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     A Note to the Reader

    


   


   

    Mukhtar Mai is a thirty-three-year-old Pakistani peasant woman. She lives in Meerwala, a small village in southern Punjab, near the border with India.


    When journalists reported that she had been condemned by her village tribal council to be gang-raped, the horrifying news made headlines around the world. Although illiterate and apparently powerless, Mukhtar Mai was courageous, and she became the first woman in her country to reclaim her honor by fighting back against a barbarous tradition that almost destroyed her.


    My colleagues and I made the arduous journey to the remote village of Meerwala, where we were welcomed by Mukhtar Mai and her friend Naseem Akhtar. They were amazed that we had come all the way from France to suggest to Mukhtar Mai that we should write a book together, a book that would help her in her struggle. After several hours of discussion, we all agreed that her book would be published in France, and that she would come to Paris to help launch it.


    Marie-Thérèse Cuny, a writer who has long dedicated herself to the cause of women’s rights, arrived in Meerwala a few weeks later. Mukhtar Mai speaks only Saraiki and can read or write no other language. Mustafa Baloch and Saif Khan therefore facilitated the collaboration between the two women by translating their conversations. Marie-Thérèse Cuny transformed Mukhtar’s emotions, thoughts, and impressions into this book, despite the hurdle posed by the great disparity of language.


    Linda Coverdale’s translation from French to English was an attempt to faithfully reproduce Mukhtar Mai’s story as reported in the French edition.


    In January 2006, after being received along with our entire editorial staff by the French minister of foreign affairs, Mukhtar Mai spoke about women’s rights on the Place des Droits de l’Homme, which is dedicated to the rights of all mankind.


    

     Philippe Robinet

    


    

     Publisher

    


    

     Oh! Editions, France

    


   


  





   

    

     Foreword

    


   


   

    I don’t know whether people felt this when they were around Mother Teresa or Martin Luther King Jr., but around Mukhtar Mai I can feel true greatness. Her village of Meerwala is an unassuming collection of huts, and she can be shy and quiet, but you follow her through the village and you sense that she is leading a revolution—against rape, illiteracy, and the repression of women—that is reverberating through all of Pakistan and indeed the entire world.


    The backdrop of Mukhtar’s story is well-known: Her young brother was accused (wrongly) of having an affair, and so a tribal council decided to punish her family by ordering that she be gang-raped. The sentence was carried out then and there, and she was forced to walk home nearly naked before a jeering crowd. She was meant to commit suicide, and initially she thought she would—but then she became more angry than humiliated. Instead of killing herself, she prosecuted her attackers and told her story.


    If Mukhtar’s story had ended there, it would have been one more tragedy in a world full of them. Fortunately, that was just the beginning, for Mukhtar used her compensation money from the rape to start a school in her village. Ultimately, she believed that the only way to fight feudal attitudes was to educate people.


    I had heard of Mukhtar’s story, and in 2004 while on a visit to Pakistan I traveled to Meerwala to meet her. (Back then she mostly went by a variant of her name, Mukhtaran Bibi.) Visiting her involved a succession of flights from Islamabad to Lahore to Multan, and then a drive for several hours through the Punjab countryside, ending up on a dirt road. Meerwala then had no electricity, and when I finally got to her house her father and brothers were introduced to me but she hung back. If I had expected a magnetic and charismatic leader, that wasn’t her—she struck me instead as retiring and a bit traditional. She didn’t seem to think it was appropriate for a woman to do much talking, and so at first her brothers and father spoke.


    Gradually, though, she began speaking to me more. She spoke bluntly of her shame at being raped, of crying endlessly, of having disgraced her family. She spoke passionately about her school, and increasingly she dominated the room. Mukhtar told me that her school was running out of money, so she was selling family jewelry to pay the teachers; she was at her wit’s end. The police who were supposedly protecting her were losing interest, and she feared she would soon be killed. After our interview, she took me aside and pretty much begged me to help—with a force that belied my initial impression of a wallflower.


    I wrote a column about Mukhtar and the responses deluged my office. American readers were moved by her story and wanted to help. I blithely told readers they could send checks, and I would forward them to her. Eventually, I was able to arrange to do so through the aid group Mercy Corps, and in the end readers sent more than $160,000, which she used to buy a van to function as an ambulance and school bus, and to start a high school.


    Since that first trip, I’ve seen Mukhtar repeatedly—both in New York and in Meerwala. In the U.S. she appears at banquets, is hailed at the White House, and is feted at luxury hotels—and yet she is always counting the days to return to Pakistan. At one banquet for the elite of New York, she had Pakistani food brought to her. She also takes in the sights of New York with aplomb. I thought she would be scandalized by America, but she didn’t even blush when she opened up the Glamour magazine that featured an article about her (including photos of her that set a record for clothing-to-skin ratio for any fashion magazine). She continues to cover her hair in New York, and she is a proud—but not judgmental—Pakistani wherever she goes.


    For all the acclaim and goodwill that Mukhtar has won for Pakistan, she has had mostly trouble from Pakistan’s leaders. I think the problem is twofold. First, they feel she is displaying Pakistan’s dirty laundry in public, embarrassing her country. Second, they’re resentful that an uneducated peasant woman from a Punjab village is celebrated as a hero, getting more attention than they are. The upshot is the government has repeatedly tried to muzzle her.


    One early instance came when Mukhtar was planning to come to the U.S. for a conference. President Musharraf personally ordered that she be put on the “exit control list” to stop her from leaving the country, and the authorities took her passport. When she complained publicly to me about this, the authorities in effect kidnapped her and took her to Islamabad. But she continued to speak out, and ultimately the incident was a huge embarrassment for President Musharraf—and Mukhtar emerged more prominent than ever.


    Most troubling of all is that one of President Musharraf’s closest friends, Brigadier Ijaz Shah, traveled to Lahore in 2005 to deliver a threat to Amna Buttar, a Pakistani-American physician in Wisconsin who runs a human rights organization (www.4anaa.org) and who has strongly supported Mukhtar. Amna routinely travels with Mukhtar on American visits, interprets for her, and has generally played a heroic role in pushing for the rights of women in Pakistan. The Brigadier warned Amna that she and Mukhtar should be careful and not stir up trouble, and he added that Pakistani intelligence knows about everything they do. Alluding to a planned visit by Mukhtar and Amna to New York, he added: “We can do anything. We can just pay a little money to some black guys in New York and get people killed there.”


    That was not only racist, but also a blunt threat to kill Amna and Mukhtar on American soil. When I asked the Pakistani government about the threat, Shah sent me a statement acknowledging that he had met with Amna but denied making any threat.


    Late in 2005, Mukhtar was planning to speak at the U.N. It had all been arranged for weeks, and she dropped by my office just before going to give her speech. The organizers called my office, frantically looking for her: the speech had been canceled, on orders of the Pakistani government. Once more, the Pakistani leaders had shot themselves in the foot: few Americans would have known of Mukhtar’s speech had it gone ahead, but now it became a well-known incident.


    In Pakistan as well, the government has applied constant pressure on Mukhtar. Her mail is confiscated, her phones are tapped. Newspapers close to the government constantly publish disparaging articles about her, suggesting that she is living it up abroad or that she is an unpatriotic woman who allows herself to be used by foreigners and agents for India (like myself) to make Pakistan look bad.


    Mukhtar is sensitive, and these criticisms really sting her. But over time, I’ve watched her mature and toughen. When I first visited her, she was still asking her brothers for permission every time she wanted to leave the house. That became ridiculous as she began to jet around the world and be feted by foreign ministers, so Mukhtar just breached tradition and came and went as she saw fit—but her brothers disapproved. She and her brothers love each other, of course, but there is a fundamental tension about what a woman should do on her own, and that is hard on all of them.


    In March 2006 I visited Meerwala again, and I was impressed by Mukhtar’s schools. They are much better equipped today, and now the English teachers can actually speak English. The high school was under construction, and at the elementary school graduation there was a wonderful school play in which the kids acted out the dangers of early marriage (the main danger turned out to be that the wife is murdered). But what struck me the most in Meerwala was how Mukhtar tirelessly browbeat parents to keep their daughters in school. The parents of one little fourth grader named Sidra had planned to pull her out of school to marry her off, for example, so Mukhtar bullied them into dropping those plans and keeping the girl in school. Now Sidra wants to be a doctor.


    That is why Mukhtar keeps refusing to move to safety in the city, or even to a haven in the West. Life might be more comfortable, but she would lose that sense of fulfillment that she now finds. This is a woman on a mission.


    Most poignant of all is the scene in Mukhtar’s home. Desperate women from across Pakistan arrive in buses and taxis and carts, for they have heard of Mukhtar and hope that she may help. The worst cases have had their noses cut off—a common Pakistani punishment administered to women in order to shame them forever. So Mukhtar hears them out and tries to arrange doctors or lawyers or other help for them. In the meantime these women sleep with Mukhtar on the floor of her bedroom (she gave the bed to the principal of her elementary school, Naseem Akhtar). So every night, there are up to a dozen women sleeping with Mukhtar in her bedroom, lying all over the floor, huddled against one another, comforting one another. They are victims with wrenching stories—and yet they are also symbols of hope, signs that times are changing and that women are fighting back.


    Women who were raped simply killed themselves, but increasingly they are following Mukhtar’s example. Other victims, like Dr. Shazia Khalid, have become anti-rape activists in their own right, but Dr. Shazia is quick to acknowledge that she found the courage to stand up only because Mukhtar had paved the way. The increased likelihood that a rape victim will refuse to commit suicide and will instead seek to prosecute her attackers is in turn creating a real disincentive for rape, and so the number of rapes seems to be dropping in the area around Meerwala. Gradually, Mukhtar is chipping away at the old repressive way of life, and helping to usher in a new Pakistan.


    As you read In the Name of Honor, I think you will find a story that is tremendously inspiring rather than one that tells of brutality and despair. By the alchemy of her courage and stubbornness, Mukhtar has taken a sordid tale of gang rape and turned it into something heartwarming and hopeful. And that is one more reason why, when I’m around Mukhtar, I sense that this shy peasant woman is truly a great and historic figure—and why she’s one of my heroes.


    

     Nicholas D. Kristof
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     The Long Road Ahead

    


   


   

    On the night of June 22, 2002, our family reaches a decision.


    I, Mukhtaran Bibi, a woman of the peasant Gujar caste, living in the village of Meerwala, will be the one to confront an influential and aggressive local clan, farmers of the powerful Mastoi caste, on behalf of my family.


    My little brother Shakur is accused by the Mastois of having “spoken” to Salma, a young woman of their clan. Shakur is only twelve years old, while Salma is over twenty. We know my brother has done nothing wrong, but if the Mastois have decided otherwise, we Gujars must bow to their demands. This is the way it has always been.


    My father and uncle have explained the situation to me.


    “Our mullah, Abdul Razzaq, is in despair. The Mastois have the majority in the village council, and they refuse all reconciliation. They are armed. Your maternal uncle and Ramzan Pachar, a friend of the Mastois, have tried everything to calm the members of the council. We have but one last chance: a Gujar woman must appear before their clan. Among all the women of our house, we have chosen you.”


    “Why me?”


    “The others are too young to do this. Your husband has granted you a divorce, you have no children, you teach the Koran. You are a respectable woman!”


    It’s long after sunset, but until now I’ve been told very little of what caused this serious dispute today. The men of the jirga, our village council, have been meeting for several hours now, and only they know why I must appear before that tribunal.


    Shakur has been missing since midday. All we know is that at noon he was in a wheat field near our house, but tonight he is locked up inside the police station, three miles from the village. I hear from my own father’s lips that my little brother has been beaten.


    “We saw Shakur when the police brought him out of the Mastois’ house. He was all bloody, and his clothes were torn. The police took him away in handcuffs without letting me speak to him. I’d been looking for him everywhere, and a man who’d been cutting branches up in a palm tree came to tell me that he’d seen the Mastois kidnap Shakur. In the village, people began reporting to me that the Mastois were accusing him of illicit conduct and theft.”


    The Mastois are old hands at this kind of retaliation. Their powerful clan leader knows many influential people, and they are violent men, capable of invading anyone’s home with their guns to loot, rape, and tear the place apart. The lower-caste Gujars have no right to oppose them, and no one in my family has dared go to their house.


    Because of his religious office, the mullah is the only person entitled to intervene in this crisis, but all his efforts have been in vain. So my father went to file a complaint with the police. Outraged that a Gujar peasant has defied them by sending policemen to their very doorstep, the proud Mastois have slightly modified their story: now they accuse Shakur of raping Salma. They claim that my brother has committed zina-bil-jabar, which in Pakistan means the sins of rape, adultery, or sexual relations without the sanctity of marriage. Before handing over my brother, the Mastois demanded that he be locked up, and they insisted that if he were released from jail, he should be returned to the custody of the Mastoi clan. Zina may be punishable by death, according to the Islamic code of sharia, so the police have locked up Shakur not only because he is accused of a serious crime but also to protect him from the violent Mastois, who want to take justice into their own hands. The whole village has known about all this since early this afternoon, and my father has taken the women of my family to our neighbors’ houses for safety’s sake. We know that the Mastois always take their revenge on a woman of a lower caste. It’s the woman’s place to humiliate herself, to beg for forgiveness before all the men of the village assembled in a jirga in front of the Mastois’ farmhouse.


    That farm is barely three hundred yards from ours, yet I know it only by sight: imposing walls, and a terrace from which they look out over the neighborhood as though they were the lords of the earth.
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    “Mukhtaran, get ready, and follow us.”


    That night, I have no idea that the path leading from our little farm to the wealthier home of the Mastois will change my life forever. If the men of the Mastoi clan accept my apologies, the path will be short. Although my mission is a dangerous one, I am confident. I set out, clasping the Koran to my breast. The Koran will protect me.


    My father made the only possible choice. I am twenty-eight, and I may not know how to read or write, since there is no school for girls in our village, but I have learned the Koran by heart, and ever since my divorce I have taught its verses to our local children as an act of charity. That is my respectability. And my strength.


    I walk along the dirt path, followed by my father, my uncle Haji Altaf, and Ghulamnabi, a friend of another caste, who has been acting as an intermediary during the negotiations of the jirga. They are afraid for my safety, and my uncle even hesitated himself before coming with me. Yet I proceed along the path with a kind of childlike trust. I have committed no crime. I have not personally done anything wrong. I believe in God, and since my divorce I have been living dutifully in peaceful seclusion with my family, far from the world of men. No one has ever spoken ill of me, as often happens with other women. Salma, for example, is known for her bold ways: that girl has a saucy tongue, and she gets around. She goes out when and where she pleases. It’s possible that the Mastois have tried to take advantage of my young brother’s innocence to cover up something involving Salma. Be that as it may, the Mastois decide, and the Gujars obey.


    The June night still burns with the heat of the day; the birds are asleep, and the goats, too. Somewhere a dog barks in the silence surrounding my footsteps, a silence that grows into a faint rumbling. As I walk on, I begin to hear the voices of angry men, whom I can now see illuminated by the single light at the entrance to the Mastois’ farm. There are more than a hundred men gathered near the mosque, perhaps as many as two hundred to two hundred and fifty, and most of them are Mastois. They are the ones dominating the jirga. Although he is our village mullah, even Abdul Razzaq cannot oppose them. I look for him in the crowd; he is not there. I am unaware at the time that after disagreeing with the Mastois over how to handle the affair, certain members of the jirga have left the council. The Mastois are now in charge.


    Before me I see Faiz Mohammed, who is known as Faiza, along with four men: Abdul Khaliq, Ghulam Farid, Allah Dita, and Mohammed Faiz. They are armed with rifles and a pistol, which they point immediately at the men of my clan. The Mastois wave their guns around to frighten off my family, but my father and uncle don’t budge. Held at bay by Faiza, they stand at my back.


    The Mastois have gathered their clan behind them, a threatening wall of impatient and agitated men.


    I have brought a shawl, which I spread out at their feet as a sign of allegiance. From memory, I recite a verse from the Koran, holding my hand on the holy book. Everything I know of the scriptures I have learned by listening, not reading, but I may well be more familiar with the sacred texts than are most of these brutes who stare at me contemptuously. The moment has come for the honor of the Mastois to be made pure once again. The Punjab, which is known as The Land of Five Rivers, is also called The Land of the Pure. But who are the pure ones?


    The Mastois unnerve me with their guns and evil faces—especially Abdul Khaliq and his pistol. He has the eyes of a madman, glaring with hatred. But although I certainly know my place as a member of an inferior caste, I also have a sense of honor, the honor of the Gujars. Our community of small, impoverished farmers has been here for several hundred years, and while I’m not familiar with our history in detail, I feel that it is part of me, in my blood. I stand there trembling, with downcast eyes.


    I venture to look up, but Faiza says nothing, shaking his head in disdain. For a few moments, all is quiet. I pray silently, and then fear strikes, abruptly, like a monsoon deluge, numbing my body with a lightning bolt.


    Now I can see in the eyes of that man that he wanted a Gujar woman to appear before the Mastois’ jirga so that he could take revenge on her in front of the entire village. These men have fooled the mullah, my father, my entire family, and the councilors of the jirga to which they themselves belong. This is the first time that the councilors themselves have fixed upon a gang rape as a means to what they call their “honor justice.”


    Abdul Khaliq turns to his kinsmen, who are as eager as he is to carry out that verdict, to demonstrate their power through a show of force. Abdul Khaliq then grabs my arm, while Ghulam Farid, Allah Dita, and Mohammed Faiz start pushing me.


    I am there, true, but it isn’t me anymore: this petrified body, these collapsing legs no longer belong to me. I am about to faint, to fall to the ground, but I never get the chance—they drag me away like a goat led to slaughter. Men’s arms have seized mine, pulling at my clothes, my shawl, my hair.


    “In the name of the Koran, release me!” I scream. “In the name of God, let me go!”


    I pass from one night to another, taken from the darkness outside to the darkness inside an enclosed place where I can distinguish those four men only by the moonlight filtering through a tiny window. Four walls and a door, guarded by an armed silhouette.


    Escape is impossible. Prayer is impossible.


    That is where they rape me, on the beaten earth of an empty stable. Four men: Abdul Khaliq, Gulam Farid, Allah Dita, and Mohammed Faiz. I don’t know how long that vicious torture lasts. An hour? All night?


    I, Mukhtaran Bibi, eldest daughter of my father, Ghulam Farid Jat, lose all consciousness of myself, but I will never forget the faces of those animals. For them, a woman is simply an object of possession, honor, or revenge. They marry or rape them according to their conception of tribal pride. They know that a woman humiliated in that way has no other recourse except suicide. They don’t even need to use their weapons. Rape kills her. Rape is the ultimate weapon: it shames the other clan forever.


    They don’t bother to beat me. I am already at their mercy, they are threatening my relatives, and my brother is in jail. I am forced to submit.


    Then they shove me outside, half naked, where I stumble and fall. They throw my shalwar at me. This time, the double wooden doors of the stable close on the four men. Everyone is waiting. I am alone with my shame before the eyes of the entire village. I have no words to describe what I am at that moment. I can’t think: a dense fog has clouded my brain, masking the images of torture and infamous submission. I call out for my father, who tosses me his shawl to help me preserve the only dignity I have left. I walk without knowing where I’m going, heading instinctively toward my family’s house. I drift like a ghost along that path, with my father, my uncle, and his friend Ramzan following me at a distance.


    My mother is weeping outside our home. I walk past her, dazed, mute, accompanied in silence by other women. I enter one of the three rooms in the women’s quarters and crumple onto a straw pallet, where I lie motionless under a blanket. My life has just collapsed into such horror that my mind and body will not accept reality. I had no idea such violence was possible. I was naive, used to living under the protection of a father and eldest brother, like all the women in my province.


    Married at eighteen by my family to a man I did not know and who proved both lazy and incompetent, I had managed to obtain a divorce rather quickly, with the help of my father, and had been living sheltered from the outside world—a world that extended no farther than my native village. Illiterate, like all the other women around me, I led a life reduced to the usual housekeeping tasks and a few simple activities. I gave free instruction in the Koran to the village children, who learned the holy book as I had, by ear. And to contribute to our meager family earnings, I taught women what I knew best: embroidery. From sunrise to sunset, my existence was bounded by the land of my father’s small farm and set to the rhythm of daily chores and seasonal harvests. Aside from what I had discovered during my marriage, which had placed me temporarily in another family’s home, I knew nothing beyond the life led by all the women in my little world.


    Fate has just torn me from that reassuring life, and I cannot understand why I am being punished. I feel, quite simply, dead. Unable to think. Unable to rise above this stunning suffering that overwhelms and paralyzes me.


    All the women are weeping around me. I can feel hands stroking my head and my shoulders to comfort me. My younger sisters sob while I lie there without moving, strangely remote from the misfortune that has befallen me and affected my whole family. For three days, I leave that room only to relieve myself, but I never eat, or cry, or speak. I can hear my mother talking to me.


    “You must forget, Mukhtaran. It’s over. The police will let your brother go.”


    I hear other words too.


    “Shakur committed an offense, he raped Salma!” claims a woman in the village.


    “Mukhtaran should have married a Mastoi, as the mullah said, and Shakur should have wed Salma,” insists another woman. “She’s the one who refused. It’s her own fault.”


    Words fly through the village like white pigeons or black crows, depending on who is speaking. Little by little, I begin to understand where these rumors have come from.


    The negotiations held by the jirga, which normally meets in the home of Mullah Abdul Razzaq, were conducted in the street this time, in the middle of the village. This traditional tribal council operates without any official sanction, undertaking to resolve local disputes in ways that serve—in principle—the best interests of each party. In our villages, most peasants cannot afford to hire a lawyer, so people prefer to appeal to a jirga because the government’s justice costs too much. As for the charge of rape brought against my brother, I don’t understand why the jirga was unable to negotiate any settlement. Women are rarely informed about the decisions of men, and my father and uncle have told me very little, but thanks to the hearsay that reaches us from the village, I begin to realize why I have been punished.
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