
“If a woman speaks out against her 
husband, she may be homeless; if a 
woman politician voices out against a 
politician, she may be kicked out of the 
party,” said Chitra Lekha Yadav, one of 
the most prominent women politicians 
in Nepal, at a press conference to launch 
the 2nd South Asia regional conference 
on violence against women in politics 
(VAWIP) on November 14 at the Hotel 
Greenwich in Kathmandu, Nepal.

The 3-day event is being organized by 
SAP I with the support of Oxfam Novib, 
International IDEA, UNFPA, and CARE Nepal. 
The slogan this time is Combating Violence 
Against Women in Politics: Revisiting 
Policies, Politics, and Participation. The 
conference will be held at the Hotel 
Himalaya from November 16-18 and will 
bring together participants from six South Asian 
countries: Pakistan, Bangladesh, Afghanistan, Nepal, 
India, Sri Lanka and few from the UK and Canada. 

Dr. Rohit Kumar Nepali, Executive Director of SAP I, 
said that the conference, which is a continuation of 
the 1st VAWIP conference held last year, will focus 

primarily on the critical issue of 
violence against women in politics 

through policy building and provisions at the national 
levels. He pointed out that although violence against
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International Standards of National Laws, Policies 
and Provisions  

Governments have to adopt existing international 
instruments like CEDAW, UNSCR 1325 and CPRW 
in national plans and policies, rather than just 
being signatories to it. 

National legal provisions and mechanisms must 
be amended to reflect the commitment to address 
the gender-based violence. Since none of these 
provisions adequately and specifically address 
the issue of violence against women politicians, 
it is imperative that a new instrument be 
formulated at the international level. 

There is an immediate need for the enactment 
of positive discrimination and legal policies to 
address the state of impunity for perpetrators of 
violence against women in politics.

Today’s Agenda

Regional conference to review policies, politics and participation

Conference
Special

Importance of Addressing Violence Against 
Women in Politics Highlighted

9:00-9:30 Inaugural session registration 
9:30-11:50 	 Inaugural Session
Chair:	 Ms. Chitra Lekha Yadav, Former Deputy 

Speaker, Nepal
9:30-10:00	 Dance reflecting Violence Against Women 

in Politics: Ms. Honey Shrestha, Ms. Subima 
Shrestha and group

10:00-10:15	 Welcome and objective highlight: Dr. Rohit 
K. Nepali, ED, SAP I

10:15-10:30	 Lighting of the lamp by South Asian 
participants 	

10:30-11:20	 Plenary address 	
Hon. Judge Ms. Mahfuza Folad - Afghanistan	
Ms. Taleya Rehman - Bangladesh	
Ms. Sudha Yadav - India	
Ms. Camena Guneratne - Sri Lanka	
Ms. Shabina Ayaz - Pakistan

11:20-11:35	 Keynote speaker: Ms. Chandni Joshi, Former 
Regional Program Director, UNIFEM

11:35– 11:50	 Concluding address by Chair: Ms. Chitra 
Lekha Yadav, Former Deputy Speaker, Nepal 

Closing of Inaugural session 
11:50- 12:30	 Hi tea break
12:00 – 2:15	 Conference registration
12:30-1:00	 Conference outline: Dr. Rohit K. Nepali, ED, 

SAP I

1:00-2:00	 Lunch Break
2:15-5:15 Session on: Gender Sensitive VAWIP policy 

environment 
Chair of the session: Hon. Judge Mr. Kalyan Shrestha, 

Nepal
Name of the session: International standards of 

national laws, policies and provisions
Objective of the session: To share national laws, 

policies and provisions from VAWIP 
perspective on the basis of international 
standards for enhancing safe and secure 
participation of women in politics.

2:15- 2:45	 National paper presentation  
VAWIP:	 Law and policy in Sri Lanka, Ms. Camena 

Guneratne - Sri Lanka
 VAWIP in Pakistan, Ms. Rabbiya Bajwa - Pakistan
2:45-3:15	 Open discussions
3:15-3:30	 Tea break
3:30-4:15	 National paper presentation (contd...) 	

VAWIP perspective from India, Ms. Martha 
Farrell - India	
VAWIP in Bangladesh: Country study, 
Ms. Taleya Rehman - Bangladesh	
VAWIP in Nepal, Mr. Sabin Shrestha - 
Nepal

4:15- 5:00	 Open discussions
5:00- 5:15	 Concluding remarks Hon. Judge Mr. Kalyan 

Shrestha, Supreme Court of Nepal

Reflections
from the first South Asian Regional Conference on VAWIP, 

September 2007, Kathmandu, Nepal

Speakers at the press conference on Friday.

When women 
comprise of half the 
population, if they are 
not given 
opportunities for 
proper participation 
and are subject to 
violence, then that 
kind of democracy is 
certain to fail.

- Chitra Lekha Yadav

(More on page 8)
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Chitra Lekha Yadav
Chitra Lekha Yadav was the Deputy Speaker of the 
Interim Parliament and is one of the most prominent 
women politicians in Nepal. Yadav started her political 
career as a student activist in the mid-80s in Kathmandu. 
Later she returned to her home district Siraha as an 
English lecturer and started advocating for women’s 
rights. In a country where women’s voices are hardly 
ever given any space, Yadav has set herself up as an 
exception through her political work.

She was elected to the Pratinidhi Sabha in the 1999 
election on behalf of the Nepali Congress. Nepali 
Congress is divided vertically to two parties—one is 
led by former Prime Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba, 
Nepali Congress (Democratic), and the other is led 
by Girija Prasad Koirala. After the vertical split of the 
party, she supported Nepali Congress (Democratic) 
(which later reunified with NC). Active in Nepal’s 
women’s movement and in the student movement 
for democracy during the Panchayat regime, Yadav 
served as an assistant lecturer of English at Tribhuvan 
University in Nepal before the 1999 elections.

Kalyan Shrestha
Kalyan Shrestha is the Honorable Justice of the 
Supreme Court of Nepal, and is the founding Executive 
Director of the National Judicial Academy. He has 
been involved with judiciary for more than three 
decades. His key expertise lies in environment, 
gender, and human rights issues. He is also the 
technical advisor of UNIFEM and is involved in its 
think tank. In addition, he is the Former Convener 
of the Asia Pacific Forum on Judicial Education on 
Equality Issues and is, at present, the member of 
the management team. The strategic Plan of Reforms 
of the Nepal Judiciary of the Supreme Court was 
prepared under his leadership and now he is the 
coordinator of the Implementation team. He is the 
Advisory member of the Mediation Center and the 
Judges’ Society, member of the SAARC law and Vice 
President of the Nepal Chapter of the law.

Sabin Shrestha
Sabin Shrestha is the coordinator of Forum for 
Women, Law and Development and is responsible 
for the project coordination and overall management 
of the organization. He holds a Master’s in Law and 
is an advocate by profession. He has been involved 
in different research initiatives like the CEDAW Impact 
Study, Baseline Study on Inheritance Right of Women, 
Women’s participation in political processes in Nepal, 
access to justice and personal security, and many 
more. He was the member of the Bill Drafting 
Committee for Country Code (11th Amendment) Bill, 
1999. He worked as a consultant for developing the 
“CEDAW Information Package”, which was published 
by Mainstreaming Gender Equity Program (MGEP), 
Ministry of Women, Children and Social Welfare, 
HMG/Nepal and United Nations Development Program 
(UNDP). In addition, he has been involved in different 
projects related to women, their political participation 
and the violence that they face in politics.

Sudha Yadav
Sudha Yadav is a former member of India’s national 
legislature—Lok Sabha. She was a member of the 
13th Lok Sabha from 1999 to 2004. She was elected 
from Mahendragarh in Haryana as a candidate of 
Bharatiya Janata Party. She is the widow of Sukhbir 
Singh Yadav who was Deputy Commandant of BSF 
and who died fighting Pakistani intruders at border 
in Kargil war. A lecturer by profession, she is mother 
of two. She was a member of JPC set up to probe 
soft drinks issue. She is currently a National Secretary 
of the party. She had been constantly on the move 
in her constituency, to identify and monitor the 
projects, earning her the sobriquet ‘Mobile MP’. 
She largely concentrated on schools especially for 
girls to help them get proper facilities.

Based on the theme of VAWIP, the dance portrays how women face 
different sorts of violence from family, society, political party and 
the state. Aesthetic art is used to depict the reality in a sublime 

form. With two 
platforms, the 
composition has male 
group representing the 
perpetuators of 
violence, and the 
women is portrayed as 
the victims of such 
violence. The group 
acts out various forms 
of violence against 
woman, visibly 
physical and subtly 
psychological, 
culminating in the 
sense of rejection, 
accusation of 
incompetancy, 
restriction on 
articulation, and above 
all character 
assassination. The solo 
performer’s 

expressions are the reaction towards violence depicting fear, anxiety, 
nervousness, self-blame, anger and shame. The expressions are 
acted out applying the basic technique of dance formulated in the 
nine sentiments called Navarasa: Heroic (Vira), Frightful (Bhayanak), 
Wonderful (Adbhuta), Disgusting (Vibhatsa), Furious (Raudra), 
Compassionate (Karuna), Humorous (Hasya), Erotic (Sringara) and 
Tranquil (Santa). The act begins with self inspired participation of 
women in politics. The interim scenario is the depiction of her 
wretched fall from grace due to physical and mental harassment 
inflicted on her. The act ultimately ends in a somber call to all for 
the reemergence of women in the political scenario.

Music 
Music:	 Hom Nath Upadhyaya
Arranged By:	Pramod Upadhyaya

Players and Singers
Flute: 	 Umesh Pandit
Keyboard:	 Pramod Upadhyaya
Sarod:	 Sudarshan Rajopadhyaya	

Suresh Bajracharya
Pakhawaj:	 Hom Nath Upadhyaya	

Pramod Upadhyaya 
Vocal:	 Malati Acharya
Sarangi:	 Bharat Nepali

Dancers:	 Sanam Khadgi	
Tirash Maharjan 	
Deepak Bajrachaya 	
Manju Ale 

Choreographer & Lead Dancer  
Subima Shrestha

Shabina Ayaz
Shabina Ayaz is currently working as the Resident 
Director of Aurat Foundation, a women’s rights 
organization based in Islamabad, Pakistan.  She and 
her foundation have been campaigning for ensuring 
complete representation of women and the 33% 
seat allocated for them by the government . Now 
that the women have 33% reserved seat, she and 
her organization are working to ensure that the 
representation is genuine and their political 
participation is effective.

Homnath Upadhyaya
Pandit Homnath Upadhyaya is a veteran of the art and has been 
playing tabla for more than 40 years. Upadhyaya has taught and 
performed internationally and has numerous students all over the 
world. He has played in Germany, Austria, Switzerland, USA, India, 
Pakistan and Bangladesh, and has served as an Instructor at the 
Royal Nepal Academy, Kathmandu. Early in his career, he played in 
the film orchestra of famed music director S. D. Burman. He is the 
recipient of the Kirateshwar Sangeetshram award, the Narayan 
Sangeet Pratishthan fellowship from Royal Nepal Academy for 
research, and the Interdisciplinary Humanities Center Collaborative 
Projects Grant at University of California-Santa Barbara. Presently 
he teaches tabla at the University of California-Santa Barbara.

Subima Shrestha
Subima Shrestha is a director and 
choreographer. She was initially groomed by 
Honey Shrestha in the dance form which she 
pursued with advanced study in India. A 
promising torch bearer of the classical dance 
form of the art, she boasts some of the most 
inspiring creations on Nepalese stage in the 
recent times. Shrestha is a gold medalist and 
holds a post diploma (MA) in kathak dance. 
She has given several solo performances at 
the Embassy of India, Yala Maya Kendra, 
Gurukul, and for different television channels 
like the Nepal Television and Image 
Channel. In addition, she has 
choreographed various performances 
including the Danphe Chari, Dhara 
Gatha (tale of Nepali women’s 
journey), Chandralika (Kathak 
Dance Drama), and many more.

Rabbiya Bajwa
Rabbiya Bajwa is advocate from Pakistan. She was the 
former finance secretary  of Lahore High Court Bar 
Association (LHCBA). She had been  working in the 
issues of women and human for the past many years.

Camena Guneratne
Camena Guneratne received her LL.M from Harvard 
University and is now a senior lecturer at the 
Department of Legal Studies, Open University of Sri 
Lanka. She has worked with Centre for Women’s 
Research (CENWOR) and written several books 
shedding light on the situation of women in Sri 
Lanka. Her work in State and Community responses 
to Domestic Violence in Sri Lanka and Women, Sexual 
Violence, and the Legal Process in Sri Lanka: A study 
on Rape helped increase awareness of the acts of 
violence against women.

Mahfuza Folad
Mahfuza Folad has worked as Defense Lawyer, Legal 
Advisor and Judge for the Supreme Court, the Global 
Rights and AHRO in the past decade. Despite the 
intricate socio-cultural fabric of the Afghan society, 
Folad has been working in legal areas that are the 
most challenging and in some cases considered 
taboo, especially when they are tackled by a female 
legal practitioner. As a judge and lawyer, Folad has 
worked hard to influence laws and law enforcement 
mechanisms concerning challenging family laws and 
issues such as dowry, divorce, child custody and 
alimony. One of the problems that Afghanistan 
encounters as a result of more than three decades 
of war in the country is a high degree of raise in 
crime rate. However, Folad chose to tackle crimes 
such as murder, theft, abduction and human trafficking, 
monetary forgery, and more importantly, narcotics 
without reconsidering the unfavorable consequences 
that such intrepidness may bring about.

Combating VAWIP

Art reflects life
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•  Savitri W E Goonesekere and Camena Guneratne

Sri Lanka has ratified many international Treaties like the ICCPR, CEDAW, CAT, CARD, and UN Declaration on Violence 
Against Women in its quest for stopping violence against women. The specific dimension of VAWIP is covered by 
provisions in the constitution, the ICCPR Act and Election laws. The different articles in the Constitution can be 
indirectly used to address VAWIP. The ICCPR has a gender neutral provision which can be a useful preventive measure 
in addressing political violence. The civil law of Sri Lanka provides some remedies which are relevant to the situation 
in public life and politics regarding defamation, damage to reputation, and injury to personality. There are several 
policy documents which deal with the issue of women’s political participation in Sri Lanka like the Women’s Charter 
which states that the State shall take appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against women in politics 
and ensure equal rights to women and participation in the formulation of state policy and implementation. But this 
is just a policy document and has no legal force. Similarly, National Committee on Women (NCW) addresses issues 
of ensuring equal participation of women in all decision making positions, increasing their representation at all levels 
of politics, and removing all discriminatory practices that prevent women’s full and equal participation in decision 
making. State has sponsored some reform processes, but they are all concerned with representation but the issue 
of VAWIP has not been referred to.

Discrimination against Women in Politics

•  Zakia Arshad

Pakistan has signed several international declarations like the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Equal Remuneration 
Convention, Discrimination Convention, and Forward Looking Strategies for the Advancement of Women, Vienna 
Declaration, CEDAW, and SAARC Social Charter. The SAARC Social Charter asserts equality between men and women 
in every respect of economic, social, and political participation, and declares that mechanisms and institutions to 
promote equal participation of women should be developed at the regional level. The Constitution of Pakistan also 
ensures equality between men and women through reservation of seats of women at local and provincial assemblies 
and ensures full participation of women in all spheres of life. Women’s Protection Bill 2006 was an important development 
which helped to remove some unacceptable part of the draconian legislation called Hadood Ordinance that covered 
theft, drunkenness, false testimony, rape and fornication and rape; women are badly affected by the last two. ADB’s 
Gender Reform Action Plan (GRAP) is another achievement. Despite the fact that GRAP is six years old, no political 
party has so far volunteered to pay heed to it or make the plan a part of its manifesto. In order to address the issues 
of VAWIP, state and government should give serious consideration to National Plan of Action, GRAP, and National 
Commission on the Status of Women and bring about reforms in political administrative and legal framework completely 
in conformity with CEDAW and the Constitution of Pakistan.

Need for Changes

•  Sapana Pradhan Malla and Sabin Shrestha

There are very few women at the decision making level in Nepal. The reasons for such low participation are varied, 
ranging from lack of political awareness to incidences of political violence. Despite prevalence of VAWIP, little attention 
has been given to the issue. The Interim Constitution of Nepal protects women against any sort of violence and 
confers rights of backward women to participate in state structures. Some notable policy initiatives have led to 33% 
representation of women in the Constituent Assembly (CA). However, such representation has not led to meaningful 
participation of women in the CA. Some sort of institutional development has also taken place in the form of Women 
Parliamentarians Caucus and network of women leaders of political parties. Although NGOs and women¡¯s wing of 
the political parties have made huge contribution in this area, they remain ineffective. Nepal¡¯s commitment to 
International Declarations such as the Fourth Women¡¯s Beijing Conference and CEDAW Plan of Action is a positive 
sign. However, in the country itself, there is no specific legislation that particularly addresses VAWIP, but there are 
general laws that address VAW and which indirectly address VAWIP like the Interim Constitution, Country Code, and 
Human Trafficking (Control) Act, etc. Although, some provisions are made regarding representation of women in the 
decision making bodies, nothing can be seen with regard to VAWIP in policies, plans, and actions. Declaring VAWIP 
as a crime can help in creating a favorable environment for women in politics.

VAWIP is a Crime

• Martha Farrell

The Constitution of India has incorporated the basic principles of equality and liberty for all citizens, and guarantees equal 
rights for both men and women to vote and contest in the elections. The Constitution is also in sync with the CEDAW 
recommendations, but none of the Constitutional provisions take into account specifically the issue of violence against 
women in politics. There are many laws that protect women from violence, including the Domestic Violence Act 2005. 
The Bill on Sexual Harassment at the Workplace that can be extended to women in the workplace is still pending. The 
Election Commission of India and State Election Commission can establish stringent rules and regulations for political 
aspirants to prevent malpractices, yet they have still not played a proactive role to protect the candidates from possible 
incidences of violence. At the national level, The Women’s Reservation Bill is still stalling, and to date, there has been 
no Amendment which reserves seats for women in either the Upper or the Lower Houses of the Parliament. The State, 
however, is willing to give reserved seats to women.

Stalled Reservation Bill

• Zarina Rahman Khan

The Constitution of Bangladesh upholds the basic spirit of the United Nation’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
which includes the provision of providing equal rights to women in every aspect of their lives, including political. 
However, Bangladesh’s personal laws contradict with the Constitution in a way that it discriminates against women 
of Hindu and Muslim religions. Since January 2007, The Caretaker Government has initiated a number of institutional 
and legal reforms with a focus on ensuring women’s nomination in politics. The party constitutions were required to 
provide a nomination of 33% to women in the national and local elections. However, none of the political parties 
agreed to the proposal arguing that there are inadequate qualified women to fill the required quota.  The National 
Women’s Advancement Policy was declared on March 2008 with the aim to respond to the CEDAW and Beijing Platform 
for Action. The focus of the policy, which is the first of its kind in Bangladesh, is on women’s rights to political 
participation in every levels of government. However, immediately after coming to implementation, it was revised to 
favor policies based on Islamic principles by the Jammat-e-Islam, a coalition of the BNP Government, without any 
consultation with the women’s organizations, civil society, or the Cabinet. The fate of the policy is still to be determined.

Politics, Religion & Women
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Sri LankaSri Lanka

IndiaIndia
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“I found that a whole series of people opposed me 
simply on the grounds that I was a woman. The 
clerics took to the mosque saying that Pakistan had 
thrown itself outside the Muslim world…by voting 
for a woman; that a woman had usurped a man’s 
place in the Islamic society. I found that my opponents 
reduced themselves to verbal abuse rather than 
discuss issues; the very mere fact that I was a woman 
seemed to drive them into a frenzy. So that was the 
biggest challenge. I don't know how to deal with 
that. I can deal with political differences, but how 
do you deal with it when someone says I don't like 
you because you're a woman and you've taken a 
man's place?" 

The above quote is from one of the most prominent 
South Asian women leaders of our time, Benazir 
Bhutto, Harvard and Oxford graduate, two-time Prime 
Minister of Pakistan who was gunned down upon 
returning to Pakistan to contest in the Pakistani 
Elections of 2008 after being in exile for nearly a 
decade.

In this age of equality and freedom, it is appalling 
that many women politicians face discrimination, 
harassment, and even death for holding positions 
of power. Studies show that South Asian women in 
particular have the highest rate of violence compared 
to their western counterparts, and women politicians 
are more prone to such treatments due to the various 
social, cultural, and environmental aspects of their 
respective countries. Because the political arena is 
dominated by males, women politicians have a very 
difficult time being heard or taken seriously. Most 

of the time, the harasser is not 
reprimanded or the victim does 
not speak out for the fear of 
retaliation, worsening the 
problem. It may help if the woman 
comes from a line of political 
lineage or have strong political 
ties, but it is an undeniable truth 
that even prominent and highly-
educated women politicians face 
such atrocities.    
unreported cases of violence 
committed against women in 
politics, and even if they are 
reported, there are still no 
actionable policies or official laws 
set in place to punish the offender 
or to ensure women’s security 
and safety in the workplace. Take the example of a 
women candidate who vowed never to participate 
in politics because her husband threatened to divorce 
her after being violated during the City Corporation 
elections in Bangladesh. She says, “When my husband 
came to know about it, he said that I had got a 
proper lesson and that I deserved it…he shouted at 
me saying I was like a prostitute as I enjoyed their 
company…then he started beating me with a stick. 
After that he totally stopped all my political activities 
and threatened to divorce me if I kept any connection 
with them…” Cases like these are rampant in South 
Asian politics. The abuser gets minimal or no 
punishment for the crime and the women is made 
to feel that she was responsible for the violence 
merely because she was a women participating in 

politics.  

In Sri Lanka, women started voting 
and participating in politics as 
early as 1931, but cases of violence 
against women still exist in large 
numbers, discouraging them from 
considering political candidacy. 
The case of a 52-year-old woman 
political activist belonging to the 
United National party in Sri Lanka 
who was dragged to the streets 
by the opposing candidates and 
stripped off her clothing at 
gunpoint comes to mind. This is 
a good example of how women’s 
sexuality is used as a weapon by 
male politicians to dishonor, 
intimidate, and frighten women 
candidates. It’s a shame because 
Sri Lanka boasts of the first women 
Prime Minister in the world and 
female literacy rate in Sri Lanka 
is the highest in South Asia. 

The reality is that women in all 
parts of the world have always 
faced d isc r im ina t ion  and 
harassment for the mere reason 
that they are women. Although 
western countries are much more 
tolerant when it comes to accepting 
women in  power,  sexua l  
harassment in the workplace and 
domestic abuse are still major 
problems in these parts of the 
country. However, the fact remains 
that South Asian women in politics 
face a much higher rate of violence. 
The difference has very much to 
do with how western policies and 
laws are intolerant of violence and 
abuse. Most of the time, complaints 
are encouraged and taken very 
seriously and the abuser is 
punished for his/her crime, which 
discourages repeat offenders. In 
South Asia, the system is not set 
up for the victim to get swift justice; 

instead the harasser is not held accountable and 
the blame is more on the victim itself. Basically, 
crimes against women are tolerated. 

South Asia needs to adopt an attitude of intolerance. 
Policies and laws need to be set up urgently so that 
women can report the crime without fearing for their 
safety, so that the harasser is punished, and the 
offence is not repeated again. Currently, there are 
international instruments that address violence 
against women, like the UDHR, CPRW, CEDAW, UNSCR 
1325, DEVAW, ICCPR, and BPFA but they hardly touch 
the issue of violence committed against women in 
politics. At the national level, South Asian policies 
and practices still uphold discriminatory actions 
against women based on Muslim and Hindu religions. 
And, although the number of women in politics has 
increased considerably in the past decade with 18.4% 
of parliament members around the globe, this figure 
is still low if one accounts for the fact that women 
represent half the population worldwide. The 
implementation of quota system that ensures women’s 
fair representation is encouraging. However, India 
still does not have a quota system at the national 
level, and Bangladesh and Sri Lanka parliaments 
have no reserved seats for women. 

It will take a long time for women to get the respect 
they deserve for their commitment to politics, but 
policies and laws can be implemented immediately 
so that women can focus on serving their countries. 
Media can play a bigger role in scoping out and 
reporting stories about violence committed against 
women in politics or the accomplishments these 
women have made in their countries. Instead of 
covering such news, media is big on exposing 
sensational news like the assassination of Benazir 
Bhutto or Indira Gandhi, or women coming into 
power after the assassination of her husband, like 
Kahleda Zia, Bangladesh’s first women prime minister. 
Perhaps the exposure in media is limited because 
women themselves choose not to come out for fear 
of retaliation or keep their families protected. Whatever 
the case, the truth remains that these problems need 
to be exposed in the limelight so that there is more 
awareness and pressure to take action. 

The 2nd VAWIP conference organized by SAP 
International is the second of its kind in the region 
and brings together representatives, advocates, 
politicians, lawyers, journalists, and researchers to 
talk about this very issue. The focus this time 
around is more on the implementation of policies 
and practices.  Although this is just the beginning, 
the fact that women and men from different parts 
of South Asian countries and around the world are 
coming together to share, debate, and implement 
actions on this important issue is a step towards 
the much needed space for such dialogue to take 
place. It is an indication that women have had 
enough and are ready for significant changes in 
this area.  Women united for a common cause are 
putting their foot down, breaking the veil of silence, 
and not tolerating anymore abuse. And, that’s a 
great start.

Intolerance Is The Key
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Safia Ama Jan, a leading women’s rights campaigner was shot by Taliban gunmen. As a Women’s Affairs Director, Jan 
was an advocate of women’s rights in Kandahar, the former Taliban headquarters, since the fundamentalists were ousted 
five years ago. She had been a champion of women's education for more than three decades. She stayed in Afghanistan 
under the Taliban to give secret classes to local girls at home. It is speculated that she have been targeted by Taliban 
militants because of their opposition to women taking part in politics and education. An eloquent public speaker,  
Jan Amajan was fierce in her criticism of what she saw as the Taliban's repression of women.

 (Source: BBC News)

Taliban Kill Top Afghan Woman Activist

Shonai of Shakerpur union in Faridpur district was chosen by the community to run for the reserved seats in the UP 
elections. The family endorsed her ‘nomination’ since having a member in the council enhances the family status. No 
male family member was running for any post. Shonai’s nomination was perceived as a threat by an influential family 
in the locality. This family had selected a man for contesting in one of the general seats in the same constituency as 
Shonai. Feeling threatened by her nomination which would, if elected put her in a position to also represent this man’s 
ward. The man’s family resorted to all means of coercion to make her withdraw from the race. Religious leaders were 
brought in to sermon against women’s public role, mudslinging, character assassination and other means were also used 
in order to support the mullah’s (Islamic clergy) argument that women in politics is polluting to society and family. The 
campaign against Shonai was so intense that she was forced to withdraw. The family has been threatened with dire 
consequences if she did not comply. Another woman endorsed by and not considered a political threat to the influential 
family was elected to the seat.

Barriers Against Women Politicians

In West Bengal, the leaders of Communist Party of India-Marxist (CPIM), the ruling party in Rojipur village, Hooghly 
district, has been repeatedly harassing and severely threatening Sakina Khatun allegedly due to her political affiliation 
to another party, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). They even threatened to give electric shocks to Khatun’s daughter 
and to burn Khatun’s house down at night. Furthermore, these alleged perpetrators (village leaders) reportedly made a 
decision to ostracize Khatun socially from the village. While she faces death or rape threats and social boycott in the 
village, the local police, who allegedly do not want to upset ruling party politicians, have not taken any action despite 
numerous complaints made by the victim. In fact, they reportedly pressured Khatun to withdraw her cases against the 
leaders. It is alleged that this is not the first time that the victim has been subjected to such harassment by these 
politicians. Due to the severity and nature of the threats, the victim and her family members are suffering psychologically. 

(Source: Asia Human Rights Commission)

Women Harassed By Village Leaders

Sarita Maharjan, a resident of Kathmandu metropolitan city, ward no. 15, had once been the treasurer of the United 
People’s Front (Samyukta Janamorcha Nepal) and a central member of the all Nepal Women’s Union. Though she has 
completed her Master’s, she was left unemployed due to prevalence of nepotism and favoritism. This compelled her to 
join vocational training in tailoring to make a living.

Maharjan believes politicians nominate women just for the sake of filling the 5% quota set aside for women and not 
for their participation in nation building. In the last parliamentary election, her party nominated her from constituency 
no. 2 where defeat was inevitable as very strong candidates from opposing parties had announced their candidature 
from the same constituency. She would have won the elections if she had stood from constituency no.5, which was the 
stronghold of her party. These ambiguous actions of the party often use women as means to attain their political objectives. 
With their traditional conservative thinking men often try to dominate women and preserve supremacy in all fields. They 
do not recognize women’s power and abilities.  

Belonging to an ethnic group, she is often discriminated against for the delivery of speeches during mass meetings. 
According to her, there is always a strong possibility of sexual harassment during trips for political campaigning. Limited 
economic means and resources and the negative outlook of the society are the main hindrances in establishing women’s 
position in politics. Women have incurred oppression and discrimination in every field. She trusts that education and 
opportunity will entail the consolidation of women’s power to mitigate the problems and move ahead.

Women Also Used by Political Party

Alzabeth Ayaz, a school teacher, confronted widespread discrimination as one of the first women to serve on her 
village’s council in the conservative Northwest Frontier Province of Pakistan. Six out of 19 seats were reserved for 
women by law, but only five women, including Ayaz, dared to fill the positions after threats of harassment and 
discrimination. Ayaz received death threats and her political enemies quickly spread rumors that she had affairs with 
male counselors on the onset of her election campaign. Ayaz demands government protection and says she will not 
give up working to improve the conditions of women.

(Source: Human Rights Watch-www.hrw.org)

Determined Women Activist

Rajini Thiranagama was a human rights activists and feminist.  At the time of her death she was head of the Department 
of Anatomy at University of Jaffna.  Initially a supporter of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), she later became 
an active critic of this organization. She was a founding member of the Jaffna Branch of the University Teachers for Human 
Rights (UTHR). She co-authored a book, The Broken Palmyrah which documents the violence which took place in Jaffna 
in the 1980s.  This book records and criticizes all the groups, state and non-state, including the LTTE and the Indian Peace 
Keeping Force that occupied the North and who perpetrated violence against the people in the name of a political cause. 
 Chapter 5 of this book also documents the experiences of women in the war of the 1980s.  Much of these experiences 
included rape, molestation and other forms of sexual abuse of women at the hands of soldiers. Soon after the publication 
of the book, she was shot by an unidentified gunman while returning home. Her assassin was never found or prosecuted. 
Self censorship and unwillingness to speak on issues of public concern has become a legitimate response today in the 
university system in Sri Lanka.

(Source: University of Jaffna Reports)
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