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‘Bandit queen’ denounces caste system

Abolish India’s social order to stop abuse of women, Phoolan Devi urges

By AKEMI NAKAMURA
Sial writer

KYOTO ~ To reduce social
tifts between the rich and
poor, and to eliminaté the
ahuse of women in Indig, the

- country’s long-held caste sys-

tem should be abolished,
Phoolan Devi, a former mem-
ber of Parliament known as
the “bandit queen,” said dur-
ing a lecture here. :

“The caste system has hur-

dened people with a number’
of regulations that have tor- |

mented the lower castes. So-
cial classes are firmly fixed,

and women are abused by up-'

per-caste men. Without this
system, people-could build
mutual relationships, and the
gaps between the lower and
upper castes could:be nar-
rowed,” Devi said at Kyoto
Seika Umversﬁy earher this
month, -

Hmdus, ‘who account for

about 80 percent of India’s

population, belong to castes
that are determined for life.

Devi is from the Mallah caste,_

considered one of the un-
totichables known as carsmen
wheo. make their Imng ﬁshmg
and farmmg S

~ Although the Indxan Constl-
tution, established in 1950,
.bans caste dlscrlmmatmn
the ancient system stlll con—
trols daily life.” '

Devi, who does not know
her exact age but said she
was born sometime argund
1958 into a-poor family of nine

children, was married at age

11 to a man over 3 years old.
. Without knowing what mar-
nage meant, she was beaten
by her husband and’ abused
sexually. .
S "My former husband told
‘me he could do anything to
me because 1 was his wife,”
Devi sald to about 1,700
guests, some listemng to her
interpreted speech via & mon-
itor.
' She became ifll’ soon after

Phoolan Devi .

her ‘marriage and her father
took her back to her home vil-
lage in eastern’ India. But
even though Devi’s marriage
was eventually annulled, her
torment continued there.
‘Devi’s’ father and cousin
were in a dispute over a por-
tion of land at the time, Devi,

who encouraged her father to

: my .

of bandits hired by her cousin.

But there she received re-
spect frorm one of the bandit
leaders, a Mallah. Devi be-
came the young leader’s
bride and lived with the ban-
dits in the jungle.

After her hushand was
gunned down by a rival rob-
ber, Devi took up a rifle and
formed a gang to avenge the
men who abused her and ex-

- act revenge on' other upper-

caste men who had tortured

& many lower-caste women..

© 4 thought about killing ray-
] self many times. But I dldn’t

want to die without geiting

-revenge.
against them gave me the
power to live,”” Devi recalled.

-, Leading the. bandit group,’

she punished men who ex-
ploited poor rural women,

and’ deprived wealthy fami- .

lies of money, valuables and
land.- She.claims her gang
beat the abusive men, al-
though there are allegatmns
of lynchmgs

leamed how to read and how to. _
control my anger. I tead many books
in prison and wanted to do

WOIHBII

7 sométhmg to help poor 1ower caste

fight his battles legally, was
further physically and sexual-

-1y abused by her cousin and
: upper-oaste men. :

'When she was 14 ponce ac-
cused her of robbmg her egus-
in's home and arrested her.
While in detention on what
she ‘says were trumped-up

‘charges, Devi claims she was

raped for three days.

‘About six months after her
release from detent:on Dew
was kxdnapped by two groups

She said the goods and land
were redistributéd among the
poor, which made her a herc-

" ine among the lower caste.

In 1983, persuaded by the

govemment Devi turned her- -

self in to the authorilies and
spent 11 years in prison. *'I re-
alized that being a bandit in
the ]ungle couldn't eliminate
discrimination against lower
castes. 1 asked the govern-

.ment to take measures to stop

exploitation by the upper

The .- anger -

castes,” she saxd

Devi sald her way of think-
ing changed while she was be- .

hind bars,

" <1 learned how to read and ;
“how to control my anger. I

read .many hooks in prison

and wanted o do something .
to help poor lower-caste wom-,
" en,” she sald, adding she con-

verted from Hlndulsm to Bud-

.dhism because it is not con- -

trolled by & caste system.

In. 1994, after her rélease .’
from prison, Devi formed Ek- -
- lavya Sena, a pmvate group to

support . woren ' in “rural

areas. Her group has de- -
‘manded that the government

build schools and teach girls
self-defense

* Devi was clected to Parlia-

ment in 1996, but lost a re-
election bid last year.

Her legendary life is re-
counted in “Moi, Phoolan De-
vi,"" which was first published
in France in 199%. A film of

"her life, “The Bandit Queen,” _

was also produced

Despite India’s constitu-
tional guarantees, the caste
gystem is still practiced and
Devi’s tragic story remams a
reality in India. . ,

“Although the namber of
child brides is on the decline,
some women are still married
in their early teens and suffer
at the hands of their husbands
because of insufficient dow-
ries such ‘as money, jewelry
and other property,” she ex-
plained.

" Devi said she wants to run
for office again.

“Women need to get out of
their houses and fight for
women's rights. Doing noth-
ing does not bring them any
frait. Women should quit be-
ing slaves to their husbands,”
she urged. *“I want more Indi-
an women to be educated so
they can learn what their
rights are.”
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and health care'has gradually

"improved in the past: few

‘years, more’than 100 millior
women are still llhterate and

China women face rig

_ ﬁim:mn NA’I‘IONS (AP) While 2 ’I‘he "ambassadop was pre-
the partieipation of ‘Chinese -
- women in polltxcs, education

senting China's report to the .
*23-member expert body. that -
. monitors’compiiance with the
“U'N. Conyention on the Elimi-
‘pation of All Fo :

" . the _violation . of - women’s  :Qin said:

hassador an Hua.sun said
Monday. - -

““na word there is stﬁl a’

long way to g0 before the var-

 dous forms of discrimination*
- against women can be elimi- -
nated and gender equality ful- -
"1y realized,” he told the U.N.-

Comrmttee on- Elinnnatmn of .

E more t];an

. rights is not uncommon, Am,_ L S8,

one~fifth of th
world’stotal andisg“noten-f

of the oid feudal thinking.

-.‘The; gavarnment has found - ¢

allewate} ‘

_ Dtsm'iminatxon Against Wom- Teco

(S U AN ST SR VRV

cal life 15 still lqw, he said.

< In the past two years, fol-:
lowmg economic: reforms,
‘there  have been maqorlayoffs
“af Eema.le workers. Qin s )

questions aboiit China’s’ poli-.:
ority women — :
: _}nglgdlng Tibetans; and Mon-
. golians — insisting

' gluus nghts are fuliy protect
-tirely frée from the remnants - ed

eu‘rel; .

.........

'gibet ."‘ couples are en~ %
cwi'a'ged to have two chiidren
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. - -~
?7. 2. 7. Japan limes
Women'’s group hosting = The Asian Women's
- o e o Fund will sporisor a sym.
counseling SympoSiUM o5y featuring the ex-
periences of counselors for victims of domestic violence, sexu-
i  al harassment of rape. Participants will discuss how toprovide 3
- psychological care to victims without inflicting further dam- .
oo age. - ' o, .
. Maggie Ziegler, clinleal supervisor at Canada’s Family Ser-
' vices of the NoriH Shore and counselor for trauma vietims
i following the conflict in the former Yugoslavia, will speak on
D sup for victims in Canada, followed by a panel discussion ;
- on the situation in Japan. e ;
i . 'The symposium will be held Feb. 20 from 1 p.m. to 4:30 p.m. . E
. at the Tokyo Wornen's Plaza, a seven-minute walk from :the ]
-~ Omotesando subway station and a 12-minute walk from JR
Shibuya Station, Adsiilssion is free and slmultaneous interpre-
. tation is provided. Skill training seminars are also scheduled.
¢ from Feb, 2L to2Z3. - .~ :

Seats are limited for both programs. To reserve a spot, call
{03) 3588-9322 or fax (03) 3583-9321. - .
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