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FOREWORD * VEENA DAS

“When I asked the women directly whether I should anonymize their names
in my writings, they said that I should use their own names because it is “our
own kotha (words), mela itihash (a lot of history), ja ma tomare ditesi [what
mother we are giving to you (referring to me as “mother,” which is an affection-
ate term used for younger women by older women) ].” Nayanika Mookherjee
receives the gift of this mela itihash, and the question that animates the book
before us is, how is she going to bear this knowledge? The gift of knowledge
has been bestowed upon her with the contradictory injunctions—the im-
perative to tell the story and also to not tell the story. Such dilemmas are not
new for anthropologists studying sexual violence in situations of war or riots,
in the streets, or at home. How to navigate the delicate terrain between public
knowledge and public secret in which sexual violence lies? Yet every time one
touches the subject, one encounters it as a fresh problem, for no general solu-
tions or abstract advice will do.

Mookherjee understands well that writing this history is like touching
madness. She writes an account, weaving her experiences with the birangonas
who were subjected to sexual and physical violence during the war of inde-
pendence in Bangladesh in 1971 and later declared as “war heroines” into a
text that never loses sight of the concreteness of these women as flesh-and-
blood creatures—not some idealized “victims” whose stories will serve a
larger purpose in the name of this or that ideology. The achieved depth of this
book and the theoretical humility with which concepts are drawn from the



everyday make it a profound work—one that will linger in the reader’s mind
as the significance of the words used, the stories told, the lists provided, or the
orphan phrases that appear here and there, will only reveal themselves in slow
motion. There is no direct access to the experiences of the women through
such routes as sentimental empathy—or through analogies with one’s own
experiences—for each woman appears in the singular, and it is in their sin-
gularity that the confluence of forces that are at once social (e.g., politics in
Bangladesh) and existential (the ability or inability to bear the child of the
rapist) is revealed. Though I cannot do full justice to the themes that emerge
in the book in this short foreword, I hope the points I touch on will serve as
an invitation for deeper reflection on the sexual economies of war and their
dispersal into other forms of violence with which we all live now in one way
or another.

Unlike the stories of rape and sexual violation told within a judicial
framework as in truth and reconciliation commissions or in court trials, the
stories of the four women birangonas (war heroines) did not come out in
one go. The contradictory affects with which the term comes to be infused in the
local context—war heroines to be honored or soiled women to be shunned—
serve as a warning to wait and learn what questions to ask. Thus Mookherjee
waited, immersing herself in the daily talks and the everyday socialities of
the village. She was sometimes invited by one of the women’s husbands to
visit and hear their story—sometimes others pointed out to her a family they
felt she should visit and hear about their suffering. After all, a long time had
passed between the time of the ghotona (event, incident) and the time of the
telling. The story had gathered in on itself not only the memory of the original
event but also how it was unearthed, combed—the expression Mookherjee
uses repeatedly—Dby different kinds of actors and traded for the different
values it carried. Mookherjee’s delicacy of touch is visible in the subtle ways
she wards off pressure on the women from husbands or friends to “narrate”
what happened. She allows the experiences of different kinds of violations
(and not by the soldiers of the Pakistani army alone) to seep through the
ordinary expressions they use, sometimes by listening to what they want her
to “overhear” and at other times by her attentiveness to expressions that arise
unbidden and evoke the sorrow or the terror of being brutally violated.

For the linguist anthropologist used to “capturing” the precise speech
through the use of tape recorders and then analyzing it in terms of an elaborate
semiotic apparatus, this mode of collecting stories might seem suspect. But to
the women who were subjected to the glare of media in the commemorative
events in 1992 of the Muktijuddho (the war of 1971) without fully understand-
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ing why they had been brought to these events or what their presence was
testifying to, it was the tape recorder and a foreigner wishing to record their
“testimony” that would have been threatening. Mookherjee traces with great
patience the manner in which media attention, including the pictures of the
birangonas in newspapers, circulated back to the village and became a major
source of shame for the women, who were seen to violate the local codes of
modesty and protection through silence. The ethics of storytelling here is not
easy to discern, for the stories that might seem to perform the task of criticism
in one domain (say, that of national publicity) might become lethal for the
impact they have on the one whose story is being told—here the bearer of
the story is not a generic raped woman but a woman with this kind of family
history, this kind of local politics, and it is her singularity that is at issue, not
her place in the general scheme of things.

What, then, is to tell one’s story? Is it the same as being able to author it? In
my own work on sexual violence, I have found it useful to think of the differ-
ence between speech and voice—for one does not always find one’s voice in
one’s speech. Thus, Mookherjee shows how one of the women, Kajol, tries to
narrate what happened to her when she was raped but was interrupted again
and again by her husband, who wanted to correct her on what really took
place—for him, she did not know the events of the war well enough to be
able to narrate them correctly. “All this time, Rafique was prompting her to
speaklouder and talk about the ghotona. Kajoli at this point told him that she
should finish her work or she would not get paid. Rafique became quite an-
noyed, but I saw that Kajoli was reluctant to talk. I said I was tired myself, and
we sat for some time in the courtyard chatting, and then Ileft.” The power dy-
namics within the domestic are of a different order than the power dynamics
through which national memory of the war was sought to be created through
a visual archive of the photographs of birangonas or through the stories they
were urged to tell. Yet in many instances, as in the case of the four women
from Enayetpur who were taken to Dhaka without being given any explana-
tion and thus found themselves unable to speak, it was the voice-over of the
organizers through which their suffering was publicly told and displayed and
their “demands” for justice were articulated. What happens to these women
who are displayed as figures of abjection and desire, as they struggle to take
back authorship that was wrested away from them, is rarely tracked into their
everyday lives. In Mookherjee’s analysis we see how the publicity strikes back
at the women through the everyday evocation of khota (scorn) in the village as
they and their families are stigmatized for having made their sexual violation

public.
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The story, then, is not a constant even when no one doubts that a rape
occurred. It gathers other facts, gains weight or becomes frayed, waxes and
wanes in intensity. In some cases women and their families want to trade the
story of rape for material goods—money, government jobs, free education
for their children. At other times the same families might heap scorn on the
meager compensation they received or at promises of rehabilitation that are
routinely broken. Other families might wish to hide the facts of sexual viola-
tion to avoid being expelled from the sphere of village sociality.

It was often alleged by various people in Bangladesh that women from
respectable families who were raped never told their stories and that stories
of rape were a ruse for poor women to extract something from the govern-
ment. There were rumors about sexual violation of more powerful women—
even the leader of the opposition and ex-Prime Minister, Khaleda Zia, was
rumored to have been raped, or it was alleged that she had formed an alliance
with a powerful general, putting her into the category of a collaborator. The
nomadic lives of the stories that circulated were invariably accompanied by
rumors, suspicion, doubts—there is an intensification of what I have else-
where called the tempo of skepticism. But if the story was not constant, nei-
ther was the context.

First, there was the changing milieu of democratic politics and especially
the opposition between the Awami League and the Bangladesh National
Party, the two main parties whose rivalry gathered multiple meanings at the
national and local levels. Ranging from such issues as what kind of Muslim
country Bangladesh aspired to become, to claims over who was to be re-
garded as the true leader of the war of liberation, to issues that seeped down
to the local level in terms of whose pictures were displayed in the house
or what kind of patronage one was entitled to receive as a member of one or
the other party, we see the astonishing reach of politics in every corner of
life in Enayetpur and in the country in general. Second, there were multiple
actors who emerged, each trying to place the specific issue of sexual and re-
productive violence within the intense conflicts over identity—Bengali and
Muslim—that kept changing shape. Thus the context was itself dynamic.
One might have access to the context of one’s life one day and lose it entirely
another day. Thus women were able to read the politics of the family and of the
village—the jealousy of a co-wife, the grief of a husband who had no other way
to express himself except to refuse to sleep at home even though he did not
abandon his wife after her rape—and all this affected the most quotidian
matters such as the food one cooked and the most profound anxieties such
as the possibility of being abandoned.

Xii FOREWORD



When it came to the ghotona—the event, incident of the rape—women
struggled to understand what had made them so vulnerable. What role did
their husbands’ allegiance to Sheikh Mujib or to the muktijoddhas (libera-
tion fighters) play in making them vulnerable to rape? As much as the sexual
violence wounded them, the everyday politics of the village and the khota
that burst out in everyday squabbles, in petty forms of revenge or insult,
made the distant violence of the rape contiguous to everyday forms of vio-
lence. Mookherjee’s masterful descriptions of village life lead us to ask: Do the
slights, bitterness, betrayal, and perverseness that pervade intimate relations
as well as lines of known enmity in the village give us a clue to how dra-
matic enactments of violence might be born out of the ordinary? How else
to explain the sudden opportunities used by men to rape the daughter of a
neighbor (a Hindu neighbor’s daughter in one case) or to understand how
razakars (collaborators who supported the Pakistani army) became the sup-
pliers of women to the Pakistani soldiers? No general appeal to our humanity
or to humanitarian reason will provide a therapy for such disasters here—
but Wittgenstein’s remark that the whole planet can suffer no greater torment
than a single soul might help to orient us in this devastated landscape.

Perhaps the torment of this single soul is what makes Mookherjee trudge
to other villages, to the offices of human rights organizations, and to the
Muktijuddho Council or to search the massive literary and visual archive on
the war to see how the story of sexual violation becomes also the story of the
nation. Her analysis of the literary and visual archives blocks any sentimental,
compassionate, or empathetic reading that can create a false sense of connec-
tion to the women or to the meaning of sexual violation for them. Mookherjee
shows that a cultivation of suspicion toward the visual archive is not unwar-
ranted, as in the example of the famous image of a soldier peering inside a
loosened lungi (sarong) of a Bengali-looking man, which was read as a Paki-
stani soldier looking at the man’s penis to see if he was circumcised and thus
properly Muslim—though it turned out that the soldier was from the Indian
army and was searching for hidden weapons carried by suspected collaborators.
She does not, however, equate the mere cultivation of suspicion with criti-
cism, as if that provided the resting point of the analysis—as if, once you have
shown the misreading of a photograph or discerned its voyeuristic impulse,
your task as a critic is over. Instead, Mookherjee lays out the full geography
of the contradictions in the left-liberal secular intellectual discourse, in the
practices of human rights organizations, in the obsessive politics of party ri-
valries, and in the hurts that families and villagers inflict on each other even
as she documents efforts to provide succor, to impart justice, or to enshrine
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the experience of the women as heroic in the national narrative of indepen-
dence. This is one reason the book is fascinating in the details it unravels and
also deeply disturbing, since it refuses to yield to our desire for criteria that
would help us to unequivocally determine those who are virtuous and those
we might detest. The form of criticism here is much more subtle than a simple
search for the good. The obligation to respond to the violation that women
suffered is an existential one, but the space it opens up is one in which we
are encouraged to think of the birangona not as the haunted specter that
would feed the imaginary of the nation but as one who has to make her
life in the world in a mode of ordinary realism. Such realism is what we sense
in the evocation of everyday forms of sustenance such as rice and cloth that
women fear they might lose if their violation becomes public. But everyday
life also nurtures aspirations that perhaps someone will open herself to one’s
pain. There is a poignant moment in the book when the four birangonas from
the village give an account of their visit to the prime minister’s house. They
were given saris and money, but Sheikher Beti (Sheikh Mujib’s daughter)
did not have any time to talk with them. As Moyna, one of the birangonas
If T had talked a bit with her about my sorrows, I would have kept
it in my heart and remembered it again and again. The main thing was to cry

«¢

mused,
with her and feel a bit light in the heart.” In this movement between aspira-
tion and disappointment, Mookherjee gives us a sign of what it is to inhabit life
again. The mela itihash, chorom itihash (lot of history, severe history) is what
Mookherjee was given—and it is that to which she has given her anthropo-
logical labor to produce this thoughtful account that is before us now and for
which I am most grateful.
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PREFACE

“A Lot of History, a Severe History”

In late 1971, Bangladeshi photographer Naibuddin Ahmed took a photograph
of a woman who had been raped by the Pakistani army during the Bangladesh
war of 1971 (often referred to as Ekattor [1971]).! This photograph depicted
the woman with her disheveled hair and her crossed, bangle-clad fists cover-
ing her face. Smuggled out of Bangladesh (M. Masud 1998), the photograph
drew international attention to the Bangladesh war, through which East Paki-
stan became the independent nation of Bangladesh, and in which rape was
common. Faced with a huge population of rape survivors, the new Bangladeshi
government in December 1971 publicly designated any woman raped in the war
a birangona (meaning brave or courageous woman; the Bangladeshi state uses
the term to mean “war heroine”; see chapter 6 for various connotations of biran-
gona). Even today, the Bangladeshi government’s bold, public effort to refer to
the women raped during 1971 as birangonas is internationally unprecedented,
yet it remains unknown to many besides Bangladeshis. In 1994, the imam of
Sarajevo of the Islamic Association in Bosnia made a similar (yetlittle known)
fatwa (proclamation) that women who were raped in the war should have the
position of a soldier, of a fighter (Skjelsbak 2012, 98-99). Among many other
images, Ahmed’s photograph is iconic, symbolizing the horrors of 1971 and
connoting the supposed shame and anonymity of the raped woman.? It is also
one of the most oft-cited and widely circulated visual representations of the
birangona. This image has been used on the cover of an English translation
of a Bengali book on women’s oral history of 1971 (Shaheen Akhtar et al.



2001b). In the spring of 2008, a photographic exhibition titled Bangladesh 1971
displayed this picture at the Rivington Place Gallery in Shoreditch, East Lon-
don, as the visual “trace” of the raped woman of 1971. In 2013-2014, a London-
based theatre company Komola Collective® announced its intention to stage a
play on the Birangona: Women of War, in the United Kingdom and Bangladesh
based on the testimonies collected from a group of poor birangonas in Siraj-
ganj. It included Ahmed’s photograph on its poster to announce the play.
Unlike Ahmed’s photograph, where the raped woman uses her hair (as well
as her fists) to cover her identity, the theater group altered this photograph
to portray the birangona as looking out through her disheveled hair. In this
version, she holds up her fists in protest above her mouth while revolutionary
women emerge out of the folds of her sari. The connotations of shame and
anonymity in Ahmed’s image have been replaced by the birangona’s demands
for justice for the killings and rapes of 1971 (see figs. P.1, P2, P3).

The circulation of this photograph and of other visual portrayals of the
raped women of the Bangladesh war of 1971 underlines the presence of a pub-
lic memory of wartime rape. It also suggests the importance in Bangladesh
of visually identifying the raped woman. In fact, on a number of occasions
during my fieldwork, people narrating encounters with the “raped women”
would refer to the photograph: “Have you seen ‘the famous hair photograph’?
The raped woman covering her face with her fist and hair? The women we saw
looked very much like that. They had become ‘abnormal’ (mentally unstable)
as aresult of the rape.” This comment also suggests that in the public memory
of rape there exist visual ways of identifying the raped woman as “abnormal.”
Here real-life encounters with the “abnormal” birangona intertwine with
similar portrayals of the raped woman in the existing literary and visual repre-
sentations to arrive at a sedimented image of who a birangona is.

Images of the birangona are also complemented in contemporary Ban-
gladesh by various testimonies of wartime rape by the women survivors
themselves. Mosammad Rohima Nesa, Kajoli Khatoon, Moyna Karim, and
Rashida Khatoon,* like many other women, were raped by West Pakistani
soldiers in their homes during the Bangladesh Liberation War of 1971. When
attempting to narrate their experiences of 1971 in the 1990s, they would say to
me, “Ha, amader mela itihash, chorom itihash ache” (Yes, we have a lot of his-
tory, a severe history). They would refer to the “poison” of the 1971 “history”
that they carry, the “spillages” and “excesses” of their experiences from the
1970s to the 1990s.

Four poor, landless women, they have lived since 1971 with their hus-
bands and children in villages (Enayetpur and its neighbor) in a western dis-
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FIGURE P.1. The birangona “hair” photograph. Courtesy: Naibuddin Ahmed.



FIGURE P.2. Autograph ABP
exhibition: Ahmed’s photograph Komola Collective Presents
in Bangladesh 1971, a major DE
documentary photography

exhibition at Rivington Place

Women of W

by Samina Luthfa and Leesa Gazi
Directed by Filiz Ozcan

Designed by Caitlin Abbott

Gallery, London, April-June
2008. Courtesy: Autograph ABP.

FIGURE P.3. Ahmed’s photo-
graph as part of the poster

for the play Birangona: Brave
Woman, staged in the United

! 19t-20th November | Wikaris Musi Hall
Kingdom and Bangladesh in ;
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2013-14. Courtesy: Caitlin
Abbott.
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trict in Bangladesh where I spent eight months of my year-long multisited
fieldwork. During my fieldwork, when I would return to Dhaka from Enayet-
pur, people—NGo activists, human rights lawyers, intellectuals, writers, jour-
nalists, academics, feminists who knew about my research—would invariably
ask the following questions about the war heroines: Are they married? Do
they have a family, children, kutumb (in laws)? Did their husband know of the
incident of rape? My answer to these questions would amaze them: the poor,
rural, and illiterate women continue to be married to their landless husbands
with whom they were married even before 1971, in spite of the rape. These fre-
quently occurring, repetitive questions point to a sedimented imaginary of the
war heroine among the activist community. Just as the image in the hair photo-
graph gives an idea of the birangona as “abnormal,” various literary and visual
representations have contributed to the perception that the war heroine’s kin
networks have abandoned her and her family has not accepted her as a result
of the rape.

The phrase of the Enayetpur women—"a lot of history, a severe history”—
further resonates with Shiromoni Bhaskar’s representation and articulation
of her experience of the Bangladesh war of 71. In 1998, Shiromoni, a famous
Bangladeshi artist, acknowledged publicly that she had been raped during the
war by Pakistani officials and Bengali collaborators. As a raped woman from a
middle-class background, her testimonies and photographs have been central
to various national commemoration programs on 1971. As a middle-class bi-
rangona, Shiromoni dismantled the prevalent stereotype that all birangonas
are ashamed and invisible as a result of their rape.

This public memory contradicts the prevalent assumption that there is si-
lence regarding wartime rape. It is incorrectly assumed by many that because
Bangladesh is a “Muslim” country, the traditions and practices of Islam—
and its assumed association with ideologies of gender, patriarchy, honor, and
shame—ensure the preservation of silence about wartime rape (see, e.g.,
Brownmiller 1975, 1994; and chapter 6 on orientalizing rape). My ethnog-
raphy highlights the various socioeconomic dynamics within which the
ideologies of gender, honor, and shame are practiced among the birangonas.
It shows that the public memory of wartime rape manifests in Bangladesh in
three ways: first, the state category that designates the raped women as biran-
gonas; second, an extensive archive of visual and literary representations dat-
ing back to 1971; and third, human rights testimonies of poor and middle-class
birangonas since the 1990s.

To date around thirty to forty war heroines have publicly acknowledged
their history of rape during 1971, including the previously mentioned four
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women from western Bangladesh, whose testimonies and photographs have
been part of a number of national commemorative programs. These testimo-
nies started being collected by the Bangladeshi left-liberal activist community
in the 1990s as evidence of the injustices and what many would consider to be
genocide committed through the rapes and killings of 1971.> Within human
rights narratives, there is a predetermined focus on documenting and pre-
senting the birangonas’ account as only a horrific one; inadequate attention
is given to the way in which the war heroines themselves want to articulate
their experience not only of 1971 but of the trajectory of their subsequent
postconflict lives. In contrast, I show that focusing on the postconflict lives
of the women not only gives us an in-depth account of the impact of wartime
rape but also highlights the complex ways in which women and their families
have dealt with the violence of rape over time. By giving due emphasis to the
concerns of birangonas, one can also attempt to ethically document and care
for the informants whose violent narratives and experiences are possible evi-
dence of the occurrence of genocide in 1971. If we open up questions about
the complex realities of experiences of wartime rape among the women and
their families, we could locate their accounts within the local politics of wartime
rape and the political economy of the women’s postwar appropriation in the
public sphere of Bangladesh.
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INTRODUCTION

“The Looking-Glass Border”

There never had been a moment in the four thousand year old history
of that map when the places we know as Dhaka and Calcutta were more closely bound
to each other after they had drawn their lines—so closely that I, in Calcutta, had
only to look into the mirror to be in Dhaka; a moment when each city was the
inverted image of the other, locked into an irreversible symmetry by the line that

was to set us free—our looking-glass border. —AMITAV GHOSH 1988, 233

Bangladesh is a country symbolized by its lack and excess. A prevalent stereo-
type of Bangladesh in India and in the West is that it is an “Islamic” country
ruled by military governments and dominated by NGos. Alongside the pre-
vailing international image of grinding poverty, floods, and cyclones, studies
have often linked Bangladesh to policies of population control, development,
outsourced garment production, and now climate change. In 1972, reflecting on
the bizarre donation of a shipment of used ski clothing sent by well-meaning
residents of a Scandinavian country as part of the relief efforts after the 1971
war, a Bangladeshi relief worker in Dhaka rightly said, “I guess that for many
people Bangladesh is a place of shadow geography—one of those countries
you think is in the Himalayas but on the other hand might be Thailand’s neigh-
bor to the south” (Ellis 1972, 298).



Prior to 1947, the Hindu Bengalis constituted the dominant landown-
ers in East Bengal, while Muslim Bengalis primarily worked as munshis (ac-
countants) and landless peasants. After the formation of East Pakistan on the
basis of religious identity, many Hindus moved to West Bengal in India and
Muslim Bengalis to East Pakistan. Over the years, numerous Hindu Benga-
lis have also moved from Bangladesh to West Bengal as “refugees”; they have
many stories about losing property. The attachment and distance between the
two Bengals are aptly captured in Amitav Ghosh’s “looking-glass border™—
each place became an inverted image of the other. The writings of the Bangla-
deshi feminist writer Taslima Nasreen contributed to this image and further
strengthened already existing negative stereotypes in West Bengal and India
about the “Muslims” of Bangladesh. In 1993 she published Lojja (Shame),
portraying the backlash of the majority Muslim population against minor-
ity Hindu communities in Bangladesh. This was in response to the right-wing
Indian Hindu communalists’ demolition of Babri Masjid at Ayodhya on De-
cember 6,1992, and the subsequent massacre of minority Muslim communities
in Mumbai in India.

In conjunction with this idea of lack, Indian Bengalis contradictorily iden-
tify Bangladesh as a place of excess—of hospitality, warmth, beautiful jam-
dani saris, and “good food” (especially of varieties of river fish, particularly the
favorite Bengali fish, hilsa/ilish, delicious kebabs, and biriyanis). The shadowy
lines between Bangladesh and West Bengal (India) not only separated the
countries but created “a yet undiscovered irony” (Amitav Ghosh 1988, 233)
highlighted by the paradoxical, yet inarticulable, undiscovered relationship
of intimacy and distance, lack and excess between the two divided Bengals.
Doing this research in Bangladesh as an Indian Bengali from Calcutta, West
Bengal (the Indian part of Bengal), I often thought of Ghosh’s “looking-glass
border”: this work made me relearn our own cross-border histories.

Crossing Borders

This research was triggered in 1992 by my outrage and despair as an under-
graduate student in Calcutta, India, over the unfolding of intercommunal vio-
lence after the demolition of Babri Masjid, by Hindu communalists. Being
confined at home during the imposition of curfew and depending on Door-
darshan (the government TV channel) for news, I became aware of the power
of political rumors as I heard of widespread instances of sexual violence in
Gujarat during 1992, that of Hindu men raping Muslim women and Muslim
men raping Hindu women (Agarwal 1995). These circulating accounts spoke
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to me of how a woman’s body becomes the territory on which men inscribe
their political programs, a point that the violence against Muslims in Gujarat
in 2002 reconfirmed.! Also, news throughout the 1990s of the Japanese com-
fort women, the rapes in Bosnia and Rwanda, and the United Nation’s dec-
laration of rape as a war crime in the 1995 Beijing session—all these feminist
concerns triggered and informed my research in Bangladesh.

In the first year of my doctoral work, I heard from a Bangladeshi student in
London how women in Bangladesh were publicly talking about their experi-
ence of wartime rape. Drawing on various feminist theorizations of wartime
rape (Brownmiller 1975, 1994; Stiglmayer 1994 ), I assumed that there would
be silence about this issue at the Bangladeshi national level. I decided to visit
Bangladesh for the first time in March 1997 to coincide with its twenty-fifth
anniversary of the liberation war as part of a pre-fieldwork trip. On a warm,
sunny morning, I landed in the smart Zia International Airport, named after
one of the nation’s muktijoddhas (liberation fighters), later the military presi-
dent, Ziaur Rehman (1975-81), carrying a photograph of my host. Murals of
the war could even be seen from the plane. Soon I found myself being driven
through the streets of Dhaka to the upmarket diplomatic residential enclave
of Bonani. On the way, I watched with curiosity and amusement as color-
tully painted rickshaws, “baby-taxis,” and expensive foreign cars vied for road
space. The stretch from the airport was also interspersed with large cutouts
of Sheikh Mujib, Sheikh Hasina, Yasser Arafat, Nelson Mandela, and Sulei-
man Demeriel (the Turkish prime minister). Huge banners welcomed these
international guests coming to celebrate March 26, Independence Day, which
would also mark the end of the yearlong celebrations of Bangladesh’s twenty-
fifth birth anniversary.

On the following morning, March 26 itself, I headed for a public meeting
in the grounds of the Shaheed Suhrawardy Udyan (Martyred Suhrawardy
Park), where newly elected prime minister and Awami League leader Sheikh
Hasina would share the stage with Arafat, Mandela, and Demeriel. Hasina’s
observation of Independence Day would be particularly significant, for she
was also the daughter of the charismatic leader and the assassinated first
prime minister of independent Bangladesh, Sheikh Mujibur Rehman. Earlier,
I had watched on television as Hasina, along with the three foreign dignitaries,
placed a wreath at the Savar Smritisoudho (Memorial of Memories) just
outside Dhaka, where the government first takes all international guests.
Hasina showed them the mass graves to the beat of a military guard of
honor; then the tune of the national anthem, “Amar Sonar Bangla ami tomai
bhalobashi” (My golden Bengal, I love you), written by Rabindranath Tagore,
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a non-Muslim (Brahmo), Bengali Nobel laureate, filled the air. Now, at
Suhrawardy Udyan, in the presence of the international guests, Hasina lit the
Shikha Chironton (Eternal Flame) at the site of her father’s historic speech
given on March 7, 1971.> Here Sheikh Mujib had called Bengalis to struggle
for national liberation through a movement of noncooperation. March 7 is
deemed by the Awami League to be the trigger for the liberation war. Hasina
declared that the flame of Muktijuddher Chetona (spirit of Muktijuddho)
would burn forever so as to bring to fruition her father’s dream of Sonar Ban-
gla (Golden Bengal). Sonar Bangla is a romantic and nostalgic visualization of
“mother Bengal,” with her prosperous lands and rivers inhabited by a peaceful,
harmonious, agrarian community, a timeless and an apparently classless imag-
ery. Sheikh Mujib himself had developed this scene of eternal tranquillity—
which evokes sorrowful longing and emotion for one’s homeland—as a politi-
cal project to infuse pathos into Muktijuddho (Bangladesh Liberation war of
1971) and a passion for post-1971 nation-building. As I stood on the fringes of
this crowded meeting, everyone around me cheered as Mandela, Demeriel,
and Arafat acknowledged Bangladesh’s liberation struggle. It was a momentous
feeling.

I next visited the Muktijuddho Museum, where the air reverberated with
the revolutionary songs of Tagore and Nazrul Islam (the national poet of
Bangladesh). The atmosphere was festive, with children accompanying adults,
young women dressed beautifully in saris, and men in punjabis.> Here exhib-
its decentered the Sheikh Mujib—focused celebrations and emphasized the role
of common people in the liberation of 1971. The museum housed belongings
of muktijoddhas and exhibited gruesome photographs of those who were
killed and women who had been raped. In the museum café I met a mix of
young and middle-aged people, many of whom expressed their hatred for
Pakistan, saying that they refrained from buying clothes or fruit juices made
there.* One of them added, “So what if we hate Pakistan because of 19712
Hasina might talk of Muktijuddho, but she has just returned from the Orga-
nization of Islamic Countries Conference in Pakistan. Also have you seen her
wearing the ‘headband’ hijab [veil] just before the June 1996 elections? She
cannot seem to decide what Bangladesh should be—Bengali or Muslim!” At
the same time, Pakistan, especially its cricket team and players, is, however,
much more popular among the younger generation in Bangladesh. So, in my
first few days I witnessed vivid examples of the inherent contestations in the
national celebrations of independence earned as a result of the Bangladesh
war of 1971.
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In the week following the Independence Day celebrations, the leading
newspaper dailies I perused all featured the Awami League and Bangladesh
National Party (BNP) leadership debate between Sheikh Mujib and General
Ziaur Rehman (see chapter 1). Each newspaper proclaimed that its favorite
had led the 1971 war. It was evident that the Sheikh Mujib—centric state cele-
brations were meant to offset the preceding BNP government’s militarized
commemorations. The celebrations featured Bengali songs and poets in order
to emphasize a Bengali identity. The ethos of Bengali identity and the “spirit”
of the war of 1971—of which the left-liberal communities considered Hasina
to be the repository—centered on principles of secularism, democracy, and
Bengali nationalism, as opposed to the emphasis on Islam and Bangladeshi
nationalism of the BNP and Jamaat-e-Islami (yM1). But the celebration and
symbolism did not convince everyone: those with a fierce hatred for Paki-
stan’s role in Bangladesh in 1971 strongly questioned the state’s flirtation with
Islamic and Bengali identity.

The research center with which I was affiliated employed leading Bangla-
deshi scholars from the different social science disciplines. Ranging from the
lower middle class to the middle class, the scholars were not homogeneous,
and tensions existed between the women feminists and other male intellec-
tuals. But at the beginning of my fieldwork, everyone welcomed me warmly,
referring to me as “the girl from Calcutta working on our 71,” and I established
long-lasting friendships with some of the feminist scholars, activists, and
lawyers.

I was also increasingly unlearning my initial presumption—that the his-
tory of rape was absent from the metanarrative of the Bangladesh war. Instead,
I found it continually invoked, especially in the state speeches and policies
eulogizing the women as birangonas. I came across testimonies of rape in
documents from after the war (from 1972 and 1973) and as the subject of
museum exhibitions and voluntary narratives of birangonas in newspapers
from the 1990s. I later found my way to the village of Enayetpur to conduct
more in-depth fieldwork, specifically to talk to birangonas in their everyday
lives today. Apart from the four women of Enayetpur (mentioned in the pre-
face), I also worked with seven other women (from different parts of Bangla-
desh) who were raped in 1971: Chaya, Rukhshana, Afroza, Morjina, Bokul,
Shiromoni, and Shireen. In Enayetpur, I was helped by Khokon Hossein, a
young journalist who worked for a local newspaper. Wittily referred to in the
village as the shanghatik shangbadik (ferocious journalist) for his keen jour-
nalistic aspirations, he facilitated my access to muktijoddhas in and around
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Enayetpur for the purpose of interviews. At various local and national sites, I
also interviewed and observed feminist and human rights activists and orga-
nizations, state officials, filmmakers, writers, and other producers of various
literary and visual representations of the birangonas of 1971.

Spectral Wound is the result of this multisited fieldwork. It documents and
analyzes the public memory of wartime rape perpetrated by the West Paki-
stani army and local Bengali men in East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) during
the Bangladesh war of 1971. It seeks to explore the following questions: How
is the raped woman invoked in the public memory of 19712 What is the
relationship between this public memory and the experiences of women who
were raped in 19712 The book tries to counter the limited and orientalized
understanding of the impacts of wartime rape whereby the raped woman is
only understood to be an “abnormal,” horrific, dehumanized victim, aban-
doned by her kin. It ethnographically analyzes the social life of testimonies,
examining how the stories and experiences of raped women of the 1971 war
became part of a broader set of national discourses and debates, bringing to-
gether testimonies and visual representations. It examines how these visual
and literary representations of the raped woman create a public culture of
“knowing” and remembering her that in turn informs the processes of tes-
tifying and human rights. The book argues that identifying raped women only
through their suffering not only creates a homogeneous understanding of gen-
dered victimhood but also suggests that wartime rape is experienced in the same
way by all victims. Spectral Wound instead utilizes a political and historical
analysis to highlight the varied experiences of wartime rape during 1971.

Addressing how the experiences of 1971 manifest today among women
themselves and their families, this book triangulates the narratives with
various representations (state, visual, and literary), as well as contemporary
human rights testimonies. The book thereby examines the circulation of press
articles, a range of oral accounts (interviews, discussion, observation, rumors,
and gossip),’ images, literary representations, and testimonies of rape among
survivors of sexual violence, their families and communities, the left-liberal
civil society, and different governments and state actors. Spectral Wound also
reflects on the silence relating to the violation and rape of men and juxtaposes
it with the public memory of the rape of women. This allows a theorization of
the relationship between the nation, sexuality, and masculinity and identifies
issues of demasculinization in the husbands of raped women.
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Razakars and Birangonas: The Past in the Present

Worldwide, the dominant understanding is that communities and nations
consign sexual violence during conflict to oblivion and silence. It is under-
stood to be a cost of war. In response to the assumed silence about wartime
rape, feminists and activists have found it imperative to testify, to witness, to
speak out, to “recover,” to give voice to raped women’s narratives. This wit-
nessing is both a methodology and a politics, and feminists and activists char-
acterize it as empowering, therapeutic, and liberating to those being given or
finding their voice. Such activism has publicized the rapes of comfort women
in Japan during World War II, the rapes in Bosnia and Rwanda in the 1990s,
and sexual violence in Darfur and Congo.®

But wartime rape was already part of public conversation in Bangladesh in
the 1970s, immediately after the Bangladesh war, and it has continued to be
part of public discussion since the 1990s. Along with designating the raped
women as birangonas, the Bangladeshi government also set up various reha-
bilitation programs and centers for the women in 1972, organized marriages
for them, and helped them enter the labor market to guarantee that they were
not socially ostracized.” Whether successful or not, the effort by the new Ban-
gladeshi government to publicly present women raped during 1971 as “war
heroines” remains almost unparalleled. It is important to note that the Ban-
gladeshi press did fall silent on the birangonas between 1973 and the 1990s,
as did the government. The issue of wartime rape has, however, remained on
the public stage, as a topic of literary and visual media (films, plays, photo-
graphs) since 1971, thereby ensuring that the raped woman has endured as an
iconic figure. Real-life encounters with the birangona after the war have also
contributed to the “knowing” of the birangona, as is evident in the following
illustrations.

When I started my fieldwork in 1997, many personal accounts of war among
alarge number of people in cities, suburban towns, and villages featured “know-
ing” a woman who had been raped in 1971, “who lived next door,” “in the same
road,” or “in the neighboringlocality/village.” The woman in question would
always be remembered through her “disheveled hair,” “her loud laughter,”
or her “quietness” or “muteness,” or as “the one who stares into space” with
“deadened-eyes.” Ratanlal Chakraborty of Dhaka University said that he saw
many women roaming different parts of Dhaka city like vagrants after the
war, from December 1971 until February 1972: “Their dress and movements
were proof for many of us who were definite that they were victims of the war
and that they had nowhere to go” (S. B. Rahman 2002). In various personal
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communications during my research, individuals from different class back-
grounds would remember returning after the war and encountering a “raped
woman.” I cite here responses of three individuals:

We were in Babur Road when we returned to Dhaka and there was a
house across the road where we saw many women with their unkempt
hair, coming out on the road, purposelessly. We could hear their laugh-
ter at night.

When we returned after the war, there was a woman next door who
looked unstable. . . . her hair was all over her face and she was always
quiet—we knew she was raped.

After the war, my father saw thousands of raped women standing still,
back to back, against a truck. Not a hair moved among them and there
was no sign of life in their eyes. They were mute, with deadened eyes
like Qurbani, sacrificial cattle. Whenever I utter the word birangona I
invariably think of that image. (Gazi 2014)

These postwar encounters with the raped women resonate powerfully with
the famous “hair photograph” and the way various people referred to it to make
sense of their own wartime encounter. It is telling that while the staging of
the play Birangona draws upon the memory of the director’s father (as men-
tioned earlier in the Preface), the theater company also chose the hair photo-
graph on its poster to stand in for this memory of the birangona.

Alongside the figure of the birangona in these narratives is the figure of the
razakar, a male collaborator. Local Bengalis and Bihari Muslims collaborated
with the Pakistani army in the rapes and killings during 1971. Bangladeshis
refer to them as razakars, which means volunteers or helpers in Persian and
Urdu, but they use the term pejoratively, as the name Judas might be used
in Europe or Mirjafar in West Bengal, India—insults based on historical
figures of betrayal. Numbering around fifty thousand, razakars are deemed
to be those who spoke Urdu, came to East Pakistan (later Bangladesh) during
the 1947 partition, and were members of the religious reactionary parties like
jMi (Salek 1977), Al Badr, and Al Shams (which formed “peace committees”
during the 1971 war). Their collaboration with the Pakistani army resulted in the
death of anywhere from 300,000 to 3 million civilians (these numbers are con-
tested numbers, depending on who is articulating them), the death of around
18 to 50 “intellectuals,”® the rape of hundreds of thousands of women (these
numbers also are contested, varying between 100,000 and 400,000), and 25,000
to 195,000 forced pregnancies.
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The left-liberal activist community stereotypically represents the raza-
kar with a beard and a cap, as signifiers of “Islamic” identity.’ Since 2009, the
government has tried many of these collaborators at the controversial war
crimes tribunal in Dhaka and has sentenced six to death. On December 12,
2013, one of those being tried for these war crimes was executed in the midst
of jubilation as well as anger. Nonetheless, in independent Bangladesh,
powerful razakars have gained political power. Some were cabinet ministers
in the government led by Khaleda Zia and the BNP, in 2001. Some of them are
Islamicists who belong to—or are politically closer to—jm1, the right-wing
Islamic party.

The razakar and the birangona are iconic figures in the public memory of
1971: male and female, perpetrator and survivor, both public and both secret,
both being memories of that past which are erupting and shaping the present.
That in contemporary Bangladesh there is need for the razakar to be punished
is powerfully shown through the following vignette. Heard in nearly all parts
of Bangladesh, it establishes a direct relationship between the raped woman
and the collaborator.

A razakar who once provided women to the Pakistani army falls prey to
his own deeds. On a day when there are no women to provide, the Pakistani
general rapes the razakar’s own daughter. The daughter commits suicide after
disclosing her father’s betrayal to the villagers. I found this story in books
published in the 1990s documenting the narratives of torture and violation of
1971. Syed Shamsul Haq’s famous play, Payer Aoaj Paoa Jai (Footsteps can be
heard; [1976] 1991), focuses on this account of rape, which I also found to be
the content of various dramatized stage plays and televised serials. The ubig-
uity and consistency of this account of rape through its circulation through
literary, press, and media accounts might suggest that this narrative enables
people to imagine how a collaborator might have been punished, seemingly
possible only by the rape of his daughter! The punishment meted out to the
razakar through his daughter’s rape also alerts us to the prevailing discomfort
toward the birangonas’ transgressed sexuality. The reactions to the “hair photo-
graph” typify this discomfort.

The ceaseless exchange across national and cultural boundaries of this
visual economy of the birangona in this public, and its intertextuality (the
intertwined, circulatory traces of discourses, symbols, and images that cross-
reference each other in different texts, contexts, and times) with witness ac-
counts have significantly contributed to the efficacy of this representation of
the raped woman as a horrific “wound.” It is important for me to clarify my
use of “wound,” a psychoanalytically loaded term that has been all too easily
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invoked to mean something painful that bears witness to a forgotten trauma
and past injustice. This definition allows a seamless, ahistorical sliding of indi-
vidual trauma into collective trauma. Instead, I use “wound” literally to refer to
the physical and social injuries through which different Bangladeshi publics
identify and thereafter circulate, know, and imagine the iconic figure of the
birangona. This “hair” image has brought the horrific events of 1971 to the
attention of an international public, the image standing in for the continual
wounded history of Bangladesh.

Feminist Oral Historiography and Public Memory

My focus on the gendered narratives of sexual violence occurring during
times of conflict builds on the theoretical, methodological, and ethical con-
cerns emerging from the scholarship of feminist oral historiography relating
to the partition of 1947 (Butalia 1998; R. Menon and Bhasin 1998; Das 1995)
and women’s experience in 1971 (D’Costa 2011; Saikia 2011). Drawing on tes-
timonies and documents, these works alert us to the ethical pitfalls of uncov-
ering these narratives. This is a concern of contemporary significance given
the continuation of sexual violence during conflicts, including the current
rapes perpetrated by the Indian army in its attempts to suppress resistance to
its authority in Kashmir, in the northeastern states, and in Sri Lanka during
the civil war. In fact, unconfirmed reports alleged that soldiers of the Indian
Peace Keeping Force in Sri Lanka raped Rajiv Gandhi’s “suicide bomber” as-
sassin (Dhanu or Thenmozhi Rajaratnam).'

The history of partition is the poignant account of deep mental and physi-
cal violation of women, as is made clear by the rich scholarship on partition vi-
olence that was published in the 1990s: The Other Side of Silence (Butalia 1998),
Borders and Boundaries (R. Menon and Bhasin 1998), and Critical Events (Das
1995). These works show how “non-actors are shaped by an epochal event and
how their response enables a critique of political history” (R. Menon and
Bhasin 1998, 16). Throughout this book, I draw extensively on Veena Das’s
(1995) theorization of the relation between language, body, pain, and the
state via the lens of women affected by the anti-Sikh riots of 1984 and the
partition of 1947. Through oral history narratives, Butalia highlights how par-
tition divided families, how they rebuilt lives, what resources they drew upon,
how the trauma of displacement and losing one’s home shaped their lives,
and the indispensability of “low-caste and low-status” jobs in the context of
conflict. Butalia, Das, and Menon and Bhasin were the first to focus on the
role of family violence and “honor killings” (as a mark of masculine honor)
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of women during partition, Telling the stories of women who had resorted to
violence by killing themselves, and how their families could only recall them
as heroic martyrs (e.g., Butalia 1998, 62), their work shows how scholars and
others usually conceptualize violence as male and patriarchal.

My work on the testimonial cultures of the public memory of wartime
rape also engages with two academic books on the gendered account of the
Bangladesh war that have provided a timely framework for debates relating to
women’s experiences of 1971: Bina D’Costa’s Nationbuilding, Gender and War
Crimes in South Asia (2011) and Yasmin Saikia’s Women, War and the Making of
Bangladesh: Remembering 1971 (2011). From a feminist approach based in the
disciplinary paradigms of international relations, D’Costa (2011) tracks in de-
tail the trajectory of nationalism in Bangladesh, the sequence of events from
1947 to 1971, and the impact of the war on Hindu victims. Drawing on the
hope of insaniyat or manushyata (the capacity to recognize the shared human
condition), Saikia (2011) attempts to map out a transformative, empowering,
responsible space in response to the violent narratives of 1971. Many of her
respondents show an inner capacity for humanity in the midst of violence
and war. Saikia includes the narratives of five women raped during the war,
referring to them as “victims” and distinguishing them from liberation fight-
ers. Saikia mentions other narratives and describes three women who were
involved in providing various services during the war, two female liberation
fighters, and two men—a Bengali liberation fighter who had also committed
rape and a Pakistani soldier—who were the perpetrators of violence during
1971. Her work is important for its focus on the experiences of a Bihari woman,
awar baby—Beauty—who struggles with her mother for a true account of the
events of her birth and its focus on perpetrators.

I agree that as a supplement to existing women’s history, oral histories can
give a texture and quality to women’s lives. Also, just as the anti-Sikh riots of
1984 became a trigger for an exploration of the violent, undocumented events
of the partition of 1947 (Das 1995), similarly, in Bangladesh in the 1990s, femi-
nists and human rights activists sought to document women’s oral histories of
their rape of 1971 and try the collaborators of the Bangladesh war. This created
the conditions that enabled various women to narrate their violent histories
of 1971 and their post-1971 life trajectories.

While drawing on oral histories and narratives of the women affected,
following work by Das, Butalia, and Menon and Bhasin, I also draw on gov-
ernment speeches, documents, and interviews with social workers and other
authorities who worked among these women. These invaluable archives of
social memory have allowed me to think through how the state, when seeking
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