Women in Rural India

A popular weekly comic in the Times of India features a likeness
of the U.S. president as a cape-wearing superhero. Dubyaman
flies around the world promoting his policies and protecting
U.S. interests. In a 2006 strip, Dubyman shows off his National
Security Initiative, which identifies Hindi as one of many criti-
cal-need languages —foreign languages that are important for
Americans to learn. “Hey dude!” says an Indian radio announc-
er speaking in a mix of English and Hindi, “Wanna bolo Hindi?
Sirf suno Radio Mirchi!” Dubyaman shrugs, “Dude? Wanna?
Radio? Gee, I've been speakin’ Hindi all my life without reali-
sin” it.”

A visitor to India might agree with Dubyaman, and
find that Hindi is vanishing —giving way to a “Hinglish” mix,
or to English altogether. While this is somewhat true for cities
today, the majority of the population lives in rural areas where
English is much less common. This presents a challenge for the
twenty-first century. How do we reconcile our image of India
as poverty- and disaster-ridden with images of a rapidly grow-
ing economy, a leader in technological development, and the
McTikki burgers at urban McDonald’s restaurants? The prob-
lem especially holds true for views on India women. When a
woman arguably is the most powerful person in India today;,
why do we constantly hear stories of oppression and violence
against Indian women?

Looking at Indian women’s role in village politics al-
lows us to look at many aspects of women’s life in India—and
also the role of women in U.S. politics. The Indian constitution
requires that women make up 33% of village councils, guaran-
teeing that women have an official voice in shaping their com-
munities. But one recent election poster for a woman candidate
for village council read: “With the support of my husband I will
work for the development of the village.” Some might question
whether women actually have any power if they need to men-
tion their husbands while campaigning; this never happens in
the U.S. Others might point out that many U.S. candidates, male
and female, do include their families in their campaign strategy
(often to highlight an emphasis on “family values”). Still others
might say that female voices on the village council, even when
they involve their male relatives, are better than no voices at
all. *
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The songs of village women often stress the areas where
they do have power. During weddings in North India, women
often sing abusive songs poking fun at their menfolk. In the
example below, the women of the bride’s family mock the men
of the groom’s. Such performances are common in weddings in
India.

That guy wearing glasses is a bloody hooligan
Kill him quick and take his glasses!

Though technically illegal in India, the giving of a dow-
ry is commonly practiced, especially in villages. The bride’s
family is often expected to give many gifts and large amounts of
money to the groom’s family. In this song, the women get to yell
at the men taking their money (and their daughter or sister),
and no one can stop them. In the following example, women
directly address the greed of the groom’s family.

The bride’s father is a very rich man.

He sits on a chair and hands out rupees.
The groom’s father is a real miser.

He spreads out a cloth and demands money.

These examples highlight an area of female power. Men
are not allowed to make such complaints during a wedding.
Women are allowed, and even expected, to complain for them.
Similarly, men are not allowed to complain that their daughter
is leaving after marriage. But women express that sorrow for
them, singing “today my daughter is leaving for another land.
My eyes fill with tears; my heart with sorrow.” These songs give
us another way to think about the power Indian village women
possess, and the ways they can express their thoughts in pub-
lic.

Comprehension Exercises:

(1) The article mentions two types of images of India
commonly held by people in the U.S. What are these two im-
ages? Make a list of examples for each one and add other ex-
amples that you have come across in the American media.

(2) How do Indian women'’s folksongs reveal the power
they hold in their society?

*For a lesson plan dealing with the caste system and
village politics, see http://www.nytimes.com/learning/
teachers/lessons/19990505wednesday.html

Author Ian Woolford is a graduate student in Asian
Cultures and Languages.
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Because we do not accept honoraria for our
presentations, and our operating budget
funds most of our travel expenses, we are
able to offer this service at little or no cost to
the hosting organizations. We are booked
for spring, but please contact us if you are
interested in learning more about hosting
Hemispheres at an upcoming training
event.
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Teresa Lozano
. Long Institute of
New for Hemispheres Latin American Studies
We are pleased to unveil our new look and a new focus in this first issue of News Natalie Arsenault,
from Hemispheres. Many thanks to Heather Teague, Designer at the Teresa Lozano Outreach Coordinator
Long Institute of Latin American Studies, who created our beautiful new logo and Tel: 512/232-2404
newsletter design. Fax: 512/471-3090
Striving to be responsive to your needs as educators, we've redesigned E-mail: n.arsenault@mail.utexas.edu
the newsletter to be more classroom friendly. Articles have been written with
your students in mind: they are clear and concise, and include comprehen- Center for Middle Eastern Studies
sion exercises. Feel free to copy and distribute them to your students to use Christopher Rose, Outreach Coordinator
in current-events lessons, class discussions, or however you see fit. Tel: 512/471-3582
Fax: 512/471-7834
E-mail: csrose@mail.utexas.edu

In this issue: 21°* Century Challenges

in the Developing World

Our annual summer institute for teachers reached capacity (40 at-
tendees) in record time (3 weeks) this year. 21 Century Challenges in
the Developing World offered a week of thematic content on govern-
ment, women’s issues, the environment, and other topics of con-
cern in the four regions represented by Hemispheres. Evaluations
highlighted the strong organization, highly focused theme, and
excellent presenters that attendees have come to expect from the
institute. In addition to Hemispheres, UT’s Center for European
Studies and Center for International Business Education and Re-
search (CIBER) contributed speakers to the workshop —we’re ex-
cited to partner with centers that can offer expertise on different
regions and topics. In this issue of News from Hemispheres, we recap
four of the sessions from the institute. If you are interested in addi-
tional information from the workshop, or the themes covered in this
newsletter, please don’t hesitate to contact us.

A fond farewell ...

Jordan Phillips, longtime outreach coordinator with the South Asia Insti-
tute at UT Austin, relocated to Minneapolis this summer. We're sad to see

her go, but we wish her all the best in Minnesota.

... and an introduction

Center for Russian, East European and
Eurasian Studies
Allegra Azulay, Outreach Coordinator
Tel: 512/471-7782
Fax: 512/471-3368
E-mail: aazulay@mail.utexas.edu

South Asia Institute
Rachel Meyer, Outreach Coordinator
Tel: 512/475-6038
Fax: 512/471-3336
E-mail: outreach@uts.cc.utexas.edu

New Web & E-mail Addresses

Our address has changed, but we still have the
same quality content and resources you have
come to expect from Hemispheres. Please book-
mark the following: http://www.utexas.edu/
cola/orgs/hemispheres/

Our e-mail address also has changed. Con-
tact us at hemispheres@austin.utexas.edu

We're pleased to welcome Rachel Meyer as the new outreach coordinator in
the South Asia Institute. Rachel has extensive experience doing research in India
and has her doctorate in anthropology from UT. We're excited to have her as part
of Hemispheres.
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Investigating Human Rights

INn Morocco

Morocco is a kingdom located in North Africa along the southern
shore of the Mediterranean Sea. Its name in Arabic—Maghreb—
means “sunset” or “westernmost,” in reference to Morocco’s tra-
ditional status as the westernmost part of the Arabic-speaking
world. Morocco’s population is made up of Arabs and numerous
Berber groups.

Morocco is a constitutional monarchy. The current king,
Mohammad VI, assumed the throne in July 1999 after the death
of his father, Hassan II. The royal dynasty traces its origins back
to the late seventeenth century. For the first half of the twenti-
eth century Morocco was a French protectorate, and France con-
trolled its foreign trade and foreign relations. Morocco became
independent in 1956.

The reign of King Hassan II (1960-99) was a very turbu-
lent time in Moroccan history. This period has become known
to Moroccans as Les années de plomb or “The Years of Lead.” This
time was characterized by policies that restricted freedom of
speech and freedom of the press. Politicians and activists who
openly spoke out against the government were arrested,
executed, or sometimes “disappeared” —kidnapped
by the secret police and illegally detained in a
prison camp. Sometimes those who were “disap-
peared” were executed without trial or formal
charges against them.

In the early 1970s, there were two at-
tempted coups d’etat against King Hassan,
both of which were organized and led by
officers in the Moroccan army. As a result,
officers suspected of involvement in the
coup were rounded up and sent to secret
prisons for decades. Also during the 1970s
there were a number of popular political
demonstrations in the major cities of Mo-
rocco. These became so common that tanks
were frequently seen in the streets. Those
who participated in these demonstrations
were rounded up and arrested, and often sub-
ject to beatings and torture. At two demonstra-
tions—in Casablanca (1981) and Fes (1990) —army
officers opened fire on the crowds, killing hundreds of
people.

When King Mohammad VI came to the throne, many in
the country saw him as a reform-minded leader who would work
to improve conditions and respect for human rights. In 2004, the
king created the Equity and Reconciliation Commission (ERC), a
truth commission that was asked to investigate the forced disap-
pearances and secret arrests that took place during the Years of
Lead. The ERC was asked to prepare a report detailing the hu-
man rights violations, and to make recommendations about how
to help the victims and their families. The ERC was also asked
to make recommendations about how to help Moroccans deal
with their country’s violent past, while at the same time making
changes to the law so that such human rights violations could
never happen again.

The ERC is the first such commission ever to be created
in the Middle East and North Africa, and it was considered by
many to be a sign of the king’s commitment to political reform.

However, there were a number of criticisms of the ERC
as well. There were several restrictions placed on the commis-
sion’s activities. For example, in its report the commission was
not allowed to name specific people who were responsible for
committing human rights abuses. This was particularly frustrat-
ing for some observers, because in some cases officials suspected
of ordering these abuses are still high-ranking members of the
government.

In addition, the ERC had the power only to recommend,
not to require, how victims and their families should be com-
pensated or given assistance. Similarly, the ERC had no power
to force the government to enact any of the changes or recom-
mendations that it made.

Many Moroccans feel, however, that
the ERC is a positive step for their
country. After many years of si-
lence, it is a significant change
that they are able to talk
openly about the Years of
Lead. Many Moroccans
also hope that the ERC
will be just the first
step toward bringing
the country back to-
gether after so many
years of violence
and bloodshed.

Comprehension Ex-
ercises:

(1) What are

the “Years of Lead”?

What happened during
that time?

(2) What is the

purpose of the ERC? Why

do many Moroccans feel that the

ERC is a positive step for their coun-

try?

(8) Compare the ERC with similar truth and reconcilia-
tion commissions in other countries (see: http://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/List_of truth_and_reconciliation_commissions).
How is it similar? How is it different? How might the ERC be
made more effective?

The Challenges of Chechnya
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