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GENDER studies have paid scant
attention to women in India’s
borderlands. Little is known

about how they deal with the prob-
lems of migration, the excesses of
security forces and oppressive house-
hold equations.

Paula  Banerjee and Anasua Basu
Ray Chaudhury deserve credit for co-
editing a  collection of well-
researched and analytical pieces on
what happens to women in the con-
flict- ridden borders of West Bengal,
Jammu and Kashmir and the
Northeast. Two of the articles zero in
on the Bengal-Bangladesh border,
two on the Kashmir-Pakistan border
and two others on the Northeast-
Myanmar-Bangladesh border. The
last section called “Voices” has narra-
tives by women from the India-
Bangladesh border as well as a town
named Moreh, on the Indo-Myanmar
border. 

In their introduction to the book,
Paula and Anasua, point out, “We felt
the need to tell the story of these
women who, albeit ordinary, are
markers of borders and resist every-
day violence in all its multiplicities…
Women living in the borders are the
subject of this series of articles in our
book not only because they belong to
these perilous territories or the bor-
ders but also because in many ways
they form them.”

In the first chapter, Paula presents
the realities of the Bengal-Bangladesh border by
going into the history, migratory patterns and
demographic statistics of Nadia, Murshidabad and
Malda. Population movement in all these three
states is a historical reality but so is increasing vio-
lence on the borders, she states, which has taken
new forms in the post- colonial and post- Partition
era. The main area of concern today, she says, has

been reduced to population flows and national
security.  

“As concerns over the new nation state were
translated into concerns over territorial security, in
the same way concerns over women’s security in
the borders were reduced to concerns over traffick-
ing of women for sex,” says Paula.  In the process
other problems were pushed to the background.
For instance, the ‘disappearance’ of women trying
to cross the border with neither India nor
Bangladesh willing to take them back, sexual vio-
lence and exploitation. There are also the much
deeper issues such as illiteracy and endemic pover-
ty which weaken the position of women. 

In the chapter entitled, “Narrated Time and
Constructed Space: Remembering the Communal
Violence of 1950 in Hooghly”, Anasua studies how
Partition widened the chasm between Hindus and

Muslims and the impact this had on the lives of
women. To start with she analyses the role of the
Imambarah which saved the lives of thousands of
Muslims during the communal turbulence of
1950 at Hooghly.  The other objective is to unrav-
el how  Muslim women  dealt with numerous bor-
ders – of sect, community, patriarchy and con-
flicts both between their own land and the place

they had made a home.
Anasua puts the narrative approach to good

use. For instance, Nafisa, now nearly 80 years old,
remembers the riots of 1950.  She tells the author
that a girl of their locality was burnt alive, people
from her community were beaten, plundered and
killed while men were thrown into a fire near
Mughaltuly. Fortunately she did not lose any rela-
tives in the riot. Eventually she and her family
came to the Imambarah for protection.

In many senses Nafisa is a survivor. She has
coped with the riots, the departure of her hus-
band and children to Chittagong and then
Karachi, and the second marriage of her husband. 

Other narratives are more disturbing. Agonised
women on the borders speak of  rape, sexual
assault, abduction, displacement, loss of livelihood
due to fencing, abuses at the hands of security

forces and sometimes their own fam-
ilies.

Two chapters dedicated to Jammu
and Kashmir show how the scars of
the Partition of India and Pakistan
continue to haunt the people and
particularly women on the borders
even today. In their essay, Anuradha
Bhasin Jamwal and Suchismita cite
the instance of Shehnaz, an inhabi-
tant of Pakistan Occupied Kashmir
who was unlucky enough to be
picked up by the  security forces in
the Laam sector of Poonch-Rajpouri
when she was washed away to the
Indian side after a failed suicide
attempt.

Subject to sustained interrogation
by the forces on the suspicion of being
a Pakistani spy, thrown into jail for 15
months, raped by the jail warden, giv-
ing birth to a baby girl, shuttled
between a Nari Niketan and  jails,  she
was finally released on the basis of a
Public Interest Litigation filed by
lawyer AK  Sawhney.

Her ordeals did not end there. She
was refused entry into Pakistan
because of her “Indian daughter”.
Once again flung into an Indian jail,
after a protracted legal and diplomat-
ic battle by lawyers and human rights
groups she was given permission to
return to Pakistan with her daughter.
Rejected by her husband and his fam-
ily, denied emotional support by her
brothers, the traumatised Shehnaz
finally met a tragic end.

The greatest strength of the book
is its ability to contextualize the contemporary
issues of women in the borderlands, be it the
scourge of AIDS or the impact of globalisation.
The stories are numerous, particularly in the sec-
tion entitled “Voices.”  While the voices are most
often despairing, there are a few of hope and in
that lies the future of women relegated to the bor-
ders both in real and metaphorical terms. 
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