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We are really encouraged by your response to the first issue
of Manushi. The way it was received, the fact that we ran terribly
short of copies, assures us that Manushi has come as an answer
to the felt need of women in this country. One reader expressed
this beautifully : “You don’t know how many millions may find a
voice here.” This is how we wee Manushi and how we hope you
and many more women will relate to it.

Many women wrote us beautiful long letters, narrating personal
experiences which have made them feel the urgency of the women’s
question. Some expressed the hope that Manushi would become
a means for them to come out of their isolation, learn to communicate
and work with other women. This hope is a sign of things to come.

In fact, the reports and articles we received for this issue testify
to a greater ferment and restlessness among women. While on the
one hand, sexual violence and atrocities on women are
increasing,there are promising signs that women are beginning to
organize themselves to demand Our Right To Our Bodies. This
issue seems to have the potential of uniting women irrespective of
class, caste or religion. Isn’t there a lot in common between the
slogans raised by the university women’s morcha against
eveteasing in Delhi, and what the Andhra dalit women have to say
about their organizations against rape?

Eveteasing and rape are manifestations of the same attitude
towards us as women – an attitude which denies us our humanity,
which reduces us to mere objects : mere bodies to be used or
abused.

If these bodies are not on piecemeal sale for a few rupees, or
life-time sale with a dowry thrown in, then they can be trespassed
on, and sampled at will. If they are not the well-guarded property
of one man, then any man is free to buy them if he can, or to grab
them if he can’t.

And this man is not necessarily a pervert, a “goonda”. He
could be the respectable elderly gentleman edging closer to you
in the cinema; anonymous hands pinching you in the bus; a
boyfriend who expresses his love for you by “screwing” you or
any girl who comes his way, while his father keeps a virgin bride
ready for him. He is often our employer, whose molestation we
have to put up with to hold the job; the landlord whose fields we
cultivate; the policeman we go to for help. And quite often “it’s all
in the family” – an uncle, a cousin, a father-in-law. There was a
recent report from Delhi of a father who raped his 15-year-old
daughter. And of course our own husbands, thanks to whom
sexual violence and rape have become a part of our lives. We are
“lawfully” expected to submit to their unchallengeable property-
right over our bodies – a right superior to our own right to control
our bodies!

Are we to blame if we are molested? Is it because we dress
provocatively, invite attention, want to be whistled at, enjoy being
teased, “ask for it” when we are raped? No, sisters, this is an old
lie, a male myth – that every woman wants to be pursued,
dominated, raped. When a man dresses attractively, is he sexually

attacked by women? No, eve-teasing is not a way of expressing
appreciation, of reaching out to another human being; it’s a way
of spitting out contempt at us for being women. And this is true
whether the remark hurled at us is “Hello Sweety” or an obscenity.
It is an act of aggression, psychological and physical, to humilate
and terrify us, just as much as in the rape of a dalit woman. It is a
systematic attempt to destroy our sense of self.

What provocation do dalit women offer? Why has rape by
upper caste men acquired the force of an institution in their lives?
Do the landlords not use rape as a way of degrading those
belonging to the lower castes? There has been a tremendous
spurt in the incidence of gang-rape of dalit women, to punish the
rural poor for trying to organize themselves and fight exploitation.

The assaults on women may take different forms in different
settings, but the message is clear: the streets are not ours, the city
after dark is not ours, our own bodies are not ours. Should we be
more “careful”, “non-provocative”? The logic of this would be :
do not step out of the house (if you have one), go into purdah.
And if we are raped at home? By landlords’ men raiding our homes
at night? By religious fanatics and communalists? By drunken
husbands? (Marital rape is not a legal offence!) What then? It is
only by ceasing to be at all, to be as women, that we can stop
“provoking” aggression. We have to realize that we are not to
blame if we are attacked – that sexual violence is a conscious
process of intimidation to keep women oppressed and in a
permanent state of fear. It is time for us to start being more
provocative. We must provoke anger by fighting back – like the
women in Andra who have formed organizations to defend
themselves, like the women in Maharashtra who took our morchas
against rape, women in Tamilnadu who conducted anti-obscenity
campaign.

This is going to provoke hostility, repression, violence.
Wherever women have been protesting, the entire power structure,
from the local to the national, has cracked down with greater
brutality. Witness theway Andhra women have been hunted from
their homes.,JNU girl students were beaten up in Delhi, the heavy
odds against which the Sangamner women organized their morcha.
Women coming out of their isolation on to the streets, to protest,
represent a threat to the whole power structure, from the family to
the national, political level. The people’s struggle enters a more
militant phase when women begin to participate in larger numbers.

And this is what is beginning to happen – localized,
embryonic, but definite beginnings.

At this stage it is vitally important that we keep in touch with
each other, know what women in other parts of the country are
doing, learn from each others’ experiences. Many readers
emphasized this need for co-ordination. We hope that Manushi
will play a role in developing links between localized groups and
forging their struggles into a united women’s movement in this
country.

- Manushi Editorial Collective
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