did it because of the demand for it. 111ey claimed they would stop doing it if the government banned the test. 
Tiii then they would continue as their income would suffer if they stopped while others still did it. 

12. Advertisements for sex determination appear in almost every newspaper, in trains, buses, through wall 
writing, hoardings, pamphlets, and letters to doctors. 

Recently doctors have started advertising training programs on fetal sexing assuring other doctors that they 
can recover costs of the training in no time. 

13. An Ayurvcdic drug "SELECT' i~ in the market which promises the bit th of a male child. 

14. Several books have also appeared on the market promoting proccchu ''-~for sex selection such as diet control, 
timing of insemination by coil!L~ creating a favourable climate in rhe v-,iginal tract by douching, etc. 

15. Several new medical technologie~ arc being devclopc·d which arc capable of determining the sex of the 
focms. Among them arc: 

Testing of fetal cells in malert'.al blood; Deh.-cting levels of lc.-.lo..,lcronc in amniotic fluid or maternal blood; 
Determining the sex of test-lube entbryos. 

I 6.111emostcommon ancl routinely (mis)usccl technique forsc-x dctermiuation purposcs10<l&yis ultrasonography. 
Due to the wider applications of this technique in general gynaecological and ohstetric:.I p1·actice, i.e. for detection 
of growth deviation and establishing place11tal implantation, it becomes much easier to (mis)usc it for sex 
determination under the guise of anti natal care. 111e regulation and control of such tests/techniques/procedures 
as ultra sonography thus becomes imperative under the proposed cenu-al legislation. 

17. Several techniques arc also being developed for sex pre-sclcc1ion, i.e. techniques for separating X and Y 
chromosome hcaringspcnns in-vitro (outside the uody) . TI1e 111etJ1ods being tried include sedimentation 
orccntrifigation, Ericsson's methods, Electrophoresis, ion exchange through resins, floatations, etc. 

18. Demand for legislation has Leen raised in I Iimachal Pradesh, Purtjab, Orissa, Haryana, Tamilnadu, 
Gttjarat, Goa and Maharashtra. In addition, there ha~ been continuous demand for central legislation. 

19. The state of Maharashtra has enacted legislation in 1988 while Gttjarat and Goa have introduced 

legislation in tJ1estateassembly. 
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• Our Movements 
(OCAC) Ontario Coalition of Abortion Clinic, Toronto, Canada. 

Race, Class and Reproductive Freedom 
Women Must Have Real Choices! 

by Linda Cia~dnc~ 

Over250,000women, most of them women 
of colour, die eve1y year from illegal abortions, 
and millions of others suffer sedous complica
tions. 

Prior to 1969 in Canada, illegal abortion was 
the most common cause of matenrnl death, and 
in 1991 when criminal restrictions were being 
debated in parliament, a youngwoman, Yvonne 
Jurewitz, died of a self-induced abortion. Almr
tion is rest.Jicted and under attack by govern
ments and right wing forces around the world 
who have targeted it as a symbol of women's 
emancipation. 

Our expeiiences in the reproductive rights 
movement demonstrated the critical impor
tance of an anti-racist, class analysis. We both 
worked for a number of years in the Ontario 
Coalition for Abortion Clinics (OCAq. We 
t.Jied to build a political practice which learned 
from tJ1e struggles of tJ1c past, took up t11e 
conce111s and challenges of working class 
women and women of colour. This differenti
ate OCAC from other abortion rights cam
paigns. 

Historically, many organizations working for 
abortion rights and family planning accepted 
tJ1e ideology of the eugenics movement. They 
wanted to limit population growth asa solution 
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to world problems particularly targeting the 
working class, tJ1e poor and people of colour. 
In tJ1e 1970s, 35% ofall women in Puerto Rico 
had been ste1ilized. Between 1973 and 1976, 
3,406 women were sterilized atone Indian 
Health Services Hospital in 
Oklahoma ... representing one quarter of the 
aboriginal women admitted to tJ1e hospital. 
These groups promoted a racist and class bi
ased view which has resonanfetoday among 
population c011t1·ol organizations. 

Other pro-choice organizations, which may 
not have taken up aneugenics position, 
adopted an equally problematic perspective. 
They isolated abortion as a single issue, solely 
lobbying for the legal 1ight to abortion but not 
addressing broader implications as t11ey affect 
working class women and women of colour. 

OCAC was fanned in 1982 when women 
hcaltJ1 care workers from tJ1e Immigrant Wom
en's Health Cenu·e, Hassle Free Clinic and 
Birth Control & VD Information Centre in 
Toronto felt tJ1ey must challenge a system 
which was denying access to abortion to t11e 
women they were seeing. In 1969, abortion was 
legalized in Canada if it was performed in an 
accredited hospital with tJ1e approvalofa t11era
peutic abortion committee. 
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The legal right lo abortion, as important as 
it is, is meaningless unless all women have 
access lo se1vices which can make 1hat rigl11 a 
reality. For example, low income women no 
longer had 1he right to make tJw decision lo 
have an abortion. The first fa1alil)' was Rosie 
Jimenez, a Chicana woman from Texas, who was 
forced to go toa backsu·eetabortionisl because 
she coukln 'tafTord 1he cost of a legal abonion. 
In the U.S. in 1969, 75% of1hewomen who died 
from illegal abortions were women of colour. In 
spite oftJ1is lack of access, 1he mains1ream pro
choice movement in lhe Unit.eel S1a1es, docs 
not call for free abortion, hut conccn11-atcs 011 
legal 1igl11s. 

We fought foran anti-racislclass perspcclive • 
and began the process of b11ildi11ga11 organiza
tion that took seriously the fact that we live i1~ a 
world where inadequate wages make women 
the largest percentage of the poor, whcre 1~1c
ism is systemic, where wonwn are sul~c-ct to 
rape and violence, sexual and racial.harassment 
and still bear tJ1e major respo11sibili1y for do
mestic work and childcare. It is in 1his context 
tJ1at OCAC raises tJ1e demand fo1· ahor1ion 
rights. 

Today, in Ontario, abortion is fully covered 
in hospitals and the four free-standing clinics 
due to the struggle in this province. In other 
provinces such as Nova S otia, Ncwfouncllancl 
and Alberta the provincial governments arc 
refusing to pay the full costs of clinic abortions 
and there are not enough se1viccs available in 
tJ1e hospitals to meet the need. In many areas 
of the count1y, there is no access or very little 
access to abortion and the fight must con tinuc 
until eve1y woman has reproductive freedom 
guarnnteccl . Abortion is entirely unavailable in 
Prince Edward Island. In Northwestern On
taiio, aboriginal women must make three 1rips 
ofTtJ1e rese1ve to obtain the procedure which 
is a totally 111111ecessa1y burden and destroys 
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any confidentiality. Reanna Erasnius 
riginal woman who has been active in tl an abo. 
glc forabortion 1ights tcllshowonsom les%g. 

erese 
band chiefs have learned tJ1e names of ""' 
having abortions and uied to convince ;

0
rne11 

change tJ1eir minds. lern to 
In 1992, the government of Saskatc) 

was considc1ing de-funding hospital abo 
1~Wan 

giving inw anti-choice pressure throug7:ons. 
backs to health care. This was fought by CUt-

1 . . tJ . pro;. 
c 101cegro11ps m 1eprovmceaswellasouts· 
orga11iza1ions such as OCAC. In tJ1e U.S. ~e 
govc111111e11t denies low income women ~b e 
1io11 rights but it still pays 90% of the cost or; 
sterilization. Angela Davis, a black anti-rac~t 
auivist, has said that when abortionis denied 
and stt"rilization isavailable that tJ1is constitutes 
coerced sterilization. P1ior to tJ1e overturning 
of the fedcrnl abortion law, die tJ1erapeutic 
abo11ion committees became a prima1y mecha
nism for coerced stel"ilization. In a number of 
instances, doctors denied women abortions 
unless they agreed to be ste1ilized. The Immi
grn11t Women's I IcaltJ1 Centre and the Birth 
Conu·ol and VD Infonnation Centre docu
me111cd reports from women who were subject 
to this coercion. 

OCAC: has diITerentiated itself from most 
pro-choice groupings in NortJ1 America by 
continually U)'ing to address the needs of 
working cl,1ss women and women of colour in 
its strngglc for reproductive 1ights. 

OCAC's immediate goal is to work to repeal 
a 1~teist, sexist, snd class-based abortion law and 
fight for expanded se1vices which would pro
vide free abortion LO tJ1ose who were being 
clcnicd. 

If you are interested in gelling involved with 
QC.AC. please call Linda Gardnerat531-0867. 

( Exccrp1s from an article wl"itten for DIV A) 
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sroE THE INTRODUCTION OF - . 

~NORPLANT (R) 
. A/l llldia Democratic Wome11 's Association, Ank11r, AIDS Bhed Bhav Virod/ii A11dolan, Jagori, 

ctio11 f11d1a1•. 1 SS T Ce11trefior Women's Development Swdies, Sahe Ii, Y. W.C.A., National Federation of 
·ko Kai . · · ·• 

rtlll ' 'Peon/e's U11io11forDemocratic Rights, P11rogami Afahila Sa11gath Sangathan, Sabia Sangh, 
•011 Women, r 1 D ks/ ta Samiti Slwkti Sha/i11i, Joi11t Wome11 's Program.} (ahila a · w ' 

We object to the in trodu_c-
f NORPLANT (R) m uon o . 

the Family Plannmg Pro-
e, underpressure from 

te U.S. Govenunen t because 
has not been adequately 
ted. While on the one hand 
rgovemmenthascutd?wi1 
pencliture on the Nauonl 

me for eradication 
Malaria and Tuberculosis, 
eacling paucity of funds by 
. 25.5 crores, it is proposing 
undertake an aid to the 

tune of Rs. 800 croresjust for 
the state ofUttar Pradesh for 
a population project involv
ing the use of NORPLANT 
(R). TI1islopsidedallocation 
of scarce resources is a clear 
indication of the overriding JI .. ~• 
importance of the family plan-
ning programme in the eyes 
of our government. It is now 
prepared to sacrifice the 
health of the citizens of this 
country to promote family 
planning. TI1is government is 
not even interested in finding 
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out the hazards of 
NORPLANT (R) before em
barking on a mega plan in
volving its use. 

NORPLANT (R) consists 
of a set of six match stick size 
tubes which are filled with a 
chemical. When implanted in 
the arm of ~ woman, the 
chemical leaks into the blood 
and provides contraceptive 
protection for five years . 

Insertion as well as removal 
of NORPLANT (R) requires 
surgery. Not only this, women 
have to undergo exhaustive 
medical examination to rule 
outcontraindications. While 
the implant is in place a 
woman can suffer from many 

. \. severe adverse reactions. 
j These include depression, 

heart disease, 
thromboembolism, blood 
pressure, ovarian cysts, etc. 
Hence any responsible pro
gram advocating NORPLANT 
(R) canonlybecarriedoutbya 
sophisticated health service. ltis 
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clear that the health sctvices in ourcounlry arc 
nowhere near the mark.Are our rulers 1111awarc· 
of th is? We believe that the govcrnme11t isddil1-
eratcly choosing to ignore this reality. 

NORl'l.ANT (R} is only one of man>' long
acting contraceptives. Many such contracep
tives are being developed, these include 
injectables, vaccines, nasal sprays, vaginal rings, 
etc. All of these have some similarities, one being 
the complete loss of user control. Unlike a pill or 
Copper T which a woman can easily discard in 
case of complications, removal of NO RPlANT 
(R) can only be done by specially trained doc
tors. Even doctors are unable to reverse the 
effects of inject.ions or vaccines. Infact, user 
acceptance is not even necessary in cao;e of 
i1tjectables and vaccines. All these con tracep
tives are potentiallr hazardous am! can impair 
fertility perm an en tly. 

111e problems of hazardous contraceptive' 
are now being compounded by methods of 
distribution.All alongthegovemment has been 
maintaining that one of the majorobjectiV<'s of 
the Family Planning Program is an improvement 
in the health status of women. 'Ne fail to under
stand how this will be achieved by "<.ocial mar
keting"ofcontmceptive,which rc·quiremedical 
supetvision. Social marketing will hdp rracll 
contraceptives to places where our health srrv
ices have failed to reach . Thi' j, yet anotllrr 
indication that our govcrnnwnt ha' 110 i11tl'11-
tion of improving tlw <.tatm of health 'i<'f'I ices. 
Under these circumstances introduction of 
NO RPI.ANT (R) would amount to .<.preading a 
new epidemic amonghealth)'yo1111gwo111e11. In 
doing all this, ourgovemmcnt has the iclc-ologi
cal support of first world i111ellcctuals. These 
intellectuals deal \\~th our population as a mere 
statistic which can be as much controlled b)' 
elimination a<. byarrc.<.ting it,growth.A'a rc·rnlt, 
they are openly advocating the withdrawal of 
child sutvival program<. a' a means of rl1·ali11g 
with the population problem. ·niq·al<.ogo to the 

88 

-
extent of suggesting that hazardous and pollut
ing industl)' be located in the 111ird World 
liecausC' the lives of our people are cheap. 

We arc opposed to this anti-people attitude. 
\Vhileit is true that women desire contraceptives 
and it is the job of our government to provide 
safe contraceptives free!)', this can by no means 
be achieved b>'social marketing orb>' the use of 
NORPLANT(R} . 

In view of the above, we demand that: 
1. All plans for introduction of 

NORPlANT(R) in t11e Family Planning Pro
gram be dropped immediately. 

2. The introduction of any ot11er long
acti11g invasive contraceptive such as NET
EN, vaginal 1ing, nasal spray, anti-fertility 
vaccine, etc. be banned, both on t11e grounds 
of inadequacy of the healt11 seivicesand loss 
of user conu·ol. 

3. Information on safety aspects of 
NORPlANT(R) and the basis on which t11e 
Drugs Contrnller has granted his approval 
be made public. IL is imperative tliat t11e data 
on procedural complications, adverse ef
fects, retllm offertility and research design 
be made public. This infonnation should 
also include the cu1Tent health status of all 
women who have ever been recruited for the 
trials with any version ofNORPlANT(R). 

4. Ea hand eve1r one of the hundreds 
of women who still have t11e ineffective im
plant within their bodies should be located 
and her implant be removed most expedi
tiously. 

5. All honnonal conUetceptive prepara
tions be banned in the social marketing 
program as tJieinLse involves extensive moni
toring. This should also hold for any new 
c onu~1ceptives which require medical su
pc1vision. 
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• Our Movements 
Excerpts from Women's Declaration on Population Policies 

In September 1992, women's health advocates 
representing women's networks in A•ia, Africa, Latin 
America, the Caribbean, the U.S. and Weste1 n Europe, 
met to discuss how women's voices might best he heard 
during preparations for the 1994 Conference on 
Population and Development and in the conference 
itself. 111e group drafted a "Women's Declaration on 
Population Policies," which was reviewed, modified and 
finalized by over 100 women's organizations across the 
globe. 

PREAMBLE 
just, humane and effective development policies 

based on principles of social jtmice promote the well
being of all people. Population policies, designed and 
implememed t111der this objective, 1wecl to address a 
wide range of conditions that affect the reproductive 
health and rights of women and men. 111e•e include 
unequal distribution of material and social re•om·ces 
among individuals and groups, based on geuder, age, 
race, religion, social class, rural-urban residence, na
tionality and other social criteria; changing patterns of 
sexual and family relationships; political and economic 
policies that restrict girls' and women's access to health 
services and methods offenility regulation; and ideolo
gies, laws and practices that deny women's ha•ic human 
rights. 

To assure the well-being of all people, and esprcially 
of women, population policies and progra1m 11Hi<t he 
framed within and implemented as a pa1 t of hroaclrr 
development strategies that will rrdr<"'' thr unequal 
distribution ofresourcesand power between and within 
countries, between racial and ethnic groups, a11d be
tween women and men. 

Population policies and program• of mo't countries 
and international agencies have been driven by demo
graphic goals than by quality of life goals. Population 
size and growth have often been blamed inappropri-
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ately as the exclusive or primary causes of problems such 
as global environmental degradation and poverty. Fer
tility control programs have prevailed as solutions when 
poverty and inequity are root causes that need to be 
addressed. Population policies and programs have typi
cally targeted low income countries and groups, often 
reflecting racial and class biases. 

Women's fertility has been the primary object of 
both pro-natalist and ami-natalist population policies. 
\Vomen's behavior, rather than men's has been the 
fonts of attention. Women have been expected to carry 
most of the responsibility and risks of birth control, but 
have been largely excluded from decision-making in 
personal relationships as well as in public policy. Sexu
ality and gender-based power inequalities have been 
largely ignored, and sometimes even strengthened, by 
population and family planning programs. 

FVNDAJHENTAL ETHICAL PRINCIPLES 
1. Women can and do make responsible decisions for 

themselves, their families, their communities, and, 
increasingly, for the state of the world. Women must be 
sul~ects, not objects, of any development policy, and 
especially of population policies. 

2. Women have the right to determine when, 
whether, why, with whom, and how to express their 
sexuality. Population policies must be based on the 
principle of respect for the sexual and bodily integrity 
of girls and women. 

3. Women have the individual right and the social 
responsibility to decide whether, how, and when to have 
children and how many to have; no woman can be 
compelled to bear a child or be prevemed from doing 
so against her will. All women, regardless of age, marital 
status, or other social conditions have a right to infor
mation and senices necessary to exercise their repro
ductive rights and responsibilities. 

4. Men also have a personal and social responsibility 
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for their own sexual behavior and fertility and for the 
effects of that behavior on their panncrs' and their 
children's health and well-being. 

5. Sexual and social relationships between women 
and men must be governed by ptiuciples of equity, non
coercion, and mlllual respect and responsibility. Vio
lence against girls and women, their subjugation or 
exploitation, and other harmful practices such as geni
tal mutilation or unnecessary medical procedures, vio
late basic human rights. Such practices also impede 
effective, health - and rights-orie111ed population pro
grams. 

6. The fundamental sexual and reproductive rigl1ts 
of women cannot be subordinated, against a woman's 
will, to the interests of partners, family memhcrs, ethnic 
groups, religious institutions, health providers, research
ers, policy makers, the state or any other actors. 

7. Women committed to promoting women's repro
ductive health and rights, and linked to the women to 
be served, must be included as policy makers and 
program implementors in all aspects of decision-making 
including definition of ethical standards, technology 
development and distribution, services, and infornJa
tion sharing. 

To assure the centrality of women's well-being, 
population policies and programs need to honor these 
principles at national and international levels. 

MINIMUM PROGRAM REQUIREMENTS 
In the design and impleme111ation of population 

policies and programs, policy makers in i111crnational 
and national agencies should: 

1. Seek to reduce and eliminate perva.,ive i n -
equalities in all aspects of sexual, social and econo111ic 
life by: 

2. Support women's organizations that arc co111mit
ted to women's reproductive health and rights and 
linked to the women to be served, e.<;pecially wo111en 
disadva111aged by cla..>s, race, ethnicity or other factors, 
to: 

3. As.sure personally and locally appropriate, afford
able good quality, comp1 ehensive reprodnctivc and 
sexual health services for women of all ages, pra1iclccl 
on a volu111ary basis withom incentives or disince111ivcs, 
including but not limited to: 

4. Develop and provide the widest possihle rang<· 
ofappropriate contraceptives to meet women's multiple 
needs througholll their lives: 

5. Ensure sufficient financial resources to meet the 
goals outlined above. Expand public funding for health, 
clean water and sanitation, and maternity care, as well 
as birth control. Establish better collaboration and 
coordination among UN, donors, governmrnts, and 
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other agencies in order to use resources most effectively 
for wo111en 's health. 

6. Design and promote policies for wider social, 
political and economic transformation that will allow 
women to negotiate and manage their own sexuality 
and health, make their own life choices, and participate 
fully in all levels of government and society. 

NECESSARY CONDITIONS 
In order for women to control their sexuality and 

reproductive health, and to exercise their reproductive 
rights, the following actions are priorities: 

I. Women Decision Makers - Using participatory 
processc.<;, fill at least 50 percent of decision-making 
positions in all relevant agencies with women who agree 
with the principles described here, who have a demon
strated committmcnt to advancing women's rights, and 
who are linked to the women to be served, taking into 
account income, ethnicity and race. 

2. Financial Resources - As present expenditure 
levels are totally inadequate, multiply at least four-fold 
the money available to implement the program require
ments listed in this Declaration. 

3. Women's Health Movement-Allocate a minimum 
of '.!O percent of available resources for women's health 
and reproductive rights organizations to strengthen 
their activities and work toward the goals specified in 
this declaration. 

4. Accountability Mechanisms - Support women's 
rights and health advocacy groups, and other 
nongovermnental mechanisms, mandated by and ac
co11111able to women, at national and international 
levels, to: 

Meeting these pdority conditions will ensure wom
en's reproductive health and their fundamental right 
10 decide whether, when and how many children to 
have. Such commiument will also ensure just, humane 
and effective devclopmem and population policies that 
will attract a broad base of political support. 

If you are a woman, a women's organization, in a 
bureau or an agency working on behalf of women, a 
family planning clinic, abortion clinic or a population or 
cl<'velopment organization, please contact Carmen Diaz
Olivo of the l111ernational Women's Health Coalition, 
2•1 Ea.<;t 2 lst Streec, 5th Floor, New York, NY 10010, Fax: 
(212) 979-9009 to receive a form to send your signature 
or endorscme111. 
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• Our Movements 
DAWN-Disabled Women's Network of Toronto, Canada 

Fact Sheet on Reproductive Rights 
Reproductiye rights is an important civil 

rights battle being fought by disabled feminists, 
both individuallyand colleetively. This includes 
the right to have a baby, tJ1e right to adopt 
children, tJ1e l"ight not to have children and to 
have access to abortion clinics, tJ1e light not to 
be ste1ilized witJ10ut infonned consent, the 
right to know about birtJ1 contrnla ncl its side 
effects, and tJ1e 1ight to access tJ1e health care 
sy.;tem. 

•Because of the shortage of housing in the 
community for persons with all types of disabilities, 
many women arc forced to make an insitution their 
home. Sexuality in institutions is most often denied 
and repressed. 

Ste1ilization is tJ1e preferred fonn of birth 
con tori practi5ecl byinstitutionalstaff overteach
ing women how to use other fonns of birtJ1 
control. In tJ1e past tJ1ey have been ste1ilizecl 
witJ1out tJ1eir consent to spare the institution 
the embarassmentofpregnancy or the mess of 
cleaning up menstrual blood. 

Women witJ1 disabilities in institutions are 
notencouraged orassisted in gett.ingpapsmea1s 

• tn recent years, institutional staff and mem
bers of the medical profession have administered 
Dcpo Provcra, (a fonn of birth control given by 
needle) women with both mental and physical 
disabilities, without infonnin them of the side-ef
fects of this medication. Up until this year Dcpo 
Provcra had not been approved for use as a contra
ceptive in Canada because of the conccms around 
the possible link between this drug and cancer as 
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well as other dangerous long-tcnn side effects. 
Through a loophole in our legislation, how

ever, Depo Provera has been given to women 
witJ1 disabilities for many years in Canada. 

A study conducted by Donald Zarfas of the 
University of Western Ontario indicates that 
tJ1e deatJ1 rate among disabled women who 
have taken Depo Provera is significantly 
higher than nonnal. 

In an Ontario study done on 533 women 
witJ1 intellectual impairments who were in
jected witJ1 Depa, 21 women died. There was 
also a noted increase in the frequency and 
seve1ity of epileptic seizures. Fifty-nine of the 
women experienced visiual impairments with 
an additional 31 totally loosing tJ1eir sight. 
OtJ1er disabling effects associated witllt he use 
of tJ1is drug included depression, loss of hair, 
limb pain and diabetes. Qani Sarra, "The Case 
Against Depo-Provern", Healthsharing ( 1982) 

•Basic sex education and infonnation is not 
provided to disabled women and girls. Birth control 
counselling centres arc often physically inaccessible 
and the material in these centres are not produced 
in a uscablc fonn for women with visual disabilities. 
Technical Devices for the Deaf (T.D.D's) lo allow 
deaf and hard of hearing women lo communicate 
with these centres arc not provided. As of yet, 
generic services have not met the infonnation needs 
of women with disabilities. 

D/\WN Toronto - 122 (iault /\ve., Toronto, 
Ontario, M4M 2Z3. 
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• The Movement 

Women Against Fundamentalism, Journal No. 4, Special Issue Winter 1992/93, p.1 

KIRANJI7r Ali!LUWALIA 1N 

BRl!Tl!AN 

Kiranjit Ahluwalia, jailed 
for life for killing her violent 
husband by setting fo·e to 
him, was freed at the Old 
Bailey on 25 September, 
1992 after her pica of guilty 
to manslaughter on grounds 
of diminished responsibility 
was accepted. Kira1tjit was 
granted a re-uial by the Court 
of Appeal in July. 

Closer to home .... 

A Call for S11pp01t 
to Bibi 
Naz.seer: 
On Au

gust2l, l 9fl2, 
Bibiwas 
charged with 
second de-
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W!1Ns FREEDOM!! 

grc-e murdtT in 1he stabhingdeath 
of her husliand . Bibi, who is now1----. 
0111 on bail, is ,1 mother of three 
children, ages 12, 0 and I. She is 
originally from Guyana, and she 
now lives in the Markham area, 
where !here is li111itcds11pportserv-
ices available fora woman of color. 

Bibi's prclimirn11y hearing be
gins May 3, I 003, in the Newmarket 
C:o11rtho11sc. She needs a strong 
show of support h)' people who 1111-

dcrstand the issues of violence 
against women. 

Anyone inter
eo;ted in s11 pport
ing Bibi. please 
contact11sat DIV 
or Please contact 
Shirly Gladstone 
at 691-7530 
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our Movements 
~anal Action Committee on the Status of Women {NA(} Toronto, Canada 

Sun era Thoh:mi becomes the first woman of Colour to represent NAC at the national political 
scene. We, at Diva, feel proud,joyful, and appreciative. We feel proud that a South Asian woman 
has fought, and won, a baule against racism within NAC making this largest lobby organization of 
women in Canada, to show some commitment to anti-1~1cism by choosing a non-white leader for 
the first time in it's history. It is a momentofjoy that the chosen one is not only a woman of Colour 
but someone who also has a strong voice on issues of 1~cism, sexism, and classism. Sunera's 
grassroots organizing around anti-racism, New Reproductive Technologies and equity rights in 
Vancouver, within and without NAC, has gained her this confidence where we feel we might be 
better off, as women of Colour, with S11ne1~1 at NAC. 

Weare appreciative. For many reasons. Most pressing: heading a predominately white women's 
organization in a predominately white socio-political system is a tough job. Almost a set-up. Our 
apprehensions, rnng true the ve1y next clay of Sune1~1 's appointment when a Tory MP came out 
with the biggest infliction of white people i.e . confusing the words "Canadian" and "white" (a 
"Canadian" is a white person, an immigrant.is a coloured person). This ingrained assumption was 
hurled at Sunera attempting to disq11alify her from holding the office and to discredit NAC as a 
democratic body. This brought issues of gender and race together forwomcn of thi<> country more 
clearly than evc1y before.What a beginning-.. . 
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• Our Movements 
Excerpts from A Lotus of Another Colour An Unfolding of the South Asian Gay and Lesbian Experience 

The First Ever Anthology of 
Lesbians, Gays and Bisexuals 

of South Asian Origin. 

Rakcsh Ratti, editor 
Alyson Publications, Boston, 1993 

"The hardest s1111ggle for me has been, i11 general, to be a sexual being as a woman, a11d 
particular(i1 so growing up in India, ll'here \1•0111e11 (at least those from the middle-class) are not 
supposed to be sexual at all. In India, homosexuality is closeted for sure, but hell, even 
heterosexual sex be.fore marriage is a hig dl!al. For me ro say that I have sexual relationships is 
an acliieve111en1 . .... " 

The scmt of roses. 
"Jn December of 1987, policewomen Lila Namdeo and Ur111ila Srivastava of the Twenty-Third 
Ba11a/io11, stationed in the outskirts of Bhopal, India, capped their year-/011g close friendship 
by manying each other. The wedding comisled of a simple rill/al of excha11gi11g gar/ads, a 
ga11dhmva vivah, conducted by a Bra/11111111ina1 lindu temple al Sagar. Their pare11ts, who had 
consented lo the wedding. were also present at the ceremony. I lowever, the 11ews was not received 
well at the barracks. The wo111e11 were discharged without a show of cause or no/ice a11d dumped 
at the Bhopal railway s1atio11 in the dead c~f the night. According to Lila a11d Ur111ila, !hey had 
been kepi in isolation and 1101 given foocl.forforty-eight hours. They were also coerced into 
signing papers 1hey had 1101 read The news c:ausl!d cm uproar in the media, b111 much of the debate 
aro1111d their marriage skirted the issue cJfsernality ill general and homosexuality in particular . 
. . . the 111111sual marriage, serwd to hnng the tahoo of se:wality 0111 of 1he close/ . . . " 
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veiti1lg tradition: The mrmiage of Lila a1Ul Urmila. 
/ti "The Ki11sey report (a watershed report on sexuality published in the United States in 1948) 

col/eluded that 'nothi11g in American society has more influence upon present-day patterns of 
sexual behavior than the religiou.Y backgrounds of that culture ... ancient religious codes are 
still the prime source of the allitucles, the ideas, the ideals and the rationalization by which most 
individuals pal/em their sexual lives.' If this is so, then the incidence of exclusive homosexual 
behavior and of bisexuality in India is bound to be far more than the figures documented for the 
United States. In fact, we do •101 need an Alfred Kinsey to discover the rich possibilities of same
sex eroticism and to appropriate these in the form of modem gay sexuality. It's all there in our 
art, c11l111re, religion, philosophy, and sculplllre ... 11 

Homosexuality iu India: C11lt11rPa11d I frlitagP. 
"Being a feminist mw1 also means acknowledging that I can be supportive of women's st111ggles 
but cannot pailll myself as some sort of.rnvior; that would be presumptuous and a pe1petuation 
of the male-in-power thinking . . . . "'.·Is a feminist, gay man, I can serve only an auxilimy pwpose, 
and I must he satisfied with that role ... 11 

Feminism.and men. 
"Arka and Lakshmi both come from the Indian state of Bengal. They are both bisexual, are happily 
married, and have been togetherfor many years .... here they chart their experiences ... 11 

Extruded Family. 
11Dupitara Chowdl1111y and Nanclini Dalla are two lesbians living and loving together in 
Bombay .. . 11 

Breald11gSiln1ce. 

Diva June/ August 1993 

40 Plympton St. 
Boston, Massachusetts 

02118 
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• Ovr Movements 
Diva: Quarterly Journal of South Asian Women, Toronto, Canada 

Celebrating 

Tk 2wl N~,w.1 G~ ~~ w~~ ~~ s~4 A~ o+ 
A~ S~ \J:w,~ ~A~ 

Beginning a process... Sudha Coomarasamy 

Over200SoutJ1Asian women came together from across Canada and United States in this three
day gathering to discuss issues of sexual violence and abuse of women. The GatJ1ering, focused 
on service providers and community activisits, was organized to create safe spaces for women to 
discuss: va1ious fonn'> of sexual violence and abuse of women; accesivility of predominantly white 
structured organizations with reference to culwral, linguistic han-iers due to racism, sexism and 
homophobia; accsivilityofS011th A'iian se1viccswith reference to sexism, class/ caste1ism, commu
nalism and homophobia; new moclcls of se1vicc dclivet)'; effective outreach strntegies; and t11e 
need for integrated action. 
· The mate1ials produced by the Gathering are in the process ofbeingcompiled. The fort11com
ing [Sept. 1903] Special Issue ofDiva will documcntall papers presented at the Gat11e1ing; partsof 
discussion and recommendations. 
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Building a national network of women of 
5outl1 Asian origin was the most important 
recommendation passed by the Gathering. 
shree Mulay, one of the org.rnizers of the fast 
national conference of South Asian women 

0 rganized by South A5ian Women's Conunu
nity Cenu·e [against family violence], was 
conunittecl to see tliat something concrete 
takes shape as a result of this Cathe1i11g. 

Basis to Work Together 
Commit to the sclf-empowennen t of women 
of South A~ian origin through fighting 
ag:iinstsexism, •~Kism, homophobia, hi-pho
bia, classism, casteism, ageism, and other 
forms of oppression. 

Objectives 
I. Net\vork among membe1s ufSou th A5ian 

migin through newsleller. 
2. lnfonnation sharing with equity seek

ing organizations in South A5ian and other 
comm1111 ities. 
3. Lobbying according to the mandate as 

outlined in the Mission Statement. 

Metnbership 

In Conclusion ... 
Chandra Budhu 

Full members: South Asian women's organizations and Individual Soutl1 Asian women 
Affiliate Membership: South A5ian comm1111i1y organizations, individual women, and women of 
Colour organizations. 

OrganizingConvnitteeMembers 
The Toronto-based group so far is; Tamil Women's Organization, Soutl1 Asian Family Support 
Se1vices, South A'iian Women's Centre, Villipu, Cross-Cultural Communications Centre, Diva, 
and Ba ma thy Ravi. 

Diva June/ August 1993 97 



• Our Movements 
Desh Pradesh: A Festival Exploring Culture & Politics of South Asian in the West, Toronto, Canada 

----------.,. ___ _____ ... 
l1r-------, 11 
., , BRick by BRickl •• I 1.. ___ ____ .J I 

Ii 
.. ___ _____ .. _ 

---------BuildiNG CoAlirioNs AMONG PEoplE of ColouR 

by Nada 61-}!assi~ 

Yesterday, when I was thinking of what to say to you, I thought of the things we had in common 
and several things come easily to mind: 

•A colonial history in our countries of orii,,rin 
•A post-colonial secular 1radi1ion which is being slowly eroded by religious fundamentalism 

in India and the Arab world, wi1h repercussions here in 1he West 
•The racism which we face here (during 1he GulfWar, it was Clll"ious how tl10se Ametican and 

European pauio1s could not distinguish between Arab and South Asian in their attacks) 
•That many of us have a histo1y of multiple migrations and exiles 

But I keep going back to one thing again and again in my mind after hearing Edward Said's 
lectures on culture and imperialism and Arabs in the West. I keep going back to the reason why 
we are here. 

It has always amazed me to hear the figure lhat b)' l !114. Europe held 85% of the entire eard1 's 
smface as colonies and areas of dominion. The U.S. took over from Europe shortly afterwards and 
today, make no mis1akc, we are still living in the shadow of impe1·ialism; as the economic gulf 
between North and Sou1h auesls to. We arc wi1ncssing new fonns of economic imperialism, 
tl1rough world monc1a1yand finan cial ins1i1111ionsdominatccl by 1he North tJiatdictate structural 
adjusunent programs and inflict free 11;ulc policies globally. Dc-coloniza1ion and tl1is new face of 
imperialism have produced dcstn1c1ivc forces of nationalism and religious fundamentalism, 
fueled world wide by anger and despair at having so IiuJe conlrol over resources and destinies. 
They have also produced huge population displacements. Many of us can u-ace our presence here 
to just such a process of imperialism and decolonization. 
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Together with tJ10se of otJ1er Ao;ian, First Nations, Afiican and Latin American origin living in 
tJie West, we share a cultural displacement and tJ1at unique position of bridging at least two 
ultures, undcrstading botJ1 and constantly sui1ggling witJ1 botJ1. 

c I think that because of our constant drifting in-between cultures, we are also producing new 
"hybrids." Some of the most creative and exciting artfonns (in music, Bhangara and Rai music 
are just two examples), a1·e produced by people like us and Desh Pradesh is living testimony to 

d1at 

Of course, apart from our national and cultural identities, we struggle on many different levels 
against oppression based on race, class, gender, sexual 01ien tation and ability ... We have a 
multitude of identities. Ironically, this, in my opinion, is what is hampering us from building 
effective coalitions. Weare getting lost in identity politics. I do not deny tJ1e importance ofidentity. 
Asa Palestinian woman, I can not hcso hypocritical. What I am advocating, however, isa mediation 
process tJ1atcan help us work throug-h. and notaround, our multiple iclentities,joiningusaround 
our common strngglc against oppression of all kinds. A process tJ1at can only work tJuough 
constantdialogueand education, where we would lea111 notonlyaboutourown identities, but that 
of others and what we have in common. That is, steedng away from comparing the diameters of 
our wounds, a phenomenon which is wide spread in our movements right now and which leads 
us to notJ1ing but frusUation. 

Witl1 the backlash against us as women, people of colour, working class people, lesbians and 
gays, we tend to forget the potential force of our collective disenfranchisement. We are the force 
ofinstability here in tJ1e West. Ao; we change the demography in tJ1is society, we play by no means 
a secondary role in the so-called First World. 

141 Bathurst St. 
Toronto, Ontario 

MSV ZRZ 
(416) 601-9972 

Desh Pardcsh 
invites you ro 
attend a community 

meeting, 

"Rap On11
• 
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(Posr-Desh analysis) 
Ar their office, June 

6th, 6 p.m. 

Al/Weko111e! 
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• Our Movements 
Toronto, Canada 

INTERNATiONAI WOMEN'S 

DAy 1997 
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• Our Movements 
Women Living Under Muslim Laws, France 

f~A~~/C~ 
Akhtar Hamid Khan in Pakistan, 

Dear friend~. 

by a member of fundamentalist extreme right party 
risks DEA 7'H PENAL'/'Y or life imprisohment 

297'H APRIL (NON- BAILABLE WARRAN'/' RE- ISSUED) 

We urgently requc~t fro111 you to ~upport A.I I. Khan . 

-

All Pakistani wo111en 's organisations and NCO ~upport tlJC! case but need important internationa) 
support NOW. 

You already know the case of Akhtar I la111ecd Khan through our two Alerts (November 1992 and 12 
& 18 March 93). You know that "bla~plw111y" is delined by the Pakistan Penal code as dclilling the name 
of the Prophet not only in word~or in \\Ti ting but al~o by"any i111p111a1ion, innuendo or insinuation, directly 
or indirectly" and that it is puni~hed h)' "death or i111pri~o11111en1 for life". 

News from Pakistan. 
111ecomplaint isajamaat-c.~hlami amir (fro1111hccx1re111e right funda111entalist party) and also a lawyer, 

who produced as sole evidence a s11ppo~1·d tape reconlingof A.I I. Khan which he categorically denies and 
which i~inaudiblc. If, in spitcofall of!icialstancl~ofhoth secular, political and religious leaders in support 
of A.H. Khan, thccasci~ ~till punucd. i1clcarlysl10ws th<it thc I Iam<1<1t-e-lslamicnetwork has been activated 
to campaign agimtA.II. Khan. 

SEND TELEGRAMS TO SAVE HIS LIFE 
It shows the growing threatening power of fm1damentalists. 

to:Tlie Chief Mu1ister of P1111j11h 
The Chief Mi11i.~ter's JlmL~e 

7 Club Routf, G.O.R. I 
L11/111re, P11ki.~t1111 

The Prime Minister 
Prime Minister's Secretarial 
Islamabad 
Palli.sta11 

.. .And also, if you can, to: 
I. Ch. Shujaat H~sain. Mini!lry of lnt.:rior, l!ilamabaJ, P.ili, lan. Fa.-.: No .Sl 811 472 
2. Gauhar Ayub, Spcai.:r, Na1 ional A.scmhly, l•lam.ihod. P"ki" ""· 
3. Mi.nis~r or Law anJ p_.rliam::nba.ry Affair:s, l~hurU1hwJ, P.a ki~bm. ru.'( NO.: .SI ~I I 472 
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Women Li vi ng I lnclcr l\lu~ili111 Law~ 
I nwrnational Solidarity Network 

Po..,rn I Code: 23-34 ]fJO 
Crabcl~. France 
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Ovr Movements • :::.--p;;ple 's Movement for Secularism, India 

THE NATION 

BETRAYED ~ 

Today our nation is in crisis. Our democracy is in peril. 
The destruction of the Bahri Masjid was not a simple act 
of vandalism. It was a brutal auack on the very founda
tion of our nation - systematically pla11ned, publicly 
announced and openly supervised by the largest oppo
sition party which had sworn to uphold the rule of Jaw. 
The BJP (Bharatajanata Party) has betrayed the Indian 
people by breaking its repeated promises to abide by the 
constitution and the directives of the Supreme Court. 

TI1e BJP's presence of being nationalist and demo
cratic has been exposed as a fraud. Its claim to reprcscm 
all Hindus is false . Even the one-fifth of the vote it got, 
was not for the demolition of the mosque. Democracy 
cannot mean silencing the minorities, whether ethnic, 
religious or political. 

TI1e destruction of the Ma.~id is meam to terrorize 
and humiliate all those who do not agree with Sangh 
Parivar's fascist politics. It was these very forces who 
killed Gandhi for combating hatred - and he died with 
the name of Ram on his lips. Today in the name of R..·un 
a blood bath is being conducted. Can we remain mute 
witnesses to this carnage? To the fear and helpl e.o;snes.o; 
amongst Mttslims in India today? TI1e sense of despair 
and betrayal they feel is a stain on each one of uo; who 
remained silem so far . 

TI1e Central Government io; guilty for not honouring 
its commi11me111 to protect the llahri Maajicl. To atone, 
it must restore the s."lncrity of the Indian co nsti11uio11 hy 
immediate and exemplary action. 

lfnot,anadditional consequence will he tl1cstre11gth
eni11g of communal and secessionist forces throughout 
the country. 

TI1e violent reactions in neighbouring countries are 
equally reprehensible but the Sangh Parivar wa~ fully 
aware of the international consequences of their ac-
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tions. TI1e killings that have followed the destrUction 
ofllabri Ma.~id are a direct consequence of their politics 
of Hindmva. 

Many Indians who are sickened by the events at 
Ayodhya and its aftermath are still silent. It is now time 
for all of us to act. Let us show the B JP and its allies that 
India is not for burning. 

Let Us Ensure: 
•That the communal viol.ence is immedi

ately curbed, and the riot affected are pro
vided j1rotcction and compensation. 

17iat theMasjid is rebuilt at the same site. 
•That exemplary and deterrent punish

ment is meted to those guilty of destruction of 
the Masjid and subsequent viol.ence. 

•That the members of parliament and 
stale legis In tu res who violated their oath are 
imj1eached. 

•17iat the Election Commission strictly 
mou it or aud enforre thej1eople's representa
tiou art so that communal propaganda 
duriugelections is heavily penalised. 

•That all secular & democratic political 
j1arties aud forces unite to isolate and combat 
theBJP. 

103 



• The Movement 

A National Gather of Women of South Asian Origin, Diva 1993, Toronto Canada. 

Violence Against Women 

During Times of Political Strife 
by Samina Sarni 

A /)/(1,4 worllShop on "violence against women dwiug times ofjiolitical strife" became the spawning ground 
for a fervent and persistent grouji from Canada and ihP UuilPd Stall's to come together and strategize around 
ways of addressing the political violnice that is lwiug'llleied out agai11stwomn1 in South Asia. Many of the women 
in the group wereactiTJely engaged iu initiatives to mobilizeaction against /iolitical and religiollS violence in South 
Asia, but this was the first o/i/i01tuuity thry had to link with oue au other. 

As we gathered together after the workshop, we were anchored by our mutual concern for 
violence against women but we also brought together conce111s for our respective countries of 
origin. Some of the women expressed a need to address the lack ofattention given to the ongoing 
rape and torture of Sri Lankan women by co1111111111al and milita1y forces. Others debated how to 
combat the rise of religious extremism in India and the resulting fall out for mino1ities. In 
addition, the treatment of women and minorities in Bangladesh and Pakistan was seen as 
warranting equal concen1. 

Regardless ofregional issues, tJ1ere was consensus tJ1at communalism and religious exu·emism 
thrive on targeting women for political agendas. There was also agreement tJ1at violence against 
women must be recognized as a human rights violation under the Geneva Convention and that 
refugee women from South Asia need better support and settlement se1vices here in Canada. 
Thus, we understood that as South A'>ian women living in the diaspora tJ1ese issues are our issues 
iITespective oftJ1e counuy of origin. The challenge for the g1·oup then became how to collectively 
raise our voices in unison, yet also adequately address the unique geo-political forces that 
propagate violence in the various regions of Sou th Asia. 

The group met independently 1hrough out the course of the conference to work on tJ1is 
challenge. However, with increasingly little tjmc on our hands and complex issues tJrntcontinued 
to spiral, we realized thatweasa group needed to meet, talk, and network longafterthe conference. 

There exist ma11y iudivitluals, groujJs, mul 'llPtwod:.s in Toronto, Ottawa, Montreal, Vancouver, and New 
Yam who are w01Jd11gou issues o!Jiolitical mul commu11al violmcl' i11 South Asia. We encourage others to get 
involved. 

The following statnnent was wlittm iu ·1-Ps/1011sP to the violence that was wrried out against Muslims afler 
the destmctiou of the Babari Mosque (Adodhya, hulia). It was rmd out at the Pl/Ill conference. There was a 
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suggestion made that the statement should include all South Asian women. A group of women representing 
f)arious regions of South Asia attemjJtnl lo re-worll the statement but were unable to develop a final draft by the 
end of the conference. The statf'ment is presented in its oiiginal jol'm. 

We look to suppoitfrom otherwomni who wish to develop another statement that includeds violence against 
women in all of South Asia and would like to wark on these issues. 

statement 

"The violence that ~swept India in the aftermath of the Babari Mosque 
destruction was accompanied by the organized and brutal rape of Muslim 
women. 
New reports from India tell of mass gang rapes and murders of Muslim 
women.Asfamilymemberswere torched to death, the women were isolated, 
raped in public, and often murdered. These stories are accompanied by the 
alarming report Lhatsome of the rapes and murders were intentionally video 
taped by the agressors. The absence of police protection through out this 
violent episode was widely reported by journalists and the human rights 
organization Asia Watch. 
The events in India serve as a compelling reminder of the connection 
between our struggles at this conference and those of our counparts in South 
Ai;ia.. We are a.ware that women will continue to be vulnerable to violence for 
the sake of religious or political agendas. We are reminded that police and 
other agents of protection have always reluctantly extended their arm to 
women.Andperha.psmostdisturbingisthathistoryandpersonalexperience 
tells us with painful certainty that few if any of those violated in India will have 
their stories addressed by the justice system nor will theirviolators be punished. 
We must care. We musta.cL The DIVA collective and supporters of DIVA can act 
by issuing a strong statement of condemnation at the conference; take a 
moment of silence to acknowledge those who have been killed and raped, 
support the efforts of anti-communal forces both here in Canada and abroad; 
and put pressure on the Canadian and Indian government to address issues 
of human rights violations against women and minorities." 

Samina co-coordinates the Peel Host I'rogmm Joruew iunnigmnts, and does anti-racist, socialjusticewO'Tk. 

Diva June/ August 1993 105 



• Our Movements 
Excerpt from: 

What are we to believe about 
eommuntil Iieltilion~ in :India? 

... We have seen that it is mostly the political parties who are responsible forthe communal 
situation in India. The Congress (I) tu med to pla}'ing tJ1e communial card in Punjab and other 
places when it ran out of more "secular" slogans such as Garibi Ha to. The BJP, and the groups 
associated with it, havcalwayspla}'cd 1hecomm1111al card for their own ends. Butwhydid tJ1eypush 
things as far as they have recently? Was it because they are now in competjtion witJ1 tJ1e Congress 
(I), and the only way they could unilc difTerent I Iindu groups who difTer among tJ1emselves on 
many poin1s--wlw1hcrornot to n·form caste, whe1he1·or not to have rese1vatfons forscheduled and 
backward castes-i~ to focus on some other group oulside of themselves? So tJ1ey point fingers at 
other people and say lhc stale is favouring the mi110ritjes. But when you think of how few benefits 
the Muslims, or for 1hatmatter the m;~ority 011 Imlians--c1tjoy, do you notwonclerwhetheror not 
they say this because they too have no real progrnm for creating employment or fm·satisfying the 
needs of all? 

But it is not only tJ1c parties that we must hold responsible butalso ourselves: notjustthosewho 
agree wit11 tJ1e spreading of hatred but also those who remain silent and allow t11is to continue. 
They allow tl1ese political parties to suceed in their plans. 

We must also remember that we do have somclhing important to defend. There has been a 
tradition of tolerance that has been p1~lCtised for Celltlllies in the subcontinent by people of all 
faitJ1s. From Gautam Buddha, Kabir and Akbar, to Gandhi, independant India's martyr in t11e 
cause of inte1·-religio11s hannony, this has been a long-standing and revered tradition. It is an 
outrage that tJ1e 11111rclerers of Mahatma Gandhi should make monopolistic claims about our 
cultm·e and traditjon, while we stand b}' and watch them dcsu·oy deep-rooted values ... 

For more information, write to: 
Concerned South Asians 
clo EKT A - New York 
P.O. Box 263 
New York, NY 1003./ 
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• Short Story --
lll~lTJ~llll~S ()I~ il lll()'I' 

The riot has been raging outside Mi1~1 's window for more t11an two days now. The window large 
and square, lacey, white curtains frame it on the inside. A second set of curtains, rough-textured 
khadiwith marnon and yellow stripes, protect the lace from t11e sea1ing heat of the sun. They keep 
out t11e glare on reclining Sunday aften10ons when Mira reads, dozes, embroiders or listens to 
Hindustani classical music until the lazy softness of a stretching cat steals over her. 

The window has remained shut now for two clays. So has their front door. They haven'tstirred 
out while tJ1e curfew flickers on and oIT, like alight bulb gone crazy. Mira is nearly out of fresh milk 
and running low on vegetables. 

During this time of enforced rest, Mira re tu ms to the window again and again. She sits at some 
distance from it, curled up on t11e overstuffed sofa orsu~1ightup in the old, rocking chair. Or down 
on tJ1e carpet, knees drnwn to her chin, contemplating the window. The window has become not 
somctl1ing to look out of, Im t something to look at. 

On t11e first day of the riot, Mi1~1 and her husband Mihirwere getting ready to go to work when 
tJ1ey heard shouts, the sound ofnmning feet, breaking glass and then a gunshot. They rushed to 
tJ1e window, Mihir puuing out a restraining hand to prevent Mira from sticking her head too far 
out 

All they saw at first were three men nmningaway. And broken glass on tl1e pavement opposite 
tJ1eir aparunent building. Either the t;1iloring shop or the bake1y, or botJ1, must have been 
vandalised. 

Mira feltMihirch~nv in his breath sharply. I twas then thatshesaw the body, sprawled face-down 
on the pavement, at the edge of the street. 

Mira's first thought was: this is like the movies. She expected to see a tJ1in nickle of blood run 
out from under the man's feet into the open ch~1in, tun1ing the brown sewage water to a brighter 
hue. 

BuLtherewas no blood that day, or the ncxt,justdlstantshouts and screams. The next morning, 
tl1e contents of the tailo1ingshop and the bakc1y-shelvcsand counters, trnysanclsewingmachines, 
chairs and curwins, knick knacks-dented or broken, and tJ1rown on t11e pavement Some oftl1e 
things had spilled onto the street. 

The attack must have occurred a tclawn, orve1y early in the morning before tl1ey had woken up 
and taken positions beside the window. They had missed the action.They had heard more tl1an 
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they had seen. Their view confined to the na1Towstrip ofroad, pavement and housefronts framed 
by their window, while their ears flapped like antennas, picking up distorted air waves from all 
around. 

On tJ1e first day, they had felt compelled to spend long hours at tJ1e window, to monitor the riot 
on the radio and tJ1e television (which wcren 'tgivingmuch away). And die telephone. It was a day 
punctuated by quick visits from the neighbours - speculative conversations, forced little jokes, 
lamentations on tl1estate of the government, politics, tl1e counuyand tl1e world, hastily exchanged 
reassurances. 

They had said, over and over, among themselves, that things could not go on like this. Tempen; 
had to cool. People would come back to tl1eir senses. , 

The anger and hate would be snuffed out by death, the smell of death filling the streets and the 
houses, spreading over the city like an oil spill contaminating the sea. The anger and hate would 
be diluted by the wailing of frightened children, the ritualised mourning of widows, the public grief 
of relatives - loud, harsh, unrelenting. 

There was the police force, and t11e army. The army would know how to handle a situation like 
this, even if the police failed. Community gnmps too would play a role, surely, going door to door, 
counselling, consoling, pleading, haranging. 

Peace would come. It might take some time, but it would descend, eventually, like a soot11ing 
late-monsoon shower, gentle and f1<1g1<mt. 

Meanwhile it was best to stay indoors. Stay calm. [ n control. Do the ordinary, eve1y day t11ings -
cooking, eating, sleeping - that would blanket the insanity which had taken over t11e streets. And 
keep thoughts from scattering in unseemly directions. 

On that near-nonnal, first clay of the 1-iot., Mirn walked around their spacious living room, over 
fun1ished at the edges, examining the many things with a solemn interest - inherited, gifted, 
bought, picked up, and others that seemed to have turned up on their own. 

Shespentquite a while at the bookshC'lves,specially the one thathekl all the old, mouldy books 
tliat smelt so good. Herc were the world classics, \Vuthcring I !eights nestling next to War and 
Peace. The Trial cheek-andjowl with Old Man and tJ1e Sea. Books by Agatlia Christie and PG 
Wodehouse. 

And the books on Hindu spirituality - the U/mishnds, the Bhng;vad Geeta, the writings of 
Ramk.tishna Pa1~u11hans, Vivekanand, ShriAurobindo and the Mother. These books had belonged 
to Mira'sfather-in-law, whom she had never met. He had passed away when Mihirwas just IO years 
old. 

A newer and smaller bookshelf was devoted to Gm ham Greene, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Italo 
Calvino, Toni Morrison, Salman Rushdie, Ba psi Sidhwa, Amitav Ghosh, and others. 

The two remaining bookshelws co11lcl haw been labelled 'his' and 'hers.' One held Mihir's 
books on engineering, management and cricket, plus a smattering of poeuy, in English and 
Gujarati. Mira 's bookshelf con tainc-d volu mcs on sociology. She had started t11e collection when 
she had embarked on her ]\faster of Social Work degree at the Tata Institute of Social Sciences, 
and had meticulous!)' added to it through thl· 6 subsequent years of her professsional life in 
academia. 

Herc you could also find cookc1y books - the regional cuisine from the many Indian states -
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and pattern books on embroicle1y, craft books, books on feminism, and old magazines - Eve's 
Weekly, in ito; more raclicalavataar, Manw;hi, Filmfare, and tJ1e Economic and Political Weekly. Half 
a dozen Hindi novels and a few volumes of Abh.ilasha, a Hindi literary quarterly. 

There was so much that they had brought with them when tJ1ey married and so much more they 
had accquired through the five years of the ir maniage - coffee tables, and coffee table books, 
wooden screens, flowervases, paint.eel potte1y, ten'acotta ashu'<lys, handicrafts, clocks, sketches and 
posters, photographs, records and cassettes, letters ... 

Mira had enjoyed yelling tJ1rough the bedroom dooratMihi.r: do-you-remember-such-and-such 
tliing-even t-pei'son? 

Mihir had come into the ~lrawing room fora while and tJ1ey had laughingly recalled the histories 
and biographies of the various ol~etts tjlJ Mihir, tfring oftJ1e game, had retired to the bedroom 
with the latest issue of Busi11Pss /11(lia and Mi1~1 had fallen once again into a silent contemplation 
oftJ1e window. 

On the second day of the riot, tJwrc w<·rc no visits from tJ1e neighbours or phone calls from 
fiiencls as though the event had gone from h<'ing a collectjve U'agecly to a personal failure which 
had to be dealt with in ha1Towing aloneness, sealed indoors, exiled into tJ1e self. 

On tJ1e second day, Mihirstayed in the bedroom, Mira in the living room. The violent fight they 
had had the night before drove them to ca1ve out their separate spheres and stay within their 
isolated but still-connected, spaces. 

There hadn'tbeen vc1ymuch else to do butlookatthewindow. lt'spe1fectsymmetry. The white 
encasement, slightly scratched and chipped in places. The curtains half drawn back. The play of 
light against delicate lace. 

The panes, dusty butsecure. vVhole, when there were so many shattered windows on tJ1eirstreet, 
in t11eir city. So much glittering, crunchy glass everywhere. 

\<\1hole. \<\'hat a wonderful word . Trecherous though. \<\1atch out for that one. Take away the 'w' 
and a gaping wound opem. An ext ernal wound you think at first. Superficial. Easily healed. But 
a second look n·vcals that the knife has rn t through the layers of skin to reach tJ1e vital organs, now 
a bloody, implacable mess, thrc-ateningt.o break through to thesmface to reveal the hopelessness 
of the ailliction. 

What a wonderful, whole window. \<\'atching it was both a delight and a tonnent. Wanting itto 
stay intact. Wanting it to shatte r. Who were the lucky ones? Who had got it 1ight? Those whose 
windows had been broken ? Or those who had found refuge behind their unblemished windows? 

It was on the eve ofl Ioly, when Mi1~l had been e11t1~mced by a bonfire, once, a long time ago. 
The night when I-Iolika, the dC'moness - Pralhad's tonnentor- is consigned to t11e flames. 

The colony hoys had built a huge lm11fin· in the field, in frontofMira's house. Mira had watched 
them building it all evening, knowing that somcthi11gsi6rs1ificant was to come, but without a clue 
towhatitmight be. 

The bonfire had been set alight after it got dark, by the lightoflantems, the exciting, shadowy 
t11ings in themselves. A roaring fire took birth with eve1yo11e milling around it, singing, dancing 
and eating sweets. 

Mira did not join the fcstivitjcs. She sat 011 the grass -a chubby girl with glasses-watching the 
flames Iise and lick t11e sky, turning her world into a blaze while the piercing heat turned her 
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insides rosy wann ancl liquid. Later, ht'r nwth<-r had half-<lr~1gged, half can-ied her home. 
Still Mira watched the Oa1m·s from her hl'dt oom window, her mind blank, the fire consuming 

her from insid e 0111, making h c.: rwhole . Sire had f.dkn ;t~lccp at he1·vigil, hy t11e wimlowand wokc11 
up early as t11e first ligln of the day had n l'pt into hl'r eyes through sh11ttc1·cd eyelids. 

As soon as hen·yes openl'cl :\li1:1 lookl·d 0111 of th<· window expecting to see the fire. lt\\~1s gone. 
Mira's heartsta1 tl'd to heat hard . Shl' 111shcd 0111 of the house in her rnbbcrslippcrs and pajalllas, 
knowing her mothnwo11ld scold hl'r if she found 011 t, and 1~111, panting, half-falling, feeling a litUe 
sick, to the spot where the bonfire had been. 

A perfect circle of ash, charred twigs and burnt grass stood in 1J1e field. As Mira walked into it, 
the aaid, ashy smell, filll'd hl'r to choking. Crumbling ashes, powdery soft and st.ill wann, tickled ' 
t11e edges of her feet. 

Looking up, Mi1~1 saw thl' arching hh1e sky go from pink to gold. It was immense, whole, like 
t11e fire had been. Bending down slw g1~ililied (i-;tfuh 0L1.~h. She had prest'1ved that ash in a toffee 
tin for many years after that. 

The fascination with the wi11doww;1s kss in 11on ·n 1. B11 t t he1ew.1-;110 option: t11e c1111~mcem('nt 
had to nm its cmu...,e. 

Blood. It would have been nice to have seen some. Snarling red, viscous. Bubbling as if in anger. 
Simmering as if full of spite. What use a riot or a fight without the redness, the richness of real blood? 

It would have been good to see a stone, stones, strike the window panes. Enter the living room 
and fall with a reverberating thud that shook the somnolent apartment 

It would have been good ID see the glass crack, the pane turn in ID an intricate spiders web. While 
the other shattered and fell to the floor, tinkling. 

Shards of glass everyhwere. Glass, pure and beautiful. What use a riot or a fight without broken 
glass, without the hardness, sharpness, the clarity, of glass? 

But there had h('ell no blood. 
There had never, it seem<'d, h('('ll any n·al blood in l\li1~1's life unless one counted tame 

menstrual blood, stale and so111·-snlt'lling, ao.; 1 <·al lilood. i\lore real to her than her own blood was 
t11e tomato-kctch11p blood of the countk-.s I lindi movi('s that i\fo~1 had gTown up on. 

At firsl the blood spilll'd 011 scnTn .1 pp<'a1 l'd 1 o have a good reason to be there. It was spilled 
in the name ofrighteousnt'ss, ho11011r,j11sti r e, love, filial d<·\'ot.ion. But as the years rolled on, t11e 
bloodbaths got more and mo1 <· .'>ens<'il''>S, 1~111< !om and gory. The films were holding up miITors 
to t11e reality around them. 

Mira and her fri<'nds started St'eing· th('se movil's It's-; and less as time passed. Because t11ey 
seemed to have nothing to do with lh viri(kas, lheirmotivations, 1/11,irlives. The movies had created 
t11eir ow111111iverst' and ocn1pi<·d an orbit that did not ove1 lap with the space that defined Mira's 
life. 

But as the fo-.;t d.1y of the riot had ;,la1 It'd 10 fade into night, \li1~1 had felt her blood coursing 
through lwr veins onn· again, .1ft<·r a long tinH· incll'<·cl. Slw had l'XJ>l'rienccd it as a wann, lively 
thing, intt'llt on action. 

She co11ld11 't lig11n· 0111 what h;1d triggl'1 ('cl olf thi~ 1111f1 L'<·1.i11g ofhn hloocl, and herspi1it, which 
had brought m 1 the dt'sp<·1~1t<· u1 g<· to h-t hl'r i1111a 1 cl~ ~pill 011 t t hro11gh IH'1 mo11 th, h('rsole weapon. 

V\1ords had StJ<'\Vl'cl Oil t of:\! it~l wi l ha cla11111i11g f< ·1 O< ity l h.1 I II igh l, when t'Vl'ryl hing had Seemed 
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under control. All that time she had bl'lil'ved that the violence outside was an external event, 
unreal and transient.. It had nothing to do wi1h her, with Mihir - their ideas, their motivations, their 

fives. 
The}•would move, l\lihir had said. They had been searrhing fora Oat now for over six months. 

They had been Loo picky. That's why they hacl11 'L found anything. They had Lo be realistic. They 
)lad to compromist>. They would sellk for a half-way decent place in a nice locality. They would 
)eave here as soon as they could. 

"Auel what about us? Do you think that we will solve any of tJ1at by moving?" 
"Don'tstarfon that now, Mira. Not tonight of all nights. Please." 
flames licked at the con~ers of Mira's mind. Flames and fire, so central to Indian life, and death. 

The ancient fascination that end111'es. Sacred fire, ultimate pm·ifier, made profane by sati and 
bride-bu ming. The rites and wrongs of fire still endure. 

Tht• body is co11o;1111wcl Iiy fire to be mack whole. Fire unlocks the spi1it which merges with tJ1e 
whole. Fire i-; not so much dl'a th, as it i-; purifira1io11 and aftc.:1 -lifc. So self immolation still endures 
_ suicide and sdf l'Xpn·s-;ion, an encl ;1nd a new ()('ginning, rolled eerily into one. 

The riotl'IS had ovt-r1t1 ml'd thrl"l" I Ht<;(·s and S< ·t tlH·m abla1.l', on the main road not far from where 
Mira lived. That must have hl"ell so111(· lion fir('! 

Flames licked at the comer-; of l\li1~1 's mind, and she Ii lazed with words. 
Afterwards, aftt"r her l'rll ption into ang1y 11 t te1~ 111ces and l\lihir's wordy counterattack, Mira felt 

empty and slack, demuscll'd, limpid . It was as ifa great wind had blown tJ1rough tJ1eir flat, whirled 
all tJw ol~c·cts around, shakl'n them up and s<:t them hark in their place, cleansed. 

She felt she did not need to talk to l\lihir ever ag.1in. Thi~ had been her first real conversation 
with him. Ami it had explained thl'ir life tog<·th<"r with the geometric precision of tJ1e circle of 
ash left bl'hind hy the Great Bon lire . 

A~ a child Mi1~1 had -;c·c·n p1~1ctically 110 ang<·r or vioknrc in hn home. Iler parents seemed 
always calm, though her falh<"r 'i<TllJ<·d a Iii 11<- sad a! tim<"s and her mother would get somewhat 
testy. Th t-rt· appl'arl'd to ht" 110 q11arn·I-; or di-;ag-rcl"nw11ts between tJ1em. They had chosen 
consciously to turn away from ov<-rt expn·-;sion . 

Thing-; did not change wry m11< h in h(·r ad11lt life, which seemed, more or less like a seamless 
conti1111a1ion ufhcr tranquil childhood. 

Before Mi1~1 and l\:lihir had fo11nd this Oat, t1H·y had lived for a couple of months in a friends' 
apartment, where they had had to sulfrr a viok11t neighbour. 

Shouts and screams, thl' sounds of hanging doors and falling things, wimpers and sobs, 
emanated al odd hours from th'" 1H"igh ho11ringapartme11t. l'erhaps they hadn 'tbeen all that loud, 
but in the hushed silence of her te111pcm11y l10111l', which had echoed tJ1e hollow quiet of her 
parent's house, thl' sounds had the impact of gunshots fired at a di5t;111cc. Mira remembered 
thinking- that some day, perhap-;, the lndk-ts would pierce the walls of!lC'r own home. 

Standing at tlwir window M i1~1 wo11 Id S<"l' thl' man storm 011 t of the apartment building after a 
virnlcnt so1111di11g qua1Td, get in to lh<" car and drive away noisily, leaving behind a swirl of dust. 

Someti11ws, though less of((·n, tht· wo111a11 would walk 0111 of the house, a little unsteady, her 
pallu w1~1pped tightlyarouml her IH·;1d, d1~1ggi11gasohhing child, tu hail a 1·ickshawas it rounded 
a conlC'ra11d disappear in a clo11d of dust. 
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Through all this Mihir assured Mira, again and again, t11at t11ey would move soon. They were 
spending all t11eir after-work hours looking for a house; t11ey were bound to find sometJ1ing. He 
appeared to get used to the situation but Mira couldn't stop herself from listening and looking 
out for t11eir neighbours all the time. 

She started leading a dou hie life, lurking, in her mind, through t11e rooms of her neighbours 
house, a ghost haunted by an intense and unnaumil curiosity, even as she sat down to dinnerwit11 
Mihiro1· broughto11therembroick1y books in the drawing room or watched Mihirwrestlewith tJ1e 
Rubie's cube. 

That was the feeling she experienced once ag~lin as the riot raged outside t11eirwindow. As she 
satin her cosy little home, leafing through glossy magazines, she was a gJwstslipping t11rough t11e 
restless su·eets. 

Now she was part of the crowd thatjeered and cheered, hurled stones and abuse and set t11ings 
alight. (What cleligh tin seeing the flames rise high and lick the sky!) The crowd that had become 
a single moving, tensing, preying beast, intent: on action ... Now she was in a clingy, way-side tea 
stall, listening to the rabble-rouser al the upturned table, his speech and spittle darting back and 
forth between him and his audience, people listening, forgetting their companions, tJ1e tea 
turning tepid in their cups, Someone whistled. Someone clapped. "Kya hero aadmi hai" Then 
she was moving down a street where everythiugwas lrn111ing, the houses, the shops, tJ1e cars, t11e 
people, and she was dodging falling 1~1fters and flying sparks, walking around the blazing bodies 
rolling on the gTound, tJ)fog- to qudl the flames, hanging to life in the t11roes of deatJ1, she was 
shrinking from burning limbs that were thrust al lwr from writhing heaps. And everywhere tJ1e 
stench of burning flesh ... 

She was on a street nowwhere there were no people and no fires, only glass, eve1ywhere, crushed 
glass covering t11e sidewalk and road and the walls of building-;, the whole world so crystalline and 
beautiful, blinding her with its brillance ... 

Then she was on her own street which had been all cleaned 11 p. There were people going about 
tJ1eir business, unsmiling, silent. Mira walked along quickly and uneasily down the street and 
towards her house, knowing that if ~omeone made one small, false move t11e facade of nom1alcy 
would crumble and there would be gfa-;-; on the street and the sound of nmning feet and shouts 
and gunshots. 

They all had to he very, w1y ran· flt I. She knew that with an absolute certainity that made her 
break out in sweat. V\7hat if it wa<; shl' who did so111ethi11g wrong? 

She felt a scream fonning at tlw l>.ts<· of hl'r throat. and rising slowly, and then she was at t11e 
entrance ofherh11ilcling, henelf control ckserti11g her as soon as she was inside the door, making 
her run up the hollow-soun<ling wooden stairs till she collided into a man who was going clown 
t11e stairs. 

As she brushed against him l\fo~t got a whiff of his sweat mingled with that other body smell, 
unmistakeable despite her fear and the total darkness that enveloped t11e st:tircase. This man was 
her first lover, who had been at one t i111e as big as the bonfire, in Mira's life, blotting out everyt11ing 
else. 

He seemed to recognise lwr and paused, though he had been in a great huny a second ago. 
Fora moment they withdrew into thems<·lws, preparing for the encounter. Then they embraced. 
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Tongues of fire licked at Mira's skin . I I er body felt U<mslucent, cool, like fine glass. 
He kissed her roughly on her mouth. He had a week-old beard that scratched her face . He 

hadn't had the time to shave or hadn't bothered to. He seemed agitated, his body too-warm, 
trembly. Mira clung closer to him and pushed her tongue into his feverish mouth. He had been 
there, out on the streets, rioting. I Iis clothes and skin were street-stained. Nothing else could 
explain his dis t11 rbed sta te . 

Perhaps, at first, he hadj11st he<·n a passerby ona mindless errand walkinghurridlydownastreet. 
perhaps h e had left his quiet side-street.and walked onto a main street, into the eye of an infen10, 
suITouncled suddenly by a t11rong of angry, shouting, crazed people t11rowing stones and hitting 
outatwhateverth(·ycould find. Beingofan excitable nature, t11e impressionisiticyoungman tJ1at 
he was, pe rhaps he had het-11 d1; nv11 in by t11 e crowd, a participant 1<11J1er t11an spectator in tJ1e 
i<indom violence tha t crl'a ted its p111 pose as it went along. As Mirn slipped her hand into his she 
felt the grainy texture of mud 011 them. The images of the streets outside coalesced into a single 
flame and h11111 ed in Mirn 's mind . She felt he shared th e Ila me. That, in fact, he was fuelling and 
brightening it as his body heat Sl'l'ped illlo her. As they kissed breatJ1i11g chaotically, Mira pushed 
hard against him, wanting th<::stn·et-sweat , mud-violence, the feverish hunge1·-angerofhis tongue 
to infuse h er being as well. 

He led Mi1<1 hy hand to the top of the building, to the little recess, musty, cobwebbed, stacked 
with discarded junk that led to the lockt'd ten<icc. 

Half undressing, they clung, clawed, hit, thrust, tugged, strnked each ?tl1er in a frenzy oflove 
and despair. A'> he took her standing up, Mirn felt his calloused hands (what had he been doing 
with his buuc·r-smooth hands, soft and gt·ntle in her mem01y?) grnsp her hair, gather it in his fist, 
and pull her head back, hard. Pain, black and deep, washed over her as she came and came. 

Now she was no longer apart, hut a part of the riot, and would always be that way. WitJ1 a part of 
die riot inside he1· forever. ' 

He lefL her 011 tside her Ila t. A brmh oflips aga inst her earlobe, a hand momentarily tightening 
around hers and he faded away. She couldn 't smcll him any longer. Though she could feel him 
still. Mi1<1 stood in the dark for a while., running her fingers over her swollen lips. Then she let 
herself into the apa rtment. 

They had picked the body off the pavement that very day, the first day of the riot. late in the 
afternoon an ambulance had driven up, a siren rending the air. Two policeman had gotten out of the 
van and hauled the corpse into the car. There was no blood on the man's clothes. It was not anyone 
they could recognise, no one they had seen before in the neighbourhood. 

There were no marks on the pavement. At least nothing they could see at diat distance. 
Mi1<i could picture the body lying 011 the cold bunk inside the ambulance, which must smell 

depressingly of disinfectant. Perhaps they would cover him with a sheet. \Vl1at a strange corpse! 
Dead bodies were covered from neck to toe in a white sheet, bedecked in garlands of flowers, 

d1eirexposed faces set in repose. They lay 011 chmj1c:rys held aloft by4-5 men, dressed in white, freshly 
bathed, led down the stJ'eC't bya procession ofwhi1c-clad mourners chanting "Ramnaamsatyahai." 

The man had been felled hy a single bullet. They had heardjust one shot. \\7110 knows who the 
bullet had been meant for? Vlho knows how many sightless, meandering bullets had been forced 
to find a kill - someone who happened to be at a window, someone going about on a mundane 
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errand, someone who had tried to duck in lo a doonvay, some idiot with his back to t11e wall. 
It's getting dark outside so Mira goes into lhe kitchen to cook some dal-chawaal She decid 

to use t11e two remaining onions for tlw dal. Pulling out the knife, she goes chop-chop-chopWitll 
it The blade slices rhythmically through the skin to reach the heart and goes on to the ot11erside 
Soon tJ1ere is a heap of finely chopped onion on tJ1e board. · 

Tears nm down Mira's face. She wipes them inadequaLcly with a dishclotJ1. 
"Allah hoAhbar, "Mira walches Mihir through the kitchen door as hesta1·1s up on hearing the 

familiar prayer call. They havcn 'L heard it for two days. Mihir's eyes meet Mira's and tum hastily 
away. 

There's a knock on 1J1e door. The neigh hours start coming in quick sucession. There has been 
nocmfewtoday, tJ1e tJ1ircl day of the 1ioL.A11cl if the mosque has been opened again, tJ1an everything 
must be all right. 

I can go to work tommi-ow, thank god, says one neighbour, l have to finish this importantrepon 
for these clients who're coming in next week. Ther'rejapanese, you know. Mira brews cups of tea 
and hands them out through the kild1l·n door lO Mihir, leaving him to deal witJ1 tJ1e visitors. She 
hates him for expressing different views t.o different neighbours, depending on t11eir religion. 

Tomoffowshe would walk down the street, goingaround the area where t11e dead man had lain, 
superstitious and queasyabout.stc·pping into ~hats pace, but unable to shake off a honible curiosity 
t11at would lead her to closely examine the ground as she went by. 

The bake1yand the tailorshopwould be repaired. Thcweekaftershewould go into tJ1e bakery 
to buysavomy naan bread to go with the henn.a-mullar that she makes so well. 

Later, she would go into the tailor shop with her magenta-silk blouse piece to have a blouse 
stitched in tJ1e latest.strle, the tailor's wife, her lmrqua thrown back over her broad impassive face, 
would hand her dog-eared pattcn1 hooks from under the count.er. 

Wearing the new blouse, her gorgeous K11tjivaram sari rippling and crackling around her, she 
would goa week lat.er LO hcrcousin 's wt·clclingwhere they would not discuss the iiot. The talk would 
centre around the decorations, the execs~ or simplicity of 1lwjewelle1y 011 the women guests, tJ1e 
groom's income, the bride's beauty and the quality of the ice-cream se1ved at t11e reception. 

How would she conduct herself with the hake1·and the tailor, her neighbours, after all, if only 
by chance? Would she smile effusivclyatthc·m, while they, addn:ssing her as 'bphmji, 'askafterMihir 
miya 's health? 

Or would tlicir transactions he concluded in an aura ofhewilclering guilt and shame, wit11 an 
absence of eye-contact and a minimum of conversation? 

Suddenly Mira decides that.she has togct.out of theapartmenl, go fora walk. Opening her closet, 
she finds a dujJ/>allaancl drapes itarouml her head. Slw takes nffher hiudi an cl sticks it on the miffor 
of tJ1e dressing ta hie. 

Telling Mihir that she is going 0111. for a while, she sweeps past him and out of the door before 
he has fonc lo react. 

Mira goes nnhu1Tidly down the st;1irs and into the semi-deserted streets. They are somewhat 
cleaner than she had expected though there is more than the usual load of garbage piled up at 
su·eet con1ers. The streets are surprisingly devoid of policemen. Here and there are b11111t out 
shells of things tha l were fonnerly whole. 
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j\Jmost all the shops are closed, and there's a pletJ1ora of tJ1em - small, individualistic shops 
selling fabiic, clothes, shoes, toys, school goods, atlarand incense, jewellery, buttons and lace, 
!dtchenware, hardware, food, dai1)' products. There are shops tliatrepairwatches, leatJ1ergoods, 
bicycles. A cou pie of the groceries have their doors half open. 

The neighbourhood is old, the majority of the buildings dilapidated badly in need ofa coat of 
paint. They contrast sharply with the occasional, smart, new apartment building which is 
architcctm~1lly stark and an!,Ttllar. The older buildings have graceful, curved balconies witJ1 a 
wrought-iron rai.lings and their windows and doors, composed of softly rotting wood, are framed 
bypattemed arches, the designs either floi~1l or geomeu-ic or a combination, look.ingas iftJ1ey have 
half-melted into tJ1e ancient.facades. 

Mira gets off the bigger and wider road and goes down a familiar galli, twisted and aromatic, past 
children playing hopscotch ancl skipping rope. A little g"irl in heavy pigtails catches her eye and 
smiles shyly. Sh e pamt·s as she finds herself approaching the mosque. The door to the mosque 
is ajar. Prayers spill out of the courtyard, in to the cl usky air. The minarets are ou tJined as inspiring 
silhoue ues ag.1imt the clear, blue sky. Mirn goes up to the door and peeps in. Inside there are a 
dozen men in white lm1ta-/1rrjr1111as, and kuiu.ed skull caps, kneeling, bent over so tJrnt their heads 
almost touch the floor, p1~1ying. They arc all grouped at the far comer of the courtyard. The 
opennel>s of the cou rt}~inl comes as a sl 1ock, almost, a fl er the circumscribed space oftJ1e apartment. 
Mirn feels cxhil.iratecl looking at the courtyard. A~ she watches, the space seems to hum, extend 
outwards and upwards. 

In the ce ntre of the courtyard is a group of pigeons hopping and flutteiing on the floor. The 
soft, grey bodies cut a pkasingpauem against tht: bea11t.if11l, marble floor.The pigeons takeoff and 
within ~ccondo; they are afloat, high in the sky, flying in fonnat.ion. Mira watches them till tJ1ey 
disappea r, 111ingli11gs111okily in the hh1e-f:,1Tey sky. Sucldenly she is melancholy. How limiting it was 
to be outside the 1110sq11e. Excl11clt-cl al-;o from the flight of the pigeons. With only tJ1e option of 
a linear escapC' - the sl111tting ofwilJ(lowl> and the sl.1111ming of doors? 

Mi1~1slowly111;1kes her way hat k honw. 

Notes for the foreign reader: 
"The man's a hero." This remark may often be made in a 
derisive tone.The story is set in Bombay, India. Mira and 
Mihir are Hindu names. 

The naan bread ref erred to here is made and sold 

The bin di (coventionally the red dot on the forehead of 
married women, now as much a mark of fashion as 
custom, which comes in a sticker form as well) is worn 
traditionally by Hindu but not Muslim Indian women. 

predominently by Muslims in the bakeries they own. Traditionally, a Muslim woman, if she were not wearing a 
Traditionally, tailoring has been taken up as an occupation burqua, would drape a duppatta around her head, that 
by a section of the Indian Muection of the Indian Muslim commtil\itlliver her head as a mark of modesty. 

Kheema (minced meat). is a common food item for Indian 
Muslims. 

Miya means husband, in Urdu. 
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Raam naam satya hai: (literally) the name of God is 
the truth 
attar: perfume 
galli : a narrow alley 
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ACTMSTseeksemplo)111ent 
which will offer power, prestige·, 
useful networking connections, 
lots of money, lots of time off, IO 
am to 3 pm hours, paid vacation~ 
and benefits within agovernnwnt 
funded community based organi
zation. 

WANTED access to lhe young 
brown lesbian grllpevine. 

Offering permission to the 
privileged to continue to be op
pressive in language, behaviour 
and tl1ought. Once pennis.~ion i~ 
granted, all forms of guilt are 
guaranteed to be crnclicatccl. 

CostofPermis~ion: 

-A new 1993 blackjeep con
vertible 

-Yearly round-trip tickets for2 
to India 

-Coverage of all living ex
penses 

-A new downtown condo
minium at the localion of my 
choice. 

A Dogma that is guaranteed 
to override your Karma. 

1l1eyoung, ligl1t-skinnecl, ahle
boclied BENGALI lesbian-iclcmi
fied bisexual woman ofBrahman 
decent who was seeking a sensi
tive, non-ageist, non-classiest, non
biphobic, big-boobecl, butchy/ 
femmy female for sex, is getting 
desperate!!! 

IDEAL Man Wanted ... 
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One year old clog named 
Sona; cute, bro1111 and friendly. 

WARNING: c·ven if taken to 

lhc next city and dropped off, he 
\\ill return . 

l3E1TER JOB.S FOR BRO\\'N 
BOYS 

V.'e de.._ ''l'J T h e y 
man cl bet- ~··. · · <1 have been 
terjob~for J, r provided 
B r o w n \.Q w i t h 
B o y s . 7 °. enoughjob 

('\.t"'" I 

B r o w n opportuni-
Girl~. clo not I ticsinthehousc:s 
nec-cl any. of BroMJ Boys. 

!() year old woman ancl her 
man arc looking for a big studio 
with two big windows at the cor
ncrofC<~rrnrcl and Coxwell . !'>lint 
conclition, double waterbcd, 
waslwr & dryer, sauna required. 
Will pay$150/permonth 

Mrs. Reena Shiva is tired of 
being a ,,;fcshc is now looking for 
one of her own . 

I Ierb Dealc:r NEEDED who 
supplies good Soota and consid
ers rc:cession. Willing to discuss 
prirc ·~ . 

ARTICLESFORSALEanabun. 
danceofcontemporarydrawings 
of a f~iir year old artist. 111ese 
rare pieces are constructed from. 
common objects such as coffee 
cups and crayons. These master
pieces will someday be priceless. 
FREE DELIVERY 

WANTED an Woman with 
strong African Pride who eajoys 
quiet times, is very affectionate 
and has an over active sexual im
agination. 

WANTED a South Asian 
woman; witl1 a gorgeous wom
anlybody, has to love animals and 
is willing to sexually experience 
THE UNKNOWN. 

Wanted a WOMAN wit11 t11e 
speedy tongue of a snake tl1at can 
bring me to multiple orgasms 
within a period of five minutes. 

WANTED sticky, honey, tast
ing, cinnamon smelling, silky feel
ing, screaming, back-arching, 
PUSSY ... C'AT! 

SEX TOYS NEEDED (please 
make them clean) 
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short Story 
!--z;lomho, Sri Lanka 

The Black Box 
Anne Ranasinghe 

The old lady woke up with a vague feeling ofuneae;e, She did not immediately open hereyee;,and in that 
half waking, half e;leeping e;tate e;he tried to relive her dream, to piece the fragmente; together. Suddenly, 
with a jolt, e;he e;at up. blinking againe;t the late a~ernoon e;un. How could e;he have forgotten that today 
wae; Chrie;tmae; eve? ltwae;the dream that had caue;ed her to forget. And to remember, becaue;e itwae;n't 
really a dream at all ... 

"I mue;t get up.'' e;he thought," or I'll never be ready in time." But e;he made no move. She wae; holding on 
to the dream that had taken her back e;o far - nearly e;eventy yea re;. Seventy yearn. A moment of fear 
e;tabbed her. "Am I really ae;old ae;that?" 

Strange, how e;harply defined thoe;e early yearn were. They were cut with the clarity of crye;tal in the 
web of her memory. Of crye;tal, or e;now. Snow. Why, e;he had forgotten there wae; such a thing ae; snow. In 
thie; country where she had lived forthe pae;t fi~yyearsthere were no seasons, no spring, summer autumn 
or winter. Winter, with ite; ice and dark nwrninge;, frost flowers on window-panee;, and snow. Snow at 
Christmae;, and bells pealing over the dark cathedral city, and lights shining through curtained windowe; 
- heavily curtained against the cold of winter. And running home through the empty streets peering into 
e;trange roome; to e;ee Chrie;tmae; treee; loaded with gi~e; and decoratione;, and candlee; flickering on the 
branchee; of evergreen . And belle; pealing, heavy and e;olemn, through the winter night - ding . .. dong .. . 
ding ... dong . . . - and light voicee;, e;o clear in the froe;ty air, e;inging "Silent Night, Holy Night." Running 
home over the e;now, the high-laced boote; crunching on it, e;liding over the iced patchee; on the pavement, 
with the woolen scarf flying and the pom-pom on the knitted cap bobbing up and down. How old would e;he 
have been - six? or seven? And that odd, e;olemn feeling, almoe;t of foreboding, with the heavy cathedral 
belle; pealing - yet knowing there wae; security at the end of her running. 

Running up the path, and pue;hing open the door, and dropping the e;hopping on the crochet table-cloth. 
How did women havetimethoe;e daye;to crochete;uch elaborate dee;igne;,greatgolden butterfliee; hovering 
over exotic e;ilk flowere;? And mother had come bue;tling out to hug her, e;melling richly of pastry and lemon 
ese;ence; and taking off the layere; of clothee; in front of the fire with the flamee; roaring up the chimney. 
And all the time the belle; pealing . 

And then going to bed wondering whether the box would be under the Christmae; tree in the morning . 
Even a~erthese manyyeare; e;he could feel the longing e;he had feltae; a small girlforthie; particularpree;ent. 
The wanting had been with her day and night. ltwae;agameoflettern, the lettere;cutoutofthick cardboard 
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and all tumbled in the box. On the lid oft.he black box there was a ridge in white, and one placed the letter 

on the ridge to make words. Although now, in retrospect, she could not at all imagine what had been 
5

: 

special about it, or indeed whether there was anything special at all, she did remember the acute pain 
of wanting. 

The custom at home had been to place all gifts undertheChristmastree,and early in the morning father 

and mother would watch while she opened her surprises. But this time it had not been possible for her to 
wait until morning. She had slipped into her parents' room at night, and stood by the side of her father's 
bed; till a shaft of moonlight fallen on his face had woken him. When he saw her standing there he understood 
at once. He had wrapped her in a blanket and the two of them had tip-toed to the dining room. And there 

under the tree, among the books and toys and things to wear, there was the box. Her happiness had 
overflowed, she had hugged her father tightly ... her father .... 

The old lady sat up. From her bed she could sec the garden below. Outside it was still, a faint golden 

haze hung over the shrubs and tropical blossoms that were so tangled it was impossible to seethe pathway. 

She found it difficult to work out there now, and a gardener was out of question. She could just about afford 
old Podinona to cook. She grinned wryly: not nearly as old as I am, she thought. 

And suddenly the dream dropped away from her. Why, today they would all come to see her- how could 

she have forgotten? Her sons and daughters, their husbands and wives and all the grandchildren ... the 

house would be full of laughter and noise.just for tonight. as it had been. With knotted feet she groped 
for her slippers, and supporting herself on the high bed she slowly stood up. For a moment she swayed a 
little, then went to dress. How could I forget, she thought again, that today is Christmas Eve? In her cracked 

old ladiesvoiceshe hummed a little tune while fishing around hertrinketbox. Among the few remaining pieces 

she found what she was looking for: a small pearl chain yellowed with age, which she put around her neck. 

She had distributed her jewellery long ago - there comes a time when one doesn't need it anymore, and 

she didn't want her daughters to fight over it once she was gone . .. 
She gave her hair a final pat, then opened the door to go downstairs. There was no sound except the 

ticking of the big old clock. Through the stair window the sunlight madea path in which the dust was dancing. 

Holding on to the balustrade she climbed down to the kitchen. 

In the kitchen all the containers were filled with food, all the family favourites. They could eat, this family 

of hers, but now it were the grandchildren who cleared the dishes. How she had grumbled those days, long 

ago, at the quantities of food her own children had consumed. Lovingly grumbled. Her husband - God rest 

his soul in peace - he always said: Feed them well! It's never money wasted to feed them. 

She sat down to drink a cup of tea. And thought: it would be nice if just one or two of them would come 
to stay occasion;1lly .... alter all, there is plenty of room. But they are all so busy - one mustn't be selfish. 
But sometimes - v. ell, sometimes it's lonely, no doubt about it, with the house so empty about me, and each 

room so full of memories. 
When the family first grew up. in her younger days, she had tried her hand at writing. Maybe there had 

been a foreshadowing of this - this lonely tirne. She smiled a little and her parchment skin creased into 

a thousand wrinkles. What nonsense she had written - something about the luxury of solitude. What an 

idiot I was. Solitude is no luxury, it's a curse. The curse of old age, and when we're young we don't know what 

we arc talking about. We pose. How little we really understand about life, even our own feelings. We lie to 

ourselves, maybe we can't face the truth. And we don't realize how quickly time passes, that it's all like 

... like a dream. Like a road, which at the beginning seems to wind on for ever, till suddenly you reach a 
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ointwhereyou can see the end. And then the last bit of the journey becomes sad because you remember 
Ph.lit it w.as so lonely, and you fret because at the time you didn't know how lovely it was. We should live 
tore fully in the present and less in an imagined future.,, 

f1'l Walking from room to room she opened the windows. Some of them had been shut for weeks and they 

were stuck and there was a slightly musty smell. She knew there was dust, and cobwebs on the ceiling, but 

~he was too excited to worry. She arranged the food on the long dressers in the drawing room; with her 
n.arled old hands she pulled out the fine old silver, her crystal and china, and filled the dishes to overflowing 

g d ' with cakes an savouries. 
And already she could hearthe first guests arriving - her son Anil,a big man in hisfi~ies, but strong. 

He had always looked a~er his health. He bent over his mother, waiting for her to kiss him. It had been a 

ritu.al ever since his early teen s, when he suddenly became too shy to kiss her. How they had teased him 
when he first took out a girl .... "However are you going to manage'? You'll always have to wait for her to 
kiss you . . . 

II 

Well, he managed. He came with his wife and three children. Why, how grown up they were, two boys and 

agirl,Anula. And Anula brought a young man along ... surely, not already- it seemed only yesterday that 

she was born! Anula brought the young man up to her grandmother and said: "This is my grandmother. 
Everything in this family depends on her opinion," and she kissed her affectionately. The young man solemnly 

shook her hand. 

And nowtherewas Ru ha and herhusband,andthesound of cars parking and doors opening and shutting, 
of voices and excitement. Ruha came to sit by her mother. "What a lovely spread you have prepared, 
Mother," she said. "But really.you shou ldn't. At your age .. . " 

And she started the same old story. "Why do you st-ay in this monster of a house, Mother. Get a small 

flat and you'll be much more haPPY·" · Now what did Ruha know about her happiness'? This house held all 
her happiness, and some s adness too. But the house was her life and to leave it would be to die a little. 

So many ghosts lingered here. A~er all, she thought,/ haven't that much longer, even if I'm lucky, so they 
needn't grudge me this one luxury. 

"Nobody is grudging you, Mother," said Ru ha. "It isforyour own good." 

But the old lady wasn't really listening. Looking at her daughter she realized she must be well over forty. 

Time passes for us but stands still forthe rest. "The house is much too big for you," said Ru ha," And you 
knowitJ." 

Tania, Ruha's teenage daughter, smiled. "Come and stay with us, Granny. We'll look a~er you. And -

only when you feel like it· you can bake some of your lovely old-fashioned cakes." Young Ranjith, Tania's 

brother, snuggled up to her. "Yes. Come and share my room, Granny. That way I'll never be lonely at night 
" 
She met her daughter's eye. They understood each other. "I'd love to, children," she said. But its better 

for grannies to stay on their own. When one gets old - one gets easily tired." 

And now the party was in full swing. They lit the candles on the Christmas tree which was decorated 
with coloured balls and stars and tinsel that had survived the years. They brought out their presents and 

she gave them hers. and sat, surrounded by a pile of parcels wrapped in gay paper and stiff satin bows. 
There was a great deal of talking and laughing. and then they all sang 'Silent Night, Holy Night,' as they 

had done for so many years· different faces, changing faces eind voices - and the food was being passed 

backwards and forwards. More and more people came· how many of them, she tried to count while the 
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talk and excitement eddied about her. Nimal. And Gamini and his wife, and Sriya and her husband A 

and Ruha. And all the children, why, fi~een grandchildren, and then Sriya's daughter's baby - a ;re;~ 
grandchild! And several boy friends and girl friends . ... it was impossible to keep count of them all. The 

house was echoing with the noise, there was such a running upstairn and downstairo; and theyounger onee 
were playing in the garden - she heard them counting eight, nine, ten, .... coming ... 

How many games of hide and seek had the old garden seen? 

Anilwaspouring the drinks. Hehad always taken control. "Havea sherry, Mother. Wemustdrinktoyour 
health." 

There was a hush. They all stood, crowding round her, and in the dancing light of the candles she could 
see their faces, the young ones and the older ones, and she thought: how lucky; how very lucky I have been. 
I must remember this moment, must store it up. She would have loved them to stay on an on . . . . but they 
were beginning to leave, and there was no way to hold them back. One by one they kissed her, and wished 
her well, and even as she sat there she heard them driving off. Till only Nimal was I~. He shut the windows 
for her, and then she took him down to the gate. And she watched him drive off, down the moonlit road. 

When she turned back to the house a great silence had fallen over it. She turned off the lights, then, 

heavily, climbed up to her room . For a moment she stood by the window - it was so quiet, only the crickets 
chirring and the occasional cry of a night-bird. 

She went to bed. As she lay back on her pillows she heard the bells pealing; and the pastandthe present 

became confused in the sound of those bells till she wasn't sure any more whether the evening had been 

real - or part of her dream. She sighed deeply, and lulled by the bells, closed her eyes. She smiled, because 
the image that danced before them was a black box of happiness standing under a Christmas tree many 

years ago. 

And the smile was carved deep around her lips when they found her in the morning . 
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The Gathering 
~National Gathering of Women of South Asian Origin Against Sexual ViolenceandAbuse, Tor., March 17-19, 1993 

If ere is some of the feecllmck 

A~~~ <1~··· 

.1. 

It wa.c; guud tu see so ma11y women fi"um dfoerse South Asian backgrounds come 
together to discuss how to deal with these destructive forces. I felt encouraged that we were 
meeting wumen who wurlc tu end uiulence., sharing infonnation on coping skills, and 
offering support to each uther. That the conference was for women ofSouthAsian origin only 
was important to me, <IS there is a culturalfinmeworlc we live in and with which we are 
familiar. 

As a dylce, however, there were mo men ts when I felt uncomfortable. It is difficult to feel 
solidarity with people who are lesbuj>lwbic and see my sexuality as a "lVestem poison" or 
"unnatural." I do nut u ant tu continually eclucate others or disj>el the myths about our 
lives, or worse, luuw tu hear them. I feel fi"ustrated that our11eeds as lesbians and bisexual 
women are cu11sidered tu he of111<11"[Jinal imJ>ortance, if at all. lVhen heterosexual women 
finally did talk about uur specifi.c iss iws, cm i11 teresting phenomena occurred. \Veil-meaning 
types tried tu illustrate theirex1Jerie11ceuf11ut being accepted in tlwSouthAsiancommunity 
and f<unily fur uarious 1w1suns (i.e. in tc•r-mcial mmriages), trying to use that as a paralell 
for the oppression we [<ice as lesbians. While it is a good si[/11 that people can make the 
connections about the same patrial"Chal system uf domination exclude.s us at various levels, 
unfortunately the focus was directed awayfiwn specifically what lesbians experience. Our 
differences cannot be hrid.<Jed merely by the f<ict that we are women. It must be acknowl
edged that as lesbians our realities are d ifTere11 t tha11 those of straight women, who must 
face the fact that tlrey c<111 be op1n·c•ssil'e mu/ are respunsihle for cha11ging their attitudes 
and behaviour. 

It wets 1JC'1:1J clijjlcull lo e .. qJOse ow·se/pes as lesbia11s <111d bisexual women since we are 
still regarded <IS mw11wlies i11 lhe Suulh A.-;ia11 commwiity, as every where else. It was hard 
to stand up and spealc about our issuc•s in fi"ont ofa priarily straight group. It was only 
possible lo du this with lhe lc11owledge that other lesbians were sending their strength. 

The most OtlC'rwhelming j>usili1•efeat11reufthe cunf<•rence for me was the chance to talk 
to other lesbians and bisexual wu111e11 of colour in a relatiuely safe, supportive environment. 
I felt that we could finally discuss mcism (wilfw11t whites looking on) and lesbophobia 
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(without fear of censorship). As well, it was emotionally wrenching as we spoke about 
violence by women against women. It was crucial that we had the opportunity to affirm. 
our experiences and receit e support. I tfelt less isolated, coming from a place where there 
is no active dylce ofcoluurcomnumily. It was encouragi11g to see strategies being put in. 
place that would allow jcJr dealin_q with les/Jian abuse. I felt stronger because of the 
generosity and support oflesbia11s and bisexual women there. 

.2. 

A. Banerji 
Montreat 

It was really amazing to get together with so many i11 teresting South Asian women. 
Being able to meet elieryune and "networ/.:" was really fun and very valuable. lVe ( espe
cially people from smaller plare.s) dun 't often get the opportunity to tallc with other like
minded women of South Asian or(qin. It would be great if we could begin to communicate 
with one another across this cow1 try tu lemn fi·um each other's mistalce.s and successes 
and to possibly share resources. I wets ulcul that the recummendati.un lo fonn a network of 
women of South Asian origin came tu the flour. I'll be raising the issue at the next 
SA WlVT (South Asian Women Worlcin[J Together~ Ottawa) meeting. 

11te food was great!! 
It was nice to luwe our<u·comodalions and transportation covered. I appreciated that. 
I thought it was really nice that we U<'[JWl the cunf<'rr.•nce by listening to FauziaRafiq 

speak about lwr own experiences. 11umlc·youfor yourcownge. It probably made the 
conference a saf<•r place [<Jr lots of women. 

It was a bit hard to come' up with 1Y'com11w11<latio11s i11 the worlc groups. I'm not sure 
that this is a b<u I thillff· I thin le wonw11 were ctt l'l'l:IJ d ij}c•n·n t leiwls of understanding on 
the issues and luul ue1:1J difji•rent uiews. I thin!.: that whatever discussion and infonnatinn 
sharing we fwd was us<1itl. \\'e may hmw more lo learn jiwn ecu·h other before we can 
come up with recommendations .. !llso, sometimes it is hmy/ to come up with recommenda

I 

Marion Boyd, Sudha Coomarasamy, Fauzia Rafiq 
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tions u11less there is a specific issue at 
hand, such as the need for a network 
of women ofSouthAsian origin. 

'IYw lesbian and bisexual women's 
gathering was good to have. It was 
really important for me to meet with 
other women and malce some connec
tions with them. Sometimes I feel like 
I li1•e in a wasteland lwrr in Ottawa, 
and this was really the first time I was 
able to be a part of this !.:ind of gather
in[J. I'm gl<ul the' sp<u·e was created. 

Sumetimesthediscussionsbecame 
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venJ geneml, and the focus was taken away from the issue of sexual. violence. I wonder if 
tit is happened because many of the topics were interrelated or if the subject was difficult for 
ivomen to discuss? 

I'm not sure what I would change about the gathering. All of the topic areas were 
needed and the use of t11e many fticilitaton; was a good idea. Perhaps it would be good to 
ftave more physical space to lessen the amount of noise in <my one room. 

Besides that, I had a great time. I also Juul a chance to think more about some of the 
issues that hcwe been coming tu my mind latC'ly: our cultures get attacked as the problem 
for violence, rather than patriarchal thinking; the need for women of South Asian origin to 
create and control our own sen, ices; the need to widen our analyses beyond race and 
gender, to incorporate the '!wny isms that oppress us cmd others in our communities; lww 
do we outreach to women who cu-c~ 'f'<'<Llly isolatecl; and other issue.s. 

I was rc>ally [/lad to be part of the gathering. 
In strength, 

.8. 

Farzana Doctor 
Ottawa 

It was a wonderfill UJJ})()l"t11nity to meet with other women from diverse backgrounds 
and fi·om women's groups wz if<.•cl in their common view of opposing violence against 
women. It was infunnal, ji·ie1ully, cuul at the swne time h<ul a focus and a pu711ose. 

It was ambitious in its ef]ort to have a large pool ofry_•sources (women of South Asian 
origin) to brninstonn in a unique, [J<Lthering of minds. 

It exposecl all the partidpcmts tu the pressing need to 
link the different types ofniolence against wo11u•n mul 
consolidate our thinking 011 uiolence ar1ainst women in our 
own communili<'s. 

11ie prolJlems faced by lesbians in 01l/'co1111111mitie.s, 
their feelings, and our own e.xd11sionm:11 at Utudes toward 
them all swjiicecl. 

I think the conf<•n•nce [/<We participants a ureat f<•eling 
of buoymuy to !.:now that there is .such a lar[Je pool of 
talent in ow· own comm1mitie.s in tenns a/organizing skills, 
knowledge and other 1y_•sources. 

Some <LIY.'<LS ofc l iscomfort: 
Some facilitators were nut able to 111011 itor the time in 

the workshops nor guide the presenters to maintain focus. 
Some wei~ also unable to incorpm-citeclL-;cus.sicm lhat arose 
in the larger gathering and subsequently the recommenda
tions did not n'flect the depth of the issue. 

Some presenters did not n'flect the j(Jcus of the gather- Tania Das Gupta 
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in9, i.e. South Asian Perspectfoes. 
Perhaps there were too many workshops with too many presenters that took away 

from the sullject and the entire discussion. Anyway, I must tell you, I erifoyed bein9 there! 

Ji. 

Smita Vir Tyagi 
Toronto 

I am writing to say t/umk-you fur inuiting me to your conference . .{ had a really good 
time, met some ve1y interesting women, /uul some interc'stingdiscussions and learned a 
lot. It was grrat to see womc>n my mother's rwneration, clressedjust like my mother, 
talking rw.licnl politics! It bro/ce some stereotypes in me too. 

It was really great when on the second day we all really connected well during the 
discussions. '11wt really nuule the 11 /wlc> thin[/ worthwhile. It really takes a day or so to 
break banicm; be/cnY' women really start tu Lalk. 

You really /uwe a sense of com mun ily there• which is rc•ally important. 'fliere are so 
many talented South Asian women artists. It definitely gave me motivation with my own 
work. And it was [p·eat to meet sister videu-nwkers. 

lVell, keep up tlw good work with DnrA , its most definitely needed. Thanks again for 
having me. 

Lolle ... 
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Windsor: Fully represented 

Bali Dhcitjan 
New York, U.S.A. 
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. .5. 

11l<' conf<wence was .<flY'lLt due tu many women's efforts. It was cunazing that so many 
South Asian women got tOfJelher to share their cum11wn conccmis. If you or other women of 
DIV A haue any pictures finm th<' co11f<•rc•nc<', could you pl<'<LS<' send me one or two for 
myself? 

Lots ofluiw ... 

Diva May/July 1993 

Surjcct Kalscy 
VW1couver, B.C. 
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For more information, or to 
make a donation, contact: 

Canadian Give the Gift 
of Literacy Foundation 

24 Ryerson Avenue 
Toronto, Ont. MST 2P3 

(416) 595-9967 

Canadian Give the Gift of Literacy is a project of 
the book and periodical industry of Canada. 



A1111rima, Shahnaz, Leela, Nupur, a11dj11dy. 

Most of the above and Lezlie, Connie, Koshala and Fauzia 

Some of the above a11d S11dlza, Pamela, Bamathy 
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• Artwork 
Toronto 
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I hope the nice black one gets it! 
Artwork: Mariam Khan Durrani 
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Let s Make a Deall 

diva 

j Package Deal Contains: ---
*Mariam Khan Durrani's book of 

poetry, Not to Understand 

*Diva issue #3 vol #2 

*Grey t-shirt with purple diva logo. 
Good for most brown women. 

*Postercommemorntive of, 

Tk W. N~~ G~cl w~ cl 
~A~o+A~~ll~ 
~A~ 

Package deal can be picked up from Diva at 427 Bloor St. W. 
at Trinity St. Paul in the basement. 

Order your package deal today at 921-7004 
Supplies are moving quickly! 



Tlie Triitli Aboiit Santa 
b}'. Sheila 3ames 

1waJ tk ~ k/Me CkubnaJ. 
Wlten alL lko~ tk lfoJ, 
People WR/le~ boat tkJ. and boat tlraL 
/\'ci.~J., M~ad 

/\lei. CkuimaJ 111R.Ol .. 
J 1aid 'di~" b CkuimaJ. 
·~ wkt j tk IWj deaif' 

J went b kJ, ~ 

Wdh~beaL 
Wok up m, a d.l.<Jeai 
11 wet .JpoL rm ln'f aket 
llnd do. ma. rlAeam 1iaie. 
J went b tk can 

llnd b ln'f ~tde 
J 1a.w. a# a.Id man 

die waJ ~ tk lwwi/.e 
()n, OW/,~ &wi 
die wa-J. a./UdouJ and 11e/UJ()#J. 

J ~ ''wkL /M?" 
J lapped him qude ~ 
~Ire 'd ~ am:umd 

llnd b ln'f ~ J da.w. 

$a,n,/a, wad. ~I 
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IJea4 ~~on~~ /ace 
P~lip& wilklz«;k~ m place 
J Utt:U c;ude elated ai wk/, J did de.e 

$ada C/auJ baked a Ldtle Lik me. 

die lo.Id me ire wa/4 ~lo. cp 

$J ~J HWtd, ''dtm't lei~~" 
J Jai.d 'k 111.'f ~"and do. ire UJ&t.t in 

Wlul.eJ peeked~ tk ~~ii~ a 1.in 

$ado, took o/J ltU 'led, k4 dud 

J ~a penUc;uife~and ~ 
!Jut wki J dJ.d ~e Utt:U ~cud of t1ti.J. WOl1.!.d 
II pai4 of 4- tu - $a.da etuu WIU a~/ 

J lei cud a MJuHd lk.t c:p.ue me Ci.Waif 
llnd $ada, (]lm,u apened tk &xvi and did dalf 

''({hi, 'f£'U Ci//.e /10~ - no. l1UilU1.e//.d. kwe 'f£'U· 

P~ IWed ~when~ a fUK>· " 
J 1a.id J wwJ, 1fWuf, J Utt:U k.buj bad 
$ire M.i.d "Jt~ obut, "and we duted b dud 

$ire~ in a~ /;wm fflOIU1iwf 'td iWfid 
!Jut l1rol1elf Utt:U 1CO/ICe do. die kzd b ~ 

$lte ~ b tk wWm and /omiJd wdk tk ku 
CrutJe ~ expl.oded wen~ $a.nla etuu 
J a:iked Utt:U die maMi,er},, die Ci~ ''J bueJ,, 
/Jut a Li.cew:e b l11a'l/Uf 1ame dex Utt:U den.kd" 
'ljeJ. die kzd a ~ wk. Utt:U a /em.ale. 
lln ~ kiut. b a# old e~ /ale 
dle4 ~ uMudun and /ie;z, ~~ a/e.w. 
!Jut ire p!UUfJ b t~ kcauJe ire~ 6.Ute 
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J <Ukd, "'Would '!"" oi.ui dome o/r mlf ~ 
$Ire Jaid 1/w WOtdd Lik- l.o., lud d depewU 
"J ~ not u&uf 'fOU"Uf· J dol't l Jn ~j, ~ weli, 
J cp w.lteM dd wkeldraa acceMilJeiif' Id 

J told lteA ~~ad would dk exp/oM-
4/Jout lk du;~~ 
4w1 wki~ wdk lk name 

$Ire told me thai dk waJ. /k Jolltt Said !Vick 

J wi4hed jtvi a fJMdeni, J pleaded ad~ 

'k//um, a dkam o/r 'led /kd ~ ~ mlf &j 
Sada kid le/f, a pec1Jia4 cµ/)1 
A1'f paJMqe l.o. /,tj.(Jffl(idwod - do. /JuJ wad. di 

J 1e0~ed 4e ~ IWi be a ~e 
41- J wiped a/Jr /Jw lkd tki = 1eackd m1f /weeJ 
f:uen jtvi Sada, timed. ~ 1e0l /ouqk 
Bui we all can d(,(//,lL(,/,18 d wdh CfUl/Uiqe ad kwe/ 

d/a,ve a. A1eMlf {}/vit,Jku:iJ, 

.f ove $/wi,b. 
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