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Introduction


THE SEED OF THIS BOOK WAS SOWN IN MY CHILDHOOD AND IS enmeshed in my upbringing and formative years. I grew up in a conservative family in a far-from-glitzy town in North India. As a child I struggled to understand my place in the world, the position that women occupied in our society.


Later, as I trained and learnt as a reporter over the years, I found myself particularly drawn towards reportage on issues around gender, social justice and violence. Then the 2012 December gang-rape happened in Delhi. Here I want to mention that I have spent most of my reporting career working for magazines and writing long-form articles. As a result, I had to read books, research papers and other reference material related to the subjects that I was working on. Since most of my reporting was circling around gender and social justice for years, I started looking for books on rapes in India to improve my own understanding of the subject. To my surprise I was not able to find much on the subject. There were a couple of edited anthologies and books on violence against women that took place during the India–Pakistan partition—but I could not get my hands on a reportage based non-fiction book that would help me understand the problem of sexual violence in India. That was when I realized that this was an urgent book waiting to be written.


I have always strongly believed that India is a diverse country and you cannot put your finger on any one story and turn it into a sweeping generalized statement about the whole country. Gender crimes against women also have multiple dimensions and facets here. Patriarchy is the nucleus of this problem and all other factors contributing to violence against women manifest themselves around it.


The chapters written in this book attempt to document one slice and one dimension of each of the many aspects of rape and violence against women in India. From this humble and very limited attempt, I hope to present a true and comprehensive picture of the problem of rape and violence against women in India.


I have been a reporter all my life and I have utmost faith in the power of a true report. I have exercised my training as a reporter while verifying facts and to ensure that all aspects of every story find voice in these pages.


The original draft of this book had 15 chapters. After a lot of brainstorming with my editors we decided to drop two chapters. One of these was on the 1991 Kunan Poshpora rape case and the other one was on India’s self-claimed godman Asaram—recently convicted for raping a minor girl.


During the course of finishing the reporting and the writing of this book a large number of published articles had already been made available in the public domain on the above two cases. Hence, we decided to leave out the stories that had been told in the recent past or by the survivors themselves.


India has seen an unprecedented 873 per cent rise in crime against women in the past five decades. The figures are only growing with every passing year. The most recent figures given by the National Crimes Records Bureau (NCRB) of India says that 106 women are raped in India every day. Four out of every 10 of these victims are minor girls. This means more than four girls are raped every hour in the country. This is essentially saying that in less than every 15 minutes, one woman is raped somewhere in India.


While there is no authentic research to establish that this increase in numbers showing the crime against women graph going up every year is primarily because more women are reporting rape—the fact that speaking up against sexual abuse still remains a stigma needs no confirmation. Most women opt out of reporting sexual crimes because of the ‘victim-shaming’ attitude prevalent in India.


My own journeys across the country have taught me that the roots of this victim-shaming lies in patriarchy. The imposed concept of body purity for women turns into a monster of unbearable shame and stigma in the case of sexual assault. All these concepts of so-called honour, ‘body purity’ and ‘body pollution’ have been created and nourished for centuries by this very patriarchal mindset.


Chapter by chapter, different aspects of this deep-seated patriarchy is placed in front of the readers—along with the narratives of women and their families who are fighting centuries-old prejudices. In the process, the reportage also lays bare the nexus of state, caste, religion and politics that works together to support patriarchal biases.


It took me six years, to collect and write these 13 stories. During all these years, I worked mostly on shoe-string budgets, depending heavily on general human goodness and the kindness that friends as well as strangers showered upon me. Sometimes by driving me on their motorbikes in the hinterlands, sometimes by insisting that I spend the night in their homes and sometimes by offering me a meal of dalchawal to eat in the middle of a forest. In that way I see this book as a collective effort of all the people who have helped me in my journey in many big and small ways.


Now as this work is almost ready to see the light of day I feel like a mutant of my old self. Years have passed by. I kept rewinding and listening to the interview tapes sitting in my cheap, rented accommodation in Delhi. Each reporting trip, each recorded voice and each chapter altered something inside me. I kept slipping in and out of the darkness of my own self.


I am full of gratitude towards this book—working on it provided me with a protective refuge for my own vulnerable self.


My time with the women and their families—whom I met during the six years of my numerous journeys—gave me courage, confidence and infused immeasurable amounts of compassion in me, which kept me going throughout. I am most grateful to all the women who shared their stories with me. While voicing their stories, I found my own voice.


I hope these chapters add to our collective understanding of the crisis of rape in India. Acknowledging and understanding are the first steps towards fighting sexual crimes against women.


PRIYANKA DUBEY




Author’s Note


THE NAMES OF ALL VICTIMS—ALIVE OR DEAD—HAVE BEEN changed in this book to protect their identities. Also, names of immediate relatives and family members of the victims have been changed for the same reason. In compliance with Indian law, the exact locations of the victims’ residences have also been altered.


This is a work of nonfiction entirely based on the author’s first hand reporting experience of more than six years across India—except for some of the southern states—which could not be covered due to monetary and time constraints.


The chapters written in this book are backed by extensive ground research, field travels to the remote corners of the country and interview tapes of hundreds of people running into hours. The list also includes important documents, including copies of multiple court cases, public interests litigations, first information reports, post-mortem reports, paper clippings, transcripts and different human rights reports. Every fact mentioned in this book has been cross-checked and vetted.


Initial reporting on some stories—reportage that later became a part of this book—was first published by different media publications.


The author acknowledges direct or indirect contributions of all her editors for encouraging and supporting public interest journalism. She thanks everyone who has been a part of this journey for the same.
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‘Corrective’ Rapes of Bundelkhand


BUNDELKHAND. HERE IS LAND, PARCHED, BROWN.


Stretching across large swathes of Madhya Pradesh— districts such as Damoh, Orai, Banda and Chhatarpur— and parts of Uttar Pradesh, Bundelkhand’s vastness gets reemphasized by its desolation. Trees wither here. The soil is hostile.


Bundelkhand is also no woman’s land.
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In 2009, as a student of journalism, I lived in Bhopal—a city that is roughly 350 kilometres from Bundelkhand. Mornings were devoted to attending classes; afternoons were marked by idyllic scooter rides; and evenings were meant for plays at Bharat Bhavan.


It was only in April 2011, while working as a correspondent for a national magazine, that I was alerted to the crisis in my ‘backyard’—through a small single-column news item in a regional Hindi daily, with a title that (when translated) read: ‘Eighteen-year-old girl burnt alive after rape in Chhatarpur, Madhya Pradesh’.


The report offered vague outlines of a tragedy, little else. I felt compelled to trail the story. As I began scouring for information, I learnt of a two-year-long pattern of extreme violence in Bundelkhand’s arid wilderness. Teenage girls, who happened to reject the advances of men, were routinely raped, then brutally killed. Some had their kerosene-soaked bodies burnt; others were hanged; still others, who managed to get away and approach a police station, were caught, then killed.


This was ‘corrective’ rape and murder. This was a land telling its girls that there were lethal consequences to saying ‘no’ to men.


I would go on to document 15 such victims over the course of my investigations; all of them had lost their lives between 2009 and 2010. Yet their stories had been systematically pushed away from the line of vision of the nation. For the mainstream media, these women did not exist.
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In the summer of 2011, I began my inquiries into the spate of corrective rapes in Chhatarpur.


The town has no station—and I was constrained by a shoestring reporting budget—so, I decided to catch a train to Jhansi and then an early morning bus to my destination.


Tatkal ticket in hand, I found myself in the sleeper coach of the Bhopal Express for the first leg of my journey. Even as I compiled a list of exploratory questions in the lower berth of my compartment, a group of boys, jubilant after having appeared for a recruitment exam for the Uttar Pradesh police force, entered my coach. A couple of them groped me, some hovered close, many passed lewd remarks—this went on till I disembarked at Jhansi.


It was post-midnight. I was trembling. The railway police could not be found. There was a women’s waiting room—it was deserted—and there, I spent the next four hours, huddled in a corner, till I could catch the local bus. As I waited, I thought about the harassment I had been subjected to in the train compartment—and I compared my own helplessness to that of the victims I was about to document. Could I tell the dead girls’ families that I understood their offspring’s trauma; that even while playing the role of a reporter decrying patriarchy, I was a victim of a chauvinistic system? Could I tell them that they could trust me with their stories because my narrative was a part of theirs?


Or was it tactless of me to make such proclamations. After all, I had emerged relatively unscathed, while the women in my stories had been raped and killed?


At the break of dawn, I caught a state bus, and reached Chhatarpur district. I had a list of questions for my subjects; I had a list of questions for myself.
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That April, I travelled a distance of around 130 kilometres from the Chhatarpur district headquarters to Batiagharh near Damoh. The route to Batiagharh is dotted with sparse plantations of teak; the soil is dry. Batiagharh knows drought and penury.


In this remote town, I traced my way to 35-year-old Phoolbai’s residence. The wooden door of her one-room mud hut was closed to keep out the scorching afternoon sun. The verandah was plastered with yellow mud. Beyond, scantily clad children, their faces layered with dust, aimlessly walked through the derelict neighbourhood.


Phoolbai took her time to open the door. Dressed in a yellow and red printed sari, she stood before me, her eyes sore. The inner walls of her house were painted dark blue. Two small children, aged three and five, sat quietly on the mud floor, surrounded by clothes and utensils. Phoolbai’s husband Munno Adivasi, in his mid-40s, was at work—he was a daily wage labourer.


Even before I could ask my first question, Phoolbai started sobbing; she pointed towards a corner of her house: ‘Yahain jalaya tha use. Mitti ka tel daalkar jala diya maari modi ko ba ne.’ (He burned her right here. He poured kerosene on my daughter and burnt her alive right here.) When I followed the direction of her finger, I saw blurred grey marks—layers of ash—testimony to her child’s suffering.


Phoolbai’s 14-year-old daughter Kalabai was allegedly murdered on 20 March 2010 inside her hut. ‘It was the month of Chait (the first month of the Hindu calendar, corresponding to March),’ Phoolbai recounted. ‘It was a Monday. The time was around five in the evening. I was working in the field when a young boy from our neighbourhood came running towards me. He was screaming: “Your daughter has been burnt alive, Kalabai has been burnt alive!” Kalabai’s father and I immediately started running towards our home. We found our daughter on the mud floor of our verandah, her body burning; she was still alive. She was screaming, crying, gasping, thrashing about.’


Phoolbai told me that she fainted for a few seconds. ‘I was shocked. But then, I took hold of my emotions and placed my daughter on my lap. My husband rushed to the sarpanch. The whole village gathered in our verandah. But nobody moved; everyone simply watched as my daughter yelled—it was as though she were an object on display. Finally, my husband and the sarpanch arrived at our doorstep, and it was in the latter’s vehicle that we went to the hospital in Damoh.’


Kalabai had suffered 95 per cent burn injuries. Approximately 24 hours later, while Phoolbai held her hand, Kalabai passed away.


A year after Kalabai’s death, Phoolbai revealed to me that her daughter had announced, before all who had gathered, the name of the offender. ‘That boy—my daughter’s murderer—I don’t know why, but he had been stalking her for a while. Never did we think that he would do something this dastardly,’ Phoolbai said.


‘My daughter, in her statement to doctors, revealed the events of that awful day. While I was working in the fields, she said, the boy forcefully entered our house. He raped her. Since she resisted all through, he was livid. He found a full can of kerosene in our kitchen and doused my daughter with it. Then he flung a burning matchstick in her direction. He ran away. Modi saari jal gayi maari, maari modi jal gayi. (My daughter was burnt alive, my daughter was burnt alive.)’


The accused was arrested three months after a case was filed by the parents at the Batiagharh police station; in April 2011, when I interviewed Phoolbai, the trial was yet to begin.


At the Batiagharh police station, the cops would only disclose the sections under which the case had been filed. When I persisted with my questions—why was the progress so slow; what was delaying justice?—the only officer in the police station shifted responsibility. ‘The victim’s family comes under the scheduled tribes,’ he said, ‘so the case has been registered under the SCST (Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes) Act. In our area, only bade sahebs (key officers) look into SCST cases. I cannot help you any further.’ He shrugged indifferently.


Phoolbai informed me that the cops did not visit her house—not for questioning, not for investigating the crime scene. She claimed that they had not received a copy of the dying declaration of their daughter, or even a copy of the First Information Report (FIR). Phoolbai and her husband do not know the name of their government lawyer; they barely know if there is a lawyer pursuing the case.


Wiping her face with the corner of the pallu of her sari, Phoolbai told me, ‘We do not know what is happening. In any case, how can we pursue this matter? Kalabai’s father is usually out all day. I am in the fields. If we stop working, how will we feed the two children who live? Sometimes, I believe that the accused will be released from jail; his family is powerful, hails from a high caste, and has money. They know everyone in town.’


Phoolbai stood up and placed a peetal ka paraat (a deep dish made of brass) in front of me. Summoning all her willpower, she whispered, ‘I had saved money and bought this brass container for my daughter’s wedding.’


Then, as though provoked by that memory, she said, ‘My husband and I—we will work overtime. We will take loans. We will do whatever we can. But we will fight the case to the finish in court. I am not going to die till my daughter’s killer is punished.’
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The Hama village panchayat of Chhatarpur district is just seven kilometres from the district headquarters. On a regular summer afternoon, one spots men with large white cotton scarves or gamchas wound around their faces, walking down a pebbly route, past rows of houses and hillocks. There’s rarely a woman to be seen.


If I visited Hama, it was to talk to Kantadevi Richariya. I waited in her one-room hut, plastered with brightly coloured prints of Hindu gods. Soon, I spotted her—vivid, in a printed black-blue sari and white cotton blouse—striding down a lane speckled with broken red bricks. She balanced a firewood bundle on her head. As she entered the porch of her house, she kept the firewood in the verandah, wiped the sweat trickling down her forehead with her pallu, then entered the doorway.


When she saw me, her eyes welled up with tears. Within seconds, she was howling. I held her hands in mine, my eyes moist. We hadn’t spoken a word, yet I could sense the enormity of her sorrow.


Gradually, Kantadevi started talking. ‘It all happened on 4 March 2010. That afternoon, Rohini’s father and I were working in the fields. When we finished the day’s work, we started making our way back home. We were at the periphery of our village when our neighbour Meena-badhai came running towards us. She shouted that our daughter Rohini had been burnt alive.’


Phoolbai’s narrative repeated itself here—as Kantadevi rushed home, found her 18-year-old daughter Rohini in agony, and heard her yell the names of the offenders. Then, Rohini gasped, ‘Mummy paani pila do.’ (Mummy, please give me water.) Soon, she died.


I learnt that Rohini, who used to keep home while her parents worked, had attracted the attention of a family in the vicinity; they wanted Rohini to marry their son. Kantadevi recalled, ‘Five months before my daughter’s demise, the family started coercing us—this, despite the fact that we had offered our daughter’s hand to someone in Alipura. Rohini’s father ended up having a squabble with the family patriarch on the matter. His son believed that our refusal was an insult to his caste, clan and family.


‘The boy had been stalking Rohini. And when we refused his parents’ demands, he—and three other boys related to him—found Rohini in our verandah while we were at work. They raped her. As she resisted, they made her sit on a stool’— Kantadevi pointed to a wooden stool in her verandah—‘and burnt her.’


Kantadevi claimed that Rohini had named all four accused in her dying declaration, and had signed against the statement. Yet, the defence lawyer of the accused successfully proved in court that the declaration—the central piece of evidence around which the case was built—was invalid. He asserted that the absence of ‘a note on the physical and mental status of the victim while giving the dying declaration’ was a major loophole. In his view, the victim, with 100 per cent burn injuries, was mentally unfit—in a state of ‘delirium’—and her version of the truth could not be trusted.


This is the only ‘corrective rape’ case I know of where the lower court has passed its judgment. On 18 January 2011, the judge—after citing major discrepancies in police investigations, in a 28-page-long judgment order—gave the benefit of doubt to three of the accused and signed their release orders; the fourth happened to be on the run.


For Kantadevi, the nightmare did not end with the judgment. Her family was boycotted by the village. ‘Gawn wale kehte hain, ham par hatya lag gayi hai. (The village people say that the murder is our fault.) What can I say? The police, lawyers—everyone—they’re powerful Rajputs. Earlier, we were under immense pressure to withdraw the case and now, after the acquittal, we keep receiving threats. Our children are not secure.


‘I don’t understand this. Those who killed my daughter are free, while we, as grieving family members, are shunned.’
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I met Devilal Patel on a blazing afternoon in April 2011, in Mugdhapura, Nohata tehsil, Damoh, roughly 200 kilometres from the Chhatarpur district headquarters.


Seven months before our meeting, Devilal Patel had been a cheerful farmer in his mid-40s, strolling the mud streets of Mugdhapura with a smile on his face, waving out to neighbours. When I met him, his gait was slow; his eyes drooped and carried dark circles; and he hid in the shadows of his house, trying to escape the gaze of his locality. His feet, cracked along the soles, peeped out of torn black slippers. His lips were blood-red, chapped. His wrinkled off-white shirt and cotton gamcha were damp with sweat.


Like Kantadevi and Phoolbai, Devilal wept. Like them, he barely recognized his life after the brutal murder of his daughter.


Kamyani had been all of 17. She had been one among a handful girls from Mugdhapura who had made it to high school. Devilal—committed to making his only daughter stand on her two feet—used to personally send her to teachers seven kilometres from his house. His belief was that with a solid education, his daughter would escape the shackles of a social order that had restricted him.


Yet, on 19 October 2010, Devilal’s dreams for his girl shattered. It all started the preceding day—on the afternoon of 18 October 2010—when Mugdhapura was bringing in a religious festival. Schools were closed, and most parents were attending a local puja. A listless Kamyani decided to take a walk at five in the evening. Even as she ambled down the deserted fields, a resident of her village allegedly raped her. It was Kamyani’s brother who heard her cries for help, and as he approached her, the assaulter ran away.


Devilal recalled his daughter’s anguish. ‘She was in pain. We took her to the nearest police station at Tejgarh. It was around eight at night. The police questioned her for the next six hours; my daughter kept crying. I don’t know if they filed an FIR, but I remember it was the middle of the night when I brought my girl home.’


News that father and daughter had approached a police station spread like wildfire. The next day, Devilal claimed, five men from his village, including the rape-accused, burnt Kamyani alive. Her ‘crime’ was that she had ‘dared’ to file a complaint at the local police station against a man who had raped her the previous night.


To her last breath, Kamyani fought; despite sustaining 95 per cent burn injuries, she mustered the will to give a statement to the police in front of hospital doctors, and sign her dying declaration.


Forty-five days after Kamyani’s death, the local police arrested four of the five accused. Yet, by the time I visited Devilal, three of them were out on bail, and one was on the run. Devilal lowered his head as he spoke: ‘The whole village is urging me to compromise and give up the fight for justice. The accused men come from a powerful family. They’re landlords, while we are poor farmers.’


When I visited the Tejgarh police station, the staff was clueless about the case; when I persisted with my questions, I was shown a copy of the FIR but there was no information on the investigations being conducted. Later, in a seedy chamber in Damoh’s district court premises, the public prosecutor fighting Kamyani’s case told me that the matter was still pending in court. Then, he shrugged, ‘Generally, in such cases, witnesses turn hostile due to the lure of money and muscle pressure.’


Back at Devilal’s home, I met his wife, Nirmala. ‘I can never forget my daughter,’ she said, then produced a photograph. ‘See! How beautiful my child was! May nobody else suffer this misfortune—of seeing a child die in a mother’s lap. My daughter turned to ashes before me.’


Then, Nirmala produced another photograph—of herself next to her daughter, both standing tall, shoulder to shoulder. Nirmala’s head was covered with her firozi sari’s pallu; her daughter Kamyani was in blue jeans and a black shirt. ‘We always believed that she was a different child,’ Nirmala said. ‘And then, she died.’
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Roughly nine centuries ago, Delhi’s only woman ruler Razia Sultan was at the cusp of greatness. Minhaj al-Siraj, a noted historian of that era, wrote in his magnum opus, Tabaqat-i-Nasiri: ‘Razia possessed all the qualities of a ruler. She was more capable than her brothers. But she had one weakness. She was a woman.’ Thus, she was murdered.


More than 900 years have passed, but Minhaj’s words still resonate in the barren plains of Bundelkhand.


During the course of investigations, I spoke to a number of local policemen, lawyers, doctors, politicians and local activists to identify why ‘corrective rapes’ had become an unchanging, unchangeable pattern in parts of Madhya Pradesh. A number of reasons were cited—among them the region’s extreme backwardness. A senior police officer, who had worked in Bundelkhand for over two decades, told me, ‘The fact that Chhatarpur still does not have a direct train line tells you something—Bundelkhand is impoverished. A feudal order prevails, and there’s no hope for industrialization or employment. Crime, then, is the only avenue for escape.’


Now, imagine a region that is not just economically backward, but also largely patriarchal—where power hungry, ungainfully employed men are propped up by a false sense of machismo. In such a region, women become the immediate targets of criminal activity. The chief public prosecutor of Damoh, Rakesh Shukla, told me, ‘Out here, an upper caste man’s fragile sense of self gets threatened if a girl dares defy him; he must retaliate! And he does.’


In this land, dominated by men, women are rendered powerless. During a late night interview, Aruna Mohan Rao, inspector general of police (crime against women), told me, ‘Policemen do not take complaints from women seriously. We are trying to sensitize our police forces but it’s going to take time.’


Worse, even if a woman (or her family) were to file a complaint, systemic problems assert themselves. When I asked Rakesh Shukla how the accused in Bundelkhand managed to get bail and evade conviction, he admitted: ‘Policemen may fail to prepare a foolproof FIR, may delay the process of filing a charge-sheet—as a result of which the accused have sufficient time to secure anticipatory bail—or may not capture circumstantial evidence and leave loopholes in the investigative process. Then, there are doctors who may not prepare medical reports; witnesses who may turn hostile; and defence lawyers who likely will highlight contradictions in all statements, so the accused are given the “benefit of doubt”. And all this could happen because the accused belongs to an influential upper caste family, or is affiliated with one.’


It could also happen because, out here, women, no matter how victimized, are held culpable for men’s crimes of omission and commission. I recall a meeting with a senior police officer in Damoh. It was early dusk, and the police station’s porch had been freshly plastered with cow dung. There was no electricity, and all the constables ogled as I interviewed their boss, the town inspector, and took notes by candlelight. On the condition of absolute anonymity, the inspector said, ‘The fact is, most of our girls burn themselves of their own accord, and die. Earlier, women were known to be patient; they would attend to household chores and live quietly within their homes. These days, girls have no forbearance. Zara kisi ne halka kuch kaha nahi ki gusse me khud ko aag laga letin hain! Arre, aurton ko to samundar ki tarah sehansheel hona chahiye, ye sab to hota hi rehta hai. (They get angry at the slightest provocation and burn themselves! They should be patient like the ocean. Everyday vexations are normal.)’


With this being the dominant outlook, the schemes initiated by the Madhya Pradesh government—among them ‘women’s empowerment’ and ‘beti bachao, beti padhao’ (save the daughter, teach the daughter)—have received a lukewarm response at best. Ashok Das, the chief home secretary of Madhya Pradesh at the time of being interviewed, assured me that every attempt would be made to address the epidemic of ‘corrective rapes’ in Bundelkhand. He swore to create special ‘sensational and heinous crimes’ cells; to fast track cases of sexual violence against women in courts; to set up a committee comprising a district superintendent of police, a district judge and district collectors to address the rape crisis; and to get the chief minister to personally monitor its progress every three months.


Broken promises, all.
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As I board a rickety bus from the Chhatarpur bus stand, and head to Bhopal, dusk gathers. Bundelkhand is a place of shadows.


It’s a long journey. I have time to think of the families I have met; to re-imagine Kalabai, Kamyani and Rohini; to distract myself with copies of FIRs, and birth and death certificates.


The horizon is an ominous black. I leave Bundelkhand. But Bundelkhand’s girls never leave me.
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Tripura
 

The political nature of rape/sexual crimes


IT’S THE FIRST WEEK OF JULY IN 2016 AND ROUGHLY 2500 kilometres away from Delhi, I am standing at the northeastern tipping point of the country: Tripura. The sky in Tripura’s capital city, Agartala, is cloudy this morning.


I take the national highway 44 from Agartala and start moving towards Khowai district which falls in the western part of the state. After driving for around 45 kilometres, we reach the main market of Teliamura town.


Situated on national highway 8, Teliamura is a sleepy tribal town. With the Bangladesh border running parallel a few kilometres away, I am truly at the north-eastern end of India.


Though it was raining throughout our drive from Agartala, a wan sun has now popped up above the sky of Teliamura. A few locals are selling betel nuts on both sides of the highway. It’s late afternoon and I am waiting for someone here.


After a couple of minutes, I see 50-year-old Meenakshi walking towards me. Dressed in traditional Hrangkhawl tribe attire—the local tribe to which she belonged—she walked towards me and we shook hands. Her handshake had the confidence of a person comfortable in public spaces. After all, she was a local politician and a contestant in local village level elections. More on this later.


The first thing I noticed about her was that one of her eyes was injured. She had a swollen bump-like structure all around that wounded eye. She had stuffed a betel nut inside one of her cheeks which she kept chewing on all afternoon. She was wearing a purple pawnzel—a skirt-like lower garment worn by Hrangkhawl women. Above it, she wore a plain deep red loose blouse and had covered her head with a red checkered gamcha. I remember, she was smiling since the minute she met me and I can never forget that sparkle in her eyes.


She lived in the neighbouring Budhrai Para village which was more than three kilometres away from the main Teliamura market. There was no concrete approach road to her village and it could be reached only on foot. We started walking towards her village. She was leading the way through picturesque postcard-like serene paddy fields. I was following her, mesmerized by the landscape. Numerous small ponds were interspersed in the rice fields and I remember crossing a small stream too. The fields were surrounded by dotted lines of trees which would intensify and convert into small forest-like patches in between.


As we reached Meenakshi’s village, I figured that residential huts were not situated in clusters like in North India. Every house was on its own, surrounded by its own palm trees, its own small ponds and fields. Meenakshi’s nearest neighbours lived at least 600 metres away on a separate hillock-like structure. The entire village was populated by Hrangkhawl tribals, a sub-tribe of the Malsom Tribe, native to Tripura.


Meenakshi’s house was surrounded by large palm trees. A fishing net was lying in front of the main door of her tworoom house. There was a pond and children’s clothes were drying on a wire by the bank of the pond.


Her village comes under the Tripura Tribal Areas (TTA) Autonomous District Council (ADC) which is an independent council administering the Tripuri-dominated areas of Tripura. Here the term ‘Tripuri’ refers to the ‘original inhabitants’ of Tripura.


At that moment, while removing my mud-laden shoes outside Meenakshi’s house, I remember feeling a deep sense of overwhelming gratitude. For being able to reach till this point of the country, the land of the ‘original inhabitants’ of what is now known as the old historical twipra kingdom. This was unlike any other part of India that I had travelled to before.


Like the rest of Tripura, the ADC has also been politically dominated by the left parties here. After being a loyal member of the Communist Party of India (Marxist) (CPI-M) for years, Meenakshi decided to leave the left cadre in late 2014. She then joined the Bhartiya Janta Party (BJP) and went on to contest the ADC village council elections held in 2015.


Meenakshi’s very clean house was almost empty—except for a clothes stand and a basic old bed. A young girl from her family was making tea in a small kitchen located in one corner of the room. The youngest of her three children, her 19-year-old son, was standing next to us. We settled down on plastic chairs that were brought from a neighbour’s house.


‘Rapes happen due to all kinds of reasons in India. But here, in Tripura, women are raped due to political witch hunting,’ is the first thing that Meenakshi says as soon as we start the interview.


I look at her face as she nods and continues with conviction, ‘I was raped by a CPI(M) cadre man because I dared to leave the left and join the BJP.’ She went on, ‘It happened in March this year (2016). The date was 24th. It was dark and around seven in the evening. I was on my way back home then, walking from the Teliamura market towards my village. I have lived here all my life so normally I am never afraid while walking around. So I was walking back as usual with a torch in my hand. Just then I felt that someone is walking behind me. Before I could understand, he grabbed me from behind. I recognized him immediately. He was Dumpa Hrangkhal, the 26-year-old son of a local left leader. He grabbed me and forced me on the ground. Then he hit me on my forehead with the torch. He started beating me with that torch and he raped me. I fell unconscious.’


We are both aware of the presence of Meenakshi’s youngest son in the room. I look at him for a second and see him quietly wiping his tears.


Meenakshi goes on, ‘My husband died long ago. I have three children… all of them are grown up, adults now. I am an old woman. At this age, one becomes carefree. You do not imagine a sexual attack on yourself at this age. But he did not only rape me, he actually tried to kill me. There was blood all over my upper body. I lost one of my eyes in that attack and now I have partial vision. That night, after beating me he covered my body with grass to hide his deeds from passers-by. He was sure that I am dead. But by god’s grace, I survived.’


The matter took a political turn after news of Meenakshi’s rape got published in the local media. She does believe that she was attacked because she changed her political allegiance. ‘Here in villages, the left cadre men are more powerful than in cities like Agartala. They do not allow people to vote for any other party. We had been voting and working for the left for so many years but our situation did not improve at all. Only the families of local left leaders are getting richer. So I decided to try BJP one time. That’s my right as a citizen—to try another party if the first one is not working enough for the welfare of the people. I contested in the 2015 ADC village council elections. BJP gave me a ticket from my village and I fought against the left. The local left leaders were after me ever since then. They used to pass remarks and threaten me to withdraw. I lost the election but I fought and never withdrew on the face of threats. They hated my guts and my choice of representing any other party in the village. During election campaigning, the accused had said he will teach me a lesson and put me in “my place” one day. I ignored but a couple of months later, he did what he had claimed.’


After the village sarpanch (headman) refused to interfere in the case citing it as a ‘political matter between two parties’, a criminal case was registered against the accused at Teliamura police station. Meenakshi’s medical examination confirmed rape.


The accused surrendered after three months of sustained police effort to find him. But Meenakshi feels that the police did not investigate her case properly. ‘They were under the influence of the state government. One month after the incident, my son and his friends saw the accused in a forest nearby our village and we immediately informed the police. But the officers there said “how can they locate a boy in a forest?” They did not even bother to come and visit us once. It was only after big BJP leaders from Agartala came down here to Teliamura and spoke to the cops that they started taking this seriously.’


Currently the accused is under arrest and the case is up for trial. Meenakshi adds, ‘It’s a nightmare… living with the memories of that night is a nightmare. Sometimes I wake up suddenly in the middle of the night and find myself sweating. I am not able to walk around freely in the village anymore. All the time I feel someone is coming from behind and is going to attack me. I have developed a habit of walking with my head turning back to check who is walking behind me every five minutes. I feel like my head turns around at the slightest sound while walking. I feel scared all the time. That is why I am looking forward to the trial beginning as soon as possible. Because along with justice for myself, I also want closure.’


After the news of a ‘political rape’ started making rounds in the local press, official spokespersons of the Tripura unit of CPI(M) condemned the attack on Meenakshi and said that they have no association with the accused.


By the end of our conversation, Meenakshi’s son has moved around the room. He is now standing behind her, holding her chair. After gently keeping his hands on his mother’s shoulders he says, ‘Ma will fight the next election also from whichever party she wants to fight. I will be with her all the time now.’ Meenakshi looks up at her son and her face breaks into a quiet smile. ‘My eldest son works as a football coach in Agartala, the second one works in Bangalore. This is my youngest. He now lives with me and shadows me wherever I go. After the incident, all of us have become cautious. But come what may, I am not going to let anything deter my spirits. I will fight the next village council elections as well. All I want is to improve mine and my village’s situation.’


[image: img]


My next stop was Shikarbari village situated in the Tulashikhar block of the West Tripura district of the state. Since Shikarbari falls in a predominantly tribal part of Tripura, I requested a local reporter friend—well-versed with the language and area—to accompany me to this village.


As we embarked on our 72 kilometres long journey from Agartala to Shikarbari, the first ‘brief’ my journalist friend gave me was about how politically sensitive this part of India was.


‘The Bangladesh border runs parallel to this village Shikarbari. It’s one of India’s last border villages. If you had arrived just seven–eight years ago, you could have been abducted by insurgent groups from the main market road of Tulashikhar. Just like that! And no one would have been able to find you—it’s that sensitive. This whole belt has a history of tribal insurgency and the area around Shikarbari was specially a militant stronghold.’


I had previously read about how the insurgency issue in Tripura was resolved by the mid-2000s, but I had no clue about the specific situation of Tulashikhar.


By the time we reached Shikarbari, it was around one in the afternoon. It was a particularly humid day and we were here to meet the family of 27-year-old Preetamma. In February 2010 she was gang-raped, murdered and then left hanging from a wooden pole near her village. This all happened just 11 days before she was scheduled to contest ADC village council elections. Three Tripura State Rifles (TSR) jawans have been charge-sheeted in this case.


We walk through roughly one kilometre of rice fields and a pond to reach Preetamma’s village. Her mud house is one of the first houses in the village. Her father, who is in his late 70s, starts crying as soon as her name is mentioned. ‘She was my bravest child, but she went away too early,’ he says while settling down on the mud verandah of his house for a conversation.


The family told me that Preetamma was married with two children but she left her husband’s house and came to Shikarbari to live with her parents around five years before her death. She complained of domestic violence and never went back to her husband. Her two children lived with her and their maternal grandparents in the village.


Tears do not stop flowing from Preetamma’s father’s eyes throughout our conversation. ‘After the separation from her husband, she had become very socially conscious… in a good way I mean. She wanted to make things better for the people of this village. She wanted a better future for her own children. That is why she had decided to contest local elections. She was getting threats after filing her nomination papers. We were all a bit nervous… but we had never imagined that it will go this far,’ he said.
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